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Ecomation

Definitions of animation tend to oscillate between making something move 
and bringing something to life.1 Yet what could be more different than strik-
ing a billiard ball on a table and bringing that same ball to life? Are these 
two propositions not worlds apart? Animation brings them into relation, how-
ever. The relation between making something move and bringing something 
to life is thus an ongoing source of perplexity both for producers and critics 
of animation. Two distinctive ways of dealing with this relation have emerged, 
implying profoundly different images of thought. According to one line of 
thinking, movement is always movement of something. Another line of thinking 
submits that movement is something.2

The first line of thinking takes its cue for making something move from 
classical mechanics: an action on a body produces a reaction; something or 
someone imparts movement to a body, usually a figure or character. A figure 
made of clay or plasticine is pushed into motion. A hand- drawn figure is 
sketched into motion, position by position. In keeping with Newton’s laws, 
the initial frame of reference for this line of thinking is inertial: an object 
remains at rest unless some force acts upon it.

The first line of thinking has its drama of creation. When movement 
is considered as force imparting movement to the inert object, a creator 
inevitably makes an appearance as the animator responsible for imparting 
the force. The creativity of the animator is thought to lie above all in the 
act of producing an illusion of life.3 Animation is a matter of imparting a 

1 See Donald Crafton, “The Veiled Genealogies of Animation and Cinema,” Animation 
6, no. 2 (2011): 93– 110.

2 See Gilles Deleuze’s distinction between conscious of something and conscious is 
something in Cinema 1: The Movement- Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara 
Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 56.

3 Alan Cholodenko reflects at length on the illusion of life in his introduction to The 
Illusion of Life II: More Essays on Animation (Sydney: Power Publications, 2007), 
13– 95.
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force to an object, thus bringing it to life. The animator is a demiurge who 
brings to life.

When the goal is bringing something to life, the illusion of life depends 
on resemblance. A computer brought to life still looks like a computer, but it 
must also bear some resemblance to life. Resemblance to life usually means 
resemblance to an animal, almost always the human animal but sometimes 
non- human animals who differ from human animals in degree, such as 
mammals. Indeed, resemblance in animation often evokes anthropomor-
phism. WALL- E (WALL- E, Andrew Stanton, 2008, Played by Ben Buertt), for 
instance, resembles both a robot or computer and a human animal. Such 
resemblance is not entirely stable, however. Neither is anthropomorphism. 
WALL- E might readily morph into some other kind of animal. It is narrative, 
or more precisely, a set of consistent behaviors organized in relation to a 
goal, that intervenes to sustain WALL- E’s resemblance to both computer and 
human. For human audiences, sustaining anthropomorphism is arguably 
what most effectively shores up the illusion of life.

The illusion of life demands a certain kind of invisibility on the part of 
the animator or animators. Animators must not appear in the animation, at 
least not directly. Like absent causes or invisible forces, they are perceptible 
only through their effects. They appear partially. Early animation was fond 
of showing the hand, a part of the creator, which sets the tone for a kind of 
partial perception of the work of animators.4 Their creative force is percep-
tible in the figural traces of their performative gestures in the process of 
applying force to figures, drawing, shaping, bending, turning, angling them, 
or imparting their facial expressions to characters, or even rotoscoping their 
own bodies. Creative force is at once perceptible and imperceptible.5 It is 
in- perceptible.

This first way of thinking about movement, precisely because it implies 
an inertial frame of reference, always entails an initial separation between 
force and figure.6 Force is applied to the body to make it move; creative force 
is dexterously applied to inert materials to bring them to life. The animator 
stands outside their creation, separate from it, even as they dwell in it, in- 
perceptibly. The problematic of this line of thinking is, How does one inhabit 
separation creatively?

Two orientations emerge for the illusion of life. On the one hand, 
signature styles develop, attesting to the in- perceptibility of the animator or 
animators. Character animators, for instance, introduce a distinctive style 
into their rendering of characters. Between action and reaction arises an 
interval in which a force acting on a figure or character does not meet with 

4 Donald Crafton writes at length on the appearance of creators’ hands in early 
animation in Before Mickey: The Animated Film, 1898– 1928 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), establishing a break between early animation and studio ani-
mation on this basis. In a genealogical manner, I stress discontinuity and continuity.

5 See James J. Hodge’s account of the sense of indirection arising from effects of 
digital inscription in Sensations of History: Animation and New Media Art (Minneap-
olis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019), 83.

6 Ryan Pierson speaks directly to the relation between figures and forces in anima-
tion in Figure and Force in Animation Aesthetics (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2020), 2.
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an immediate reaction in the manner of a billiard ball struck by another ball. 
The active force is prolonged and reverberates through the figure. At one 
extreme is the plasticity associated with the “squash and stretch” technique; 
the figure is wildly deformed, only to spring back to its initial shape. At the 
other extreme, figures are largely rigid, but a profound tension runs through 
their graphic design— reverberation on the surface, as it were.7 This prolon-
gation of the interval between action (active force) and reaction (reactive 
figure) is the domain of affect. Nonetheless, for all that the illusion of life 
gesticulates and pulses, it remains constrained by the steep embankments of 
personality; affect remains subordinated to the movement of figures or char-
acters, individualized or personalized.8 When directors impart a signature 
style or overall tonality to a collective work, it is as if the entire animation 
takes on such a personality, as if character animation had been scaled up.

On the other hand, a second orientation within this way of thinking 
is the effects of mise- en- abyme that follow from the founding separation 
between animators and objects- to- be- animated. Such effects may be pro-
duced around the hand of the animator appearing in the animation— 
drawing figures, imparting force to lines, and bringing figures to life.9 The 
drawn figure may even begin to act on the animator. The result may feel like 
a hall of mirrors, with a hand drawing a hand drawing a hand, ad infinitum. 
For all their reverberation, such effects still recall classical mechanics. New-
ton’s third law holds that when one body exerts a force on a second body, the 
second body simultaneously exerts a force equal in magnitude and opposite 
in direction on the first body.

If the first line of thinking movement in animation gravitates toward, 
and delights in, effects of creative mise- en- abyme, it is because such effects 
multiply and complicate the separation of force and figure but without trou-
bling it. The demiurge remains transcendent in their in- perceptibility. Move-
ment remains movement of something. What fascinates and troubles this 
manner of thinking more than the intrusive and quasi- deconstructive hand 
of the creator is the automaton, especially the moment of their awakening, 
when energy flickers over their skin in silvery white or neon blue, their eyes 
flutter, and their lips quake. By appearing causa sui, the automaton promises 
a perfect solution to the fundamental separation of force and figure.10 Yet the 
rift divides them, and unable to forget their creator, automatons carry the 
separation everywhere, fracturing everything they touch. This multiplying 
of separation is not limited to the animation as art object; the automaton 
shudders into life across movies, comics, commercials, and television series.11 

7 Andrew R. Johnston addresses this pulsating doubleness of the animated line in 
Pulses of Abstraction: Episodes from a History of Animation (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2020), 54.

8 What is thus individualized may be racialized; reverberations turn into an inner-
vated agitation that Sianne Ngai calls animatedness in Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 33.

9 See William Schaffer, “Animation 1: The Control- Image,” in Cholodenko, Illusion of 
Life II, 456– 485.

10 Cholodenko’s introduction to The Illusion of Life II again provides an excellent 
example.

11 See Marc Steinberg’s “Immobile Sections and Trans- Series Movement: Astroboy and 
the Emergence of Anime,” Animation 1, no. 2 (2006): 190– 206.
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Mise- en- abyme extends to media forms, animation unraveling to provide 
connective tissue for multiplex frames of references converging into a tumor-
ous growth.

The second manner of thinking— that movement is something— recalls 
fluid dynamics, especially when it addresses chaotic mixing, fractal patterns, 
or blinking vortices. Tracers mark patterns arising through the interaction of 
forces, dye swirling in turbulent waters, ink seeping into textured paper, dust 
particles and leaves swept into the whirlwind, or even a plastic bag, puffed 
with air, caught on the wind, bobbing and soaring.

In contrast with the drama of bringing something to life, there is the the-
ater of improvisation dedicated to finding life where it emerges from things. 
The animator here is an explorer or experimenter. Their challenge lies in 
locating conditions, or setting conditions, under which something happens, 
something comes to life. The emphasis here is on potential life instead of the 
illusion of life. Anything that moves is potentially life. Because movement is 
relative to the observer, potential life is relational. It lives in relation, and the 
animator and the animated evolve together.

To be sure, in both instances (illusion of life and potential life), life is 
a matter of likeness. But likeness means something different for these two 
ways of dealing with movement. WALL- E resembles both a computer and an 
animal, and this doubling of resemblance brings into play two horizons of 
desire. There is the desire to stabilize the personage of WALL- E, to distance 
it from both creator and audience. A set of behaviors implying psychological 
motivation impart a sense of independence to the character, making it feel 
autonomous of its creator.12 But there is also a desire to play with this charac-
ter, or more powerfully, to play it, to take on its role. This is how resemblance 
flips into semblance. Semblance is the child pretending to be a windmill, or 
acting like a cloud in the sky, or perhaps improvising the life of a computer.13 
Key of Key the Metal Idol (Discotek Media, 1994– 1997) comes to mind. She is 
a human who believes herself to be a robot with the potential to become a 
human. Her enactment of a robot simultaneously gestures toward childhood 
trauma and superpowers.

Now, although resemblance and semblance are different in kind, the 
inherent duplicity of figures of life in animation means that reading practices 
may allow the one to flip into the other. Where is the line between playing 
with WALL- E and playing WALL- E?

Narrative form often proves decisive yet elusive, decisive because elusive. 
The paradigm of classical film form or classical narrative form, however, has 
proven too rigid in cognitive and geopolitical terms to offer much insight 
into modern and contemporary forms of transmedial, transnational, inter-
active, or participatory storytelling.14 For instance, the distribution format in 

12 Imamura Taihei highlights how character psychology and motivations are the key to 
the vitality of 1930s Disney cartoons in “Japanese Cartoon Films,” trans. Thomas 
Lamarre, in Mechademia 9: Origins, ed. Frenchy Lunning (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014), 107– 124.

13 Walter Benjamin uses some of these examples in “On the Mimetic Faculty,” in 
Selected Writings, ed. Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith, vol. 2, 
1927– 1934 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 720– 722.

14 See Miriam Hansen, “The Mass Production of the Senses: Classical Cinema as Ver-
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which Key of Key the Metal Idol undertakes her oscillation between robot and 
human— “original video animation” (OVA)— is one that enhances the pro-
longation of the performativity of semblance through serialization. Its story 
unfolds across media, cultures, and sectors in a very different manner than 
WALL- E. Serialization across media, across cultures, and across “sectors” 
(e.g., production, consumption, and distribution) undermines presumptions 
about the unicity of narrative form.15 At the same time, the contemporary 
proliferation of feature- length animated films in the global market entails an 
almost desperate imposition of conventions for narrative- character unicity on 
animation form.

Animation today remains caught between these two images of move-
ment, oscillating ever more frantically. Such conditions make careful consid-
eration of the second way of thinking movement, the other side of movement, 
an urgent task. The automaton is the pivotal figure for such an endeavor. 
For that is precisely what the first image of movement generates through its 
separation of force and figure: the automaton.

The other side of the automaton is the ecomaton, a figure that carries 
force with it, a body that gathers its movement, a form of life that is “insep-
arate” precisely because its movement is something and thus is susceptible 
to adopting different directions.16 This way of thinking looks at figures and 
characters through their milieu.17 The life of the plasticine figure is not 
limited to the force imparted by the animator. It comprises the give- and- take 
of the plasticine under the heat of lights and the demiurge’s thumb. The 
basic unit of animation, then, is not the figure or character. The basic unit is 
the “individual- milieu coupling.”18 The milieu comprises both the external 
or environmental forces (such as the heat of the lights and the touch of the 
animators) and internal forces (the bonds of the plasticine that impart elas-
ticity or plasticity). It is called milieu because it goes through the middle of 
the external and internal milieus, so to speak. It emerges where external and 
internal forces meet. The life of animation emerges where forces interact: the 
pressure of human hands, the warmth of lamps, the bonds of plasticine. And 
other forces might be implicated and explicated, for the basic unit of anima-
tion, the individual- milieu coupling, is not an inert object but an occasion, a 
process of individuation spanning individual and milieu. Thus, the idea that 
movement is something arrives at an ecological image of thought.

In contrast, inertial frame of reference gives rise to an environmental 
image of thought. The separation of force and figure is extended into a sep-
aration of figure from background, and thinking tends to oscillate between 
focusing on the action of the ground (environment), the figure (human), 

nacular Modernism,” Modernism/Modernity 6, no. 2 (1999): 59– 77.
15 Thomas Elsaesser, “The Mind- Game Film,” in Puzzle Films: Complex Storytelling in 

Contemporary Cinema, ed. Warren Buckland (Oxford: Wiley- Blackwell, 2009), 13– 41.
16 Muriel Combes, La vie inséparée: Vie et sujet au temps de la biopolitique (Paris: 

Dittmar, 2011), 52. I here translate her term as “inseparate,” although “inseparated” 
or “non- separated” would be equally fitting.

17 Isabelle Stengers, “Reclaiming Animism,” e- flux 36 (2012), https://www.e- flux.com 
/journal/36/61245/reclaiming- animism/.

18 Gilbert Simondon, Individuation in Light of Notions of Form and Information, trans. 
Taylor Adkins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2020), 3.

https://www.e-flux.com/journal/36/61245/reclaiming-animism/
https://www.e-flux.com/journal/36/61245/reclaiming-animism/
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and the reaction of the figure to the ground. Thinking risks becoming mired 
in human impacts, in the animation of anthropo- scenes. Ecologists are 
always reminding us, however, that ecology affords a larger view than envi-
ronmentalism, for it ranges deeper and higher in ontogenetic terms.19 Surely 
the time has come for our image of animation to do the same.

Needless to say, thinking animation is not merely a matter of choosing 
between two images of movement. Thinking animation aims at the relation 
between two images of movement, two images of thought. It is a reading 
practice. Here the long- standing preference for worlds of myth and fantasy 
in animated fare may prove an unexpected boon. What is more integral to 
such worlds than the feeling that the first creation, based on a movement 
of separation, went wrong?20 Indeed, the first movement, tending toward 
environmental separation, was fated to be too straight and narrow.21 Thus it 
paved the way for the second movement to begin again, to repeat athwart. 
That is the task of ecomation.
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19 Charles Krebs, The Ecological World View (Clayton, Australia: CSIRO, 2008), 2– 3; 
and Colin R. Townsend, Michael Begon, and John L. Harper, Essentials of Ecology, 
3rd ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008), 3– 16.

20 Gilles Deleuze, “Desert Islands,” in Desert Islands and Other Texts, 1953– 74, ed. 
David Lapoujade and trans. Michael Taormina (New York: Semiotext(e), 2004), 9– 14.

21 Resonant here is Jack Halberstam’s evocation of transbiology for an ecological 
queering of this straight and narrow anthropocentricism in “Animating Revolt/
Revolting Animation: Penguin Love, Doll Sex and the Spectacle of the Queer Non-
human,” in Queering the Non/Human, ed. Noreen Giffney and Myra J. Hird (Farnham, 
UK: Ashgate Publishing, 2008), 265– 281.


