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Serge Bouchardon

Log onto a dating w
ebsite and find love! M

ake sure 
your face show

s your true feelings. You’re being 
w

atched…

StoryFace (http://w
w

w.storyface.space/, see fig-
ure 1) is a digital creation based on the capture 
and recognition of facial em

otions. The user logs 
onto a dating w

ebsite. They are asked to display, 
in front of the w

ebcam
, the em

otion that seem
s to 

best characterize them
 (figure 2). 

After this the w
ebsite proposes profiles of partners. 

The user can choose one (figures 3 and 4) and 
exchange w

ith a fictional partner (figure 5). 
Figure 1. The online interactive creation StoryFace

Figure 2. The user expresses the em
otion that 

seem
s to best characterize them

Figure 3. A fictional partner
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81 Figure 4. Another fictional partner

The user is now
 expected to focus on the con-

tent of the m
essages. H

ow
ever, the user's facial 

expressions continue to be tracked and analyzed 
(figure 6) and the user is com

pelled to adjust his 
or her em

otions artificially so that the narrative can 
continue.     

The N
orm

alization O
f Em

otions

W
hat is highlighted here is the tendency of em

otion 
recognition devices to norm

alize em
otions. W

hich 
em

otion does the device expect? W
e go from

 the 
m

easurem
ent of em

otions to the standardization 
of em

otions. M
ore broadly, this creation deals w

ith 
issues of em

otional surveillance and industrializa-
Figure 5. The chat w

ith the fictional partner starts

Figure 6. The user's facial expressions continue to be tracked

tion of em
otions. Som

e researchers put forw
ard 

the notion of "em
otional capitalism

" to refer to the 
econom

ic logics of the exploitation of affects by 
online platform

s (Alloing and Pierre, 2017). The 
new

 approaches to the m
easurem

ent of em
otions 

through facial recognition question the privacy of 
the individuals analyzed, as m

uch as the risks if 
these m

ethods becom
e a m

eans of governance. 
H

ow
ever, am

ong the designers of em
otion captur-

ing devices, the question of exploiting the results 
is not really perceived. W

hat is striking in these 
devices is a com

m
and to be oneself (express 

your em
otions) in a w

orld of standards and norm
s 

(em
otions are standardized, based on a universal-

ist approach according to w
hich there is a deter-

m
ined num

ber of em
otions com

m
on to all hum

an 
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85 beings). The recurrent reference to Paul Ekm
an, 

w
ho prom

oted the universality and discreteness of 
em

otions in a D
arw

inian approach (Ekm
an, 1970), 

is rem
arkable. In 1982 (Ekm

an and Frisen, 1982), 
Ekm

an postulated six basic em
otions: anger, dis-

gust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise (on 
w

hich em
otion recognition devices are m

ostly 
based), and supplem

ented these in the 1990s w
ith 

eleven additional em
otions. H

e thus identified the 
types of em

otions that he considered universal, 

that is to say observable basic em
otional expres-

sions in unconnected cultures. This universalist 
and acultural approach is reinforced by em

otion 
recognition devices, w

hich in return tend to nor-
m

alize em
otions.

The D
igital: A Pharm

akon
Based on the notion of pharm

akon of the ancient 
G

reeks, Bernard Stiegler underlines that the D
ig-

ital, like any technology, is both cure and poison 
(Stiegler, 2013). Techniques are am

bivalent. So, 
there is an interesting tension betw

een a gener-

B
ased on the notion of pharm

akon of the ancient G
reeks, B

ernard 
S

tiegler underlines that the D
igital, like any technology, is both cure 

and poison (S
tiegler, 2013).

alized form
 of surveillance and exploitation of our 

em
otions that can be done w

ithout us being aw
are 

of it (it is a form
 of alienation by devices, w

hich re-
quires a critical approach), and the possibility giv-
en by these devices to perceive our affective ex-
pressions in order to better analyze our self-w

riting 
and our interpersonal com

m
unications (this is the 

reflexive dim
ension of the devices, w

hich can be 
perceived as positive). Em

otion recognition tools 
can thus be useful to confront our ow

n em
otions 

(w
hy not im

agine such a device to help us control 
our em

otions w
hen w

e talk w
ith som

eone online). 
By playing w

ith the em
otion capturing device, Sto-

ryFace highlights this tension. Being aw
are of this 

tension is part of digital literacy.

A C
ontributive N

arrative

This digital literacy dim
ension (being aw

are of the 
ideology encoded in the devices) is reinforced in Sto-
ryFace by the contributive dim

ension of the piece. 
Anyone can create fictional partners (figure 7). 

Thanks to an interface, the user can create a pro-
file easily (figure 8), w

hich encourages creative 
w

riting practices. This piece is also an exam
ple of 

contributive digital narrative insofar as it gives the 
user the possibility to create a character w

hich oth-
er users w

ill interact w
ith. The user reads and plays 

Figure 7. (pages 83-84) Any user can create fic-
tional partners : som

e characters created by inter-
net users.

Figure 8. The contributive dim
ension : the interface is used to create the profile and the chat with a fictional partner.

in order to understand the underlying issues, but 
they can also create in order to understand them

. 
The user can create questions and answ

ers, and 
associate em

ojis w
ith every question and every 

answ
er (figure 9). This gives the user the opportu-

nity of a practice-based reflection on the relation-
ship betw

een the w
ritten language w

ith w
ords, the 

em
ojis and the facial em

otions, and the w
ay they 

can be interpreted.

A
n Interactive N

arrative B
ased O

n 
R
eflexivity

The narrative is constructed as a potentially end-
less series of exchanges betw

een the reader and 
different characters. The narrative unfolds through 
the user’s play w

ith his/her ow
n im

age and facial 
expressions. The user can play w

ith the w
ay they 

express or hide their feelings, and the w
ay em

otions 
that are oversim

plified into em
ojis can be m

isread. 
The exchanges w

ith the fictional characters are 
thus based on the em

otions and facial expressions 
that the user conveys consciously or unconsciously. 
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87 Figure 9. Anyone can w
rite questions and answ

ers 
for the chat w

ith the fictional partner, and associate 
em

ojis w
ith any of these.

This piece is an exam
ple of interactive digital nar-

rative in w
hich the user can not only interact w

ith 
his/her ow

n face but also through his/her ow
n face. 

The narrative is based on reflexivity via reflection 
(like the reflection of oneself in a m

irror), on a re -
flexive interaction w

ith the technical device. 

C
onclusion

StoryFace could be considered as a reflexive nar-
rative. W

ith the reflection of our ow
n im

age and 
facial expressions, and the w

ay w
e can play w

ith 
them

, w
e are invited to have a reflexive attitude 

tow
ards dating w

ebsites ("love of self or love of 
others", cf. Kessous, 2011). W

e are also invited to 
have a reflexive attitude tow

ards em
otion captur-

ing devices and to deconstruct the ideology under-
lying the algorithm

s. In a supposedly hom
ogenous 

global digital culture, do w
e need and w

ant our 
em

otions to be norm
alized w

hen w
e com

m
unicate 

w
ith m

achines, and w
ith others ?
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Versions

StoryFace offers tw
o versions, one in French and 

one in English. StoryFace is also available as a 
free app on the Play Store. Video capture on You-
tube: https://youtu.be/H

0xfM
m

Jf2w
k
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