Who Can Be an Animator? Technological Regimes and the Transformation of Professional Profiles
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This article examines the transformations in the professional profile of the animator through shifts in the technical regimes that structure the production of animated images, drawing on key concepts from media theory and the philosophy of technology. It starts from the premise that the animator is not a stable figure across history, but is continuously reconfigured by the material and technological conditions that underpin animated practice. In this sense, technologies do not merely introduce new tools; they reshape the competencies, sensibilities and modes of engagement required of practitioners, in line with Marshall McLuhan’s proposition that “the medium is the message”.
In classical animation, from the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, the animator was closely associated with artisanal practices grounded in manual drawing, the decomposition of movement and the direct manipulation of physical supports. This regime demanded skills related to draughtsmanship, observation of motion and aesthetic sensitivity. Such a configuration can be understood through Vilém Flusser’s concept of the “apparatus”, here in a less automated form, in which human gesture retains greater control over image production.
With the consolidation of digital animation from the 1980s onwards, a significant shift occurs: the animator becomes an operator of computational systems, working within production pipelines involving modelling, rigging, simulation and rendering. The professional profile moves towards familiarity with interfaces, software environments and computational logics. This transformation can be interpreted through Lev Manovich’s notion of “software culture”, in which cultural production is mediated by programmable systems that pre-structure creative possibilities.
We are now witnessing a new point of inflection in animation, marked by a transformation that poses unprecedented challenges. The diffusion of artificial intelligence tools signals a further reconfiguration of the animator’s role, shaped by emerging technical conditions. Unlike the previous shift centred on software operation, the current context introduces algorithmic mediation that requires new skills and sensibilities. The production of animated images through text prompts, generative systems and automated processes demands proficiency in written language, precision in description, structural thinking and an understanding of how algorithms operate. The animator becomes an intermediary between language and machine, functioning as a “functionary of the apparatus” (Flusser, 2000), while critically exploring its possibilities and limits. This reinforces the McLuhan idea that media generate new forms of perception and agency, requiring adaptation to a regime in which creation, programming and curation are intertwined.
Drawing on these frameworks, the article argues that these transformations should not be understood as a linear progression, but as an ongoing reconfiguration of technical mediation regimes (Kittler, 1999), in which material conditions shape cultural production. This implies recognizing that individuals who would not have fitted the profile of an animator in certain historical periods may, under different technical regimes, come to occupy this role. The article concludes by discussing the implications for professional training, authorship and the field of animation as a cultural practice, suggesting that algorithmic regimes do not eliminate the animator but redefine their role.
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