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Today we are constantly reminded of the degree 1o whikh we are participating

in peblic culture, in political culture, snd in online digeal culture. A maedia

wtursted cavizonment sequires e 3o defline our identities in relatson o the

culture we consomne, whte the ltermes Imvites us o take up new Land multipde
_3-:'-1 OAONns I '-'l'u-l!h»",)\'.al WAl networks sites s ‘..--.‘Juvl"tc
;?.l‘..,ll“'lf i Y.:'l wrs the way race discourw OECTACs 1N Cx ol wporary € _.flf."
¢ for pablic encounter, and as a trope of "participation’ for artists
5 Lolh Aot
LA 8! ¢ 10 face with racial Qiference has bev iDe o ~.|‘:"._ 1F

patory artistic practice since the 19608 Farly conceptual examples e

\dran P s maediated swocial encounders, where the formal astadxe device of

" . P

commuenplace calling Cands and questivesasres - proseicd
OUCTIINGS LNWRLINE DAITACIANES DO OOMNe B0 Dermns wWith Eheir oW ric

bas. Other live performances in the 108058 and 19904, lke lames Lamas Take

Pictary with g Readd Indfian. o Guillersme Gomez-Pefia and Cexco | )

Twe Unfiscovered Amersafiass Vi soduced audience memben Lo enfer

im0 carelully chorcographod cacounters designaed 10 deaw 0wt speciiic foem

4

of racial and cultural teas in relation 10 the history of photography o ethoo
grapghh pscum Ssplays, respos tively, The works discussed Bete, by Nancy

ryom, Keith Piper and Moagrel, caa Be aoem %0 comwve with these caclicr
investagations, invitisg viewess 2o attend to race politics, inclodseg the colour
of their owe shan as & forms of social, historical or ethical encoumser. The
"f-\\h M TN o Partugarss thes dipe ol works may be Larly o T
(wach a8 .:‘..Lll»._ 3 POUSE OF Davirg 3 ;‘.’.u‘ Wr nl" taken) bat cach of thew
peatures, however small proves 80 be effiective in sevealing the eatent 1o which

race ks tscl 2 radically participatory discosrse

Ihe fontion and impoctande of race and race dcourse i online digeal

spaces and in comtemporery dignal an revolves around an apparent paradox

On the one hand, there s a recurning desire %0 soe online digital spaces as sitey
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versal

noctivity that can escane the limitatsons of race. This desire

pends 0O intersect with assumprions about I i e and yweiems of ethics

that yalorsse the neutralisation of cultural racial and sexaal dilference, & well
s histornca sPechory I .a;f'.'.::!:'. pockral spadce of the tsternet b viewed
a2 ;\.c:.mufl'. Frogresane dossain for overcoming barriers that may other

ral forms of partikipation o e ‘_‘4;’:.,_ wire. Un

" u‘u‘l"-'!.n 1w reirxt
the othes A 1 ’ P R—
he other hand. a profiferation of raclally-marked avatan and experamenta

5

4

yhnds LUIMAS a5l pon - n ) Increasin workds and

opulsie arl
oline chat Spaces Hace, 35 2 sef of vivaal Cues Operi WD BrapeaCcal anser

facen, has Bleraly bodoeie & Lashoons al0essory 1o e

traded and

toyed with experimentally a

Y P
DeTientially ornang iha prosiicralaon ol

1Yes I|'.4l.'- B "‘4 o c,r." L wrs ;-Tohh,q’\ the l{"‘ ety hor the cApe ‘-!A\!

nf.u"‘t‘. of dfference. and this ¢ \i‘lJ\ wemd directly and actively 0 undet

mine the prospect of the neutral, universal, online sulgect

It & not 2 real paradox, of Cours because both conditions operale In

r» Il'lé\”l reee S -)nl‘...l.:l.l' ol ll‘;‘.’Jl MNe the

parallel to reduce Colibaral

domain of visual dgns. Unline identily, pascpaton and poser Barve DoCoere

tethered to images (or thewr diaion) Soe social and political ends. Questions

srise, however, concoming the wiy race dbcourse actoally indersects with the

nd with dagitad cultare.' What aee the condtions Sor ethical pelations

Wil encousters with racial iferemce’ w 0 Bweoeriical Cxproralnons

Oof 1he 1 and the Ptk bear on the subject? If vissonr and visibility are

ceotral to the operative dynamics of race, as has been argued not « oly bw Franz

Faoon bul msany others wal 'r:\‘;-_'fl:]' then migdt it be poss ble %0 undo> the

race SnCoune & an oppressive regime by decouplag 1 from vision

of the visible” Or, alternately, might 1 be that vistal culture is the very place
where contemporary race ducoune maght be most powerfully critiqued and

trandoemad?

10 recent theorses of digral art practice that

Ihere quwaipea arc central
SireCiy ¢ RARe e 45 2 dominamt and pervasive vinual discogewe within

i emerging public sphere. Technoculture i ofien prancd for the ways it

enhances democracy by realining an ddcal public sphere. But this view &

vacraly inaltestive to the fact that the expersence of the techr y
K

e U '

prablic sphere can alio be one of ag

CaOn., o hion and Vi bilsty VAKINE

the writings of media theorist Mark Hansen @ 2 provocative and symplo

matic ssarting point, this essay exploses how the dexire for racaal seutrality
5 }

ca@ lead to the unintentional repression of nportant Scems of cultural ditfe

coce. Two models of ethics, grounded in the writings of Clorglo Agamden

_‘l! }'IZ

understanding the

saasied Levimas, respectively, are posed as altornatives in the gquet for

I
pportance of Yhe face’ & a device for the salolding, of

mmaking of race In the public space of the inlernet
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pedagogical: theough the transcendence of visibility, those who are ecogaged
in passing caline will, of necessity, learn the wery bankreptcy of categories of
identity

Yet ‘social codmgs’ are procaely the lorsss of ideology that ase mos

1 resistiant
to trandormation. I race is reverled to be (o has scientibcally been proven %o
be) a social code, rather than & saterad or Blological condition, this revelation
has vet 1o transform the soclal function of race in the maintenance of uneven
power relations. While some sspects of race, gender and sexuality ase perfoe
mative, 3s Jodith Butler so comvincingly srgues, it must 8350 be « baserved tha
mot 2l forms of performance are equal, nor do they have oqual eSects” Lisa
Nabamura has effectively argeed in her book Cybertyper that online pasing
frequently produces stereotypes of race that become solidified through theis
repeated performance theough a kind of "identity tourties” Nakamura writes,
identity tourium # 2 type of aca-refiective relationship that & sually widens
the gap between the other snd the oo who caly performs itself as the ather
While Hansen philosophically hopes performative sepetition will sendey
wercotypes void of meaning, Nakamura observes that @ appears to mereh
resnforce narrow conceptions of race, Her arguocet & echoed in sociological
stodics showing that racial “identities’ may be more immautable, fixed and
aliow in onliae teraction than offline
Passing i the real world, or « nline, emtalls more han viwaly horeo
praphing one's appearamce, # & a comples popoinc activity that foeegrounds
preciuly the wayy in which sulbnects aee generally fxad by raclal typologies
Anyone who has racially passed, o who has worn black face, knows that ther
is mothing, traly nothing, dsembodied about it Stuart Hall has argued that
race Is best understood as 3 dacoune, constracted by thought and language
which responds 10 real. concerie conditions of culiural difference.” If the
complexity of race discourse is grasped & the Pallness of s paltiple arcicula
taonts, then 1 is mot posasile 10 discount processes of identification, Bantasy and
dominance that racial difference dsots smply bocamse an online image may or
sy Dot have 2 ‘real woeld referent. Race bs always an embodiod disoouese that
acts on, and throwgh, living human beings at the level of corpoceal practices,

.

3 “:‘-u'_’(\ and BAaies ultinmae

constroctiog and decomstritiog

EON TN T
the paychological staves of individual sebjects

In ber essay ‘CUrvberfeminism, racaum, embodement, Marta Fernandez argucs

'k

he conceptnon o

that unspoken anxietios Mtondag eace and racial datler
ence produce a iad of physical hauntiong that esserges as a set of [requently

ancotscious and involuntary sote bedaviourad habits.™” Drawing on carlier

feminist analvses of embodiment, Fernandez w sis that, akhough much
4

has been written about race a5 ao seodogial construct, the performance of
racism in everyday physical and social inleractions & of luadamecntal concern

for understanding its continsed reproduction
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Flansen imgdics an underlying paraliel between his own aliective response o

frustration playing the gaoe and the materially specific situatson of ‘living

theough exchusion’ from cybernypace, For Hamsen, this aective respocse i
uniquely possibde s the artificial space of the digital realm, precisely bocause
he can enter k0o the space of the game, eapeticnce the artshciadny of racial

identifications, and therebry become distanced from his own social position by

. ; »
recopaising the ‘bankruptcy” of the racialised intage of the other

' Hanswen argues that the ‘raced image (1 peovume be mcams apcs of

2 » o ' ) -
pon-white saljocta) cam 20 longer broker processes of ideastgy formation

‘“

of stregpies for recognition preciocdy because the image s always already

corropted by the spectacie that is capttalism, as well as by the long history of

racially opprossiee regimes of vissal reprosentation {pacticalarly in the human

scicmors) that remass in focoe as invtrements for casifcation and exdluseon

1 agree thatl peopde bring 1o the inteneet (consciouly asd unconscously) the
hetitance of image cultures that precede them when encountering hegem

' onic visual discourses online that 1end 10 co-opt. transfoem, or overpower

other forms «of image sgnification, Hanwn clearly graps the ways in which

4YOU. ARE
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of communkation and communicabilny, of poteatial and act. It seemis, here

ore, W be both the form and the lunction of significasion. Yet it & alwo an

ontological of existential state. He writex, ‘in the face ] exist with all of ooy
properties Doy being brown, tall, pale, peond, emotional bt this happens
Laying e of t(“"(:’:h',\' o

without any of these properuies cssentially de

»

2. Agamben wants us 10 be able 10 Imagine the uniqoe character of cach

Burman sabdect withou! Hmas ing this URQUEness 1o surface represeniations,
b the Nmins of particules resemblances between people, %0 the frameworks
of sochally defined characteristics. He not only wanis us to be able to imagine
thas state bt also 10 somehow voluntarily achieve 2 He writes in the pera
tive: "be only vour face. Go %0 the threshold. Do not remain the subdect of

yodls '-:u‘*\rlna or facullies, &o sot slay bencath thew rather 20 with them

in them, beyond them. ™

Artist INaacCy Burs 0 FHumsan Rce Macking L 9900~ o hoe .\’:.‘.?.’.‘1 ns
Calk bt ,‘(“')u\ the universal MOSUMIEY of D sulvicct with unbvernal
aamencas, cotphasivng the physical and racial properties of humans in as
cth 48 "'l\‘.l‘—.':v craw ™ |'J.'-.f:'|| !h:xr -:. R AT .h( .|lf".-'L 'Y 1"’.!()."-
A compiicated viewing - booth apparatas with a patestod morphing techaology
that will tramsform a snapshot portrait of the wser imo 4 series of racially
distinet replicas, A digtal dlgorithm adjusts bone structure, skin tone, and eve
shape, automatically reproducing the same face with a raage of facial features,
which is then doplayed on the compuler scroen a8 a 1ow of uncanay Joppel
pangers. Burson claims that the Hamaw Race Machive is bet prayer for rack
exquality” and suggests that, ‘there is only oae race, the human one’™ “The mor
we recognize ounaives in others Bursos Wriles, the more we cas connedt to
”?l 'l.." i e “x'.’ N.-X'u 25T W BN 22 O l['fl-o' Mrase "1 ¥ ]
rily & concern with visual appesrance found in Hansen, but she reverses the
impostance of the image in the PeOSaCtion of 2 wtaversal wabiject. The porwer of
visual regwescntation, for Barson lies in ns ability o pr Judce forsss of ¢ross
racial identificatson, whereas Sor Haosen visual repeesentations of race are
thways already corrupted by ther ideclogical higtory and therefore cannot be
used prodactively as sites of identiicatice

Burwon alo ll- ms 1hat e Huwman Noace Machinse l”-'a‘n us 1o munry

beyond ditferences and arrive at sameness Despite ey progressave stten
thons, Burwoni desire secms strangely undone by the artwork itsell. Bmtead of

Nave Maching apps s DO Oy

fromiseng grealer human sasscncis, the Flun

a thinly velled fantasy of difference Presenting the argument that ‘there Is o

¢ lor race, the Hwsan Bsce Machine allows the wier 10 engage in what Lisa

Nakamura might call ‘sloptity soucism’ As a form of tempoeary racial nour s

Bursons machene may make the FROCess Of Cross-rn lal identibcaton ppck

plamsibde, ot its antinciality does sothing to reveal how people live thetr Bves

T W

' how they engage with cyberspace
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relatyorn altimately aad theoretically » benitit she shows how any Bace
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of wiier openmess and non-identity - then they might for the first time enter
1o a community without presuppositions. Agamben’s approach to ethocs Is
ultimately peivileged In orgin and messianic in structure, working toward 3
future point of unknowable postibility without atteading in any depth 10 the
malerial condition of dfierence in the present

Writing before Agamben, Emenanned Levinas elaborated ‘the face’ as the
critical site of human ethical encounter. For Levinas, the absolate infimity of
the Other, lepble in the physical preseace of the face, Mmltancously manapes

10 appear within and excoed this sssterial frame. Levinas loregrounds hia

ambivalence coaceming visual koowledge by opening his discussion of

Exhics and the face’ i Totality and Iufmiry by stating, "masmuch as the access

15y 'H‘H"\ CONCETNS YON. B OOaates ﬂb.nu‘ .‘\'.,'n..:\ CRETCINTS & POWeT OVer

thems" He goes on 1o explam bow the face » the condition for the visibilny

of the other ax Othez, and the origin lor the oppormuaRy 1o enter o speech
and discourse. He writes, ‘the idea of infinity s prodoced o the opposition of
conversation, In socialay. The redation with the face, with the other absolutely
other which | cannot contain, the other in thas senac infinite, & ponctbeion my
Idea, a commerce.™ We can soe chear parallels with Agasmbenis theorising of
the face, whach s dearly indedead to Levinas, but the latter seems to be maore
avened 1o the lnvolumary patuee of this coming inlo refation via the face1o
face encoumter and to the responsibiley and posstble fraternity that comerpes

from this e wrttes

) as b » 4

e Y '.-'r-ih-q;'lnn--;l.‘.: D AR Dy peleTIn 39 SO R
anoevmesis v o0 dicial ey, bt bocasne of ones fear for the (Othes Ny

being-in-the-world oo 3y ‘place in the yux, mry bong a8 hooe, have those st
s ! ]

alvwo Been the aw rpaticn of spaces belomping 5o the other man whoss | heve
slready epproned or starved, of driven out 1000 & Thind workd, are they mod acts
of repuisng. exchadng, exiliag, str fpieg kRirg'

Even given this sombee revelation that the emcounter with the Uy
B0, Is not a pare state of adstracted unity bt also abvays grounded in the
conditions of hivsory and contingency, Levinas i sot withoat hope that the

radical and uncontzinable Otherness that sppeans in lace 10 face emdounters

Ccan nevertheless be masstained ‘without violence, in peace with this absobete
abernty The resistance of the other does not do vislence %o me. does not at

segatively: it has 3 posttive structuee: ethical™ While Agamben grounds the

posaility of cthical cocountcry threugh an eramre of dferende, Levina
grounds # throsph difference, since The face resisls Podsessaon, resists oy

powers.” I bs this very resistance that allows us 10 recognise the infinity of the
\)'.'“v,' 'A}‘,n )l';a'.x._\n.". e YOl jll.f in coaoess ol O mechanismns u.lp::h(r
vivaal or discursive, historical or tazomomic) which we might use 10 frame or

el it. Mare 10 the point, our own histoncry Sepends wpon the Other, ous
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e s prosented as one point in 3 exus of other faces, each with Ms own
extending network, creating vait pools of sensous sochal links that Rrom
exponentially. Unlike the portrasts of previcus eras, depicting wealth or (e
the faces on Facebook ..‘."'-.P aAMyone u'n- can Toliow the !Il'l“'ﬂ.‘ u“‘ '.CJZ’IJ

th\ SO ON ['._- "

wile. Moer importantly, the face is no longer presented
as singular and (sofated, but becames the witimate origin of other faces: alw s
Setmed by, wurrosmdod by, and 1n some way guaranieed by the visaal prewence
of others. The meas ng of the Facebook face is 2ot Emned to facial feamures 10
the facade, bun extends 1o the other faces 30 which it is linked Wiehin muitiple

Erapeciones of sipnibcation, the |

e nNs J“,c] l"'!!llt\ MO COommecTions

Bt become much more sigadbcant than the photographic reproacntation of

individuals, Yet race and dass still play 2 rode in the way Facehook and other
siies, like MySpace, constract networks of indusion and exclusion. su h that
membership and & seesc of bel oRing are already circumscribed via categornies

canling in the culture ot larpe

Ihe destre 10 bocate 2 universal quality in human subsects or the allure of foems

of cnavensal address - the two are nol the same, DUt the latter .'.'t'.\':l”\ presup

Poses [he former - s probabdy tied 1o 2 will 1o eradicate not merely individaal

differences, Butl sy diffesence thae s believed 10 « s

a0 impadument o
public action, public comsensus, or communication, Race Bas trad onally
been thought of as a ‘quality” of individuals, therefore reducible by A pamben
and other theorists, bke Hagoens. 10 3 Property or mere set of sppearances that
one can theoectically ‘move bevond. But race is oot & property; it is & redalion

onfer

zex o I\

In :'l_" poOk, Publicitys Secrets How Techwocsiture Capids

racy, Jodh Dean observes that

owr widesproad differences in cubtare, practice,
Afuage, mformation, race, status, religion and edocation in the world (and
especially in ol digital culture) prechude the possibility that the pruic
can refer %0 & of us. Why, then, does the idea of “the pablic persist? For Deas
the public” Is symbaolic; it ssay not exist in fact, but it s1ill has real social effects

both in ;‘whh.a thought and in kew, For these discourses. ‘the oublic” it 2

Cenlne onganising trope commaonly contrated with the private, such that the
borders of this demarcation are the suldtect of theoey. dehate and comtroveryy
Dyvan shifts this CPpoONtoa by proposing another: that Between ‘the publi

and Yhe secret] 2od wriles.
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