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The Society of Post-Digital Spectacle
| Aif cHANG

“Post-digital” is a concept frequently mentioned in recent
discussions about the current conditions of digital technology
and artistic practice. This concept is not newly formulated but has
emerged at least since 2000 in the book The PSostdigital Membrane:
Imagination, Technology and Desire co-authored by new media artists
Robert Pepperell and Michael Punt. This book provided detailed
and interesting case studies on the burgeoning digital technology,
human imagination, and artistic creation. At the end of the twentieth
century, the two artists pointed out that human beings are no longer
able to escape from the world composed of “on/off” and “0 and 1”
in face of the accelerating technological evolution in the digital era.
Therefore, they proposed a vision for the post-digital era by treating
human basic needs and reactions as primary concerns. Early in
1995, Robert Pepperell published The Post-Human Condition, which
investigated the deepening and strengthening symbiotic relationship
between humanity and technology. Nowadays, many critics begin to
regard “post-digital” as contemporary and put “digital” in the past
tense. In different fields of creation, artists often take the convenience
offered by digital technology for granted, and criticize its vapidity
and lack of charm. Take the field of music for example, in the book
Aesthetics of Failure written by electronic musician Kim Cascone,
there is a quotation from Nicholas Negroponte, the founder of MIT
Media Lab: “The digital revolution is over,” because the Western
world and Hollywood have packaged it up with commercial means
and taken it away. The opinions expressed by the front-line creators
may be inconclusive, but they formulated very constructive questions
because these creators are the very experts who are overly familiar
with digital technology and artistic creation. Among these examples,
Robert Pepperell was invited to present his works at AEC, Linz,
Austria in the 1990s, while Kim Cascone participated in the music
production for Two Peaks, a film directed by David Lynch. As a result,
their opinions are by no means laymen’s immature conjectures. The
list is not exhausted; however, a full coverage of all the examples is
beyond the scope of this essay. What we know for sure is that these
examples express similar attitudes and point to similar issues, namely
the meaning of a human being and the necessity of re-think.

Siegfried Zielinski, the author of Archaeology of Media, once replied
to a question: “Is New Media Really New?” In a TV interview held
in 1999, he made a plain argument about the advance of human
civilization, that is, we are not inventing anything new but slowly
step toward the future on the basis of historical accumulation, and
so is digital technology. As an avant-garde scholar in new media
art, it is quite interesting that he did not emphasize the interactive
characteristics that new media art is usually expected to exhibit.
In his opinion, interaction is a series of predetermined procedures,
which has nothing to do with art and may even reduce the diversity of
artistic presentation. Since the popularization and wide applications
of HyperText Markup Language, the possibilities for viewers to freely
choose and combine various elements have been eulogized as
the characteristics of the digital era and the strengths of digital art.
However, Zielinski revealed the paradox therein. To wit, the seemingly
extensive and inestimable interactive options are in fact limited
variations amidst viewers and digital artworks. Those options make
no sense and even undermine the health of art. He further elaborated
on the qualitative differences between digital and analog. Concisely
and convincingly, he pointed out that digital technology is invented to
avoid mistakes, because it conducts perfect calculation and its basic
characteristic is “accuracy.” However, evolution and creation proceed
in an exactly opposite way to that of digital technology because
mistakes and chaos are inevitable for them. In sum, Siegfried Zielinski
considers that the digital is not as influential as we suppose in several
aspects of our life. Contrarily, the enthusiasm and non-rational power
of analogy are more reliable.

The spectacular advances in digital technology and display interface
provide a sophisticated and nature-simulated visual interface.
However, for the interface to be effective, it still requires a series
of complex and error-intolerant commands to carry out accurate
calculation. The significant increase of computing velocity makes
human beings unable to comprehend the sequence of complex
commands. Therefore, we are forced to regard the complex
commands as co-existed options. In fact, they are just categoried
paths with limited volumes. The options may seemingly innumerable,
but are essentially limited combinations. On the contrary, analogy
or natural phenomena provide infinite possibilities right at the
beginning, although these possibilities are neither replicable nor
accurate-guaranteed. Non-rational passion is always incompatible
with rational technology. This is why the core value of new media art
should be built on the basis of an incessantly refreshing and reflective
dialectical spirit. Perhaps, we should endeavor to embed non-rational
and passionate power into rational logic and technology, and thereby
complete a brand new combination of the analog and the digital.

Nearly half a century ago, Guy Debord published The Society of the
Spectacle, in which he coined the concept “Spectacle” to point out
that advanced capitalist society jeopardizes the human spirit. Like
all other avant-garde ideas, his basic position is anti-art, particularly
against the artistic production without any substantial connection

to real life. As one of the means to fool human beings, the series
of restrictive visual symbols created by capitalism will ultimately
confine our expression of true feelings to limited amount of images
or vocabulary, and we are unaware of their dominance over us. In
comparison with the current situation, Debord’s idea surprisingly
does not appear as an antithesis of the post-digital age. Rather, he
described the current situation in a more vivid way, as if he were
making live statements. This is because the situation he attempted
to remedy remains essentially unchanged so far. Especially after
digital technology is fully blended into human life, the derivative
means of control is getting more sophisticated and more difficult to
be won out. These software and hardware are carefully fabricated
as exquisite goods and delivered to us quietly and harmlessly. They
drum up our interest in collecting and displaying them, and make us
reluctant to let go of them. In a very short time, most people become
smartphone addicts who are obsessed with the interaction of tapping
and sliding on the screens with fingertips. They act as if they are
worshiping something wholeheartedly, which constitutes a collective
hypnotic spectacle. The sound-light effects and the way to transmit
information and feedbacks performed by smartphones reflect the
future that Guy Debord foretold with anxiety. People communicate
with each other and express opinions that they misunderstand as
their true feelings with a small amount of predetermined vocabulary.
No one is able to curb this tendency because digital technology has
earned most people’s trust and turned itself from an assistant into an
agent for human beings. Ironically, the inexistence of opt-in/opt-out is
exactly a contrary indicator of a free society.

Except the aforementioned major deficiencies of digital technology,
the rest are its merits known to all. The continuously innovated
technology actually creates as many opportunities for artists as
possible. It successfully becomes an unprecedented typical tool for
artistic creation. Like every ordinary person, an artist is unable to
single-handedly create a new world beyond the post-digital society
of the spectacle. However, artists should develop greater ability of
observation and actively infiltrate into the network densely knitted by
digital technology. They should serve as the pioneers who organize
defiance and cause paradigm shifts, rather than join the production
line of the spectacle. Artists are optimistic critics, but they can only
use art as their weapon of anti-art. Some researches on variantology
of media indicate that a fortuitous and untimely invention may inspire
and reshape the development of media in another space-time. The
era in which “digital art” is going to be outdated is also supposed
to be a romantic storm-and-stress period in which diverse ideas
emerge. Only in this way can we prove our diligence to the later
generations.

To sum up, biases are opinions. In the field of art, we are unable to
formulate rigorous arguments but to express our thoughts frankly.

Alf CHANG

Digital artist and curator; currently living in Taipei. Curator of Taipei
Digital Art Festival and Artistic Director of DAC (20069). Board
member of Digital Art Foundation and member of ETAT.

: Mecaniques Discursives, 2012. Dimension variable. Courtesy of the artist.

The Body Gesture between 0 and 1
—“TYPE: ZERO” by Mannet Villariba
and Lee Bo-Ting | shih, Ming-Jay

“Type: Zero” is a collaborative work by Taiwanese artist Lee Bo-Ting
and Filipino artist Mannet Villariba who participates in the “Project
Glocal.” This project seeks to bring artists from different cities
together to create more possibilities for dialogue through their diverse
backgrounds and contexts of creation. Instead of producing a grand
narrative beyond national borders, this project aims at challenging
the boundaries among different issues. Villariba employs the theory
of macro-evolution developed by Japanese American scientist Michio
Kaku as the context of his performance, namely “Type: Zero.” The
theory identifies three types of civilization. The first is a “planetary
civilization” that controls the energy of the whole planet. The second
is a “stellar civilization” that controls the energy radiated from its
own star. The third is a “galactic civilization” that utilizes the energy
in its own galaxy. Humanity is currently in a state between type zero
and the first type. Michio Kaku claims that there are two divergent
attitudes in the transition from type zero to type one. The first is a
pluralistic culture that emphasizes the boundlessness brought by

:Mannet Villariba, "Type: Zero", collaborated with Lee, Bo-Ting (photo: 2Rk & )

technologies. The second is terrorism that underscores the reactions
made by technologies. Villariba attempts to symbolize the borderless
fluidity through specific objects and unusual body gesture, that is,
combining his body with technological objects.

The whole performance is a series of interactive processes between
the artist’s body and technological objects. Performing like an
animal in face of a new environment, Villariba interacts with objects
and experiences curiosity, trepidation, contact, conquest, control,
recognition, purification, and thereby formulates technological objects
with his body. An object is by no means something to be identified,
but is created through its interaction with actants. According to
Latour, objects and actants together weave the social network. At the
beginning, Villariba treats common technological objects as ordinary
“objects.” Then he makes us feel curious and astonished when we
realize that these objects may lead us to a whole new world. We
wonder to where we are taken and fear that our own purity may
be compromised. In the conquering and accepting processes, we
create new perceptive forms and observe a kind of perceptive power
generated by technological objects.

In addition, the discomfort and awkwardness caused by the artist’s
performance in which he uses gummed tape to wrap mainboards
around his head directly reveal a desire and anxiety for the
relationship between technology and body perception. Perhaps the
artist derives this idea from Marshall McLuhan’s concept of “the
extensions of man.” That is, technologies not only determine the
nature of times by transforming the environment, but also change
people by shaping their particular perception. When the subject tries
to observe its own perception through technologies as the interface,
the situation resembles Villariba’s head covered with mainboards,
namely a black box. In other words, “if technologies determine our
perception, we can no longer observe the medium per se when
we observe through the medium.” As a material assumption, the
mainboards wrapped around the artist’s head can only veil this
paradox temporarily.

At the turning point from type zero to type one, do we encounter
the foregoing dilemma? Or, how do we deal with the invasion of
homogeneity as the artist points out? Perhaps we can phrase this
question in a different way. How is this presentation form or thinking
position possible? In other words, how can we on the one hand
imagine the situation of our body in the grand narrative and on the
other hand explore our perception through observing others’ bodies?

The newspapers and mainboards scattered on the floor symbolize
the explosion of information in this performance, while the conveyor
belt under the performer’s feet implies that we are forced to migrate
ceaselessly in this era. Villariba’s performance demonstrates the
process of evolution in which animal-like desire evolves into the
desire for controlling information, and the interaction between
body and media technology offers us perceptive experiences in the
technological structure. Rather than inquiring the artist’s standpoint
or fighting position from which he chooses this theoretical discourse,
we should investigate how the artist “performs” the proposition in
the art space. At first, the artist provides the performance with a
“soundscape” background through a pre-recorded voice-over. The
space contains two rooms. While the artist performs in the left-
side room, the voice-over is broadcasted in both rooms by different
loudspeakers. Besides, the wall between the two rooms creates
surrounding and flowing sound effects. Such an arrangement not
only corresponds to the theoretical proposition of flowing modernity
and the background connection of this project, but also lays the
foundation for the subsequent superimposition of sensory perception.

If we temporarily concede our own power of discourse to the flowing
discourse surrounding us, we can therefore focus on the situation
of our body in this discursive context. At the moment, the body
becomes a body to be identified by the viewers who can easily typify
the state of the body, be it anxious, excited, or oppressed. Perhaps
the body represents an accusation of technological oppression,
unveiling a cyborg world in which technologies dominates the
planet. Michio Kaku abstracts the energy of the whole planet with
the very androcentrism. Or, the body symbolizes the transition
from the animal-like curiosity demonstrated by the performer at the
beginning, the attempts at controlling and recognizing technologies,
to the celebration of the cyborg body in the end. The whole
process presents two facets of technology. On the one hand, the
technological objects, such as conveyor belts, papers, or mainboards



that carry flowing information, serve as an interface for body
perception. On the other hand, they exist as material instruments
that collide with, rub against, penetrate into, and even combine with
the body. More importantly, the viewers can connect the meaning of
actions with their experiences through the relationship between the
performer and the media. However, such a relationship also limits the
switch of perceptive power in the field of art.

Once we recognize technological objects as technological media
that are able to signify forms and be present in the form of specific
objects, we can therefore determine the position of the performer
in the process. In particular, when we observe the fact that “media
technology determines sensory experiences,” we simultaneously
differentiate between consciousness and perception. For the viewers
who are in the space, such an observation implies the differentiation
between consciousness and body, because we can observe the body
only by specifying it as externalized perception. Based on the very
foundation, we can reconstruct the corporeality through observation
and determine the position of the artist at the turning point of the
grand narrative. The viewers can identify the meaning of actions
by observing the interaction between the performer and the media.
For example, when the performer keeps piling up the scattered
newspapers and risks life and limb for climbing up the top of the piled
newspapers, do these actions imply the unpredictable risks we must
take when we try to control technological media? It is another story
when we shift our focus onto the technological objects by detaching
from the performer. At the moment, we do not typify the meaning of
body, but allow the body to present itself.

Accordingly, the meaning of body can only be presented and
therefore offer feedbacks at the present. Rather than being arbitrarily
inferred by theorists, the turning point of a civilization can only be
grasped when it is embodied in the present situation.

The multiple shifts between technology and body in the audio
narrative represent a projection of the future. It not only highlights
the anxiety of unable to correctly describe the contemporary social
structure, but also forces us to respond to such kind of reality. The
paradoxical forms of contemporary technologies and technological
objects have been proposed in the field of art. They entail multiple
technologies for observing perception. The artist actively externalizes
perceptive narratives and embodies them in his body gesture. He
introduces Michio Kaku’s presumptions, produces an excess of
symbolic connotations, and erases the perceptive blankness left
by the multiple technologies. Our projection of the future in fact
complements the present structure that we cannot appropriately
describe. Perhaps we must further explore these veiled forms in order
to create more possibilities for the future.

ISSUE May: "Why Don’t People Move?”

Ming-jay SHIH

Master of Sociology, National Tsing-Hua University. He has won
the Best Sound Award of the 2012 Golden Bell Awards. He is
engaged in composition, sound design, and writing.

: Mannet Villariba, "Type: Zero", collaborated with Lee, Bo-Ting (photo: X&)

Transi(en)t: the Reproduction Process
of the Asian Body | Rikey Cheng

“Project Glocal: Transi(en)t” is an experimenting project co-organized
by the independent curator Dayang Yraola and No Man’s Land in
early 2014. This project invites three artists respectively from the
Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia to reside in Taipei for a month
and create works in collaboration with three Taiwanese artists. Before
the end of their residency, the three pairs of artists will present their
respective live performances that cover the forms of sound art,
performance art and media art.

The curator’s strategy based on the one-to-one interaction is not
novel. Previously, there have been exhibitions featuring artists
presenting Four Areas around the Strait (i.e. China, Hong Kong,
Macau, and Taiwan) or two specific cities (Taipei and some foreign
city), which prompted the visitors to associate these exhibitions with
dialogues. Prior to 2012, nevertheless, Taiwan’s contemporary art
circle in general had only fragmentary understanding of and sporadic
exchange with Southeast Asian art circle. In view of this deficiency,
Yraola invites three artists from three different cultures and languages

and situated them in two contemporary art/sound art scenes in
Taiwan, namely TheCube Project Space and Lacking Sound Fest.
Such a practice surely can be regarded as the experiment, exchange,
and artist-in-residence project through which Taiwan’s contemporary
art circle seeks to engage in a “Asian dialogue” on the basis of
reciprocal creation. Its diverse attributes blur the boundaries among
live performance, performing and sound art, and therefore make this
project difficult to be framed by single exhibition venue. Somehow,
this strategy without presuming any existed difference inevitably
attracts bitter criticism.

What is worth noticing is that the cultural production or activism
mentioned here refers to that the curator decides the forms and tools
for creation before producing discourses, and such a meta-referential
statement makes collective production the most significant part in
the curating process. In other words, the final results are embedded
in the exchange, and the participating artists in this experiment treat
co-production as the underlying principle. The practice transforms
the conventional relationship between curator and artist in today’s
art world. In this project, the concept formulated by the curator is
intergrated into the actual works completed by the artists.

Asian Cities inTransi(en)t

In this project, the curator develops a main theme that runs through
and therefore connects Asian cities such as Taipei, Manila, and
Penang. The term “transi(en)t” carries two implications. One refers to
“transit” and the other “transient.” With the embedded (en), the term
“transi(en)t” not only leaves room for the audience’ interpretation,
but also encompasses the inconclusive visual variables and actions
from one end to the other that implied by the term “transit.” In other
words, “transi(en)t” is simultaneously a temporal and spatial term. It
keeps reminding us of the following questions when we try to identify
the functions of this exchange. What does the exchange run through
and from where to where? What is the subject in transit? Or, in the
end, how transient is the existence that gets passed through?

Under the aforementioned signification, the term “Asia” lurks in all
themes in a self-evident posture. Here “Asia” serves not only as the
common context for Taiwan, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia
but also as the prime intersection of the conditions for artists’
creation in these countries. However, the fact that Taiwan is not
acknowledged as a normal state by the international society makes
the implicit intersection incomplete. Apart from this, these countries
share common geographical and historical trajectories shaped
by the ocean, islands, climates, cultures, immigrants & migrants,
decolonization & re-colonization (on the border of the empires), as
well as the capitalist context. Under these common trajectories is
the intricate exoticism with which these countries alienate, bury, or
disclose the multiple features reflecting their respective technological
development, political agenda, and economic inequality.

Technology

In the chapter of “The Disciplining and Domestication of Body,”
performance artist Wang Mo-Lin claimed that “when the globalization
of capitalism meets the body which is treated as the tool for
production, the body’s existence in a consumer society seems to be
redundant. The bodies of migrant workers and denizened spouses
have nothing to do with exoticism. However, the set of exclusive
mechanisms established by the consumer society regards them as
heterogeneous groups. That is, the consumer society still oppresses
the bodies of “immigrants/migration.” 2

For the Filipino artist who belongs to a labor-exporting country, Taipei
as a consumer society exhibits extreme ruthlessness disguised
by conservative moralism. Cultural pluralism is reduced either by
the beautification-based action of expelling the migrant workers
who gather around the Taipei Railway Station on Sunday or by the
gentrification process of urban renewal, that eliminates the diversity
with bulldozers to create a homogenized space. Mannet Villariba,
who collaborates with Li Bo-ting in the project, creates their work
performed by his own body. He notices the Filipino economic
structure based on long-term exportation of cheap labor, and
transforms it into his presentation of bio-politics. For the viewers,
however, such a bio-political interpretation does not insinuate how
ruthless the migrant workers are exploited in others’ viewpoints, but

can be read as an allegory of recapturing their autonomy by reversely
appropriating technology. (Marcin Ramocki: “DIY: The militant
embrace of technology”)

It’s convenient to apply technology to artistic creation in a
consumer society such as Taiwan that pursues high-tech products.
Nonetheless, people still cannot help but associate this scene with
the alienation caused by rapid advances in the modern civilization.
As a result, the scene tends to be the target of ideological criticism
toward the technogy topic addressed in artworks.3 There may be a
“digial divide” between Taiwan and many Southeast Asia countries
regarding the circulation of technological and electronic products.
The reverse engineering adopted by the Filipinos and Indonesians
eliminates not only the priority of technological application but also
the poverty of creativity in our thinking. In terms of the liberal attitude
about emancipation and exploration, Southeast Asian artists show
us a practical technique of struggling against exploitation. Such a
technique not only helps them resist the alienation of commodities
but also invokes the metaphor of resisting the alienation of labor
through the artist’s body.4

The Asian Body

As the common framework of understanding shared by the audience
and the artists, Asia not only opens up the horizons through which
we stretch beyond our status quo, but may also define our dialogue
relation in an intangible way. This project intends to create a
stretchable subjective dialectic with sound art, visual art, performance
art, together with various technologies. However, we are unable
to discuss why Taiwan’s visual art community seemingly inclines
to bypass the communication with or visit to the heterogeneous
adjacent regions but unreservedly accept the “international” (or
De-Southeast Asian) artistic context that deliberately ignores the
asymmetrical production relationship in the real world (formed under
the process of Neo-Liberal globalization with incompatible de-
colonisations of different Asian countries.)5

The materiality demonstrated by individual Asian bodies is
reminiscent of the goals of performance art using bodies as the
media for creation. The goal is twofold. The first is to topple the rigid
hierarchical regime and agency status of the Western art scene and
the second is to challenge the established knowledge (of art-making)
through the connection among people, environment, and media.
Nowadays, should we uphold the legitimacy of a “meta-mediated”
body as a production tool, whether in terms of the contemporary
instrumental rationality seemed progressive but actually regressive,
or the manifestation of the “Asian body” in the digital map of the
Internet? Besides, who is responsible for this subjectivity redeemed
in/for the Asian body, the performers or the viewers? How can the
Asian body as the subject resume its “ability of percetion” with(in)
new media if its construction is not meant to conjure up people’s
memory of history?

No matter what, the viewers must not reject that the question
“why do people move” asked by the artist in this project exactly
corresponds to the free trade/market issue in the real world. The
Glocal Project also carries the connotation of “glocalization.” Even
though the curator of artists cannot directly influence the course of
regional free trade or avoid the risk of being incorporated in a larger
market, they still can do something to help people revisit the concept
of “glocalization” and develop more threads of concerns (particularly
about Asia) from the perspective of body as the physical basis of
existence when they encounter the bureaucratic machines, market
economy, and demographic transition. Perhaps the relationship of
artistic collaboration gradually formulated between Taiwan and part
of Southeast Asia can be understood within the context of how to
respond to the capitalist society, and thereby provides fresh realizatin
for us.

ISSUE May: “Why Don’t People Move?”

Rikey Cheng

Rikey Cheng was once a freelance translator of critical essays.
Founder of No Man’s Land Project of DAF. Currently being a
corresponding author in ARTCO. An amateur astrologer interested
in all mysticisms.
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