of intimacy (genitalia), foreignness (marginalia) and wires?
Should | announce myself racially, give myself a secure racial
identity? As an experiment, | conducted a poll in CompuServe's
Adrican American forum, asking how participants situated
themselves online:

More often than not 1 do not identify mysel when | interact with people
except in forums such as this one. Why should I, really? 1 have had maore
negalive experiences with people being overfly racist in eyberspace than |
have in FTF {face te face} life. | find it intriguing to experience what people
wili tell me when they think 1 am White. —Deborah Carter

In the other Compu3erve forums and Usenet newsgroups which | frequent, |
encounter a lot more racist (and sexist, and homophohic, and anti-Semific,
and otherwise bigoted) messages than ir “real fife.” | think the anonymity

of on-line communications is very enticing to bigoted fools, —Peier Jebsen

Here's a thought: Do yon think higoted people are attracted to cyber-
space, or are “aormal” people encouraged to show their hidden higoted
sides? — Michelle Pessoa

| have heard people making derogatory comments about Mexicar: Americans,
fisians, Gays, Leshians, and Bisexuals, etc...and althengh | am not a member
of those groups, | feel it is essential that | confront inteletance, period. So 1
sappose letting people know who | am is not as important to me as letting
people know what | will not put up with. —Deborah Carter

What was most interesting about the response was how
quickly the thread moved away from the guestion of how one
identifies oneself to a more manageable debate about
racism. From what I've been able to glean in this and other
online conversations (my survey was limited in sample),
many African Americans are unwilling to probe too deeply
into what part racial identity plays in their conception of
themselves, what part of them stays black when they present
no “evidence” of blackness. Race is either “taken for granted”
or deliberately left unspoken. In a GEnie conference on
African American access to information technology, a quiet
consensus emerged on the value of racial anonymity online:

One nice thing ahent enline communication is that everyene is equal; ne one
knows how old a parficipant is, or what color, or what gender, or what reli-
gion—uwhich frees our minds a hit to listen to more diverse opinians.

Another participant commented:

When you type away, no one online need know your skin color. Accents
don’t matter as mach. High-tech is a wonderful way to fight snebbery!

Given that cyberspace is a racialized domain, this sort of
virtual transvestism is by no means neutral. In an another era
it used to be called passing.

There is another option. Taking a cue from the adolescent
boys who determine so much of cyberculture, | could play. |
could try to extend my engagement with cyberspace beyond the
tudic economies of North American teenagers te include trick-
sier traditions, signifying, and elements of spirituality that lie
outside Western rationalism. That way subjectivity need not be a
fixed racial assertion nor a calculated transvestism; it could be
more fluid, more strategic. William Gihson was the first to write
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about various cosmological approaches fo cyberspace, contrast-
ing his protagonist Case with the Rastafarian-derived “Zionites” in
Neuromancer, and making extensive uses of vodun in Count Zero
and Mona Lisa Overdrive. While this offers enormous possibili-
ties, there is a danger. at least in fiction, of surrendering to the
same sort of essentialism that defines people of colour in exoti-
cizing, body-oriented terms. Michael Heim, for instance, in
lamenting cyberspace’s retreat from the physical bedy, offers
Gibson's Zionites as a symbol of salvation:

Gibson leaves us the image of a human group who fstinclively keeps its
distance from the computer matrix, These are the Zionites, the relizionsly
tribial fofi who prefer music to computers and intuitive loyalties te calcula-
tion.... Rs we suit up for the excifing futare in eyherspace, we must not lose
touch with the Zionites, the hody people who remain rooted in the energies
of the earth. (italics mine.)

In the novel, the Zionites are rooted in both technology and
spirituality. But taken by Heim as a symbol, they get reduced to
“body people.”

| prefer to go all the way back to that View Master™,
holding it up to the bright Barbados sun so | could see Canada
better. Mayhe this is an answer: the ecstasy of projected com-
munity and irresolvable difference. both claimed at the very
same moment.

This article is excerpted from a longer version published in
Immersed in Technology: Art Culture and Virtual Envireonments
{published by the Walter Phillips Gallery and MIT Press).

The research and writing of this article were assisted by a grant
from the Ontario Arts Council’s Arts Writing Program.
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