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I
INTRODUCTION

One of  the ways in which we nav-
igate through culture comes from the 
unique concept of  the dérive—our “rapid 
passage through varied ambiances,” as 
theorized by Situationist International 
member Guy Debord.1  Debord devel-
oped the idea as a way to better under-
stand the effects of  the geographical en-
vironment, proposing that our mastery 
of  our surroundings allows us to drift 
through various urban territories that 
further cultivate an awareness of  how 
the existing environment influences the 
present conditions of  our daily lives. But 
what happens when the territories or 
structures shift or when we are currently 
living in times of  radical change? How 
does that affect the ways in which we 
interact with our surroundings?

The Information Age has introduced 
a distinct social change. Information 
technologies have altered economies 
and power structures. The mastering 
of  information technologies becomes a 
source of  power equal to the informa-
tion itself, as demonstrated by the rise 
of  Silicon Valley. According to Manuel 
Castells, knowledge and information, 
the foundational elements of  the gen-
eration of  wealth and power in the 
economy, were once hierarchically con-
centrated, but contemporary social pro-
cesses make them widely accessible in 
societies around the world. Service-ori-
ented activities and social services begin 

to play an essential role in economic 
production and advancement. As such, 
these activities and services are further 
embedded in social culture as a means 
of  productivity. In recognizing this 
shift, it becomes clear, as Castells writes, 
that information technologies find their 
way as a link between “processes of  pro-
duction, distribution, and management 
across organizations and across types of  
activities.”2  On the one hand, the world 
emerges as globally connected thanks to 
information and communication flows, 
yet on the other, media become less 
mass-oriented, more capable of  individ-
ualization, allowing unique messages to 
be received and distributed. This creates 
a tension between globalization and 
personalization. 

What does being in a networked 
economy imply? To imagine an infinite-
ly expanding landscape connected by 
information technologies is to imagine 
something intangible. To better compre-
hend the concept, we need to look at the 
networks and flows that have provided 
structure and form. These flows within 
and among networks ultimately affect 
human behavior. The agents in each 
flow—the players, the organizations, 
the institutions—exert themselves to 
claim their own relevance in a given 
network and social condition. Within 
networks, we realize, the hierarchies 
are equally unstable, since the internal 

3 Ibid.

4 Hito Steyerl, “In Free Fall: A 
Thought Experiment on Vertical 
Perspective,” The Wretched of 
the Screen, (New York: Stern-
berg Press, 2012), 12–30.

5 Alexander Galloway, “Allegories 
of Control,” Gaming: Essays on 
Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 
2006), 85–106.

6 Galloway, “Gamic Actions, Four 
Moments,” Gaming: Essays on 
Algorithmic Culture, (Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2006), 1–38.

flows remain for the most part “in-
dependent of  the power holders con-
trolling the nodes of  the network.”3  That 
is, the unsteady pattern in the space of  
the flows between all agents has social, 
economic, and cultural consequences. 
The connecting network holds ev-
ery player responsible. And if  human 
conditions result from and reflect such 
unpredictability, then one would begin 
to wonder about the rich implications 
for social behavior as these geopolitical 
transformations take place.

The exact transformation addressed 
is in fact the switch from a lateral per-
spective on geopolitics to a vertical one. 
It has been clear that models of  commu-
nication flows between networks were 
earlier largely lateral, since networks 
reach out from one point of  origin—
usually that of  the User—in a manner 
similar to territorial expansion. They 
therefore have had the ability to connect 
and liaise to those who sit even at the 
furthest distance. Yet with discoveries 
made in all disciplines and the heavy 
integration of  digital machinery such 
as computers and smartphones in our 
lives, we have moved from the tradition-
al human point of  view to one that peers 
down from above—a God’s-eye-view, as 
suggested by Hito Steyerl.4  The vertical 
can otherwise be understood as the new 
mode of  networking that cuts across the 
lateral and situates itself  in a radical po-
sition. The lateral is a perspective rooted 
in history, whereas the vertical points to 
the free-falling, all-seeing point of  view 
animated by information technologies. 
As Alexander Galloway has theorized, 
the ways in which computers reduce 
everything to quantifiable bits of  infor-
mation reflect a new postmodern social 
structure seemingly free of  ideology. As 
a result, we see “a new manipulation, 
only this time using wholly different 
diagrams of  command and control.”5  
The digital age and other technological, 
scientific, and philosophical develop-
ments have propelled us to exist in a way 

that emphasizes and possibly exacer-
bates class war. A stacking effect takes 
place, splitting sovereignty into various 
layers in which the power-holding roles 
frequently interchange.

These shifts create social tension on 
both the micro and the macro scale. If  
humans were to operate like comput-
ers, or in what Galloway describes as a 
diegetic way, we would use constructed 
codes and algorithms that would help 
us to navigate through space seamlessly 
and smoothly, perhaps even roboti-
cally.6  Yet the tumultuous nature of  
network flows challenges the discrep-
ancies between what we should or ought 
to do and what we actually do, which my 
group exhibition Bric-à-Brac strives to 
address. For example, we are placed in a 
version of  the Prisoner’s Dilemma when 
we try to access Chen I-Chun and Luo 
He-Lin’s artwork by scanning a QR code 
only to find ourselves blocking others 
from the Internet. Similarly, Aya Rodri-
guez-Izumi’s performance humorously 
confronts hierarchies by creating fake 
IDs for participants. Meanwhile, Kerry 
Downey’s video challenges us to step 
outside the confines of  our normalized 
expectations and precarities of  the 
polarized politics we live in by creating 
“third spaces.” Likewise, Justin Sterling’s 

Jillian Mayer, Slumpie 3 - Q Chair, 2016, fiberglass, resin, wood, 
hardware, oil, enamel, and acrylic. 52x35x37 inches. Photo by 
Andreas Wu
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video and accompanying sculpture of  
a dressed-up traffic cone, and his pairs 
of  tied-up fire hydrants, take a look at 
everyday objects from a distance, asking 
us to revisit our behavior and precon-
ditions about function versus relation. 
These are just some of  the many pieces 
included in the exhibition that touch 
upon the changes and/or the reinforced 
behavior that have occurred in social 
interactions in and beyond information 
networks.

In sum, we could say that the works 
presented in this exhibition aim to 
explore the rich implications of  human 
behavior within the new geopolitical 
settings that make up our reality today. 
Whether through an investigation of  the 
ethics of  information or an exploration 
of  how we navigate the architecture of  
the computer’s codes and algorithms, 
how we choose to interact or react to 
our settings becomes worth reconsid-
ering; despite global connection, per-
sonalization can create echo chambers 
that contribute to polarizing thoughts, 
for example. It should nevertheless be 
stressed that the exhibition does not 
focus on digital art. Rather, irrespec-
tive of  their platform, these artworks 
seek to untangle the precarious ways 
humans browse through contemporary 
space. That said, if  our need to connect 
and make relative, though facilitated by 
information technologies, devolves from 
something universal in us as humans, 
then would the next step be to capture 
these moments beyond the ways we 
know (producing food, infrastructure, 
entertainment, etc.) and use it to reify 
the “flourishing of  human life all round” 
by returning to consensual collective 
endeavors?7 

With these questions in mind, I am 
proud to present Bric-à-Brac, an inter-
national group exhibition of  ten artists 
that delves into the tension within the 
networks that form out of  and react to a 
changing geopolitical structure. The title 
word “bric-à-brac” means trinkets, col-

lectibles, or miscellaneous objects that 
one may find lying around their home. 
As previously stated, how people decide 
to receive, disseminate, and process 
messages and information through their 
social choices is an indirect reflection of  
their setting. In a way, we could say that 
given the knowledge of  their surround-
ings—the ones that are self-created and 
the ones that are socio-politically gov-
erned—people not only react but collect 
and employ various behaviors in reflec-
tion of  and reaction to their environ-
ment. That said, these artists and their 
artworks push us to reconsider notions 
of  power dynamics and ethical behavior 
in a globally connected world from both 
micro and macro standpoints, present-
ing their own methods and thoughts as 
plausible metaphors or responses to the 
contemporary sociopolitical sphere.

7 Terry Eagleton, “Morality,” After 
Theory (New York: Basic Books, 
2010), 140–173.

Installation view, Bric-à-Brac, photo by Andreas Wu



BRIC-À-BRAC8 SVA MA CURATORIAL PRACTICE 9

There are a number of  ways in which 
we can address the shift in perspective 
catalyzed by the onset and maintenance 
of  the Information Age. Hito Steyerl 
has spoken poignantly about the loss of  
stable grounding caused by technolog-
ical advances in surveillance, tracking, 
and targeting devices.8  On one level, 
applications such as Google Earth, and 
the increasingly common availability of  
drones, allow us to perceive the world 
from an almost omniscient perspective. 
On another, we no longer reside in a 
world where the spread of  telephone 
cables is limited to the placement of  
telephone posts; the Internet has created 
alternate routes that allow our messages 
and data to be sent anywhere in a matter 
of  milliseconds. Technological progress 
breeds a multiplicity and speed that 
have become ingrained in our way of  
living. To be able to hold and access the 
world without even having to leave our 
seats is understood as amazing. But ac-
celeration can also very quickly become 
our hubris.

Paul Virilio, who has written exten-
sively on the technologies of  speed and 
war, sees imminent negative effects in 
technological progress, and specifical-
ly in the way it affects everyone at the 
same time. It generates an instanta-
neous interactivity—a shared universal 
time, for example, that exists outside 
of  local, regional time.9  This universal 
time also exists outside of  linear histo-
ry—outside of  the facts that ground us. 

While Virilio focuses on war technol-
ogies, we should bear in mind that the 
social use of  information technologies 
carries mixed effects. For example, what 
happens in this ubiquitous time zone 
is the possibility for peoples across 
different networks to assemble and 
form their own communities. If  speed 
and power are the one and the same, as 
Virilio argues, the wealth and power of  
Silicon Valley should come as no sur-
prise, since this is the home belonging 
to the wielders of  the trending informa-
tion technologies. And to assume pure 
democracy in the cyberspace would be 
naïve, as we would also need to assume 
an equal, compassionate sharing of  
technological resources, and this is 
not the case. Total accessibility does 
not equate to a democratic sharing of  
power. The ability to log onto the Inter-
net does not give the ordinary user the 
same power as a crypto-currency gener-
ator. The conceptual groundlessness of  
technology and the uneven distribution 
of  power and speed begin to generate a 
shift in geopolitics.

The lateral view, and its grounding 
effects, can be better visualized through 
reference to human activities such as 
the creation of  city- and nation-states, 
and even colonization. These activities 
involve notions of  physicality, geogra-
phy, and place. With the introduction 
and drastic evolution of  information 
technologies, this kind of  perspective 
becomes distorted and we begin to ex-

8 Hito Steyerl, “In Free Fall: A 
Thought Experiment on Vertical 
Perspective,” The Wretched of 
the Screen, (New York: Stern-
berg Press, 2012), 12–30.

9 Paul Virilio, “From Transportation 
Revolution to Communications 
Revolution,” Politics of the Very 
Worst, (Los Angeles: Semiotex-
t(e), 1999), 11–38.

II
A SHIFT IN 

GEOPOLITICS

perience the world in radically different 
ways. Hierarchy is no longer confined 
to people and land but extends across 
layers of  both physical and digital space. 
An agent’s position in this new and 
all-encompassing geopolitics can shape 
“grounded” history and politics in ex-
treme ways. Real examples include the 
use of  drones in the Palestinian occupa-
tion by the Israelis, or even community 
formations and unifications via social 
platforms that have produced and expe-
dited Donald Trump’s rise to power. But 
to interpret technological progress as 
inherently evil would be equally naïve. 
Rather, technology should be seen as a 
tool that expresses the set of  contempo-
rary social conditions for better or for 
worse. Unfortunately, and ironically, 
as with the stock market, we can never 
foresee the social changes that may re-
sult as technology and communications 
continue to develop, nor can we even ac-
curately trace the effects in the present. 

Always just a step behind, we can at 
least set the premise for current trend-
ing situations, as Jillian Mayer does 
with her various Slumplies sculptures 
(2016). Made primarily with fiberglass 
and resin, and colorfully painted, these 
purposely awkward and bulky pieces of  

furniture respond to the intimate de-
pendence that humans have with their 
technological devices, and reflect the 
endless possibilities that smartphones 
carry for networking. Visitors are 
encouraged to climb, sit, crawl, lie, and 
lean on the Slumpies to avoid worsening 
of  text neck, aches in our fingers and 
elbows, or slumping—conditions that 
could have only risen from the invention 
of  such devices. The overall chunkiness 
of  the pieces is also an attempt by Mayer 
to reflect on the issues of  luxury-driven 
consumption and cost-efficient pro-
ducing goals. By subverting the sleek 
designs that technological devices seek 
to create, Mayer satirically offers unique 
furniture that cannot be mass produced 
in countries with cheap labor, as an ad 
hoc solution to the greater issues in the 
current consumer culture.

Likewise, Antonia Low’s OLEVANO 
ROMANO (2017), a curtain-like sculp-
ture that depicts a set of  stairs in the 
medieval Italian village of  Olevano Ro-
mano, and was responsible for inspiring 
artists in the Romantic era. Low has 
transferred an image of  this architectur-
al detail onto two strips of  sheer fabric 
that gracefully drape down; installed in 
the exhibition space, they add an addi-
tional layer to the history of  the Pfizer 
Building, the exhibition’s site. In trans-
porting the architecture geographically 
while obscuring its original context, 
Low questions the “artistic usefulness” 
of  this region. What the viewers en-
counter, in fact, is an illusion of  a place 
that was once revered as inspirational 
and necessary to visit. Now, thanks to 
the extraordinary capabilities of  the 
Information Age, we can see this village 
in great detail without leaving our seat. 
This awkward dance between past and 
present, truth and representation, use-
fulness and uselessness, transforms us 
into equally ethereal beings—perhaps 
we ourselves also only exist as potential 
information and data within the larger 
social network. The work also creates an 

Antonia Low, OLEVANO ROMANO, 2017, digital print on fabric, 
4.5 x 2.8 metres. Installation shot.
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Caroline Sinders and Mani Nilchiani, Dark Patterns, VR headset, 
game console, smartphone, program. Photo by Andreas Wu.

Justin Sterling, Let it Burn, 2016, fire hydrants, rope. Photo by 
Andreas Wu

interesting space of  its own: the curtains 
carve out a path within the exhibition 
space, but images of  stairs lead us nei-
ther up nor down—as viewers, we feel as 
if  we were standing in a time loop within 
the preexisting historical loop of  the 
Pfizer Building. The work thus also sug-
gests a commentary on a circular flow of  
information, one that could inform and 
be informed by class, geography, and 
selective networks.

In a more figurative way, Józef  
Gałązka’s Surface Marking Sections (2016), 
a painted bronze sculpture of  three road 
workers creating surface markings on 
an angled road, demonstrates the preci-
sion and effectiveness of  road-marking 
specialists but shows their everyday 
efforts and trials as well. The sculp-
ture’s meaning, material, and form are 
inspired by the statue Laocoön and His 
Sons, a famous ancient Roman statue in 
the Vatican that depicts Laocoön and 
his sons being attacked by sea serpents, 
representing human agony and de-
spair. While the Roman statue is made 
of  marble, Gałązka uses bronze most 
likely because it was more accessible 
and because the material nevertheless 
indicates nobility. Thus, the conflict 
between the classicism of  bronze statues 
and the social status of  road workers be-
comes obvious. Why would one ennoble 

road workers? The deliberate painting 
of  the bronze could suggest that rather 
making or claiming a change in social 
order, there is a hidden but imperative 
need for city workers to help society 
run smoothly. The surface markings on 
the road could also be interpreted as 
guides, both metaphorically and liter-
ally speaking, and the figures as utiliz-
ing them (or not) as navigational tools. 
The struggle implicit in the work may 
be less the difficulty of  following rules 
than the changing power structure in an 
exponentially larger grid that includes 
the physical, digital, and metaphysi-
cal spaces. The markings which wind 
and ensnare the workers like a snake 
could symbolically demonstrate that 
the struggle they perpetuate exists in 
various realms, outside of  the one we 
live in. Sterling’s Let It Burn (2016) also 
shows, metaphorically, perhaps, the 
changing geopolitical structure through 
the artist’s choice of  two fire hydrants 
from a gentrified part of  New York. The 
connection between the hydrants is 
clear—they have the same function and 
use—as they are exemplified by the rope 
that ties them together tightly. But their 
relationship is tangled and complex, as 
the rope again shows, as does through 
the artist’s choice of  fire hydrants from 
specific locations, SoHo and Williams-
burg. These neighborhoods of  Man-
hattan and Brooklyn share a common 
history as places subject to rapid gen-
trification. However, SoHo’s character 
today is vastly different from Williams-
burg’s: SoHo, a once light-industrial 
area turned art hub and now high-end 
fashion district, seems to be on a high-
er socio-economic echelon than Wil-
liamsburg, an area previously chiefly 
known for its crime and gang activities, 
now viewed as a predominantly white, 
trendy, increasingly expensive neigh-
borhood. What could this say about 
the current residents? Do they share a 
common past? Sterling’s fire hydrants 
can be personified and their place in the 

city can be read as reflecting the ways 
places and people go through change. 
Gentrification as an overarching topic 
can be seen as a result of  the onset of  
rapid urban development, technological 
advances, and capitalism. Yet we cannot 
help but wonder who exactly the benefi-
ciaries are.

Kerry Downey’s experimental ani-
mation A Third Space (2014–16) has a dou-
ble function, both exploring a series of  
haptic encounters with people, histories, 
objects, and spaces and offering a con-
crete example of  the perspectival shift 
addressed in the exhibition. We see the 
silhouette of  Downey’s hands playing 
with the silhouette of  a cut-out handle 
bar while they chronologically list global 
historical events to suggest randomness. 
Hence, the suggested distance plays a 
crucial role in the narrative, for it allows 
the artist and the audience to view their 
relationship with history in the context 
of  an international worldview. It is also 
made literal by the artist’s use of  an 
overhead projector—it is the image cast 
by the projector that we see in the video, 
not Downey’s actual hands. Further into 
the video, Downey speaks of  a “third 
space” in which relationships shift be-
tween the intimate and the remote, the 
slippery and the stable, the poetic and 
the political. Speaking of  a space of  op-
portunity (or chaos) between people and 
within historical facts, they reference 
a gray zone that is almost a necessity 
in a place where politics exist in polar-
ized states. The handle bar, a common 
motif  in Downey’s work, is a perpetu-
ally transforming image with multiple 
references—to support, connection, 
gender, and history, to name a few—and 
represents the subtle changes that occur 
within this third space.

Taking a completely opposite stance, 
Caroline Sinders and Mani Nilchiani’s 
Dark Patterns (2016) attempts to show 
a future governed by surveillance, not 
unlike one that Virilio would predict, 
where we are the ones scrutinized in-

stead. The artwork is an interactive VR 
game in which a narrator, Alice, tells a 
story about a friend of  hers arrested in 
a protest. Besides exploring the aesthet-
ic possibilities of  future tech devices 
and their interfaces, Sinders and Nil-
ciani looked to David Hockney as they 
built their interactive space, using still 
images of  a living room. Layering the 
images asymmetrically over each other, 
the seemingly floating images give the 
room a 3D effect, seeming to have both 
depth and shape. The stacking effect also 
relates to the overseeing nature of  au-
thoritarian regimes, as the user begins 
to realize in the course of  the game that 
the various prompts and pings indicate 
Internet regulation. Though the work 
addresses a dystopian regime, it also 
leaves room to explore what the future 
of  protest could be in a world where all 
devices are synced and data has reached 
a critical point of  pervasiveness.

Finally, Yazan Khalili’s video Hiding 
Our Faces Like a Dancing Wind (2016) looks 
at the iPhone’s facial-recognition soft-
ware as a tool to uncover the realities of  
the colonial history of  photography as 
a way to classify or identify individuals. 
Presented in the format of  a computer 
screen, a video shows a person using 
an iPhone’s camera app so we can see 
on the phone’s screen the subject being 
photographed, a woman on the other 
side of  the iPhone and therefore part 
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hidden by it. At first identified by the 
phone’s facial-recognition device, which 
frames her face with a yellow square, the 
woman proceeds to position her hands 
over her face in various ways to trick the 
software. Meanwhile, JPEG files of  trib-
al masks framed by the yellow square 
are opened one-by-one and eventually 
cropped and placed over the woman’s 
face. A message is simultaneously typed 
out on the upper right corner of  the 
screen throughout the video, poetically 
describing the injustice and misrecogni-
tion historically imposed on indigenous 
people through colonialism. Khalili thus 
investigates the notion of  identifica-
tion through a modern lens, leaving us 
with questions about the meanings and 
effects of  superior technology and class 
hierarchy.

It is clear from these artworks that 
the groundlessness of  contemporary 
culture does not mean that a geopoliti-
cal order has ceased to exist. Instead, a 
new one—a Stack, Benjamin A. Bratton 
theorizes—must be taken into consid-
eration when analyzing today’s political 
geography, jurisdiction, and sovereign-
ty.10  Bratton’s Stack is divided into six 
layers: User, Interface, Address, City, 
Cloud, and Earth. “The whole of  the sys-

tem is invoked and activated by any one 
connection.”11  However, since each layer 
abides specifically by the mechanism of  
its respective platform, only informa-
tion can travel vertically between the 
layers. 

The Cloud layer contains political 
subdivisions—the nomos, in Bratton’s 
term—that affect not only physical sites 
but also the interdependent layers above 
and below the platform.12  China’s cen-
sorship of  certain social-media sites, for 
example, or its hacking into Google and 
the consequences for its subsequent in-
ternational relations, show the Cloud’s 
capacity to displace and possibly replace 
traditional models of  power. Who is to 
say that Cloud platforms will not com-
pletely overtake tax flows or state con-
trol? The layers within, affecting, and 
affected by the Cloud suggest to us what 
the future may be in as the platforms 
are used and as the technology develops. 
The actions of  the technology’s users 
can equally change the course of  polit-
ical discussion. While Cloud platforms 
might replace models of  social relations 
and behavior, they remain infrastruc-
tural. The users have much more re-
sponsibility and much more at stake.

13 Bratton, “The Layers of the 
Stack.” 

14 Bratton, “User Layer,” The Stack: 
On Software and Sovereignty, 
251–254.

15 Bratton, “The Black Stack.”

III
DRIFTING BETWEEN 

ALGORITHMIC CULTURE  
AND SOCIAL BEHAVIOR

At the top of  Bratton’s Stack sits the 
User. The author explains that while the 
Stack lists its layers moving downward 
from local to global, any layer can influ-
ence the one above or below it. The User 
sits in an interesting position because 
he or she sees and is seen by the rest of  
the Stack. The User therefore activates 
and is activated by any linking layer, but 
since the layers themselves are autono-
mous in their own right, sovereignty can 
only exist in certain “linking columns” 
and never in the entire Stack itself.13 

In thinking about this idea, we won-
der how sovereignty can still take place 
after decentralization has occurred. 
As mentioned in the last chapter, the 
network, in its idealistic and utopian 
way, allows for multiple channels of  
communication connecting us. But it 
is clear that just because we can all log 
in, we don’t all share the same kinds 
of  power. In other words, information 
technologies have connected the world’s 
economies, peoples, and societies, but 
economic productivity and competi-
tiveness are still highly selective. On the 
micro scale, though, we would think that 
our position in the social strata does not 
differ from that of  our neighbors. While 
that may be true in some general way, we 
must bear in mind two things: the user 
is not a universal persona, but “a model 
that is not given in advance and must be 
construed by interfaces and constructed 
for platforms”—in other words, the us-
er’s optimal function is a reflection and 

reaction of  the Stack; and that protocol, 
otherwise defined here as the set of  
standard practice that one consciously 
and/or subconsciously follows, still ex-
ists.14  It makes up the digital sphere as 
formal procedures that take place when 
we access cyber-systems such as the 
Internet, and in social spheres as regu-
lar commands that we perform during 
interactions, for example saying “hello” 
over the phone. 

For Bratton, the identity and im-
age of  the User become more and more 
fraught as they enmesh themselves in 
their own definitions relative to the 
changing environment triggered by the 
Digital Age. Nonhumans—robots—be-
come comparable candidates in the User 
layer alongside the hyper-individual-
ized and, albeit contradictory, pluralized 
self.15  On the one hand we can select and 
cater information to fit our needs and 
our desires, yet on the other we can have 
multiple profiles that in themselves 
might differ. We can also hide our iden-
tities, or, through browser modifications 
such as uProxy, freely send information 
to people denied of  certain access. Who 
can determine whether the individual 
on the other side is human? The multi-
plication of  user identities brings about 
the question of  human-robot symbiosis, 
and we are never sure exactly how much 
of  the interaction is human or algorith-
mically driven. Could this new rela-
tionship infer something about human 
social behavior?

Yazan Khalili, Hiding Our Faces Like a Dancing Wind, 2016, single channel video, 7’30”

10 Benjamin H. Bratton, “The Black 
Stack.” e-flux Journal, vol. 53 
(2014), http://www.e-flux.com/
journal/53/59883/the-black-
stack/.

11 Bratton, “The Layers of the 
Stack,” The Stack: On Software 
and Sovereignty, (The MIT Press, 
2015), 66–72.

12 Bratton, “The Black Stack.”
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Chen I-Chun and Luo Helin, Invisible Directions - White and Black, 2017, video installation. Photo by Andreas Wu

16 Galloway, “Form,” Protocol: How 
Control Exists After Decentral-
ization (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
Mit Press, 2004), 54–79.

Stephanie Owens’ Word between 
Worlds (2012) is a looped video of  a pair 
of  random reCAPTCHA words project-
ed onto uneven surfaces. ReCAPTCHA 
words are formally used for human 
verification purposes on the Web. The 
words in the reCAPTCHA applica-
tion are usually unresolved or visually 
morphed versions from a scan and are 
deceptively presented as random sets 
of  letters. Owens’ looped video shows a 
pair of  unresolved images as they would 
have appeared in the reCAPTCHA appli-
cation, however, one of  the two paired 
words is taken from the Google Book 
Project, a Google initiative to scan books 
and upload them on their platform for 
users to preview before purchasing. By 
splitting the words on different surfac-
es, Owens emphasizes that one word 
is always random while the other is an 
unresolved image from the Google book 
scans but creates an opportunity for the 
random pairing to express love as well. 
The words do not show up simultane-
ously in pairs, but rather with a delay 
between each word. As such, the com-
bination of  two words can sometimes 
produce a poetic and romantic pairing. 
Yet clearly programmed, this automatic 
poetry invokes humor and asks its view-
ers whether love can also find its roots 
in algorithms. 

We find ourselves pondering similar 
questions in thinking about protocol. 
The Web and other digitally induced 
networks are not entirely free of  struc-
ture. Composed of  their own material 
layers that make it possible for the 
software to run, the formal protocols of  
the Internet as a distributed network are 
symptomatic of  the deeper kind of  con-
trol described by Galloway. The Web’s 
design is uncannily similar to the theory 
of  continuity in film, where the images, 
objects, scenes have logical connections. 
On the Web, the user’s movement and 
experience should be intuitive, seam-
less, and pleasurable. As such, the Inter-
net presents itself  as a space governed 

by a protocol—“a structuring agent that 
appears as a result of  a set of  object dis-
positions”—that facilitates relationships 
between agents.16  It can also be under-
stood as etiquette for different kinds of  
communication flows to cohabit. If  a 
protocol is born from distributed behav-
ior, how much of  it is reflected back into 
daily actions and social life?

In Sterling’s video A Growing Boy 
Needs His Lunch (2017), for example, the 
traffic cone, a ubiquitous object, be-
comes subject to the various interactions 
within all walks of  life. Its documented 
journey reveals both how it maneuvers 
between human traffic and automotive 
traffic in various cities. Exploring this 
object as an omnipresent being allows it 
to act as a mirror of  human conditions: 
some laugh at the hoodie-wearing, bal-
loon-wielding cone, tickled by some-
one’s attempt to give it a voice; most ig-
nore it, but one gentleman creepily lurks 
around. We feel anxious about what he 
might do to the cone, demonstrating 
perhaps a projection of  our anxieties 
around certain human behavior. Fur-
thermore, the cone itself  as a functional 
object should not entice any feelings, yet 
with a hoodie and a balloon attached, 
personification takes place. We fear for 
the cone as if  it were a lost child. We 
cannot help but wonder what if  the cone 
was human—would people act the same 
way? On a larger scale, the question 
begins to challenge the transcendental 
nature of  culture. The cone’s prevalence 
as well as the camera’s distance could 
also act as the vertical perspective: to be 
able to see the different states of  being 
“from above” magnifies the elements of  
class war in our society, and makes us 
ask how tolerant of  social interactions 
we are. But if  culture is what allows us 
to connect, why do we often see people 
choose to put themselves at a distance or 
engage in suspicious behavior?

Similarly, Chen and Luo’s Invisible 
Directions—White and Black (2017) pushes 
the idea of  social protocol and etiquette 
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by asking viewers to scan a QR code via 
their smartphone. The scan, however, 
launches a denial-of-service attack, 
temporarily slowing down Internet ser-
vice to the government official page that 
the QR code is linked to. The disrupted 
connection is compromised not only 
from to the attack but even beforehand; 
the connection to be affected has been 
purposefully selected by the artists—the 
QR code is designed to link to one spe-
cific site. In this sense, Internet privacy 
has been breached. But if  the Internet 
connection is shared and public, what 
then is “private?” Furthermore, when 
an attack can be invisible even if  the 
attacker is physically present in the ex-
hibition, those who engage in scanning 
the QR code presume a distant position 
where their abilities to empathize for 
others is handicapped. Without accusing 
anyone’s moral stance, this work puts 
people in a precarious situation that 
tests their social behavior and Internet 
protocol. 

In considering the two constitu-
encies—human-robot symbiosis and 
protocol and their respective effects on 
human behavior—that argue for sov-
ereignty in networks, we find ourselves 
drifting between the two extremes of  
algorithmic culture and social behavior. 
For example, the drift, or dérive, is put 
radically into play when we consider the 
idea of  Internet browsing or surfing. 
This action should be disorienting, as 
it completely displaces a person “geo-
graphically,” i.e. as the user switches 
between links and pages. Instead, the 
user is engaged in a pleasurable activity. 
Since we have come to understand that 
transitions between places in the Web 
are purposefully designed, the protocol 
organizing the information recorded on 
the Web becomes the new architecture 
in which we engage in the dérive—the 
“playful-constructive behavior and 
awareness of  psychogeographical 
effects.”17  On the one hand, the Situa-
tionist International’s notion of  play 

eliminates the element of  competition, 
and on the other, the dérive is a contra-
dictory combination of  being absorbed 
by the architecture and “the domination 
of  psychogeographical variations by 
the knowledge and calculation of  their 
possibilities.”18  All users navigate the 
Web not exactly knowing where every 
link will take them, but with enough 
certainty to be pulled in. However, what 
happens when another calculation takes 
place behind the screen—when the links 
that take us to the next page are precise-
ly tailored to us? At what point do algo-
rithms begin to shape our decisions?

Thinking about these questions 
leads us to the artist trio Eastwood’s 
Civilization VI—Age of Warcraft (2015), 
which seems to take form as a kind of  
social experiment. Using the original Sid 
& Meyers Co. game as a starting point, 
the players immerse themselves in a 
game that deals with issues of  cyberwar 
and surveillance driven by algorithmic 
nonhuman users. Each chooses a role as 
the head of  a secret-service organiza-
tion—the American National Security 
Agency, the Indian Computer Emergen-
cy Response Team, the British Govern-
ment Communications Headquarters—
and directs a team in asymmetrical 
warfare. Those familiar with the original 
game will find themselves transitioning 

EASTWOOD, Civilization VI - Age of Warcraft, 2015, program. 
Photo by Andreas Wu

17 Ken Knabb, “Theory of the 
Dérive,” Situationist International 
Online, accessed November 9, 
2017, http://www.cddc.vt.edu/
sionline/si/theory.html.

18 Ibid.

seamlessly into Eastwood’s subversive 
version, their prior knowledge and cal-
culative abilities allowing them to play. 
Rather than trying to build an empire 
for the advancement of  humanity, how-
ever, players are asked to lead an agency 
and to defeat their cyber enemies, de-
spite the agencies’ controversial stance 
on global surveillance. The game en-
gages us to perform at our best, thanks 
to past exposure to similar games, yet 
pushes us to think about Web protocols, 
both as the head of  a secret-service or-
ganization and as an ordinary user.

In the same vein, Aya Rodri-
guez-Izumi’s commissioned perfor-
mance piece, Alien Nation, looks at 
and subverts past security models as 
a reflection of  network protocols and 
human behavior. Working with partic-
ipants individually, Rodriguez-Izumi 
creates fake identification cards for us 
with the information that we have filled 
out on a form. The artist then employs 
the outdated method of  stamping the 
card before vacuum-sealing it as a way 
to make it official. The participant can 
choose to write anything on the form—
nothing has to be “real”—yet the custom 
of  lining up, filling an application, and 
getting it approved makes the process 
genuine. The choices that we make in 
creating this ID attest to the changing 
geopolitical nature of  the world, and 
also to the fact that information technol-
ogies have changed our approach to cer-
tain kinds of  protocol, such is the nature 
of  carrying an ID as well as the formal 
methods of  creating one. What began 
as wallet-sized laminated paper cards 
signed by government officials has now 
become coded hard plastic cards with 
bar codes or holographs that imbued 
security and legitimacy. Yet, with tech-
nological advances, fake ID cards are 
prevalent, especially amongst teenag-
ers. Rodriguez-Izumi thus marries the 
formal practice of  applying for cards 
and the old method of  legitimizing them 
with the illegal practice of  creating ID 

cards with fake information that grants 
one access to different substances and 
places around the world. 

 The works presented in this chap-
ter bring out two particular issues as 
we think about the Digital Age and its 
social impact: how we behave in light 
of  algorithms, and who—humanity or 
algorithmically-influenced humans—is 
behaving in this relationship.  But the 
works are not restricted by these con-
stituencies; they float among these top-
ics under the overarching premise of  a 
changing geopolitical structure. As such, 
the idea of  social choice as a reflection 
of  the contemporary setting begins to 
take effect when we think about the 
exhibition as a whole.
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Aya Rodriguez-Izumi, Alien Nation, 2018, form on translucent Vellum paper. Courtesy of the artist.
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IV
CONCLUSION

Bric-à-Brac is conceived to observe 
and analyze the effects of  informa-
tion technologies on the ways that we 
are governed and in which we govern 
ourselves. It would be simple to say that 
humans can adapt to all kinds of  cir-
cumstances, pointing back to Darwin’s 
theory of  evolution as an explanation of  
how we are the way we are. I argue that 
despite adaptation, we have still created 
polarizing environments that put many 
people in two extremes: independency 
versus territorial reclamation; national-
ism versus socialism; complete privacy 
versus complete transparency. Infor-
mation technologies of  course existed 
before the political polarization we 
currently see emerging globally, yet they 
seem to have exacerbated the divide. 
It becomes important, then, to look at 
ourselves as individuals, and how our 
actions may or may not reflect our social 
surroundings; how echo chambers are 
created; how our choices are possibly 
“manufactured.”

These ten international artists and 
their artworks have a common thread, 
despite their varied geographies: In-
formation technologies, networks, and 
algorithmic culture have changed the 
way we perceive and react to the envi-
ronment. The works of  some (Gałązka, 
Kerry, Low, Mayer, and Sterling) are 
more observational, whereas those 
of  others (Chen and Luo, Eastwood, 

Sinders and Nilchiani, Rodriguez-Izu-
mi, and Owens) are more experimental. 
As viewers, users, participants, and 
the general audience make their way 
through the exhibition, I hope that they 
can engage in the thinking process, both 
self-reflexive and retrospective, that 
went into curating this show. Perhaps by 
asking for a deeper level of  engagement, 
we can begin to critically think about 
how these political shifts—coupled with 
algorithms and protocols—can inform 
us of  a new social horizon, for better or 
for worse.
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Installation view, Bric-à-Brac, photo by Andreas Wu
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Józef Gałązka, Surface Marking Sections, 2017, painted bronze. Photo by Andreas Wu.
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