
Race and Ethnicity
Kim Knight

In 1993, the New Yorker published a Peter Steiner cartoon in which a dog 
sitting at a computer brags to a friend, “On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.” 
This cartoon is often cited as an example of attitudes toward the web as a space in which 
markers of difference are elided. However, the affordances of the Internet operate in a 
context that includes a substantial history of racial ideology in the United States. In other 
words, race cannot be eradicated so easily. The concept of race itself is problematic. Ac-
cording to Michael Omi and Howard Winant, “Racial categories and the meaning of race 
are given concrete expression by the specific social relations and historical context in 
which they are embedded. Racial meanings have varied tremendously over time and be-
tween different societies” (2007, 15). Ethnicity, or the formation of group identity based 
on shared culture and descent, is a similarly problematic concept. It is also sociohistori-
cal and often relies on notions of racial identity to determine inclusion (Omi and Winant 
1994, 15). Though these concepts are sociohistorical, Omi and Winant are careful to in-
sist that they are by no means illusory (2007, 19). The construction of racial meaning has 
material effects.

Digital media are one way in which racial meaning is constructed. They are also one 
of the avenues by which racial meaning can be challenged. The relationship between 
digital media and race/ethnicity is a complex interplay of multidirectional influences 
that must take into account both how race and ethnicity are given concrete expression in 
digital environments and how digital texts and environments are shaped by racial forma-
tions. This multidirectional relationship is exemplified in discourses about race and digi-
tal technology, digital expressions of racial meaning (including racist expressions), and 
global labor practices that underlie digital media and textuality.

The Steiner cartoon was just one example of early web discourses on race and tech-
nology. Pop u lar repre sen ta tions and critical theorists alike suggested that the Internet 
held the potential for users to transcend embodied markers of racial or ethnic identity in 
a utopia of anonymity (see cyborg and posthuman). Text- based profile descriptors 
and the freedom to construct avatars  were seen as ways of potentially refusing the notion 
of race. It was not long, however, before this discourse was challenged. As early as 1995, in 
her essay “Race in/for Cyberspace,” Lisa Nakamura questioned whether such racial fluidity 
was possible. Although users of early community platforms such as LambdaMOO  were 
not required to give their profiles a racial identity, race influenced identity construction 
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in subtle ways (see MUDs and MOOs). For instance, when racial identity went un-
stated, whiteness was often assumed. In addition, users would often decode other profile 
traits, such as hair and eye color, to align with racial identity. When users did express 
race in their profile construction, this was often interpreted as being a confrontational 
expression (Nakamura 2000, 712– 713). Nakamura coined the influential term identity 
tourism to refer to users constructing online profiles pretending to be another race. She 
found that users often engaged in online minstrelsy in which they used reductive racial 
and ethnic identity traits to attach exoticism to themselves, transforming spaces of free 
play into “phantasmatic Imperial space” (2000, 715). In the late 1990s and early 2000s 
the move toward more graphical user interfaces meant the rise in creation of visual ava-
tars (see avatars). Early avatar generators  were often critiqued because they  were gener-
ally geared toward representing normative white bodies with limited options for express-
ing any type of diversity. Once more options for avatar creation became available, identity 
tourism became possible in graphic form. According to Nakamura, one of the dangers of 
identity tourism is that users who pass as someone  else may end up with a false sense of 
understanding toward the inhabited identity. If they are not treated negatively, they may 
assume that racism or sexism, among others, is “no big deal” (Nakamura 2011).

Far from “no big deal,” one of the other commonly circulated discourses about race 
and technology is in relation to what is referred to as “the digital divide.” In the 1990s 
and early 2000s, activists and thinkers concerned with social justice feared that ineq-
uities would be amplified when access to computing technologies became requisite 
for  social mobility among underserved populations, including the poor and people of 
color. Others emphasized that access to computing technologies would not be enough to 
eliminate disparities that are perpetuated through multiple avenues in society (Everett 
2008, 4). Nelson, Tu, and Hines, editors of the collection Technicolor: Race, Technology 
and Everyday Life (2001), warn against narratives that oversimplify and reduce people of 
color to victims of lack of access. They cite oppositional “everyday” uses of technology 
that empower marginalized users (2001, 3). The discourse additionally shifts with in-
creased connectivity (Nakamura 2008, 18) and with the advent of smartphones and 
high- speed mobile Internet access. The emphasis becomes less about bridging the access 
divide and more about ensuring equitable training in digital literacies. Again, however, 
critics are cautioned against thinking that increased digital literacy among marginalized 
populations will be able to overcome structures of inequity which are embedded through-
out cultures.

Another area of inequity in culture is the limited repre sen ta tion of people of color in 
mainstream or broadcast media. Digital media and textuality, particularly participatory 
web platforms, have provided alternative spaces for producers and performers of color 
(see participatory culture). For instance, the online series The Misadventures of Awk-
ward Black Girl, produced by and starring Senegalese American Issa Rae, recently won 
the 2012 Shorty Award for best web show (see film and digital media, mobile games, 
video). Rae often cites the lack of well- developed black characters on broadcast tele vi-
sion as her inspiration for creating the series. Though race is not the focus of the show, it 
has received considerable media attention for Rae’s role as a black producer and actor, as 
well as for featuring well- developed black characters. The success of digital productions 
like Awkward Black Girl, combined with the ubiquity of participatory platforms with low 
barriers to entry, have led to a proliferation of amateur digital content related to race and 
ethnicity, particularly on sites such as YouTube.
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As often as digital media might be used to critique mainstream repre sen ta tions of 
race or to include traditionally marginalized people, digital platforms are also deployed 
to promote racism and xenophobia. Jessie Daniels’s study Cyber Racism (2009) suggests 
that the affordances of digital culture produce new forms of enacting white supremacy. 
The structured online spaces of or ga nized racist movements are just one way in which 
racism is deployed in digital contexts. Lisa Nakamura identifies five different types of 
online racism: visual profiling of users, voice profiling of users, racism against avatars, 
identity tourism (racism using avatars), and anti- immigrant racism in virtual worlds (2011). 
The comments on sites such as YouTube and Reddit often contain racist (and sexist and 
homophobic) remarks that other users dismiss as just one of the negative effects of net-
worked social environments. In other cases, the production of racist digital media has 
unexpected results. In March 2011, in the wake of the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, 
UCLA po liti cal science student Alexandra Wallace posted a video to YouTube entitled 
“Asians in the Library.” In the video she evokes racial ste reo types and uses a crass imita-
tion of someone speaking a nonsensical “Asian” language to complain about students 
using their cell phones in the library. Wallace experienced an immediate backlash for 
her so- called rant, and she removed the video within hours of having been posted. It was 
reposted immediately by other users and spawned a host of remixes and parodies. Many 
resorted to racist discourse themselves or used Wallace’s sexuality as a point of criticism. 
However, many used the parlance of participatory media to engage in thoughtful discus-
sion of the topics of stereotyping and racism (see participatory culture, remix). 
We may read these responses to “Asians in the Library” as one of the forms in which “the 
‘unexpected occurrence’ of race has the potential, by its very unexpectedness, to sabo-
tage the ideology- machine’s routines” (Nakamura 2000, 718).

Discussions of race and ethnicity which challenge the ideology machine are often 
carried out over blogs, web forums, social networking sites, and in digital artworks. Dara 
N. Byrne writes of the role of discussion forums such as AsianAvenue, BlackPlanet, and 
MiGente which provide a means of racial affirmation and contribute to the formation of 
collective online subjectivities. According to Byrne, the users of these sites value the 
“authenticity” of racial or ethnic identity, in spite of the problematic nature of defining 
these terms. Much of the discourse centers on establishing borders between “authentic” 
users and outsiders, based on community consensus for what constitutes “authentic” 
experience (Byrne 2008, 19). In addition, forums such as these connect diasporic popu-
lations and reinforce offline communities of race- based affinity. Blogs such as Raciali-
cious, Racebending, and Wide Lantern focus on public critique of the role of race in media 
and pop u lar culture, which leads to community formation and social activism (see 
blogs). Social networking sites like YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook help users circu-
late “gotcha” moments to bring attention to racist and xenophobic practices. One such 
 instance was the circulation of the 2006 video of George Allen, incumbent Virginia 
senatorial candidate, referring to S. R. Sidarth as “macaca, or what ever his name is.” 
The gaffe was circulated in a mode of détournement and is credited with costing 
 Allen  the election. Critiques of race- based and ethnic issues are also carried out via 
digital media and art. Works such as Erik Loyer’s e-lit project Chroma and Prema Mur-
thy’s E.rase examine racial identity in digital environments. Judith F. Baca’s César 
Chavez Digital/Mural Lab combines art, activism, and pedagogy to produce connections 
 between  digital and offline communities. Others, such as Tamiko Thiel’s Beyond 
Manzanar and Mark C. Marino’s a show of hands, use digital platforms to investigate 
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ethnic  identity  in po liti cal contexts (see electronic literature, politics and new 
media).

In po liti cal contexts that include global capitalism, race and ethnicity must also be 
considered from the standpoint of the material production and disposal of the compo-
nents and hardware devices that support digital media and textuality. In the edited col-
lection Challenging the Chip, David A. Sonnenfeld notes that “few things characterize 
both the hope and desperation of social relations in the present era more than the two- 
headed hydra of globalization and electronics” (2006, 16; emphasis in the original). Though 
decisions about production and disassembly pro cesses are often financially motivated, it 
is important to be aware that these jobs, with their attendant hazards, tend to be filled by 
people of color, immigrants, and women, regardless of where the factories are located 
(Smith, Sonnenfeld, and Pellow 2006, 8). The manufacture of electronics components 
and the recycling of hardware devices are labor- intensive pro cesses that involve many 
toxic materials and solvents (Grossman 2006, n.p.). Some of this work is done in wealthy 
capitalist countries; however, a large portion of production/assembly/disassembly is out-
sourced to factories in newly industrializing nations. For instance, according to Eliza-
beth Grossman, loopholes in environmental regulations allow almost 80 percent of 
e-waste from countries such as the United States and the United Kingdom to be exported 
to poorer nations for recycling (2006, n.p.). In contrast, the white- collar jobs related to 
engineering tend to remain in a corporation’s home nation. As Joseph LaDou notes, this 
presents a challenge in holding brand- name corporations responsible for the environ-
mental and labor practices of their subcontractors (2006, 30) (see ethics in digital 
media, politics and new media). An additional consideration is the precarious situ-
ation of software developers and coders employed as nonimmigrant workers on tempo-
rary visas in countries like the United States. Though these issues have been gaining 
more critical attention, the ethical implications of global labor forces still remain one of 
the most often overlooked ways in which race/ethnicity and digital media / textuality 
intersect.

This intersection is complex and multidimensional. Omi and Winant coined the term 
racial formation to refer to “the pro cess by which social, economic and po liti cal forces 
determine the content and importance of racial categories, and by which they are in turn 
shaped by racial meanings” (2007, 16). Digital media may be only one factor in racial 
formation, but its influence takes many forms. We have much to learn about racial for-
mation and challenges from examinations of discourses about race and digital technol-
ogy, digital expressions of racial meaning (including racist expressions), and global labor 
practices that underlie digital media and textuality.

■  See also cyberfeminism, gender and media use, gender repre sen ta tion, 
identity, politics and new media
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Randomness
Marie- Laure Ryan

Randomness can be conceived in many ways, depending on the context 
in which the word is used: as lack of predictability (the result of the throw of the dice), as 
the failure of causality (the behavior of particles in quantum mechanics), as that which 
cannot be defined by an algorithm (a sequence of random numbers), and as that 
which we cannot control (fate), a conception particularly productive in narrative texts 
(see algorithm). While determinists would argue that randomness does not truly exist 
in nature— it is just the name given to that which we cannot explain— some mystics 
and clairvoyants regard it as the voice of a higher power: random pro cesses, such as 
drawing cards, are often used in divination.

The relation of randomness to art is ambiguous: on one hand, art means control over 
a medium— the opposite of randomness. Traditional poetry differs from spontaneous 
expression through the constraints of meter, rhyme, or alliteration, which imposes form 
on the signifiers. But while constraints determine which words should and should not be 
used, they may lead to randomness on the level of the signified, since the meaning of the 
text depends on what words happen to fulfill the needs of form, rather than on words 
carefully chosen for their ability to express preconceived ideas. In the aesthetics of classi-
cism, authors should maintain equal control over meaning and form.

Yet the demand in art for control over the medium is counterbalanced by a demand 
for innovation, surprise, and estrangement from the habitual. This need rehabilitates 
randomness as a source of unpredictability (see glitch aesthetics). Dadaists and 
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