Gender as a 4th Dimensional Context of Interface
by Michael Bernard

Instability can be triggered by the querying of the classical notions of truth, reality, objectivity, transcendence, autonomy, or originality.  These conservative positions conform with those of a consumer society fixated on objects and their symbolic-economic, strategically articulated values (authenticity, originality, expensiveness).  The contradiction of contemporary pluralism reveals itself in this area:  one demands unrestricted access to new technologies yet at the same time avoids accepting, or refuses to accept, those radical changes resulting from the cultural integration and use of these very technologies.  The deconstruction of traditional artistic values and their aesthetics evidently began at the center of art itself the instant its methods were added to those of digital technologies.

The Abu Ghraib abuse scandal photos were taken at the prison in late 2003 by U.S. guards utilizing privately owned digital cameras.  Private image production by military personnel was a widespread activity that had seen scant limitation by the government regardless of the explosive potential inherent in the access to and documentation of places and events where normal civilian journalism had absolutely no presence.  The past tense is used here, because although no official release of policy change has been announced, it is difficult to imagine that the practice continues unrestricted in the wake of these events.  Digital imagery has been stamped and filed by the Department of Defense as a troublesome, multi-faceted creature comprised of a revealing and extended level of access, ownership rights obscured by martial law, and a participatory, documentary medium capable of convicting individuals and armies simultaneously and globally through contextualization. 

The ability of these images to exist and move independently requires an investigation of the new phenomena of ‘We Media’ and the vehicle it occupies.  The blogosphere, the online realm of participatory-journalism, dispatched the images of Pfc. Lynndie England as the new poster-child for nearly every applicable perspective possible towards gender-roles, the U.S. Military’s command structure, and the violation of human rights two days before the same images of prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib landed in the headlines of nearly every major news publication around the world. This networked distribution of the images through virtual space and the resulting systemic reaction was merely a preface for the pending ‘traditional media’-circus.  

The gender performance, transformation through capture, transmission, and re-contextualization of the images via this new participatory interface is most interesting when paralleled to Marcel Duchamp’s theories of the 4th dimension developed in a transititory period overlapping his readymade art objects and the increasingly more complex work that followed.  The explorative application is justifiable in two respects.  Primarily, the digital format (images, video, simulation, renderings, etc.) is gaining acceptance as a readymade since it is ultimately just code.  These assemblages of 1’s and 0’s result in “manufactured objects of little intrinsic value that are given meaning through appropriation and contextualization rather than the inherent meaning from the expressive craft with which they are fashioned.”
  Second, while Marcel Duchamp was bound to the notion of revolutionizing the art process and its relativity to the position and perspective of the viewer, he also proved continuously meddlesome in subjects of gender performance and true authorship as he problematized his work by way of alter/gender/ego Rrose Selavy.  “Duchamp’s is the distinctly modern realization that necessarily precedes alternative (e.g. feminist and queer) sexual identities, and makes them possible in the first place: the identification of gender also as a surface no less constructed than that of language or of painting.”
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The first element of further examination is the concept of Pfc. Lynndie England as a corporeal style, a gender performance of sorts contained within the image.  The photographs in circulation have been critiqued from pop-culture pulpits as those “of a ‘liberated’ American female – a frighteningly ugly beast with short hair, pants and boots, not to mention a gun – forcing Muslim men to play the bottom role in smarmy leash-and-whip S&M scenes.”
  Perhaps a more revealing vantage point would allow the viewer to conceptualize that these images merely contain a projection which is an “affect of a corporeal signification.  In other words, acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or substance, but produce [project] this on the surface of the body, through the play of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of identity as a cause.”
  Judith Butler’s theories regarding the body as a surface, as a point of interface, allows us to question whether the expressed gender-role or identity of England in the photo is ‘real’ or merely a displayed ‘imaginary.’  The ‘real’ requires a more elusive, omniscient interpretation that is not discernable, while the visible ‘imaginary’ is the result of “fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other discursive means.”
  In a sense, the representation of Lynndie England that we see is a projection that cannot be labeled as a ‘true view’ to the underlying source.  The ‘imaginary’ does becomes the ‘real,’ however, through contextualization, to the viewer whose vantage point does allow them to see the lexical real. 

This concept of an ‘other,’ or more revealing, vantage point of Lynndie England’s gender-identity than that projected in the photographs serves us as a springboard into Duchamp’s theories of the 4th dimension.  We must first establish the dimensions of objects in the most basic forms found in this model and then comprehend the image existing and moving within them in a complex manner.  The definition of the 4th dimension is diverse in its exact wording depending on which scholar you choose to embrace.  It relates to time, context, perspective, and indeterminate coordinates. It suggests a location that cannot quite be deconstructed into an exact set of numbers through any sort of exact formula.



1st Dimension =  a Line, linear (Length)


2nd Dimension = a Shape of any outline, flat (Length x Width)


3rd Dimension = a Form of any surface , mass 




     (Length x Width x Height or Depth)

4th Dimension = a 3-D Form + ‘other’ variable (time or context or maybe perspective, or…)  

Figure 2 : The 3 physical dimensions.  To truly show 3-D in this illustration we would need a real statue and to represent the 4th dimension we would need Pfc. Lynndie England herself to the left of this page.
It is humorous that a theory can exist in the field of science that is so widely accepted as undeniable, and remain so unresolved all at once.  Regardless of its exact definition, Duchamp believed that the 4th dimensional ‘other’ variable renders an object that exists in four dimensions physically unrepresentable except by its shadow, which would be a three-dimensional representation. One of the dimensions is removed (the 4th dimension) and the object is back into the comforts of our easily comprehended physical world. 

This reductive relationship is easily understood when one thinks of their own actual shadow.  It is an image or stencil of the body, but it lacks depth, it has no mass, it is ‘flattened’ into a two-dimensional representation of the body’s three dimensional form.  Likewise, a photograph can readily be accepted as a two-dimensional object composed of length and width, a ‘shadow’ as Duchamp would label it, of a flattened, three-dimensional spatial arrangement that originally included depth.  Lynndie England, as depicted in these photographs, is not even a body in the 3rd dimension, but merely a flattened shadow.  When the observer instinctively sees the image as the physical spatial arrangement it represents by adding the third-dimensional element of depth back to the photograph, in their mind, the image has been used as an interface. 

Asking the viewer to take the next step in recontextualizing the image, moving it into the 4th dimension, is unnecessary.  It is inherent to our nature and to an extent indeterminable due to complexities of the individual observer.  The formulation of a 4th dimensional view is dependant on the reconstitution of an ‘other,’ 4th dimensional variable or variables, but not necessarily ‘the other’ or ‘others’ that were present at the moment the image was produced.  Since a true 4th dimensional perspective is elusive and must, in the words of Duchamp, be “circumhyperhypo-embraced or grasped all around at once… as if with the hand and not seen with the eyes,”
 the viewer is intrinsically deprived of information given the reductive starting point of the photograph. Applying Duchamp’s theory to the physical Lynndie England depicted in the photographs through Butler’s model of ‘surface,’ we are able to qualify her visible or captured gender-performance as corporeal style, and that style as a two-dimensional ‘shadow’ (with simulated 3rd dimensional depth) of her fourth-dimensional being/identity: a complex and truly ungraspable entity.   This does not mean a formulation of that 4th dimension entity has not been made by the observer; it has happened in spite of the lack of attainable 4th dimensional clarity.

 
The interactive and far reaching nature of the online, participatory community of the blogosphere is the vehicle in this model to expand this process to a societal level.  The blogosphere is a social phenomenon, a shifting internet-wide social network formed by two-way links resulting in endless interfaces.  A compounding natural reciprocation of the reductive process of flattening dimensions now takes over.  This results from the additional interfacing of the digital arena or virtual space exponentially problematizing the observations of the spectator, embedding inconsistent and shifting norms, tropes, and other accompanying ‘virtual baggage’ of the network such as captions, headlines, and misrepresented editorial.  The element of ‘other space’ (the blogosphere) must be figured into the recontextualizing of the new ‘real’ representation of Lynndie England.  This network’s ability to affect the image as a variable is indeterminable, given the complexities of the system itself.  Yet, these images have moved across this network to the individual, and it is difficult to deny that systemic distortion is inherent to this existence within and traveling of, unrestricted virtual space.   

This journey that these digital photographs of Pfc. Lynndie England have completed results in a new model of digital readymade interfacing.  In this case, the 4th dimensional return is not exactly the forte of the process given the multiple shifts; however, the path has been traversed.  Through reduction of dimensionality, distribution without limits, timeless archiving, and observation in less than unbiased forums these images have been recontextualized on multiple levels.  A new ‘Lynndie England,’ with applied, yet definitively distorted, 4th dimensional attributes of gender, morality, intent, desire, and power, has been calculated individually and systemically through the network, regardless of the impossibility of the equation even having a solution.  
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� : Pfc. Lynndie England at the Abu Ghraib Prison
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