Digital Taiwan
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The Taiwanese Government has set in motion the Challenge 2008
development plan to “foster the creativity and talent Taiwan needs
to transform itself into a ‘green silicon island” (GIO Report) Terms
including “digital Taiwan’ “e-Taiwan’ “e-nation, “virtual Taiwan” and
“smart Taiwan,” all signal a recognition that Taiwan must go online
to survive in a post-media global economy. Taiwan is redesigning
itself as a large MICE (meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibi-
tions) environment that can act as a neon showroom, or shopfront
in the global village for an expanding range of high tech yet afford-
able products. As a recent introduction essay to an art exhibition at
the National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts stated,“the rapid rise of in-
ternational transport links and information technology over the last
few years has served to accelerate the development of what might
be called “Global Village” consciousness, which has had an equally
deep and lasting impact on Taiwanese culture, infusing it with a
new vitality.” (www.tmoa.gov.tw) There is both a level of excitement
about the opportunities a post-media world can bring to Taiwan
and a certain anxiety about what a global world might mean for a
country struggling to be heard and recognised as an independent
subject with a voice and distinct identity.

BB C R MBI PR EK2008 A B RATE - WEME [INE
GEMBNAIEEEE - HoEEUL—@E HEavEL 1 (
mERRE) o TBGE) - TELGE) - TEER] -

TEEGE) M TRHGE ) FEHEE > 2fEEa8LATE
—{ERIERRE Z BRI R AETF - BN B & EHsGHR—(E
MICER)AIRSE AN Era ~ W - EAEEBEN FRHER) - EF
LIVER— (R EEUT e /R ] - thAREVF R HIERI AT — A [ TH > TEFF

237



238

THEFRFEE T REZF R A h EIEEEARREGER o IEANBINL A8 S E S —RRE
AR+ THPSIEARBIER I ZE AR A AR ol SR - IR T THbERAS ) ERsA1R
AR - BB LRHTAE  HAREENEE - 1 (REEWHAERwww.tmoa.gov.tw) © HA
HER R > REEIETS RGBS - (B2 » $—(EIE8 )38 - BN
EHAES MR ERER KNS - EE R LA TE G EARE (1 -

The notion of a“global world system” promises to multiply the circulation of differences in a democratic
utopia of free trade ideals. Yet judging by the evidence of the last five hundred years of colonial and
post colonial rule around the globe, a “total system” of anything (art, music, cars TV) probably means an
increasingly totalising ideology under the banner of “hybridity’“multiculturalism” or“globalism”The key
issue is always one of power and control, even when dealing with the seemly apolitical economy of art
and aesthetics. A cyber world of pure information has the potential to become even less democratic

and more totalitarian than the actual world.In many ways the war has already gone online.
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Tele-Taiwan

Nations are being replaced by what Paul Virilio calls “tele-continents” made up of instantaneous mes-
saging systems. Such cybernetic interactive communities represent the disappearance of analogue
modes of communication and the end of geography, as we knew it. Following on the tele-Taiwanese
strategy is innovative and bold - to become an ISP (international service provider) and educate the
“e-generation’ go online and up load Taiwan into the virtual world. Such a transformative vision of a
virtual software society must also mean the actual hard disc society is healthy and stable.Surfing (being
immersed) on line still means living off line.This is recognised by the plan when it says that Taiwan must
be engaged in a “life-long learning system” that can also provide social services, integrated learning
resources, and a connected civil service.
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Supra-Taiwan

New digital technologies, Internet communications and modular manufacturing systems (hybrid cars,
houses, bodies), have no need for nation states. A state is a petrified fixed entity. A digital world is an
ocean of waves, flows and surges. Bradley Winterton, in his review of June Yip’s Envisioning Taiwan,
notes that “Taiwan is now approaching a state of being supra-national, voyaging into the future as the
first place on earth to actually inhabit the condition of being somewhere beyond the nation-state.”
(Winterton, 2004) Taiwan is both post-national and post-industrial.
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Having entering the post industrial portal of the 21st century we are faced with the collapse of pri-
vate local blind spots and any meaningful distinctions between domestic and foreign policy. We have
entered the age of disappearances. We are witnessing an increasingly rapid loss of resources, species,
languages and customs. A physical Surreal Daliesque world of melting polar icecaps is being painted
by the heat generated by post-industrial economies of condensed energy outcomes — nano-machines,
biotech hybrids and info bots.The ecological cost of mobile communications technologies, to name but
one example, is only now becoming evident in the impact of mining rare metals in tropical rainforests
of Africa and Asia.
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The desire to produce cool outcomes rather than hot by-products is a strategic objective that follows
on from Marshal McLuhan’s maxim of the medium dominating the message. Technological determin-
ism of the content and design of communications and new media art also has an ecological cost at-
tached. The smaller and more powerful the high tech gadget the larger the ecological cost in energy
terms seems to be.
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Frederic Jameson dubbed Taiwan in the 1990s as prime example of a post-modern country because
it could successfully produce any internal technological outcome for any given design brief. Give the
Taiwanese a box and they will make it perform any function you require, runs the story. Taiwan is the
“outcomes country” - the fully wired up zappy country that has any given time has more of its popula-
tion connected to the outside world than inside the country. Sporting all the latest compact reverse
parking sensors Taiwan can fit in anywhere in tight global traffic. Recognising that Taiwan can not hope
to compete with the economic, military or political might of its Asian neighbours, the best option is for
the country to become a source of expert art directors, designers, project managers, programmers and
high tech manufacturers. In short the brains rather than the brawn of the China Seas.
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With over 20 million people jammed into an island the size of Tasmania, Taiwan has no territorial room
to move.The only expansionist opportunities for Taiwan lie in virtual hyperspace.
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Flash-drive Taiwan

Taiwan is the high speed RAM chip, the parallel processor island (a flash drive) lying off the coast of the
China motherboard. For the KMT (Kuo Ming Tang) Taiwan is an external hard disc of memories always
already downloaded in a return to the impossible grand narrative of pre-communist China or perhaps
a new post industrial democratic capitalist China. For the DPP, (Democratic Peoples Party) Taiwan is an
independent laptop computer packed with all the latest features - go anywhere, do anything inde-
pendent young player on the international stage. For the indigenous Aborigines, Taiwan is a difficult
imposed platform with an annoying operating system (a Bill Gates PC to their intuitive Mac thinking).
Still they are survivors and continue to innovate and produce ingenious third party software at small
cost and great effect in a marketplace that pays them little real notice other than as exotic products of
night markets and tourist promotions.
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Taiwan is also prone to paranoid episodes that bring on inferiority cringing or nationalistic tantrums.
Like any heavily colonised island country (Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, Cyprus, Hong Kong), Taiwan
has developed a strength to both resist change and accommodate innovation.The paranoid (fear of the
other) battles with the schizo (fracturing universals) in a fertile and reactionary process by turns.Caught
between the great ideological stonewalls of the ONE CHINA POLICY and USA FOREIGN POLICY, Taiwan
has had to finesse a fine sense of method acting.Taiwan is the Ireland of the East. Largely ignored (but
all too invisible in cold war terms) on the world stage since 1945, Taiwan now is at the epicentre of the
21st Century new cyber world order.
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An island with no center

Taiwan is also an island without a single center. Taiwan is one large interconnected network of shop-
ping malls, theme parks, and entertainment spots, night and day markets. From the windows of flying
monorail above the city you can gaze down the line of endless streets boasting the latest fashion labels
stretching into the infinity of one point perspective.
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Millions of motorbikes and cars somehow seamlessly multitrack the roads in a metaphoric mirror of
the underground fibre-optic network systems.There are no footpaths in Taiwan.No one has the time to
waste being the Parisian flaneur (casual walker) here.The Western retail planing logic of discreet hierar-
chy of upmarket fashion houses in high street down to dirty mechanic shops on the edge of town has
no credence in Taiwan or much of Asian generally. You can find a motorbike repair shop next to Yves
Saint Laurent or a cheap café or barber shop next to the Bank of Twain. Such polymorphic, rhizomatic
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logic has pre-wired Taiwan for the digital revolution
much more readily than in the Western world of rigid
linear urban machines driven by more concrete think-
ing.Taiwan has a network of hyper-centres made up
of interconnected and overlapping peripheries. Like
some giant realty TV show house, everyone in Tai-
wan is remotely wired with remote mics and mobile
phones. The gaze of web cam is never averted. The
laptop is never shutdown. The network connections
are always open. As a house member of the interna-
tional reality TV BIG BROTHER show, Taiwan is always
in a paranoid state of being always nominated by big
creeps and then voted off by a fickle public of not so
united nations. It is a fact that only a few opportunis-
tic Pacific island voters have recognised Taiwan as a
real country to date.
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Paranoid-Taiwan

The nerve racking paranoia of not knowing how
many identities you really have, or who the real you
is amongst your selves, or if anyone will recognise the
real you in the house of nations is the cause of much
anxiety amongst those nationalists who seek the sta-
tus of being recognised as “an independent state” For
those postmodern, post structural digital citizens in
Taiwan (and across the world) the schizo politics of col-
lapsed singularities and the disappearance of any what
Virilio dubs the “territorial contiguity of nations” opens
up a freedom to recognise the polymorphic diversity of
productive differences that inform the idea of Chinese-
ness and Taiwan-ness inside the island platform. With
such as huge number of Taiwanese travelling to study
and live for extended periods in the West (just to name
one mode of diversity) the idea of any homogeneous
sense of a singular Taiwan is long gone.The challenge
for all Taiwanese (and for the rest of us too) is to stop
feeling too paranoid and negative about not having a
singular identity in the old nationalist sense of a mono-
lithic fixed state.
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