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I think that there are 5 points of primary importance in the first bit of the Nakamura book.  They are:

1. The way that she introduces the idea about transcoding, drawing from Manovich’s computerized culture.  Drawing from Manovich, Nakamura says that race and racialism change when they are in cyberspace.  This is a cyberspace shaped by a “computer layer” and a “cultural layer.”

2. She rejects the notions of “postbody” as posited within the embodiment scholarship within cyberspace studies.

3. She introduces the term “cybertypes” in order to understand the way that “stereotypes” work in cyberspace.  Significantly, Nakamura says that the development of “cybertypes” helps to stabilizes a whiteness that could be threatened by the fluidity of race, in particular, in cyberspace.  Cybertypes, as a result, lead to the making of a cyberspace where race looks very much like race IRL.

4. Cybertyping, according to Nakamura, works in very postcolonial ways.  But beyond this, postcolonial cybertyping—working through “identity tourism,” for example—helps to allay white/Western fears of a monoculture.  What Nakamura doesn’t say—but something that she could say?—is that this monoculture could, theoretically, mean that the dominant culture and the racial “other” are in someway “equal.”

Without saying anything beyond saying that I think Nakamura is provocative, I will add just a bit to something that places Nakamura in the context of a larger conversation in ethnic studies.  Lots of intellectuals of color, and academics of color, have a relatively mixed relationship with postmodernism.  On the one hand, intellectuals and academics of color embrace the idea that racial constructs and the binary dimensions of racial constructs are foundational to modern racism.  On the other hand, intellectuals and academics of color are unwilling to embrace the dissolution or end of racial identity or the racialized subject as we have come to know identity/subject. 

I saw this play out a couple of times from folks y’alls age at the University of Washington.  A common line from some of my students of color as well as academics and intellectuals of color has been that just as people of color develop a strong sense of self that is empowering, the dominant culture says that there is no unitary racialized identity or racialized subject.

As someone said in class, and another said in a Cyberpower quiz, maintaining that a unitary racialized/gendered identity and subject can be empowering.   Perhaps the way out of this is to adopt the “strategic essentialism” of Gayatri Spivak or the “bridge, drawbridge, sandbar, island” of Anzaldua might be appropriate here.

Beyond this summary, and making this point of situating Nakamura within the context of ethnic studies scholarship in particular, I have a series of questions.  Is the race in cyberspace presented by Nakamura a matter of “race, cyberspace, cybersame?”  What does this suggest about culture, and the flows of power in cyberspace?  How does race in cyberspace interact/inflect race IRL, and vice versa?  What can be done—assuming that Nakamura is right—in order to make cyberspace less hierarchical?  (This, of course, assumes that interfering in the cultural flows of cyberspace is desirable not to mention possible.)  How does Nakamura make you think about and rethink Foucault and Haraway?  Does Nakamura’s “race” in cyberspace offer us insight into “gender” in cyberapce?  Sexuality?  Class?
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