
When  t h e  B i r d  Lea ves  Shangha i

When  t h e  B i r d  Lea ves  Shangha i  i s  a  d i g i t a l  v i d eo  a r two r k  abou t  bod i e s ,  
med i a ,  a nd  po l i t i c s .  T ak i ng  g l i t c h  a s  i t s  co r e  me tapho r ,  i t  a s k s  how  bod i e s  
a r e  p r oduced  unde r  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  powe r  and  med i a  i n  n e two r ked  l i f e  
t oday—and  how ,  t h r ough  s t r a t eg i e s  o f  g l i t c h  and  s i l e nce ,  t h e y  m i gh t  s l i p  t h e  
codes  t h a t  b i nd  t h em .

I n  L egacy  Russe l l ’ s  G l i t c h  Fem i n i sm ,  g l i t c h  i s  a  s t ance  o f  r e s i s t ance :  i t  l e t s  
t h e  body  be  r ew r i t t e n  and  r emade  i n  n e two r ked  space ,  e s cap i ng  t h e  g i v en  
d i s c i p l i n e s  o f  g ende r  and  i d en t i t y .  P l a ced  i n  t oday ’ s  on l i n e  en v i r onmen t ,  
h oweve r ,  t h i s  v i s i o n  t u r n s  comp l i c a t ed .  The  i n t e r ne t  i s  no  l o nge r  a  pu r e  
space  o f  r e s i s t ance .  Wha t  coun t s  a s  “g l i t c h ”  i s  o f t e n  immed i a t e l y  
commod i f i e d  and  t agged ,  con ve r t ed  i n t o  r aw  ma te r i a l  f o r  p l a t f o rm  a l go r i t hms ,  
r epackaged  and  r ed i s t r i b u t ed ,  e v en  r epu r posed  t o  gene r a t e  new  
en t e r t a i nmen t  and  cap i t a l .  I n  o t h e r  wo rd s ,  g l i t c h  i s  no  l o nge r  on l y  a  g e s t u r e  
aga i n s t  powe r ;  i t  i s  a l s o  some th i ng  t o  be  ma r ke t ed  and  pena l i z ed .  I t  s t i l l  
c a r r i e s  d i s r up t i v e  f o r ce ,  b u t  i t  i s  s imu l t a neous l y  t amed  a s  a  new  componen t  
o f  o r de r .  Unde r  t h e se  cond i t i o n s ,  g l i t c h  f em i n i sm  mus t  w i den  i t s  f r ame :  
g l i t c h  i s  no t  on l y  a  me tapho r  o f  r e f u sa l ,  b u t  a l s o  an  ongo i ng  s t r ugg l e  aga i n s t  
be i ng  swa l l owed  and  so l d .

The  wo r k  p r oposes  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  Mou t h l e s s .  T he  Mou t h l e s s  a r e  no t  
dep r i v ed  o f  l a nguage ;  t h e y  choose  s i l e nce .  He r e ,  s i l e nce  i s  no t  a  pa s s i v e  
absence  bu t  a n  e va s i v e  t a c t i c  aga i n s t  p l a t f o rm  l og i c .  I n  a n  age  when  an y  
u t t e r ance  i s  immed i a t e l y  t r a n s l a t ed  i n t o  da t a  and  consumed  a s  t r a f f i c ,  t o  
speak  i s  t o  be  abso rbed  a t  once .  P l a t f o rms  encou r age  end l e s s  e xp r e s s i on ,  
d i s p l a y ,  a nd  dec l a r a t i o n ;  e v en  ange r ,  p a i n ,  a nd  p r o t e s t  a r e  r e-encoded  b y  
a l go r i t hms  a s  coun t ab l e  c l i c k s  and  sp r ead .  I n  t h i s  s en se ,  s i l e nce  becomes  a  
new  g l i t c h :  no t  t h e  e xp l o s i on  o f  no i s e ,  b u t  t h e  absence  o f  s i g na l—no t  t h e  
c l amo r  o f  o ve r l o ad ,  bu t  a  b r eak  i n  t h e  da t a f i c a t i o n  o f  l i f e .

T he  wo r k  a l s o  i n vokes  t h e  “o r ac l e . ”  The  o r ac l e  names  a  con t i n uous  
mechan i sm  o f  au t ho r i t y  i n  n e two r k  soc i e t y .  I t  s peak s  i n  a n  u nques t i o nab l e  
t ongue ;  i t  i s  bo t h  a  t e chn i c a l  r eg ime  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  and  a  de v i c e  f o r  r e-
p roduc i ng  t h e  l e ade r ’ s  image  w i t h i n  a  po l i t i c a l  c on t e x t .  T he  o r ac l e  f o r t i f i e s  
t h e  f an t a s y  o f  a  “god ’ s  body , ”  a  body  above  t h e  o r d i n a r y  and  be yond  d i s pu t e .  
Opposed  t o  i t  s t a nds  t h e  “pu r e  body”—the  mass  body  t h a t ,  u nde r  t h e  doub l e  
b i nd  o f  n e two r k  and  po l i t i c s ,  i s  a s ked  t o  r ema i n  o r de r l y ,  s u r v e i l l a b l e ,  a nd  
no rma l i z ab l e .

Th r ough  s imu l a t ed  e vo l u t i o n ,  l e s i o n s ,  a nd  f u s i on s ,  When  t h e  B i r d  Lea ves  
Shangha i  s t ages  t h e  eme rgence  and  co l l a p se  o f  g l i t c h-bod i e s .  I t s  d i g i t a l  
l i f e- f o rms  m i x  h uman  and  i n sec t  t r a i t s ,  a s  i f  g r ow i ng  and  d i v i d i ng  w i t hou t  
e nd ,  y e t  a lway s  on  t h e  b r i n k  o f  i n s t ab i l i t y .  T he  images  p r e sen t  t h e  ch i l l  l o g i c  
o f  a l go r i t hm i c  gene r a t i o n  wh i l e  pu l s i ng  w i t h  an  a l i e n  o r gan i c i t y—a  neu r a l -
med i a  t e x t u r e  i n  wh i c h  t h e  body  on  s c r een  i s  bo t h  a  p r oduc t  o f  code  and  a  
be i ng  l i a b l e  t o  e r r o r  a t  a n y  momen t .

Today ,  g l i t c h  i s  r ap i d l y  commod i f i e d ,  p l a t f o rmed ,  a nd  consumed—ye t  ne ve r  
e n t i r e l y  ab so rbed .  P r ec i s e l y  f o r  t h i s  r e a son ,  g l i t c h  and  s i l e nce  f o rm  a  due t  i n  
t h i s  wo r k :  g l i t c h  a s  t h e  de r angemen t  o f  s i g na l ,  s i l e nce  a s  i t s  de l i b e r a t e  
s u spens i on .  Toge t he r  t h e y  po i n t  t o  a  pos t u r e  t h a t  c anno t  be  f u l l y  c ap t u r ed .  
I n  a  no i s y ,  s a t u r a t ed  ne two r k  soc i e t y ,  t h e y  open  ano t he r  way  f o r  bod i e s  t o  
e x i s t—no t  b y  o f f e r i ng  an swe r s  bu t  b y  c r ea t i ng  i n t e r v a l s ,  momen t s  i n  wh i c h  
t h e  s y s t em ’ s  g r a sp  i s  f e l t  t o  l oo sen ,  i f  o n l y  f o r  a n  i n s t an t .


