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This is Not Me

Lin!Lam

According to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, a ‘‘stateless
person’’ is someone who is not considered a national by any State under the
operation of its law. The Webopedia Computer Dictionary defines ‘‘stateless’’ as
‘‘having no information about what occurred previously.’’1 A stateless server, such
as the World Wide Web, treats each request as an independent transaction without
requiring any context or memory. Unlike its digital homonym, the stateless person
embodies cultural memory and inhabits a political terrain. While in 1948 Hannah
Arendt observed that the internment camp was the only ‘‘country’’ for the
stateless,2 today the Internet houses and tracks the statistics of the world’s
‘‘migrant stock.’’3

Portrait photography functions doubly as honorific and repressive. Alphonse Bertillon’s
systemization of criminal identification in the 1880s can be seen as a precursor to the
eventual uses of the headshot.4 Like the mug shot, the passport was developed as a
means of security and surveillance, a tether to the state. The need for the modern
passport arose in tandem with the First World War, its redrawing of borders, creation
of stateless masses, and anxiety around nationality. Hence, photographic forms of
identification have been invested with the power to provide safe passage to some
while sentencing others to detention.

The photographs reproduced here are discarded refuse from applications for official
documents issued by the Taiwan Police Department: Alien Resident Certificates,
Work Permits, Identity Cards, and so forth. These remnants bring to mind the people
among us who are caught between visibility and invisibility as a collectivity of
‘‘nonidentities.’’ At once sad and comic, the faceless cutouts testify to the violence
that severs individuals into anonymous categories such as ‘‘undocumented,’’
‘‘alien,’’ ‘‘refugee.’’

These ID photo leftovers were collected in a nation that is not internationally
recognized, a state that is de facto stateless. They are presented here in the
condition they were found.
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