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Abstract 

This article explores racial identity and experience within the electronic environment. Through a close 

examination of Erik Loyer’s electronic text Chroma (2001), chapters 5 and 6, I focus on the self-identification 

and (self-) representation of African-American people, in particular, within the electronic environment. This 

essay employs the paradigm of a virtual society called “mnemonos” in order to create a parallel to the real 

world and comment against the restriction of self-identification of African-American people in the U.S. The 

present essay will also demonstrate that the electronic medium offers greater freedom for self-identification 

and self-representation to African-American people. However, it also argues that on occasions the 

aforementioned freedom can be illusionary.  
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1.1. Introduction 

      The present article explores the construction of racial identity within an online virtual 

environment. This work will also look at the influence the technological medium exerts on the 

construction of racial identity and the way it affects or alters racial identity formation. Despite the 

fact that Loyer explores racial identity focusing on three racial groups – white-Americans, Asian-

Americans and African-Americans - without taking a clear stance, in the present paper emphasis is 

placed on African-American people in relation to white-Americans. To be more specific, Erik Loyer, in 

his digital project Chroma (2001), argues that identity is predetermined and ascribed to people by 

those in power and not by technological advancements per se. Loyer also argues that the new media 

offer far more possibilities to users with regard to self-identification and the formation of a new 

racial identity liberated from stereotypical assumptions and preconceptions. However, as is argued in 

the present article, it is not the technological medium that can change racial identity and efface 

discrimination, but people themselves who have to take action in order to bring about change. 

Racial identity relates to the image people construct for themselves and others. Overall, identity 

formation is now regarded “as being much more flexible, multidimensional […] as more open-ended 

and a lifelong project” (Thurlow et al. 97) as it evolves alongside all the socio-political and cultural 

changes that take place in society. With regard to the electronic technologies, multiple versions of 

identity can now be created and constructed as well. Crispin Thurlow, Laura Lengel and Alice Timic, in 

their book Computer Mediated Communication: Social Interaction and The Internet (2004), find that 

people “have increasingly turned to media as a resource for constructing [their] identities” (98). This 

is due to the increasing new possibilities the internet medium paves as “it offers ordinary people the 

potential to communicate with vast numbers in a way that before was possible only for the very 

wealthy and the very powerful” (Thurlow et al. 98, italics in original). As far as the formation of 

identity is concerned, Michael Omi and Howard A. Winant argue in Racial Formation in the United 

States: From the 1960s to the 1990s (1994) that “[t]he social sciences have come to reject the 

biologistic notions of race” (11)
1
. Despite the fact that physicality does not exist in the electronic 

                                                           
1
Nevertheless, Michael Omi and Howard A. Winant maintain that there are other external factors which 

contribute to the formation of race. To be more specific, they argue that they “use the term racial formation, 
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environment, people have replaced real bodies with invented ones through the use of avatars. 

Consequently, in the electronic environment, identity is still linked to bodily characteristics, but users 

are the ones who create and shape their avatars. However, this freedom of choice raises questions 

with regards to the originality and truthfulness of such an identity, an issue that is going to be 

discussed further down in the present article. Bodily characteristics can bear racial markers, such as 

skin color or facial characteristics, but, as Heidi J. Figueroa Sarriera maintains, within the virtual 

environment “the subject is able to exhibit multiple self-portrayals” (98) which may be misleading as 

to his or her racial identity. In such a medium, the users are not obliged to adhere to a particular 

identity type, but they are free to construct a different identity for each one of their interactions due 

to the lack of the existence of a physical body. Therefore, according to Sarriera’s point, only in the 

absence of physicality within the virtual environment users are able to form their identity the way 

they please without any restrains. On the other hand, the internet or the World Wide Web (www) is 

not a race-free locus and there are various modes of manifesting race and racism. Dara N. Byrne says 

that “[d]espite the popular claim that the Internet presents the possibility of a raceless space, 

participation on dedicated sites is growing exponentially” (14). There are web pages and forums 

dedicated to different race cultures, where people can communicate and discuss via chat platforms
2
. 

This serves as another opportunity for self-identification: however, the impersonality of the www 

environment can also lead to intentional or unintentional misunderstandings. To be more specific, in 

such an environment an individual has the power to pose as someone else and deceive the people 

one communicates with. This deception could be a product of one wishing to intentionally deceive 

others for one’s personal purposes or wishing to become someone other than oneself. People tend 

to adopt different identities in cases where they are trying to fit into groups they are being excluded 

from due to their gender, race or age. Therefore, in this sense, an online identity can also be a social 

construct governed by certain social principles, constraints or parameters. An online identity may not 

be as authentic and free of stereotypes as one thinks. 

As far as racial identity is concerned, there are certain elements that are toned down, while 

others are highlighted due to their interaction with the technological medium. The impersonality of 

technology offers new outlets for the development and expression of racial identity. Despite the fact 

that the laws that specified racial categorization in the U.S. have been revised
3
, in the real world, 

racial identity is still signaled by custom, one’s skin color or physical traits disregarding the place of 

origin of the individual. Further down in this article it will be demonstrated how people construct 

certain presuppositions regarding one’s (racial) identity and personality, while expecting others to 

fulfill the prophecies made in relation to them. Christopher A. Ford, in his article “Administering 

Identity: The Determination of Race in Race-Conscious Law”, asserts that nowadays U.S. “laws and 

governmental regulations establish an enormously elaborate system of race-conscious policy, 

seeking to remedy the ill effects of past discrimination, to break down barriers to minority 

advancement, and to allocate various sorts of social and economic benefits to those made needy by 

societal prejudice and contempt” (1231-32). 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

to refer to the process by which social, economic and political forces determine the content and the 

importance of racial categories, and by which they are in turn shaped by racial meanings” (Omi and Winant 12, 

italics in original). Therefore, one’s race is not simply determined by one’s external appearance, but by a 

complex of social, political and economic factors. 
2
Some examples of such chat platforms are: BlackPlanet, which is an African-American community website, or 

Social Network Site (SNS). These started as dating and job posting platforms but they also provide forums for 

discussion on political and social issues. Also AsianAve or Asian Avenue is a social networking website targeted 

to the Asian-American community. There are various such platforms for numerous ethnic communities in the 

U.S. and people employ them in order to exchange social, political and personal opinions and ideas. 
3
Here I refer to the “one drop rule” and the racial laws valid prior to 1965 going back to the Jim Crow laws. 

However, there have been some recent revisions on laws and worker union’s regulations. For a more detailed 

analysis, see Frymer, “Racism Revised: Courts, Labor Law, and the Institutional Construction of Racial Animus”. 
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Racial laws have always been modified so as to conform to the social changes that have taken 

place within the American society. For instance, in the process of America’s transformation to a more 

liberal country, some of the legislations that were modified were those pertaining to issues of race, 

gender and discrimination. One of the important social changes that took place recently is the 

insertion of the new media in people’s everyday life, workplace and way of communication. Despite 

the fact that the new media offer new possibilities to users, they also recycle some of the problems 

that the contemporary American society continues to face. To this end, there are no racial laws 

governing the virtual environment of the new media. However, this is still a developing field and 

therefore one cannot be certain that there will not be any racial laws established for the new media 

environment in the future. In a virtual environment, it is the user the one who defines his or her own 

race by taking on different identities that either perpetuate or subvert various racial stereotypes or 

attitudes. According to Michael L. Hect, Mary Jane Collier and Sidney A. Ribeau, “African American 

ethnic identity is but a part of an individual’s overall identity” (39); but it seems to me that one’s 

ethnic identity is of equal importance to one’s overall identity. However, this part of one’s identity 

may be “associated with roles, groups, and categories” (Hect et al. 41) which may restrict the 

individual’s self-expression within the electronic medium, as is the case with real-life situations. On 

the other hand, it is evident that the virtual world is not stereotype-free, as it has been built on the 

basis of various ideologies emerging from the real world. While the new medium does not put an end 

to discrimination, it allows its users to assume different identities and explore the varying 

possibilities that each identity offers, as well as the stereotypical beliefs that are linked with each 

racial identity.  

Technologically-mediated literary writing in general offers new and enhanced possibilities to both 

writers/artists and readers/viewers. Readers/viewers are called to engage in the action of the text 

and interact with it. Although interaction and engagement with the electronic text are also offered in 

an analog textual experience, in the case of the digital text the readers/viewers have the opportunity 

to engage more vividly in the overall literary experience
4
. Timothy Binkley asserts that “[d]igital 

representations not only possess a power to move us borrowed from their analog predecessors, they 

also contain a vitality which enables them to engage us in unique and personal interactive 

experiences” (108).  

The experience of textual interaction is different for each reader/viewer and it depends upon the 

way each one decodes the text based on personal knowledge and background. In the digital realm, 

with each “click” the readers/viewers can intervene in the narrative practice and its sequencing of 

events. The electronic medium opens up the literary practice to new possibilities, as it allows readers 

to witness how the poem moves and evolves. As regards Loyer’s work, there is also the visual and 

audio element to be taken into account, due to the static and animated images, as well as the sounds 

it employs. In particular, Jessica Pressman, the only theorist who has written about Loyer’s text, 

asserts that Chroma being an electronic text is one of the narratives that “inscribe the visible and 

capture the kinetics” (193). Pressman’s reference to Chroma’s kinetic quality echoes Charles Olson’s 

views mentioned in his essay “The Projective Verse” (1950), where he talks about “the kinetics of the 

thing” (240, italics in original) placing emphasis on the content rather than the form of a poem. In 

this case, Olson comments on the energy a poem transmits to the readers. To be more specific, 

Olson argues that “[a] poem is energy transferred from where the poet got it […], by way of the 

poem itself to, all the way over to, the reader” (240). Consequently, the text is considered to be a 

transmitter of both energy and information from the author to the readers. According to Olson, the 

poem mediates the poet’s/narrator’s voice and the rhythm of his voice is mediated by, and inscribed 

                                                           
4
Both terms “analog” and “digital” are taken from Katherine N. Hayles’s theory of the “distinct but related 

process of making (through language and code), storing (as print and electronic text), and transmitting 

(through analog and digital encoding)” (My Mother Was A Computer 7). In this study, she correlates print with 

analog and electronic with digital. The same distinction is going to be followed in the current paper. 
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in, the form of the poem. Taking into consideration David J. Bolter’s and Richard Grusin’s theory of 

remediation, one could argue that the poem is the remediation of the poet’s voice. 

In the case of Loyer’s Chroma, readers/viewers are able to hear the voice of the narrator along 

with the text. Therefore, one could claim that putting Olson’s theory alongside electronic texts – 

Loyer’s in this case - another level of understanding is reached as to what constitutes a text and the 

multiple ways a text can be formulated, bringing to the fore the multimodal narrations that new 

media enable. Thus, in Chroma, the interdependence of media, the analog and the digital images and 

text take our mind to Bolter and Grusin’s theory of remediation as well as to the interactive 

relationship between the media and their users. However, Tatiani G. Rapatzikou and Arthur Redding 

find that this relationship “is not one of dominance but of co-development and coevolution on the 

basis of how the differences and similarities between these two mediums challenge the perception 

of the users and, hence, how the perception or attitude of the users towards them shapes the make-

up of the mediums both aesthetically and structurally” (3). 

The readers’/viewers’ interaction with the text and its medium is what eventually shapes the text, 

both structurally and thematically, and, therefore, the medium of the literary text affects the 

readers’/viewers’ perception of it as well as the themes it may touch upon. Hence, the literary 

exchange between readers/viewers and the text is transparent and malleable.  

Loyer’s Chroma constitutes an interactive serial project that examines issues of racial identity in 

virtual environments through a tightly-choreographed combination of graphics, voice and music. 

Three digital explorers are asked by their mentor to create avatars that will enable the exploration of 

the newly-rediscovered cyber-spatial terrain called “mnemonos” that humans lost the ability to 

access long ago. Conflict arises when one character questions human representation in the digital 

world. Interactive real-time animations are used to represent the thoughts and feelings of the main 

characters, responding to the users in intimate ways that help illuminate the way the story unfolds, 

while building emotional connections with its central players.  

The story world is guided by three protagonists: Orion 17, Duck at the Door and Grid Farmer 

Perry. Also this is infused with the “mnemonos” myth, as explained further down, and the search for 

pure states of interconnection, since the distractions of the physical world have obstructed people 

from communicating and interconnecting with each other. Loyer’s text is divided into seven chapters 

and each one of them is a journal entry that records the characters’ experiences of their journey to 

the virtual world of “mnemonos”. Although each chapter/journal entry has a specific date, these 

dates do not determine the way the narrative develops. On certain occasions, they indicate the 

simultaneity of the course of certain events, as is the case with chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 which bear the 

same date. It seems to me that Loyer employs this technique in order to offer readers/viewers access 

to the events of that date through multiple perspectives. What is more, the random placement of the 

dates emphasizes the non-linearity of his text as readers/viewers are presented with three 

navigation modes. One possible navigation mode is to read/view the text in chronological order. 

Another possible navigation mode could be to read/view the text in a numerical order by following 

each chapter, the third one could be to read them randomly by just clicking on each chapter 

separately. The present navigation in Loyer’s Chroma will be conducted in a numerical order of the 

chapters. 

As mentioned above in this article, this cyber-world the three explorers attempt to enter is called 

“mnemonos”. It seems to me that it is not a randomly selected name for this world. Pressman argues 

that “mnemonos” is “named after the Greek goddess of memory, Mnemosyne, who is also mother to 

the Muses and inventor of words […]. Memory is thus intrinsic to creating a plot or narrative” (195), 

be it a literary narrative or a life narrative. This subtle connection of “mnemonos” to memory 

indicates that in Loyer’s version of “mnemonos”, previous states of coexistence, interconnection and 

intercommunication are recalled or brought together. In “mnemonos” and outside of it, Loyer’s 

characters are trying to remember their original, natural state of existence prior to technology. So 

technology is viewed in this case as distraction causing a rupture in the in-between relationships of 
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the characters. Readers/viewers are led to a menu page where they are given the option to choose 

which chapter they wish to explore first, or the option to skip one or more chapters. As a result, they 

are in charge of the sequencing of the narrative. In their online article “Digital Manipulability and 

Digital Literature”, Serge Bouchardon and David Heckman argue that "in digital works, the reader has 

to make an action (roll over, drag and drop, type letters). This manipulation of media (text, image, 

video) contributes to the construction of meaning”. 

Since Loyer’s text is interactive, readers are often asked to enter the text by clicking on a button 

which puts them in charge of the narration and the ordering of the narrative events. Hence, the 

readers acquire certain authority over the text which they can share with other readers. Therefore, in 

this sense, linearity is subjective and the procession of the narration depends upon the individual 

readers of the text. This interactivity offers readers a new textual experience which certainly affects 

the way certain issues, as is the case of racial identity, are tackled. This is the point the following 

section attempts to explore. 

 

1.2. The Experience of Online Racial Identity in Chroma  
      As mentioned in the introduction of the present article, new media have affected the way people 

perceive racial identity. New media have offered new grounds for self-definition and self-

identification. Through his online text, Loyer explores the effect technology has on people’s lives with 

regard to self-definition and self-identification and the way it influences their social unity. 

In Chroma, Loyer embarks on an exploratory journey of the online manifestation of racial identity. 

In order to do so, he creates an online virtual world, which is governed by certain societal rules 

similar to those found in the real world. To begin with, chapter 0 works as a prologue to the text 

entitled “Prologue: An Introduction To Marrow”. In this chapter, Loyer presents this virtual world of 

“mnemonos”, in which people are all connected to each other via a “marrow”, a substance that 

transmits information. The narrator in this chapter is a character named Dr. Ian Anders. The chapter 

is dated Wednesday March 4, 1998, creating thus the impression of a journal entry. The narrator’s 

male sounding voice informs the readers/viewers about the plot, the characters and their roles in the 

narrative. While Dr. Ian Anders is narrating the story, there is music playing in the background. The 

outcome is a very tightly synchronized combination of interactive motion graphics, music, and 

narration that enliven the Chroma reading/viewing experience. The unfolding of the text is 

accompanied by music that indicates the intonation, the reading pace and the rhythm of the 

narration process. It also indicates the moments of tension within the text, as the music at times is 

mellow and at times more intense. The narration proceeds as such along with the combination of 

various visual elements that are guided by the readers/viewers by “mouse” clicks. The narrator 

claims that “humans have always been digital. /The name we give to things that are perfect, /that do 

not decay, /that can be duplicated without end, /that are abstract /but somehow tangible” (“chapter 

0” Chroma).  

Loyer explores the extent to which people and societies are balanced and work, and parallels the 

level of social perfection to the digitally-created one. In order to do so, he employs digital characters. 

The electronic medium, being a technological and artificial construct, offers its users the opportunity 

to emulate worlds similar to their real ones, this being the American society itself. This allows Loyer 

to touch upon fundamental issues regarding the American society and the people in it without 

triggering any controversies. This is why Loyer places his narrative within the “mnemonos” cyber-

world. However, via Dr. Ian Anders, the narrator in chapter 0, Loyer comments on the attempt of the 

American society to create uniformity among its members, which may be at the expense of 

uniqueness. This happens at the time readers/viewers are able to access the following digital human 

forms: 
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Fig. 1: The three main characters entering “mnemonos”
5
 

 

In this scene from Chroma, the readers/viewers are introduced to the three characters in the text. 

However, it is the third dimension that renders each individual unique. This particular screenshot 

depicts the moment when the three digital explorers discover “mnemonos”. What is interesting here 

is the fact that the distinct physical characteristics of each individual character are lost. For instance, 

one is not able to infer the gender, age or ethnicity even of the three characters depicted in the 

above scene. Neither is one able to distinguish the personal characteristics that make each individual 

unique. Since the digital body is stripped of all its distinctive traits, then it is the reader/viewer who 

has to ascribe those characteristics to the digitally-described bodies. Mark B.N. Hansen terms such a 

body as “a body-in-code in a completely literal sense, meaning a body image that is indiscernible 

from a technically generated body schema” (49). The bodies of the three characters, as depicted in 

the shot, are not clearly shaped, as the lines defining them are quite blurry. Thus the readers/viewers 

are allowed to construct the characters according to how they imagine them, on the basis of their 

own racial assumptions and predispositions.  

In Loyer’s text, characters often confuse objective reality with virtual reality due to the fact that 

action takes place in a virtual realm. However, Loyer establishes, at the beginning of the text, an 

interconnection between reality and the cyber-spatial world, which is termed as “natural”, when he 

writes that “[y]ears ago all humans had the ability to enter ‘mnemonos’, a ‘natural cyber-space’ 

where the things of the mind appear as real as anything your five senses perceive” (“chapter 0” 

Chroma). So, in their search of the “mnemonos”, humans have been after its approximation since 

they are not aware of its original state form. Loyer criticizes the lack of originality and the fact that 

humans feel much safer with the reproduction of old ideals, narratives and achievements than with 

seeking new forms of expression. It seems to me that the “natural” cyber-space Loyer mentions in 

Chroma is actually a simulation of the real world, a hyperreal world that is constructed as a substitute 

for the real one that is long gone. Jean Baudrillard, in his essay “The Map Precedes the Territory”, 

mentions that “[s]imulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a substance. It is the 

generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal” (80). With these words, 

Baudrillard refers to a virtual realm which does not necessarily represent a particular model of 

reality, but a virtually constructed copy of it which may not at all be corresponding to real life 

situations. In Chroma, Loyer merges the real with the virtual world in order to comment on the 

omnipotence of the World Wide Web as the main field of action and interaction in the western 

world. As Marie-Laure Ryan asserts, “[n]owadays we label virtual everything we experience or meet 

in ‘cyber-space’, the imaginary place where computers take us when we log on to the Internet: 

virtual friends, virtual sex, virtual universities, virtual tours of virtual cities” (25).  

Based on the argument Ryan makes, one would claim that Loyer criticizes the way contemporary 

people lead a “virtual” rather than a real life, as they avoid any engagement with their socio-cultural 

environment, since most of their everyday tasks are performed online, which may lead to a falsified 

impression about them. 

                                                           
5
The screenshot taken from Loyer’s personal blog reads, “Chroma’s main characters have discovered an Edenic 

‘natural cyberspace’ accessible purely through the mind” (Chroma). 
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In Chroma, chapters five and six, Loyer touches upon the digital existence and presence of 

humans through the use of invented digital bodies that he calls avatars. To begin with, both chapters 

are titled “Prologue: Journal Entry” and are dated as, Thursday 8 July 1999. In chapter five, 

readers/viewers follow Orion 17’s narration, while in chapter six they follow Duck at the Door’s, since 

he is the only one who objects to the creation of distinct avatars in “mnemonos”. Orion 17 asserts 

that, 

 

                      When you enter the mnemonos you have no body 
     You’re just a will, shaping information and data however you wish. 

     But because there are no eyes in marrow, no ears 
     or skin, the only way for you to experience something 
     there is to know it (“chapter 5” Chroma). 

 

People understand the world through their senses, so their body functions as the primary 

processor of incoming information. This information is later decoded so that individuals are able to 

understand what they see around them. However, the inhabitants of “mnemonos” do not possess a 

body; they exist in a kind of spiritual form and they experience the world through information 

coming through the marrow. Therefore, the body is for them a medium for the transmission of 

information and a locus for the negotiation of meanings. 

As Carol E. Henderson maintains, the body possesses the ability “to tell stories: vividly, subtly, 

powerfully” (2). In other words, the body is also equipped with an inscriptive ability which serves in 

the spreading of information regarding a personal identity narrative. In the absence of a body within 

“mnemonos”, the three characters are not able to detect any differences among them or any unique 

characteristics for that matter. Orion 17 is of the belief that DNA is “a kind of program that describes 

a human body” (“chapter 5” Chroma). So, in the case of a DNA-programmed identity, one may realize 

that this is in fact an inscribed and predetermined identity derived from certain norms that are 

generated by the fixity of the DNA evidence. Thus Orion 17 believes that for the amelioration of 

intercommunication, the three characters should “design avatars, virtual bodies for us/to wear while 

we’re in marrow” (“chapter 5” Chroma). 

Maya Garau, in her study “Selective Fidelity: Investigating Priorities for the Creation of Expressive 

Avatars”, supports that “[a]vatars play a significant role in all of these contexts […] opening multiple 

possibilities for interaction” (18). If we see this point in conjunction with Loyer’s case, one can claim 

that avatars allow the three digital characters to communicate easier while they are in “mnemonos”. 

An avatar is an invented body, in other words, it is an invented identity in an online environment 

shaped and modified by its users. In creating their avatar, users are either allowed complete 

freedom, or they have to select the traits of their avatars from a predetermined list of characteristics. 

Each trait, in turn, ascribes to the avatars certain possibilities and power according to Duck at the 

Door’s observations, as will be explained later in this article. However, in Chroma - similarly as in 

every digital environment - the characters are those who create and shape these traits. This implies 

that in “mnemonos” all three characters are offered equal opportunities as to their self-

identification. Orion 17 argues that a visible and tangible interlocutor makes the process of 

communication plausible and effective. However, in light of the fact that the digital world is also a 

virtual one, the sense of tangibility the characters in Loyer’s narrative are after cannot be deemed as 

real. Nakamura takes this argument in Digitizing Race a step further by saying that “identity is 

detached from biological bodies and reassigned to the realm of the cultural, political, and 

geographic” (83). This means that identity is no longer defined by physical appearance, but it is an 

aggregation of other elements, such as the place one is born and resides in, the culture of the group 

one belongs to, and the politics underlying one’s identity. In Chroma, the characters’ digital identity 

is shaped by the cyber-spatial place they 
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Fig.2: Life as a videogame one can enter with just one click 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: Duck at the Door’s avatar. 

 

live in, the culture of this virtual civilization, and the political power entailed in a digitally invented 

identity as theirs. Nevertheless, “mnemonos” is a virtual world which is created as an imitation of the 

real one and, therefore, the power that people may feel they obtain in a virtual world is artificial.  

In Chroma, chapter six, Loyer continues the exploration of the digital self. He also presents life and 

the world in the form of a videogame (Fig.2) and people as avatars in a game controlled by their 

“physical” selves (Fig.3). One may observe here that the chapter opens precisely in the form of a 

videogame, as the readers/viewers are asked to interact with the text in order to initiate the 

narration process. Likewise, in the electronic text there are many who are responsible for steering 

the narration, rendering thus the reading experience of the electronic text a collective one. Thus, 

there is no unique author in this case, as a text may be also shaped by the reading process each 

reader/viewer will select, inserting in the text his or her own ideas and perspectives. Loyer’s 

videogame seems to be simulating life in terms of the rules it relies on. This brings to mind David 

Buckingham’s view when he claims that “[g]ames entail rules. It is rules that give meaning to players’ 

action (for example, by defining consequences that follow from them)” (6). Similarly, real life 
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situations are governed by certain rules and preset ideas that shape them, in addition to people’s 

lives that abide by them. In a videogame, there is a scenario which the characters have to follow and 

“the rules of the game provide a framework for the play” (Buckingham 6). In real-life situations, 

however, these rules are set on the basis of an array of social, cultural, and political parameters. 

Francisco J. Ricardo maintains that the aim of virtual reality is to create “a non-disruptive planarity of 

maximal resemblance to the objectival cohesion of the physical world” (13). In other words, virtual 

reality aims at creating a simulation of the physical world. In creating such a simulation, Loyer intends 

to tackle certain issues crucial to the real American society, such as identity and race, and, at the 

same time, he distances his arguments from reality so as to stir as little controversy as possible. By 

achieving such a distance, Loyer is able to offer an unbiased perspective as to how African-

Americans, and people of other hyphenated ethnicities, shape their identity within the modern white 

American society. Having been ascribed specific identities, which also generate specific roles, people 

must fulfill the roles their identity ascribes to them. “There is”, as Michael North states, “a formal 

identity between an individual citizen and the story told about him or her” (195). Sometimes this 

identity generates a different life narrative based on stereotypical assumptions generated by the 

characters in question and not by verified data. This is the kind of identity Loyer explores in Chroma 

by creating characters who are able to form their own identity through the use of avatars, although 

this may sound paradoxical to some. Despite the fact that societal influence is not eradicated in the 

online environment, it is significantly diminished, which also demonstrates its controlled and 

isolating character. 

In this last chapter, the narrator Duck at the Door stands for all those people of hyphenated 

ethnicities. She narrates her life experience as a person of hyphenated ethnic identity. In Loyer’s 

videogame narrative, animated graphics are used so as to place emphasis on or represent Duck at 

the Door’s character and identity construction. Maria Fernandez, in “Postcolonial Media Theory”, 

asserts that “discussions of identity in electronic media theory concentrate on the individual as 

author of his or her own identity” (64). It seems to me that this is the point Loyer attempts to raise in 

his narrative, that it is not society or any other hegemonic institution, but people themselves who are 

or should be in control of their selves and identity. However, the paradox in this point is that Loyer’s 

game is created by the designer and not by the players themselves, rendering a sense of individual 

power in the virtual world once again artificial. Thus, the players are merely in partial control of the 

game narrative, as well as the narrative of their character in the game. What Loyer pinpoints here is 

that at least people in a game environment become aware of the forces shaping their identities while 

participating in this process themselves. Duck at the Door mentions that she lives in an invented 

body, an avatar, which is a body that her parents constructed for her. More specifically she says: 

 

                       I’ve had experience with invented bodies before.  

                       I live in one. 

      It was invented for me by my parents, 
       as part of a game they were playing. 

      A role-playing game like Dungeons and Dragons, 
      where every character is conjured  
      from a few elemental abilities 
      Strength, Dexterity, Charisma 
      My parents were playing an American 
      Variation of this kind of game 

                       That was all about race. 
      Instead of Strength and Dexterity, 
      We had Social Status and Ethnic Flavor. 
      Instead of Charisma, we had Crossover Potential. 
      Every character could also belong to one and only one racial group, 

                       a rule my parents chose to subvert (“chapter 6” Chroma). 
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Duck at the Door explains that her parents were the ones playing this “game” and they were also 

the ones who introduced her to it. Loyer highlights the importance of our ancestor’s choices and 

stance against circumstances that shape the lives of the next generations, leaving them without any 

choice. This is sometimes the case with role-playing games, that is, the programmer or the Game 

Master who has made choices that shape the “lives” of the characters or players in the game. In this 

case, the players are forced to follow the path that has been forged for them by the programmer or 

the Game Master without having the option to make their own choices or amendments. 

There are certain similarities between literary narrative and setting and that of a role-playing 

game. The most important is that both in literature and role-playing games there is a narration that 

reveals the plot to the readers and players. In role-playing games, the narrator is the program itself in 

the form of a leading character in the game. In fact the narrator in role-playing games is the 

computer itself. According to Monte Cook, the Master of Dungeons and Dragons
6
- the first of this 

kind of role-playing games - says that “similar[ly] to a novelist or screenwriter, the game master 

invents a host of characters that fill out the minor roles of the story or simply act as ‘extras’ without 

lines at all” (99). The results of the player’s choices and the overall storyline for the game are 

determined by the Dungeon Master (DM) according to the rules of the game and the DM’s 

interpretation of those rules. Therefore, a DM serves as the game’s point of reference and 

storyteller, also maintaining the setting in which the adventures occur and the impact they have on 

the development of the game. Loyer employs this online game so as to shed light on the socio-

cultural as well as authoritative forces that shape identity. For instance, Duck at the Door is forced to 

play the role determined by her parents that has nothing to do with her own desires, feelings and life 

choices. So in Loyer’s case, Duck at the Door is critical of the fixity of the process of identity 

formation taking place in the game environment and, to an extent, in society itself. In this game, 

there is someone in control of the lives of the characters and of the “writing” of the preset scenario 

of their lives as well. 

In reality itself, people are not always free to form their own identity, since their choices are 

predetermined by societal factors. As Nakamura maintains in her article “Race in the Construct, or 

the Construction of Race: New Media and Old Identities in ‘The Matrix’”, there are people “who 

don’t fit into one racial ‘box’” (67). So, in the case that the predetermined options offered to the 

Chroma users do not relate to the specific racial identity the users feel they belong to, new racial 

categories are created. In a role-playing game, like Nakamura maintains, there is “a menu-driven 

sense of personal identity that works by progressively narrowing the choices of subject positions 

available to the user” (104). If this is the case, then, in Chroma, the users are not allowed to form 

their identity freely, as they are forced to select the characteristics that are available in the character 

formation menu. Hence, identity formation in such a medium is partially fixed by the programmer. 

This reminds us of official government documents and application forms, where users or applicants 

are invited to tick certain race and gender boxes with the options of “male” or “female”, “black” or 

“Caucasian”, and so on. Loyer criticizes the fixed identity labels that exist within American society 

that limit the racial identification of a person. 

As mentioned earlier in this article, what makes online role-playing games interesting is the 

literary elements they resort to. Jesper Juul, in his online article “Games Telling Stories?: A Brief Note 

On games and Narratives”, finds that “[m]any computer games contain narrative elements, and in 

many cases the player may play to see a cut-scene or realize a narrative sequence”. Thus, computer 

games and literary works share the most important characteristic, that of telling a story. One could 

                                                           
6
The game Dungeons and Dragons was launched in 1974. Between 1974 and 2008 there have been four new 

and revised editions of the game. These were launched in order to enrich and modernize the game which was 

enhanced by the technological advancements made from one edition to the next. It is worth noting that the 

game is still active today. 
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also argue that life itself is a narrative which, as with the case of computer games, one has to “play” 

it to its fullest in order to expose its narrative sequences and content. In the game described by 

Loyer’s Duck at the Door, the characteristics of the players’ avatars have been replaced by those of a 

real person. Each identity choice ascribes to the character certain possibilities as Duck at the Door 

explains: “belonging to a particular race/gives your character special abilities” (“chapter 6” Chroma). 

Loyer exemplifies this claim by offering the readers/viewers a graphical image of the abilities one 

acquires when choosing one of the three specific racial identities the game offers, which are Black, 

White and Latino (see Fig.4). Duck at the Door mentions that “if you check African-American, then all 

your character’s attempts to make music, /dance or play sports are automatically enhanced” 

(“chapter 6” Chroma) (see Fig.5). In this game, the characteristics ascribed to each identity choice are 

built upon the stereotypical beliefs about each racial identity. Loyer comments on the fact that 

sometimes people in their struggle to get rid of certain stereotypes, regarding their racial identity 

and ancestry, end up creating new ones. Duck at the Door continues: “Checking Caucasian will make 

you more likely to succeed/in matters of business. /Checking Asian improves your skills with 

technology. /It all works out very neatly” (“chapter 6” Chroma) (Fig. 6 and 7). The articulation of such 

beliefs in the context of Loyer’s game highlights, 

 

 
 

Fig. 4: Identity choices for the user’s avatar. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 5: What happens when one chooses A. 

 

echoing Nakamura’s words in Cybertypes, the fact that internet “is a place where race happens” (xi). 

In particular, in Loyer’s Chroma there are those who make the rules, the “Castle Masters”, and those 

who can change the rules. Loyer maintains that people should take action in order to bring about 

change, and stop placing all their hopes upon the willingness of the hegemonic forces to realize their 

mistakes and “change the rules”. It is not the Castle Master who is changing the rules but the 

characters, Perry and Orion themselves, who are “coming up with a new game. They’re coming up 
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with the rules, right now” (“chapter 6” Chroma). Therefore, those who can bring about change in the 

American society are the people who are ready to question the rules themselves. That is, they should 

come up with the strategies needed in order to change and ameliorate those things that they do not 

like about their life and social status.  

 

 
 

Fig. 7: What happens when one chooses C. 

 

1.3. Concluding Remarks 
      The technological medium of literary and artistic production offers new avenues for exploration 

and enhances the experience of the readers’/viewers’ interaction with Loyer’s online environment. 

The emergence of digital literature and art brings to the fore new perceptions of human nature and 

identity, as these are influenced by the technological medium. In his graphic text, Chroma, Loyer 

demonstrates that digital presence may also influence the way racial and ethnic identity and culture 

are shaped and constructed via the technological medium. However, it seems to me that in this 

technological mediation of identity something is lost with regard to human adversity and 

spontaneity. On the other hand, technological artistic production offers individuals the power to 

ascribe to the virtual body, the avatar, the physical characteristics and personality traits they wish. 

Still, in the case of character formation through avatars, readers are allowed partial freedom as they 

are invited to choose the characteristics from a preset list. Even so, the preset lists may entail racial, 

personality or gender characteristics which are based on stereotypical beliefs which entail certain 

risks. While it offers its users greater flexibility as to the possibilities made available, it can also trap a 

person due to its false depictions of identity.  

The technological medium is a multi-vocal one, as it allows many voices to be “heard” and thus 

many racial identities to merge, be displayed and emerge. It also allows for the exploration of various 

states of being, as these may lead to certain misrepresentations or distortions of the information 

transmitted. As regards racism, this is created due to the misconceptions formulated within society. 

As for the increasing dependence of people upon technology, it has placed them in a dormant state 

hindering their connection to other people’s realities. Therefore, meaningful communication among 

people is lost due to the increasing interference of technology with people’s everyday activities. 

Despite the benefits of the technologically-mediated perception, racism still exists and sometimes it 

is also enhanced. People are constantly asked to state their identity every time they come in contact 

with technology, be it a cell-phone, video or online game or a chat-room. For example, when people 

make a phone call they are often asked to identify themselves by their interlocutor as one is not able 

to know the caller’s identity unless one has activated their caller identification service. In the case of 

a video as well as online game or a chat-room, the user is asked to identify which character will be 

utilized every time one wishes to interact with others within this environment. During the identity 

formation process, users are asked to either fill in certain forms choosing from a list of preset 

identities, or to form their own identity from a list of preset options. However, these lists are 
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formulated according to racial stereotypes ensnaring people into a preset identity which they have 

no authority to modify, thus contributing to the perpetuation of stereotypical racial beliefs.  

Having closely read and analyzed Loyer’s text along with the theorists employed in the present 

article, one can infer that there are certain important arguments that Loyer wishes to make, putting 

to use the advantages that new media offer both in writing and in revisiting certain important issues. 

What Loyer demonstrates in his work is that despite the fact that people nowadays acquire more 

knowledge about the world at large, there has been no real change in the attitudes they hold for 

each other. Therefore, Loyer argues that it is not technological advancements that will bring about 

change in people’s attitudes with regard to racist beliefs, but people themselves who need to take 

action in order to eradicate racism and all other misconceptions - as Loyer terms it - located within 

the American society and the world. As far as technology is concerned, Loyer proposes to utilize it 

wisely with a critical mind, otherwise it will too become a means of perpetuating racism. He urges 

people to use technology up to the point that it facilitates their everyday life and communication. 

However, Loyer cautions people to be aware of the ways technology may hinder communication or 

manipulate information. All in all, Loyer condones the use of technology in all fields provided that 

people are fully aware of the dangers that it entails. 
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