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I. Introduction

NR�RWKHU�EX]]ZRUG�GRPLQDWHV�SXEOLF�GLVFRXUVH�DV�PXFK�DV� WUDQVSDUHQF\��8QGHU� WKH�
banner of  informational freedom, governments, politicians and NGOs around the 

ZRUOG� DUH� HQJDJLQJ� LQ� D� UKHWRULF� RI � RSHQQHVV� DQG� WUDQVSDUHQF\��2Q�KLV� YHU\�ÀUVW� GD\� LQ�
power, newly elected President Obama announced its commitment to “making his admin-
istration the most open and transparent in history because “transparency promotes ac-
FRXQWDELOLW\�DQG�SURYLGHV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IRU�FLWL]HQV�DERXW�ZKDW�WKHLU�*RYHUQPHQW�LV�GRLQJµ�
�*UHHQZDOG��������0DUFK������,Q�*HUPDQ\�� WKH�%HUOLQ�3LUDWH�3DUW\�GHPDQGV�´IUHH�DFFHVV��
RQOLQH�DQG�RIÁLQH��WR�DOO�SXEOLF�GDWD��PHHWLQJ�PLQXWHV��UHSRUWV��SXEOLFDWLRQV�DQG�QHJRWLDWLRQ�
minutes” as the precondition of  all political participation (Piratenpartei Deutschland, 2011). 
��7UDQVSDUHQF\��LW�VHHPV��KDV�EHFRPH�D�PDJLF�EXOOHW�IRU�WKH�SHUFHLYHG�GHÀFLWV�RI �OLEHUDO�GHPRF-

racy. The more transparent, the more accountable, participatory, and the more democratic an 
institution becomes. In the words of  the legal Internet scholar Lawrence Lessig (2009): “How 
could anyone be against transparency? Its virtues and its utilities seem so crushingly obvious.”
� � %\XQJ� &KXO� +DQ·V� ������� SKLORVRSKLFDO� HVVD\� 7UDQVSDUHQ]JHVHOOVFKDIW� �7UDQVSDU-
HQF\� 6RFLHW\�� LV� D� PDQLIHVWR� DJDLQVW� XELTXLWRXV� DQG� XQFULWLFDO� GHPDQGV� IRU� WUDQV-
parency. Beyond informational freedom and corruption, Han understands trans-

1 trAnslAtEd by Author. originAl QuotE: „JEdoCh ist frEiEr zugAng, onlinE WiE AuCh offlinE, zu öffEntliChEn 
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SDUHQF\� DV� D� V\VWHPLF� FRHUFLRQ� WKDW� VHL]HV� DQG� WUDQVIRUPV� DOO� VRFLHWDO� SURFHVVHV��
As a force that homogenises, Han’s transparency society has totalitarian features. 
  Those familiar with the English-speaking debate will probably associate a rather dif-

ferent work with the term “transparent society”. As early as 1996, the futurist and sci-
HQFH�ÀFWLRQ�ZULWHU�'DYLG�%ULQ�SXEOLVKHG� DQ� HVVD\� �DQG� ODWHU� ERRN�� DERXW� WKH�GHPRFUDW-
LF� QHFHVVLW\� RI � XELTXLWRXV� WUDQVSDUHQF\�� ,Q� WKH� WHFKQRORJLFDOO\� GHWHUPLQLVWLF� VSLULW� RI �
the pre-dot-com era, Brin argues that society is faced with a dichotomous choice. The 
ÀUVW� RSWLRQ� LV� WKDW� VXUYHLOODQFH� DQG� WUDQVSDUHQF\� WHFKQRORJLHV� ZLOO� UHPDLQ� LQ� WKH� KDQGV�
of  the state and powerful elites. The only alternative to this Orwellian nightmare is re-
ciprocal transparency, where the watchers are being watched and thereby held ac-
FRXQWDEOH�� 7KXV� GHÀQHG�� XELTXLWRXV� WUDQVSDUHQF\� LV� QRW� MXVW� WKH� OHVVHU� HYLO�� LW� LV� D�
strategy against centralised, one-directional transparency by powerful institutions.
  With this essay, I would like to introduce Han’s very different work on transparency to the 
(QJOLVK�VSHDNLQJ�UHDGHU��,Q�WKH�IROORZLQJ�,�ZLOO�EULHÁ\�H[SODLQ�+DQ·V�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI �WKH�WHUP�
transparency and introduce three aspects which seem most relevant to the political discourse 
of  transparency: Transparency and its relation to capitalism, transparency and trust, as well 
as transparency and the subject. In doing so, I will inevitably neglect the rich and substan-
WLDO�FRQFHSWXDO�KLVWRU\�IRU�WKH�VDNH�RI �FODULW\��,Q�WKH�ÀQDO�VHFWLRQ�,�ZLOO�UHÁHFW�XSRQ�+DQ·V�
contribution to the understanding of  one of  the most pressing phenomena of  our time.

II. Transparenzgesellschaft

� � ,Q� WKH� LQWURGXFWLRQ� RI � 7UDQVSDUHQ]JHVHOOVFKDIW�+DQ� GHVFULEHV� KLV� SURMHFW� DV� IROORZV��
7UDQVSDUHQF\�GRHV�QRW�PHUHO\�HYRNH�TXHVWLRQV�RI �PRUDOLW\�RU�DFFRXQWDELOLW\��EXW�UDWKHU�LW�
“a systemic force, which encompasses entire social processes and subjects them to a serious 
change.“ In a short essay of  91 pages, Han isolates “transparency” as the unifying para-
digm relating prior attempts to characterise contemporary society, such as the information 
society, the control society, the accelerating society, and the pornographic society. Nota-
ble in this context is his style, which refrains from elaborate argument, but rather asserts. 
  It is important to note that Han employs a very particular conception of  transparency, 

which at times contradicts the common understanding of  the term. In its everyday use, 
transparency has a strong connotation of  truth attached to it. Transparency is “a state in 
which we experience things, ourselves and other people as they really are, in which appear-
ance corresponds to reality” (Marks 2001, p. 623, emphasis added). Han, by contrast, under-
stands transparency primarily as radical exposure. Even though transparency may act as dis-
LQIHFWLQJ�VXQOLJKW��LW�LV�DOVR�DOZD\V�DQ�H[SRVLQJ�ÁRRGOLJKW��7KXV�GHÀQHG��WUDQVSDUHQF\�GRHV�
not uncover the true reality of  things, but exposed objects and subjects appear in a very 
particular way. The difference between uncovering and exposure might become apparent in 
Han’s distinction between pornography and eroticism. The pornographic body is exposed, 
exhibited and obscene. The erotic plays with concealment, ambiguity and ambivalence. But 
can we say that we experience the exposed body as it really is? For Han, radical exposure 
makes us experience a body in a particular way (here pornographic), but exposure does not 
uncover an underlying reality. Quite the contrary, the pornographic is deprived of  the erotic. 

Transparency and capitalism
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  Based on this particular understanding of  transparency, Han establishes two relationships 
between transparency and capitalism. On the individual level, Han is especially concerned 
about online social networks where subjects engage in voluntary and cheerful self-expo-
sure. Exposure becomes a systemic coercion because in the exhibition society, everything 
must be exhibited in order to exist. In that context, Han refers to Walter Benjamin’s and 
5LFKDUG�6HQQHWW·V�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �´H[KLELWLRQ�YDOXHµ�DV�RSSRVHG�WR�0DU[·V�XVH�YDOXH�DQG�H[-
change value. The sole purpose of  the “exhibition value” is to generate attention. In what 
Han calls an exhibition society, “every subject is it’s own advertisement object”  (Han, 
������ S�� ���� WUDQVODWHG� E\� 3KLOLS� 6FKPLW]��� $W� WKH� VDPH� WLPH�� WKLV� H[KLELWLRQ� LPSHUDWLYH�
itself  serves the capitalist economy. Entire business models in the digital economy rely 
on the historically unprecedented accumulation of  (personal) data. The more we share 
about ourselves and the more we communicate, the more data we generate. In the digi-
WDO�HFRQRP\��´H[SRVLWLRQ�LV�H[SORLWDWLRQµ��+DQ��������S������WUDQVODWHG�E\�3KLOLS�6FKPLW]���
  Transparency also relates to capitalism on a more systemic level. Han argues that trans-

parency does not only expose, but that it also homogenises. This claim might seem counter-
LQWXLWLYH�DW�ÀUVW�VLJKW��(VSHFLDOO\�LQ�SROLWLFDO�GLVFRXUVH��WUDQVSDUHQF\�LV�FRPPRQO\�MXVWLÀHG�
with reference to light, which illuminates and thereby discerns what had previously oc-
curred under the cover of  darkness. The Sunlight Foundation, for instance, is a prominent 
transparency advocacy group in the US. For Han this metaphor is misleading. Transpar-
ency does not enlighten but makes translucent. Transparency should not be understood as 
light, but as a lightless radiation. If  everything becomes transparent it also becomes plain 
and unambiguous. By making things translucent, transparency produces sameness. In this 
context, Han’s rather peculiar use of  the concepts “positivity” and “negativity” is important 
and should not be confused with a value judgement. Transparent things are deprived of  all 
“negativity”, that is ambiguity, uncertainty and abstruseness. For Han, suffering, resistance 
or otherness is inherently  “negative”. A society, which is deprived of  all “negativity” be-
comes a “positive society”. By eliminating the unfamiliar and other, the “positive society” 
stabilises and accelerates the political and economic system. At the same time, transparent, 
´SRVLWLYHµ�WKLQJV�EOHQG�LQ�DFFHOHUDWLQJ�ÁRZV�RI �FDSLWDO��FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
 

Transparency and trust

  The relationship between politics and transparency is shaped by trust and communica-
WLRQ��:LWKLQ� WKH� IUHHGRP� RI � LQIRUPDWLRQ� GLVFRXUVH�� WUDQVSDUHQF\� LV� RIWHQ� MXVWLÀHG�ZLWK�
increasing trust. In an open government people initiative in the German state of  Hamburg, 
for instance, people campaigned with the slogan “transparency creates trust” (“Transpar-
HQ]�VFKDIIW�9HUWUDXHQµ���+DQ�LV�QRW�WKH�ÀUVW�WR�LGHQWLI\�D�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WUDQVSDU-
ency and trust (see, for instance, Luhman, 1989). According to this rationale, transpar-
ency does not create trust it abolishes trust. Trust can only emerge in a condition between 
NQRZLQJ�DQG�XQNQRZLQJ��7KHUHE\�WUXVW�HQDEOHV�DFWLRQ�UHJDUGOHVV�RI �LQVXIÀFLHQW�LQIRUPD-
WLRQ�� %HFDXVH� WUDQVSDUHQF\� HOLPLQDWHV� XQNQRZLQJ�� WUDQVSDUHQF\� HTXDOO\� DQQLKLODWHV� WUXVW��
Rather than democratising, increasing transparency in politics creates distrust. Converse-
ly, transparency becomes a societal imperative if  the public’s moral foundation is brittle.
   Han argues that trust only becomes a necessity in large and complex societies, pre-

cisely because complete knowledge is impossible. As a homogenising force, transparen-
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cy is not only incapable of  creating knowledge but is also unable to reduce complexity. 
The more information is liberated, the more confusing the world becomes. As a result, 
the transparent society has replaced trust with control. Proponents of  radical transpar-
ency like Brin maintain that reciprocal transparency is a desirable alternative to centralised 
forms of  control. For Han, radical transparency has lead to a much more insidious ver-
sion of  Bentham’s Panopticon. Precisely because there is no centralised source of  control, 
“the inhabitants of  the digital Panopticon think of  themselves as free” (Han, 2012, p. 
76, translation by author). The imperative of  transparency eliminates any safe haven for 
the individual. It is in this sense that Han understands transparency as an act of  violence.

Transparency and the subject

� �+DQ·V�ÀQDO� FRQWULEXWLRQ�FRQFHUQV� WKH� UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ� WUDQVSDUHQF\� DQG� WKH� VXE-
ject. His main point is that non-transparency is a valuable and intrinsically human char-
acteristic. From a Freudian perspective, the very idea that the subject can be transparent 
to herself  is a phantasy. Only a machine is transparent and only two machines can com-
municate with each other in a transparent way. In this context, Han makes an important 
distinction between addition and narration. The human memory is distinct from compu-
tational data storage or memory. Human memory is historical and thus constantly restruc-
tured and rewritten. Stored data, however, does not change. It is merely added to existing 
data and therefore more transparent than human memory. Processes that rely on addition 
can be accelerated and narrative processes, such as a ritual or a ceremony cannot be ac-
FHOHUDWHG��,PDJLQH�DQ�HIÀFLHQW�SLOJULPDJH�RU�DQ�DFFHOHUDWHG�ULWXDO��1DUUDWLRQ��VHFUHF\�DQG�
concealment make human communication dangerous, but also constitute its humanness.
  A chess game between two players who are transparent to each other would not only be 

incredibly boring but also deprive the activity of  its gamely character. Secrecy is constitutive 
of  the joy of  playing chess, regardless of  the fact that non-transparent communication is in-
HIÀFLHQW��$QG�VR�SROLWLFV��DV�DQ�LQKHUHQWO\�VWUDWHJLF�JDPH�UHOLHV�RQ�QRQ�WUDQVSDUHQW�FRPPXQL-
FDWLRQ��6HFUHF\�GRHV�QRW�MXVW�LPSO\�DEXVH�RI �SRZHU�DQG�YLROHQFH��LW�LV�FRQVWLWXWLYH�RI �FXOWXUH��
  Han is not in principle opposed to the use of  transparency as a means to create accountability, 

but criticises a society in which transparency has assumed a central role. A society that is afraid 
RI �VHFUHF\�RU�GDUNQHVV��ZKLFK�GHHPV�DOO�QRQ�WUDQVSDUHQW�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�LQHIÀFLHQW��LV�D�SRRU�
society. In the words of  Han: If  everything is reduced to information, this world will perish.
 

,9��5HÁHFWLRQ

  Han is a cultural pessimist. Not merely is his vision of  the transparency society par-
ticularly bleak, but his totalising theory offers little escape or hope. This is probably 
PRVW� YLVLEOH� LQ� WKH� ERRN·V� ÀQDO� SDUDJUDSK�� ´7KH� HQWLUH� JOREH� KDV� WXUQHG� LQWR� D� 3DQ-
topicon. There is no exteriority. It becomes total.” (Han, 2012, p. 81, translated by au-
WKRU���0RUHRYHU��PDQ\� RI � KLV� FODLPV� DUH� QRW� QHZ��+DQ�� IRU� LQVWDQFH�� LV� QRW� WKH� ÀUVW� WR�
FULWLFLVH� RQOLQH� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� DV� LQKHUHQWO\� H[SORLWDWLYH� �L�H�� $QGUHMHYLF�� ������ DQG� DOVR�
RQOLQH� VXUYHLOODQFH� KDV� LQVSLUHG� D� GLYHUVH� UDQJH� RI � DFDGHPLF� OLWHUDWXUH� �/\RQ�� ������
������ 0RUR]RY�� ������� 0RVW� LPSRUWDQWO\�� DQG� ODUJHO\� LJQRUHG� E\� WKH� *HUPDQ� UHFHS-

2 byung Chul hAn At A lECturE At univErsität dEr künstE bErlin, 2012, trAnslAtEd by thE Author
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WLRQ� RI � WKH� ERRN�� +DQ� LV� QRW� WKH� ÀUVW� WR� FULWLFLVH� WKH� UHFHQW� K\SH� DERXW� WUDQVSDUHQF\�
� �/DZUHQFH�/HVVLJ�� WR�SLFN�RQH�SURPLQHQW�H[DPSOH�� VSXUUHG�D�GHEDWH�DERXW� WKH�XQTXHV-

tioned goodness of  transparency and its supposedly self-evident relationship to government 
accountability as early as 2009. Attempts to liberate all data form part of  what Lessig (2009) 
calls the “naked transparency movement”. Fuelled by the unprecedented technological pos-
sibility to collect, store and distribute data, the “transparency movement” assumes that more 
data enables the public to understand government conduct to better (or at least differently).
  Comparable to Han, Lessig maintains that some form of  transparency has the poten-
WLDO� WR� IRVWHU� JRYHUQPHQW� DFFRXQWDELOLW\��$JDLQVW� WKH� XQTXHVWLRQHG� DVVXPSWLRQ� DERXW� WKH�
positive value of  transparency, Lessig (2009) raises three concerns: True ‘transparency’ can 
only realise its proclaimed potential if  (a) it uncovers information that is in fact useful to 
FLWL]HQV� DQG� �E�� FRPHV� LQ� D� IRUPDW� WKDW� FDQ� DFWXDOO\�EH�XVHG��(YHQ� LI � WKH� ULJKW� LQIRUPD-
tion is “liberated” in the right format, (c) an audience needs to comprehend and act upon 
WKLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ��ZKLFK�VWLOO�GRHV�QRW�JXDUDQWHH�DQ�RIÀFLDO�UHVSRQVH��2QOLQH�GDWD�DERXW�WKH�
FRQGXFW�RI �SROLWLFDO�UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV�PD\�LQ�IDFW�UDLVH�LPSRUWDQW�TXHVWLRQV��7KH�DQVZHUV��RU�
WKH�GDWD·V�PHDQLQJ��KRZHYHU��FDQ�RQO\�EH�HVWDEOLVKHG� LQ�GLDORJXH��,I � LQVXIÀFLHQW�DWWHQWLRQ�
is given to the understanding of  meaning, transparency can result in systematic confusion.
  Lessig’s important contribution to the transparency discourse is admittedly very different 

from Han’s philosophical essay, yet it highlights an important contribution made by Han. 
While Han’s analysis is bleak and totalising, the all-encompassing nature of  his conception of  
WUDQVSDUHQF\�UDLVHV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�TXHVWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�GHPDQGV�IRU�JRY-
ernment transparency, surveillance and privacy invasions. Even the most critical accounts of  
transparency, such as Lessig’s, have been careful to distinguish between discourses of  trans-
parency and discourses of  surveillance and privacy invasion. This distinction is probably 
most visible in the hacker ethics of  the German “Chaos Computer Club”: Liberate public 
GDWD���SURWHFW�SULYDWH�GDWD��,W�LV�WKLV�GLVWLQFWLRQ��ZKLFK�+DQ�TXHVWLRQV��$V�,�KDYH�VWUHVVHG�LQ�
several parts of  this essay, Han (2011) does not deny the positive value of  some transparency 
WR� LQFUHDVH� DFFRXQWDELOLW\�� 8ELTXLWRXV� GHPDQGV� IRU� WUDQVSDUHQF\� DQG� QDWXUDOLVWLF� VORJDQV�
such as “information wants to be free”, however, form part of  a systemic force. For Han, 
calls for transparency in politics and the ever-increasing exposure of  (personal) data are part 
RI �WKH�YHU\�VDPH�SDUDGLJPDWLF�VKLIW��7KLV�UDLVHV�WKH�FXULRXV�TXHVWLRQ��ZKHWKHU�LW�LV�LQ�IDFW�
possible to oppose online surveillance and welcome increasing openness at the same time. 
  One cannot expect a philosophical essay to work out the precise implications of  Han’s ad-

mittedly bold proposition. A critical response to his would point out that increasing publicity 
GRHV�QRW�RQO\�EHQHÀW�GDWD�FROOHFWLQJ�WHFK�FRPSDQLHV��7KH�VFRSH�RI �WKLV�HVVD\�GRHV�QRW�DOORZ�
for an elaborate discussion of  the political potential of  publicity (see for instance Papacharissi, 
2010). Nonetheless, it should be apparentthat the very complex relationship between capitalism 
DQG�WKH�HPHUJLQJ�GDWD�HFRQRP\�GHVHUYHV�D�PRUH�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG�DQDO\VLV��6LPLODUO\��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�
arises whether online space is in fact as homogenised and uniform as Han envisions. Is it impos-
sible to escape the logic of  exposition value and is every contribution inherently exploitation? 
  Regardless of  these concerns, Han should be credited for making a philosophi-

cal contribution to the current fetishisation of  transparency and information. Schol-
ars such as Lessig (2009) have emphasised two points: First of  all, true transparency 
can only be reached under particular conditions. Secondly, transparency is not inherent-
ly desirable or valuable but can in fact, transparency be harmful. Han highlights yet an-
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other limit of  transparency and information: Life itself, the essence of  humanness can-
QRW� EH� UHGXFHG� WR� WUDQVSDUHQW� LQIRUPDWLRQ�� WKH� JDPH� RI � VHGXFWLRQ�� HURWLFLVP�� WKLQNLQJ��
human communication and also politics is inherently non-transparent. If  every-
thing is reduced to information, a very valuable part of  this world will in fact perish. 
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