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When Spam Becomes Critique:
On Unreadable Words and the Site Where Critique Persists

Yaerin Park (epoché rete)

Some utterances carry meaning simply by arriving. They’re less like words (Z[&]) and more
like horses (Z[E]) —emergency alerts, legal notices, protest chants, spam emails. In the
early internet, spam emerged not to communicate but to dominate, flooding space with
volume, silencing through repetition. Spam doesn’t ask for a response. It doesn’t try to make
meaning. It might dress itself in text, images, videos, or even sleek design, but what it
delivers is a neutralized signifier, endlessly sent to whoever’s inbox happens to catch it.
Regular, automated, accumulating. Even emails we once subscribed to become
spam—perhaps because we no longer can or want to respond.

If, as Hito Steyerl suggests, spam is the symptom of “an era that made excess its ideology,”
then criticism today may not be so different. Criticism is rarely invited. It risks being unread.
The art world filters it like spam, sorting by sender, tone, or keywords. Still, criticism insists.
The need to speak what hasn’t yet been said continues to multiply it, like spam, and always
circles back to the same question: why keep speaking at all?

That question kept haunting me when | started epoché rete in 2023 with friends and peers,
an art criticism newsletter service that assumed from the start it might not be read. Every
issue operated under the logic of excess, surplus, unreadability. Maybe writing unreadable
sentences was, in itself, mimicking the structure of spam. Our open rates certainly made it
feel that way. And so | kept asking: what happens when criticism starts to resemble spam?
Why do | keep writing it anyway?

True to its name, a kind of suspended net, epoché rete held space for different motivations.
For me, it was about tracking down the source of a feeling that couldn’t be said otherwise.
Finding a language for critical feeling meant figuring out where | was speaking from. It was,
at heart, a matter of affect and existence. And strangely, it was in imagining my own unread
messages—in someone else’s spam folder—that | most clearly felt the fact of my speaking,
my being, as a working-class, cishet Asian woman working in her native Korean tongue.
From those discarded messages and leftover phrases, | realized that criticism does not
necessarily need to be read; it insists on being. That realization, | think, was only possible
through spam.

The more | thought about it, the more spam felt close to criticism. Both emerge in
unreadable, unwanted space. Both sidestep the structures of shared language, persist
despite being useless, spread without invitation, and become more about act than content.
Criticism often begins in those scattered fragments. In that act of dispersing, of affecting, |
saw a strange kinship between spam and critique.

Hito Steyerl said as much. In her 2011 essay “Digital Debris: Spam and Scam,” Hito Steyerl
tracks how spam sells the fantasy of neoliberal prosperity—full of promises of youth, beauty,
wealth, and success—while quietly unsettling the historical frameworks and power structures



of digital capitalism. She points to the people behind it: the underpaid labor behind spectacle
industries: museums, galleries, service work. Spam floods the internet but remains
unwanted, excessive, surplus—a voice from and about commodified labor. Like its
namesake meat product, spam speaks through and about reified bodies. It's meant to be
deleted, but it lingers as ‘digital debris,” pushing against the boundaries of what counts as
information.

Still, | can’t say epoché rete fully lived that condition. We began with clear limitations; similar
academic backgrounds, ages, races, nationalities, genders. Sometimes our suspensions felt
more like evasions. Sometimes delaying judgment looked more like passivity. | sometimes
contributed to that too. And those missteps pushed me inward, back into the question of why
| write at all. No one has ever replied to our newsletter. So what, really, makes it different
from spam?

And yet, | don’t conclude that as failure. Spam, like criticism, keeps speaking. It drifts across
inboxes, discarded or ignored. Denied meaning, it gives up trying to make any. It just keeps
talking, as surplus. Even when it never arrives, or is instantly filtered out, it keeps multiplying
elsewhere. And sometimes, despite the filters and deletions, a few make it through. Land in
someone’s inbox. Get read.

That’s where I'll be. Writing one more sentence. Letting it land wherever it lands. Because
when spam becomes critique, maybe that’'s when critique begins again.



< "= vgo] Ak ¢3]A] &< TFET vH9 A=

el el (o A @)

olW w2 sl Holwt w7k gtk 7l E(word)ol ot E(horse)oll 7HTE HI WSE,
WA 1A, A9 7E, e 23 vdo] gk 27] QIEYL $ge A A5l oul R i%‘czi
wake] #EE gHsta whas T el viAXE HEAT= 0401;@ ﬁﬁOiH Fslsich
T e el zol BRIV AEs @.xﬂ—a‘w gtk e —g Mom i, eus
Arkete] SHAIE b= ‘%“*Eg‘r ojvjA], F9, WE= LT < % WWOE o8
Bo ol An, 29l 1A 25 714013} SRS WEHA BEY el WY R4 A6
Holth, Yy Ao *ﬂ‘ 5= o] 7IAA Rz AH] X, 0501&21 2 A gt 7k v
A3 dlole g3he Afshrlwt dvk ARl FEgd Wldzal 29o] H= AL 2zl $Hd

s} QAL SRS & gU] wEe] o7t

S|E qrEfold el AAHUR “HYJS Fte] ojdo® A2 Alg"Y A$Ut A~olgtd, Y= ev5d
vl S 2R FARSE 28 107 9o iO% D}ﬂ A7 gkt Hlﬁé% Z] WA gf2 wslo]m,
9lel A &S 7HeAdS A UEs vE A= !M ole} 7| EE Fx=E dlo] nhA| .J* e A &
54 dof, A, oz 23] HHS H‘*‘oh dejdith, sHAIRE O B skl vjE2 TS
HEA] ek Eel A A v Ao tiEl] ¥tz st TS 28|y HHES AWAH FAA7| A
IR Tl ‘o) ] fled FE AderbEte Ao R HEopt viE 11§84 %Q%:_W
Zoll A U= 20239 Eale] ASujEy shA| ol 27 e g o] F 02 v H|Ho| B3 wAEEHE
ey tr] Alzgict

rot
Q
N
oL

A%g AFsHe LA delel oBNY BTk ARt B 4zow o I
AATE, W7k A AU ARG ol frE TaA 2O
Sich. 19l 72} 9101 FASE Aol kel Wt 1
(affect)zt EA ] FAGTE 10 o d3t A% ehele] 2 Mg Lol A B BelA 2L 1k
AN, s Il Rafoln ALEHs AZAIR SHE e ol oRA Lnwst
b Qg-g =R 91517 W WY, AR oh R BAE Lol A v el 9317
ol ol EATN] N ACL W & ASE BT AL AW ZANAT AR

3} m7lol @ A7k ‘

A
= Yo7 = st Holl A, 1
[e]

o
2

y, S o
31

oﬁl‘-?i‘émgolﬂi_&rb‘

W Ao PN & ox g b |1

sfie) AEAol uHe =AW Anht wol Y=AE AZS Hth A e
golghe zddld Fdshe cdolehs AeIAl HMBE Afn fAR TEE AU dus
Aol olo] ol A WolLhi, TR AL A5 1 FRe A, SAE S o] nt
oz FASE WE WEe FF 95 Aoldld AzEd. a9 g E¥e)e)
Haffect)ol2h A1 olA 03] vl o] F-hah 904 A4 AT

'OPHOPﬂﬁFlF

o N off o2
of

2ol AEAL JE TFElo]do] dHo] AF3 Holr|E At} frElo]de THAd Fa): ~33}
278 Digital Debris: Spam and Scamy (201194 21 ofEt}E S|, AAAd B AE 5
AT H HES A 2ol ojd A o5 UAE AHEF2] Al e] IAL A3} {E A A

=

VA e GRS UREAS 0 A ) A0, Fejeldel 2aE e gl Tl
2, A7 ()5} G AATT A9 Auls S AT mEAET Aol sk
Aolgieh, ~9e A A7 Wele] 808 AN A A hEA s S Zugl,

AN, QA4 EAolA, HEa AL wEAT @ Wsolth £a wrl@old
ZHSPAMY' T o] Balreification) st ol U@ walelrm sk oled ~@E

rlo _\E



AAslojol & gue] selslolAw £ ‘UMY a2 W A, Au Fre] ZAZ AL
W ddo] Y92 715k,

ey oA eEe 1 AdAEe] ol 2 o] wE 3o ket 2ol il Te]
oJHtt. ©l 71#43«] A= TAdE Sy WA, dR8d, 4 s2A SN s
Aol A AlAHRE FElstvhal At Aehs Frelshs A2 w2 sy s ] ekgtar, Ais
Xl‘ﬁ*l?lt Hes AHFE o7l g Fr18shd veshl ftes WA ew Aesre Jvh o
A mmjz Zoofsidel] bEdlal, 1 58 Sl U ARl dEE HEE el slloh =3
li 7l @He] M Z/\E AF7HA g A Ggo] Q4] Fskthe AR, o] 7 x7F BRlE AAIEHA
@ FApEAola AN AR 2 wd F-olo] v o] Ak "t
R A v ojAe e Aifztant ¢s e gle A Ak R v R Age
2715 HEA &7] wigolth tAE Al S loje] 2wriek Jefjm T, F2
T EA. RS2 ASSIA R oS 7%‘“/‘ wEES AR AT A 4‘3]2 ikt
SHAE ol @A JojEA AEE Il ZoH|7|E AdERt. A" =FehA] FydiE, =ed
gltets 1 Ha2 ofds] of-drlel A SA g 28, FA-s] A s A HR 2 i"“ ZE <]

TAE 7lola WA urbH v d gl E“o}iok gk A vis T Aol A EAR
nsg o AlgeA Tg Sltho] vy Aoltt. r2fuyzt 2512 w2 njsgo] gt

_L



