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Shadowing Faces: Is “Eigenface” the Digital Return of Physiognomy?
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Abstract: Eigenface, one of the classical algorithms of computer-based facial recognition technology, bears

formal similarities to the “composite portraits” invented by Francis Galton in the late nineteenth century. Although
many contemporary scholars claim that facial recognition technology represents a digital return of physiognomy
in the digital era, this analogy is superficial, for composite portraits and facial recognition algorithms are grounded
in fundamentally different ontological commitments. The former presupposes an Aristotelian idea of natural kinds
in its imaging methods, whereas the latter is decidedly more Platonic. This difference manifests primarily in the
shift from “reading” to “tracking” faces in the processing of facial information. The composite portrait, from its
very beginning, was rooted in eugenics and racism. By contrast, “tracking” not only continues the biases against
specific populations but also anticipates the overshadowing of subjectivity by a flattened data structure. As facial
recognition technology becomes widely deployed in systems of social governance, the anxieties of biopolitics
arising from data-driven forms of control are to a large extent even more acute than the public fear of the “revival”
of physiognomy.
Key Words: Physiognomy; Facial recognition; Composite portrait; Ontological commitment; Biopolitics
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SIIEX R R T, HAERE T R — R
LI BB DL Z AR S BEAR i 0 A T
ARSRTEAR KRR Falek TRz b, IF Qi
K- LfERR (Steve Anderson ) —4t UL i Hi5 H3
s W0 B AR ) 138 4k % 1] ( computational turn )
2L “IBEE” (tracking) fU# “F” (looking )
VE R EERFAE M. ([40], p.138) X B,
THEHLANE RS AR 5 R SAH LT T v 28
IS AL BRAEAE AR [E) o A EE T CHR B0
MR EGREOEEE R, AV TE “FE0”
( X-ray-like visions ) il “JBE:” AN 5 B
AR € D SN P RTTIC ) | P QAR Tl s NG
A B A Ab 3, 3 — i A ) A s A T
- e BT ( Sterling Crispin ) i Z A £k
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Pa 10 H ) ( Data-Masks ) . v B R ML %
Ak P PG ) 2k A i A 2 T ) A NI A
IR, DURIEE L2080 AR B,
HAX A A BGAR TR 0 5 4 fo] HLAK g AR AR AS IS AH
1, L ZEk = W R AR, R b R AT
T2 I 1T 5 P8 AN DR 248 o 3K e AL b A 1) St R )
BTV R R EAE, HAREE T A =4k
RAERIAC T . v HLHR DA AL R s /R LA A0
B 28 B N A E 28 0 AR N [R) . ([40],
p.141) HLE AR — P 52 10 Fn 5k £ 9 Ak
P AN HE, MR BIHLER AR5 =, ds]
T RTFT AR BRI S AR, ek 2
A 11 55 DI 40 157 Ak A 50 ) 1) 382 A (] i A2 A
IE MY - FOAE#E (Pasi Valiaho ) fF &, #%
WA By e L By R 53 T S5 T 850 U e ik BRI
BT A, 1T A A SR A DN ez B AR AT AN AT T B
M EE, AT Rk, T
ok B EE . ik, Nt s FHEEE
BaER — K V1. 3% R 35 Bk R 4 i — B sl =
B s i AR, TN TR 3 ER —FFE
TN F AR ERS B AR Sy i - A B s i A%
o X — U MR b 5 19 20 0Kk 2 [E A0 AR
2 2 B )y B e D1 2% ( Alphonse Bertillon )
P B VA0 2 55 4l L T BE R SR N 9B AR B
( criminal archive of data ) f¥{Bi ) 91 JC — %%, B
B ARFE A R e =, & Ao 18 2
W DUGR AR R I RS . ( [40], p.35)
BAF — M2, . Bl H 4 (Giorgio
Agamben ) S A& HAE AT EUE AW IE & TE 20
28 70 4E A Y TS ML EL AR Wl 28 79 7 BEAR = L
A Y7 AR B AT B e SRR AT . AEE RIS &
HFEZ PR, R Y B R X S AT 55 1) KA
LA B DAL h 222 H bR, (H A Je i 22
HAE A B E SR T B AN AT T C AR A B A AE
X3S N EA T 5 T A 5 1) A8 T TR Y R
([40], p.337) 2| 7212, Bl E G PAK
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PRI 7 7™ 5 0 55 1) 308 P 0k X 2% 22 v 4 e s b
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581 ) ( Les Mots et Les Choses ) W45 P EIE,
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