On Cyberspace:  A Brief Overview

As last night’s class demonstrated, we could probably argue for a long time about what is cyberspace, and what are the bounds of cyberculture.  Interestingly, everything you all said last night about the boundaries of cyberspace and cyberculture has been said by scholars who, themselves, cannot agree on what might seem like basic questions for cyberstudies scholars:  What is cyberspace?  

As I said last night, some people think that we become cyborgs—cybernetic organisms—if we have a pacemaker.  This makes sense, as a pacemaker, as I said last night, is basically a computer implanted in your body.  The pacemaker can communicate with the device placed on the skin, over the pacemaker.  The device on the skin allows a doctor to reprogram the pacemaker, as needed.

But, as I said last night, some who write about cyberspace and cyberculture consider plastic surgery to transform us into cyborgs.  Some think that when we drive a car, we become cyborgs.  Some argue that the history of cyberspace basically started with the invention of the wheel.   

As I said last night, I tend to think of cyberspace as in some way, having to do with datascapes in which we find ourselves surrounded by—“surrounded by,” yeah—when we, for example, use the internet, or when someone has a pacemaker implanted.  The datascapes thing is pretty much the common strand running through cyberstudies scholarship as cyberstudies scholars understand cyberspace.

Bell

David Bell, who wrote one of the articles for 8 Feb., says the following on “cyberspace:”  “Notoriously difficult to define precisely or succinctly, scholars often point to William Gibson’s famous definition, from his novel Neuromancer (1984)—since this is where the term was first coined….think of it as the merging of the material, symbolic and experiential—as where we go to when we use the Internet, or email, or BBS, or MUDs—and as I suggest in Chapter 3, in the cinema, or the hospital.”

Along these lines, Bell centrally defines cyberspace in terms of discourse, specifically in the stories that we tell about cyberspace.  These stories, according to Bell, are in three forms:  material stories, political economy stories, and symbolic stories.

The material stories pretty much have to do with what might be considered to be the invention of cyberspace.  The need to invent cyberspace, as understood by Bell, grew out of the perceived national security needs of the United States during the Cold War.  Computer technology came to play a critical role in this war in order to meet ballistics needs, to train (through simulation), to facilitate communication between command centers and between command centers and the field.

To meet these needs, the U. S. government hired large number of scientists.  These scientists moved between the military and the private sector.  Some of the things resulting from these research and development efforts included virtual reality technology used to train pilots, “time sharing” made possible by “packet switching” (packet switching being a “method of breaking up information into individually labeled packets of a standard size that could be sent down different routes on the network depending on queues, and reassembled at the host computer in the correct sequence, to then be processed.”)

In addition to the material stories, there are the political economy stories told about cyberspace.  As understood by Bell, these stories pretty much reflect the stories told by the critical  cyberculture studies David Silver identified in his article for 8 Feb.  Political stories take into consideration the way that new technologies perpetuate disparities between “underdeveloped” nations and “overdeveloped” regions.  Political economy stories help to explain how cyberspace is imbricated in processes of globalization, in particular the development of the global economy.  These processes include a significant change in the way that capitalism works.  Whereas Marx thought that one’s power depended on one’s relationship to the means of production, namely the factory where finished products were made, power in the new global economy depends on one’s proximity to the production and dissemination of information.  (There’s the datascapes thing again!)  So you get factory workers in the U. S. screwed in a “new economy” site like the U. S. and the rise of symbol analysts, symbol analysts being those who work with ideas and information…including programmers, molecular biologists, even the lowly creatures known as political scientist.

Finally, there are what Bell refers to as symbolic stories.  These stories are told by cyberpunk writers like William Gibson who, if you believe some scholars, inspired scientists at ARPA and PARC.  These symbolic stories also, according to Bell, include films like Blade Runner and The Matrix as well as songs like George Jones’ “High Tech Redneck.”

Is this the cyberspace that you know?  What about the dependence on discourse in order to define and conceptualize cyberspace?  Does a dependence on discourse help to curtail critiques of cyberspace, where our understanding of cyberspace moves beyond metaphor, beyond the euphoria that Galen contests?

Escobar

Arturo Escobar has a different, but not unrelated, story to tell about cyberspace.  (Am I falling into the metaphor trap by using “story?”)  His story is more of an anthropological story.

As I said in class, Escobar’s article—“Welcome to Cyberia”—is extremely influential in cyberstudies.  At some points, I think that it is cited all over the place because of the enticing title.  But, no, it is important because of the way that it simultaneously helps us to rethink what anthropology (the study of “man”) is as academic discipline and, by extension, the way that it helps us to rethink what it means to be human.

As I said in class, anthropology as discipline is very much a product of the Enlightenment which, as intellectual movement, helped to herald the rise of reason and bury what was understood to be the irrationality of, for example, belief systems grounded in religion or superstition or a “pseudoscience” like 17th century alchemy.  Pretty much an 18th century thing (that still touches us today), the Enlightenment was marked by an attempt to reason humans into being, providing, for example, scientific explanations of life itself.  So, as I said in class, you got someone like Carollus Linnaeus (spelling?) who classified living things into groups, families, species, etc.  (As I said last night, these might be the wrong terms—“groups, families, species.”  I have been out of high school for 20 years!)  The scientific reasoning that gave us the Linnaean system also gave us a classificatory system for race like phrenology, where humans were parsed into racial groupings based on skull size.  Anthropology, as it developed in the 19th century in particular, had a similar scientific rationale. Webster recently defined anthropology—sorry, as I hate to cite the authority of a dictionary, but…--as “the science of human beings, especially the study of human beings in relation to distribution, origins, classification, and relationship of races, physical character, environmental and social relations, and culture.”  Anthropologist, in a modernist vein born of the Enlightenment, went off to far off places like…Africa…in order to study “the African” in their “native” habitat, conducting “scientific” fieldwork to help, through ethnography, classify humans from humans in racial terms in particular.  And, of course, during its formative years as a discipline, anthropologists “scientifically” constructed Africa and Africans as “savage” as opposed to the “civilized” West, Africa and Africans as “other” and “naturally” abnormal and inferior, and the West as normal and superior.  (Does this story sound familiar?)

Similar modernist attempts to master, to control, to order—this tendency growing out of the Enlightenement—manifested themselves in other “disciplines,” such as penology/criminology, the “scientific” study of prison management and treatment of criminals.  Through discourse, someone like Foucault argued, modernist rationales led those writing about criminality in academic terms and non-academic terms to construct those who fell outside of societal norms as “deviant” and in need of rehabilitation and everyone else as “normal.”  Those deemed “deviant” ended up in modernist prisons where there bodies could be managed, in the name of “rehabilitation.”  Prisons were places with an ordered geography, with guard towers where “deviant” behavior could be observed and punished, where prisoners woke up at a set time, bathed at a set time, ate at a set time, exercised at a set time, ate at a set time, and went to bed at a set time.  In terms of sexuality, an increasingly professionalizing medical profession, in a modernist vein, disciplined those classified as sexually “deviant.”  It was to the hospital to them, where there bodies, too, could be managed with the help of technologies as a kind of medicine designed to “cure.”  The “clinic,” complete with “normalizing” medical instruments—Foucault has a book called The Birth of the Clinic—was a place where, in a modernist vein, menstruating females could be pathologized, and cured.  The “clinic” was a place where menstruating females could be constructed as irrational and emotional beings, while men could be constructed as rational, strong, and superior.

I’ll conveniently drop in a (lengthy!) quote from Escobar, here, to reconnect with Escobar before moving on.  And this is part of that long section of Escobar that we read aloud last night.  Escobar wrote, “Modernity has been characterized by various theoreticians, such as Foucault, Habermas and Giddens, in terms of the continuous appropriation of taken for granted cultural backgrounds and practices by explicit mechanisms of knowledge and power.  Many aspects of life, previously regulated by traditional norms—in domains such as health, education, work, the body, space and time, even morality and social norms—have been progressively appropriated by discourses of science and the accompanying forms of technical and administrative organization.  With modernity, mechanical models of physical and social life gave ways to models centered on the production and maximization of life itself, including the coupling of the body and machines in new ways, in factories, schools, hospitals and family homes.”

As Escobar suggested, citing Foucault, cyberculture has a similar function as the disciplinary technologies (prisons, clinics, e. g.) mentioned above.  As Escobar noted, though, cyberculture is “bringing about very different configurations” of modernity, reshaping, in the process, what it means to be human and what it means to be human in a society where new technologies are increasingly pervasive….And, it is important to note that Escobar is not saying this in a technofuturist vein.  By merely citing Foucault in a heavy way, he attempted to inject a heavy dose of criticality into cyberspace studies.

In any event, a burgeoning cyberculture requires a rethinking of anthropology itself as anthropology is supposed to be the study of humans (whose very humanity and society is in transition).  So, according to Escobar, anthropology needs to move in new directions.  These new directions are: 

1.Investigating the production and use of new technologies;

2.Trying to come to terms with the appearance of computer-mediated communities;

3.Studying popular culture of science and technology;

4.Seeking an understanding of the growth and qualitative development of human 

computer-mediated communication;

      5.Wrangling with the political economy of cyberculture.

Escobar concluded by saying—and here is another lengthy quote—“Anthropology, it continues to be said, is still enframed within the overall order of the modern and the savage, the civilized self and uncivilized other.  If anthropology is to “re-enter the real world” and “work in the present,” it will necessarily have to deal with the steady march of cyberculture.  Cyberculture, moreover, offers a chance for anthropology to renew itself without reaching again, as it was the case with the anthropology of this century, a premature closure around the figures of the other and the same.  These questions, and cyberculture generally, concern what anthropology is about:  the story of life, as it has been and is being lived today, at this very moment.  What is happening to life in the late twentieth century?  What’s coming for the next?”

Silver

I think that it is important to remember that Escobar wrote the Cyberia article in 1994.  This is an important thing to keep in mind when thinking about the Silver article.

Silver is basically trying to give a history of the state of cyberstudies scholarship during the 1990s, a formative period for cyberstudies as an area of academic exploration.  Silver understands the academic discourse on cyberspace to be characterized by a period when popular cyberculture was dominant, when cyberculture studies came to the fore, and when critical cyberculture studies started to emerge.

According to Silver, cyberstudies was born in the early 1990s in magazines and popular books on cyberspace.  Problematically, according to Silver, the story told by popular sources revolved around a rather simplistic axes:  dystopian versus utopian notions of cyberspace….It was the luddites against the technofuturist.  

By the mid 1990s, the conversation became a bit more complex, as academics started to map the contours of cyberculture.  Notable contributions came from Howard Rheingold who, in a technofuturist vein, thought of the promise of virtual communities.  Similarly, Sherry Turkle went further about life on line in particular when she looked at how identity construction and formation works in cyberspace.  Along with these initial contributions, Silver recognized the multidisciplinary and even interdisciplinary tenor of the emerging conversation as linguists and sociologists, anthropologists and literary critics, started to study cyberculture….

Silver didn’t say it—so I will—but much of the explosion of cyberstudies scholarship came at a time when cultural studies as academic area of study exploded in the U. S.  Cultural studies, an import from the U. K., made its most significant mark in the U. S. in the early 1990s.  (There was actually an important cultural studies conference in 1989 or 1990, with an important anthology to follow soon after.  The conference was just down the road, in Urbana, IL, at UIUC.)  Lots of folks in a number of academic disciplines already predisposed to cultural studies methodologies simply cribbed cultural studies methodologies and brought them to cyberstudies.  Significant overlap between the kinds of questions asked in cultural studies and cyberstudies resulted. 

Perhaps I need to say a few things about cultural studies.  Cultural studies, especially as developed by Raymond Williams, emerged as a Marxist critique of culture.  (For all of you who have done the Cuttrone class on Adorno, Williams’ critique is akin to the Frankfurt school critique and the critique of related intellectual crowds.)  Basically, Williams contended that culture is a tool used by a dominant class to assert their power over subaltern (or subordinate) classes.  So, Williams presented an understanding of culture where culture was political, it was an ideological tool, a powerful ideological tool perhaps more powerful than a gun.  Williams was definitely a criticalist, in every way.

So, given the connection between cultural studies and cyberstudies, it is not really surprising that a criticalist strain emerged.  (By the way, the Foucault important to the thinking of Escobar is also important to cultural studies.  Escobar is very much working in a cultural studies tradition.)  This is the criticalist strain that Silver labels critical cybercultural studies.  These are studies basically looking at social, political and economic issues arising from the growth of emerging cybercultures.  Critical cyberstudies scholars, very much in a cultural studies vein, recognize that culture is political, not some benign force.

Silver went on to give on to give you examples of critical cyberculture studies scholarship.  For example, he pointed to an article by Miller about gender and the frontier metaphor present in the way that cyberspace was understood.    Cyberspace as frontier took on, according to Miller, a masculinist tone.  This masculinist discourse, according to Miller, was used to construct cyberspace as a place for men, not women.  Silver also cited scholarship on the digital divide, interface design and accessibility, as well as race and site design as studied by Lisa Nakamura (whose book we’ll read in a few weeks).

Kotamraju

Nalini Kotamraju offered yet another example of critical cyberculture studies scholarship.  She specifically offered insight—ethnographic and first person insight—on the gendered dimensions of art and code in web design.  

According to Kotamraju, web design as a cyberspeciality had three distinct developmental periods between 1993-1996.  Between 1993 and 1996, web design was the new thing.  With designers in demand, employers took everyone with any ability in web design.  This changed between 1997 and 1999 during the internet boom.  During the boom, web design was bifurcated into those whose “specialization” was more on the aesthetic side (art) as opposed to those who were more on the programming side (coders).  Kotamraju contended that these specializations were gendered.  Most art folks were women and code folks were men.  Differentials in pay developed, with the kind of privileging of coders over artists.  By the time that the boom was over, 2000-2001, artists became disposable in web design, as a domination of code over art became the norm.  Of course, this left women unemployed at higher rates than men.

This essay is pretty self-explanatory.  There is other stuff that is similar.  For example, I have read stuff that talks about the value given in the new technology industries to those who program.  The closer you get to the machine (the hardware) and the further you get away from applications (users), the higher you fall in the new technology hierarchy.  This privileging of programmers was both raced and gendered.

I’ll leave this here.  But how might art and art making be gendered, especially as opposed to non-art making?  How is our class, about cyberspace gendered?  The School’s population is over 60% female.  Our class is about 40% female and 60% male. 
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