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How did this class get its name?

This class got its name because cyberspace is political

How did this class get its name?

This class got its name because cyberspace is part of the everyday (now), it is cultural, and the culture is political.

Is culture political?  To those who study cyberspace, especially as cyberspace has been influenced by cultural studies, the answer is a definite YES.

Cultural studies

Perhaps it might be best, here, to start with cultural studies.  As I have mentioned in class a couple of times, probably without elaborating enough, cyberculture, as it is predominantly studied in the (U. S) academy, is inextricably linked to cultural studies.

I think that there are two things really important to understand about cultural studies.  First, culture is everything and everything is culture.  Second, culture is political.  

The person most identifiable with cultural studies, Raymond Williams, wrangled with what just the two assumptions above really meant.  For example, in his book Keywords, Williams understood “culture” to be the trickiest word in the English language.  According to Williams, “culture,” at first, had agricultural connotations related to the cultivation of crops.  It later took on other meanings, including “culture” as the finer things, finer aesthetics, as in European classical music as opposed to country music, etc., so as to differentiate the elite (with culture) from those others (without culture).  Now, scholars with a postmodernist orientation, inspired by Williams’ scholarship, will say that “culture” is everything.  Specifically, for these folks, culture encompasses not just those things that the elite classes like to picture themselves as doing—going to the opera, reading Shakespeare, learning Latin and Greek—but that culture encompasses banal practices, the things that we do every day, listening to an ipod, Bill Jones choreographing a dance, moviemaking and moviegoing as “culture,” etc.

Within a cultural studies context, the “culture” used to differentiate folks along class was especially important  to a scholar like Williams who was inspired by Marx.  “Culture” as a means to differentiate the capitalist class as opposed to the laboring masses was political.  For example, during the 19th century, Shakespeare in the U. S. was incredibly democratic.  It was a part of everyday culture, particularly for the masses.  Going to see a Shakespeare play was quite the event.  The performances were outside, performed by traveling show.  They were quite lively, as it was totally appropriate to—as my grandmother would say—have a little “nip” (drink) before making it to the venue.  Of course this led to quite the mosh pit, with audience members fighting during the performances, hurling insults and maybe even a few projectiles at the actors.  As pointed out by Lawrence Levine in his book Highbrow/Lowbrow, at a certain point, a popular cultural form like Shakespeare got taken over by an emerging middle class but in particular by the ruling capitalist class.  Shakespeare started to be performed in the U. S. in theatres instead of in fields.  Paying for a ticket, at a certain point in the U. S. context, got you an assigned seat which you were expected to sit in throughout the performance.  Silence, order, decorum started to constitute the new norm.  Shakespeare became “high” culture as it even started to be studied in universities.  At a certain point, basically, the dominant classes, according to Levine, started to make Shakespeare their property.  It became something that the upper set did, not the average Joe/Josephine in the street.  Shakespeare became a way to naturalize the rule and power of the dominant classes because those who went to Shakespeare were “refined, “and the masses now without Shakespeare became “rough,” at least this is how the constructs played out as Shakespeare was consumed in the U. S.  And, of course, the “refined” were more capable of ruling, as opposed to the “rough” masses because the refined were superior and the masses were inferior.  For cultural studies scholars like Williams, and Lawrence Levine for that matter, culture was political then as it is now.  Culture helped, in the case of Shakespeare, reenforce the prevailing hierarchies of the day, perpetuating through reiteration of the rule of the dominant classes of capitalists and aspiring capitalists from the middle class. 

In the case of Raymond Williams, his studies of culture (or cultural studies) maintained this marxist flavor.  It seeped into his study of rural English life after WWII.  Williams also teased out this culture as political bit when he wrote about television and the way that it became a tool for the dominant classes to instill certain norms amongst the masses which end up perpetuating the rule of the dominant classes.  

Also important to the formation of cultural studies in the U. K. was the work of Stuart Hall.  Two of his most important books are Policing the Crisis and The Hard Road to Renewal.  In the former, Hall and his co-authors start by trying to understand “mugging” in 1970s and 1980s Britain.  They argue that mugging, a term that likely made its way from the U. S., became a coded way to describe a certain type of deviance and “un-Englishness.”  This code, according to Hall and his colleagues, had a racial tone.  Mugging became associated with black immigrants to the UK, who got racially constructed as “criminal” as opposed to an English past that was safe without black immigrants.  Further, Hall and his colleagues argued that crime is ideological.  That is, “crime” invoked the ideas, values, and beliefs of the 1970s.  This was a time when realization that the sun actually set on the British Empire started to set in, when economic instability and labour unrest ruled, when women were burning bras in the name of women’s lib, when blacks fought for civil rights, and glbt communities organized for justice.  All that was going wrong in Britain got projected on “the criminal,” who was, of course black and “foreign.”  And, moving beyond the subject of Policing the Crisis, Britain was on the wrong track because women supposedly wanted to become men, glbt communities wanted to transgress the boundaries of sexuality and gender, and blacks as foreigners wanted to become—God forbid!—English and not just British.  One more thing…The media contributed to the production and reproduction of the “criminal.”  So, when the media cited “objective” crime statistics, they did not just invoke numbers but pulled on chords where ideas about race came to the surface, where racial beliefs bubbled up, and where value judgments were made and reiterated.  All of this helped to “naturalize” the black foreigner as criminal.  (By the way, the political answer to this crisis was Thatcherism.  In the U. S., morning in America—after Stonewall, Woodstock, MLK/Malcolm/The Black Panthers, Gloria Steinem and Betty Friedan and Michelle Wallace and Gloria Anzaldua and Glria Hong Kingston and William Mankiller—came when Ronald the Ray Gun became president and attempted to undo the 1960s and 1970s….No more afros!  No more umgawa, black power!)

Anyway, this is basically cultural studies in a nutshell.  This largely British academic movement made it to the U. S. in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, especially with a conference in April 1990 at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.  It was a huge conference where loads of British academics participated, as well as academics from the U. S. and elsewhere.

Donna Haraway, who we will read for our 1 March meeting, was one of the participants at this conference.  (We’ll read about her theorization of the cyborg, cybernetic organism.)  Haraway’s paper was titled “The Promises of Monsters:  A Regenerative Politics for Inappropriate/d Others.”  She used the paper to spell out her theory of articulation.  In short, the articulation understood by Haraway was all about denaturalizing science.  (In fact, at one point in the paper, she wrote, “Nature cannot pre-exist its construction.”  Basically she argued that knowledge—even supposedly scientific and objective knowledge—is socially constructed, a place where ideas, values, and beliefs of the dominant culture can be embedded in order to perpetuate the power of some and the disempowerment of the “other.”)  Articulation meant deconstructing “nature”—this is the same “nature” used by phrenologists to argue that those of African descent are “naturally” inferior and their skull size proves it.   Haraway wrote:  “Articulation is not a simple matter.  Language is the effect of articulation, and so are bodies.  The articulata are jointed animals; they are not smooth like the perfect spherical animals of Plato’s origin fantasy in the Timaeus.  The articulata are cobbled together.  It is the condition of being articulate.  I rely on the articulata to breathe life into the artifactual cosmos of monsters that this essay inhabits….An articulated world has an undecidable number of modes and sites where connections can be made.  The surfaces of this kind of world are not frictionless curved planes.  Unlike things can be joined—and like things can be broken apart—and vice versa.”  Sorry for the long quote….By the way, Haraway called her monsters “amodern.”  Amodern.  As opposed to the modern/modernity critiqued by Escobar. 

Cultural studies in the U. S. really got going just as cyberstudies came into being in the U. S.  Many of the postmodern assumptions of cultural studies made their way into cyberstudies.  Cultural studies concern with the power of social constructs seeped into cyberstudies, helping to make cybersstudies critical as pinpointed by David Silver in that article re read by Silver 8 Feb., a frequently cited article in cyberstudies scholarship.  (By the way, Silver has a Ph. D. in American studies.  American studies departments in the U. S. are important centers for the development of cultural studies scholarship in the U. S. during the 1980s.)  As the course continues, you’ll learn more about the relationship between constructivism—the idea that nothing existed before it was constructed—and embodiment.  In particular, you’ll learn more about the relationship between the power to construct/embody the self v. being constructed/embodied by dominant social forces and the hardware itself. 

15 Feb. Readings

How does all of this relate to the readings from 15 Feb.?
That culture is political.  This comes through in all of the articles.  This political comes in traditional forms, as in the article on cyberegulation in China.  The technofuturists—even when they are locked into a political past where the Cold War dominated, when there was capitalism and communism—would tell us that the less regulation of cyberspace, and the internet in particular, the more freedom that is yielded.  Further, these technopublicans tell us that the more cyberegulation, the less freedom that is yielded.  But the story isn’t this simple in China, where the state may, de facto, control new tech companies.   The Chinese story, according to Christopher Hughes (author of the China article), has been a story where the state’s new tech companies are run by older tech illiterates with deep ties to the party (Communist Party China).  The Chinese story has also been a story where the generation venerating the Party depends on the generation weened on McDonalds, or at least on the dream of consuming a Big Mac.  While the older generation within the Party clamped down at Tiannamen (sp?), the younger generation both respect and push tradition (political, cultural, social, economic tradition) in new ways.  In short, culture and politics change in ways that are not necessarily predictable, thanks to the ebbs-and-flows of new technologies.  While the older generation hopes to contain the use of new technologies, the younger generation takes advantage of the fact that, for example, the internet is, in a very real sense, a space hard to control by any one state.  While the Chinese state pursues authoritarian policies, cyberspace facilitates the development of autonomous selves, autonomous communities.

How does all of this relate to the readings from 15 Feb.?

That culture is political.  In the case of e-government in South Korea, the authors argue that the democratizing character of e-government somehow changes what the authors present as the rigidity of Confucianism.  Does this mean that new tech culture kills a Confucianism central to Korean history, culture?  Is this a bad thing, when norms upon which a society has been built disappear, or fade away, or start to take on new and uncertain forms?  Or is this just the “nature” of culture, where culture is change?  Does the phenomenon pinpointed by the e-government authors mean that there is more individual freedom in South Korea, thanks to new technologies, or less free?  Or, as in the Chinese article above, this either/or thinking is rather moot in South Korea.  

How does all of this relate to the readings from 15 Feb.?

That culture is political.  The authors contend that deai is in some way emblematic of life in postindustrial Japan.  This is a Japan where changing patterns of everyday life—in short, cultural change—leads to a kind of atomized existence, where the individual exists outside of the social, or at least can exist outside of the traditional bounds of the social.  The void, as suggested by Holden and Tsuruki, is filled by deai-kei.  Deai allows new communities to form (e. g., between those divorced, or teens dealing with teenagerdom).  Deai facilitates sexual exploration outside of the sexual norms of Japanese society, where Deai use deploy cyberspace in order to sexually construct/embody themselves instead of being constructed/embodied by the dominant social norms in Japan.  Deai, according to Holden and Tsuruki, can lead to the blurring of reality and fantasy.  (Is this all an Eastern version of Haraway’s articulation, at some level?)  This makes deai, according to Holden and Tsuruki, “a tool of empowerment, affording users the opportunity to forge social connections of their choosing, less fettered by institutional codes and less subject to organizational hierarchies and regulations.”  Is deai empowering?  If it is, what kind of power (as politics) is it?    

How does all of this relate to the readings from 15 Feb.?

That culture is political.  The final article on queer culture in Taiwan and South Korea is not the tightest article ever written, but it does have an important point to make.  Basically, the authors make the case for a unique queer culture in Taiwan and Korea that is syncretic—pretty much a fusion of lots of different cultural influences from everywhere—not a homogenized “global gay” or a queer culture with an American template.  They do this by situating both Taiwanese and South Korean queer culture within social, political, and historical contexts.  They then point to flourishing local queer cultures.  This isn’t to say that they aren’t touched by influences and trends outside of Taiwan and South Korea.  It is just that the influences and trends aren’t imperialistic, that they don’t smack of cultural imperialism.  Queer culture in Taiwan and South Korea, that is, follows its own norms, not the cultural norms set by an outside (virtual or real) hegemon.  GLBT communities have the power to construct themselves inside and outside of cyberspace, and these constructions rest outside of the box.  Cyberspaces (the virtual) and “normal” spaces (IRL, in real/”real” life) don’t so much embody queer communities in South Korea and Taiwan as it allows, according to the authors of the last article for 15 Feb., queer communities to embody themselves.
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