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Chapter summaries
Quick summary of each chapter from the second half of the Nakamura reading.

Chapter 3.  This was the cyberpunk chapter.  Nakamura claimed that racial discourses within cyberpunk might be understood through two lenses.  The first was the 1980s lens, in which race in cyberspace—through films like Blade Runner and novels like Neuroancer depicted race in binary terms, with a “self” in opposition to an orientalized “other.”  This “orientalized” other, in the form of what Nakamura called “Japaneseness,” came at a time when the West, and the U. S. in particular dreaded decline, especially as “decline” came as Japan grew wealthier, they made better cars, better electronics, etc.  The second lens was a 90s and after lens, in which the binary got blurred with hybrid lead characters, like Neo (Keanu) in The Matrix.  But Neo/Keanu as hybrid subject provided Nakamura with no comfort, as she considers Neo/Keanu to be a “stealth white,” which rescues the world.  And in this respect, the story has the same ending as every episode of The Lone Ranger, except, I suppose, that Keanu is playing both the Lone Ranger and Tonto.

Chapter 4.  This was the chapter on the advertisements about cyberspace, especially advertisements by multinationals.  In a nutshell, Nakamura claimed that the racial binaries in orientalism IRL make their way into ads about cyberspace.  Travel narratives pervaded these ads, according to Nakamura, so as to give the illusion of a shrinking world, thanks to technology.  But the world was not getting so small that the “other” had to be any closer than (virtually) necessary.  Also, significant to Nakamura, this smaller world allowed “us” to get closer to “them,” but not so much the other way around.  Had to be this way, in order to maintain Western/U. S. hegemony.

Chapter 5.  Nakamura returned to the argument she made in an earlier chapter, with the exception that she highlighted, at a couple of points, the ways that the top-down hegemony of those she connects to the control of new media can be countered.  Yucky sentence, there.

Conclusion.  Nakamura called for more studies on the sociological and political impact of the internet, especially studies of race in/and cyberspace.  She pointed to the limitations of doing this, because of the priorities of the academy, and the place of race and people of color in particular within the academy.

Contextualizing Nakamura’s Cybertypes


There are a few things that will help you situate Nakamura’s book.  This goes beyond a pretty important step Nakamura takes when she borrows from and explicitly seeks to build upon Manovich’s “cultural layer” and “computer layer” where the machine/computer template shapes culture.


First—and this will sound familiar—the work of Edward Said is important to Nakamura.  This is the case throughout the book, but especially in chapter 4, on the adverts, as Nakamura the Ph. D. in English literature comes to the surface.  Said wrote a book called Orientalism in the mid 1970s about the ways in which notions of the Near East took shape in the Western imagination.  These notions were transmitted via travel narratives, in which “explorers” from the “Occident” wrote about their “expeditions.”  These narratives detailed their contact with the “Orient” as “other,” from the cultural practices of the Orient to the physical constitution of the “other.”  Said—and he is not the first to say this, exactly, but he said it in a way that postcolonial lit folks in particular could relate—argued that this construction of the “Orient,” through discourse (in this case, travel narratives as popular literature) took shape in binary ways, where the “Occident” constructed itself as “civilized” and the “Orient” as “other” as savage, all of which should sound familiar.


This, secondly, should help us get to thinking about cybertypes in a different light.  

Nakamura says that cybertypes are stereotypes in cyberspace.  Cybertypes emerge as the dynamics and fluidity of cyberspace start to dislodge the reality that we know IRL.  One such reality, according to Nakamura, is race itself, which might start to look a lot like the gendered cyborg heralded by Haraway.  But in order to stop what is, in effect, the deconstruction of something like race, cybertypes emerge in order to reinstate stasis to race as construct in cyberspace.  Of course, this means that the emergence of cybertypes helps to help dominant cultures to dig in a little deeper, maintaining their power and privilege.


Finally, given all of this, what do we see if we step back from Nakamura’s thesis and then re-evaluate what she has to say?  Well, I think that we should take the advice of one of my teachers from graduate school who said that it is only fair to evaluate scholarship on its own terms, and then evaluate it in terms that you (the reader/reviewer) imposes.  On her own terms, Nakamura is a English literature person, with certain grounding, like the scholarly understanding of “Orientalism” mentioned above as well as a certain familiarity with the function of the “mammy” figure in (U. S.) American literature.  (The “mammy” thing comes up in Nakamura’s discussion of   


I think that pointing this out is important because it is quite easy to dismiss what Nakamura has to say as just a “reading,” not what is really going on.  I know; I have thought this as I read the stuff about The Matrix.  Like, I’m saying, is she talking about the movie that I saw?  Anyway, it is important to remember that Nakamura is a lit person.  She studies and “reads” the work of artists who do what most of y’all hopefully do through your art.  Namely, help us understand the everyday in a different way.  And in the process of helping us to understand the everyday, sometimes creative thinkers reach.  Or at least it seems like a reach, because some thoughts seem so far from the realm of possibility.  Well, Nakamura studies and “reads” these texts.  It is quite understandable that Nakamura scholarship works like the art that she studies and “reads.”  Which is not at all to say that Nakamura is imagining stuff.  It is to say that there may be some stuff that we don’t quite understand, yet.

Thinking about cybertypes
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