On Governing Cyberspaces, Governing Cybersubjects

22 February 2006

If last week’s class was about the way that cyberculture has contributed to the reconfiguration of the way that we have to think about power, this past Wednesday’s class was about what this reconfiguration looks like, using a few theories of power as points of reference.  

Tim Jordan used his book Cyberpower in order to start to systematically think about the flow of power in cyberspace.  He reviewed three relatively mainstream theorists on power:  Weber, Barnes, and Foucault.

Weber

Weber’s theory of power centered around the idea that power is a possession.  It is something that one has, or doesn’t have.  Power, in Weber’s theorization, is something that one wields because one has it or that one doesn’t wield because one does not have power.  Power, for Weber, is not only the actual exercise of power, which one has, but also the ability to exercise power.  That is, an entity with power does not always have to exercise power for that power to be effective.  Merely having that power, and having others who know that one is in possession of power, is, in essence, an integral component of power itself.  Finally, for Weber, power and its exercise aren’t exactly spontaneous “happenings.”  For Weber, power exists in a kind of system, which is weblike (as in spider’s web, but like that “other” web, too), and which occurs in visible patterns of domination.

Barnes


Barnes, like Weber (1864-1920), is a sociologist considering the ebbs-and-flows of power.  For Barnes, as Jordan presents him, power is what makes us stop on red, and go on green.  Power also, for Barnes, is what makes us obey rules because we fear that we’ll get a ticket from a copper.  Barnes’ conceptualization of power does not depend on one person; it is much more about the collective, as in what all of us have in common.  And, for Barnes, that thing that we—or most of us, at least—have in common is knowledge.  (Knowledge, thus, is power, but this is, in the end, a very different knowledge as power than the knowledge as power served up by Foucault.)  This knowledge, to Barnes, is what makes us stop on red, and go on green, and obey traffic rules because we don’t particularly want to be involved in a car crash or get a ticket.  Power, in short, to Barnes, is the ability to act in a collective way based on knowledge of, in this case, the ramifications of not stopping on red and going on green.

Foucault


Finally, a couple of important components of Weber and Barnes’ power make their way into Foucault:  the pattern/web thing and the knowledge thing.  That said, for Foucault, power is a relation and not a possession as it is in Weber.  That is, power, for Foucault, is not necessarily a thing that some have and other’s don’t have.  Power is not something that occurs and then is over.  Power is something, in short, that is not exercised by the elite over superiors but it is something in which everyone participates.  This is important because it opens up the understanding of power so as not just to include the power that a president has over those governed but the power that a parent has over their child, a husband in a patriarchal society has over a wife.  Foucault’s power as relation makes it possible to not only understand the power as exercised by a president, parent, and husband, but to understand how courts can exercise power over a president, a society can exercise power over a parent, and a family can exercise power over a husband.  So, for Foucault, with his relational power, power has no beginning or end; it just goes on and on, like a web.   Power, for Foucault, is present in the home and the classroom, as well as in the relationship between a heterosexual couple whose relationship is structured, according to Foucault, by/within systems of oppression like patriarchy.

Beyond this, and not unlike Barnes, knowledge is crucial to exercises of power.  But this knowledge is not knowledge that is empowering as it is in Barnes.  But, really, perhaps “empowering” is the wrong word.  Perhaps I should say that knowledge for Foucault, unlike Barnes, is not something that is collectively held and that leads to collective good and collective benefit.  Knowledge is something, for Foucault, that enables some to be dominated and others to be dominators.  An example of this is, say, medicine.  (I offered this example in class.)  Through medical discourses, clinicians engaged in the formation of a medical specialty like gynecology were able to produce and reproduce knowledge about the female subject.  Specifically, clinicians did this in medical textbooks, where the “conditions” of women (like menstruation) could be used to pathologize women.  Through “objective” observation of women, and their reproductive processes, clinicians concluded that women were overly emotional because they lost “vital” fluids once a month and were in a “state” once a month because of this fluid loss.  In medical textbooks, using words and images, women were constructed to be emotional and men understood to be rational, women understood to be weak and men constructed to be strong, women considered not to be fit enough to engage in politics and business and men considered to be “naturally” able to engage in politics and business (or the “public” sphere, as opposed to the “private” sphere dominated by domestic chores, bearing and rearing children).  Men were constructed, through discourse, to be superior and women constructed to be inferior.  In short, knowledge and power for Foucault enabled the dominant masculinist culture to construct itself and the dominated in ways that advantage the dominant culture.  This power to construct bodies/people/identity/etc. is essential to Foucualt’s understanding of power.

Foucault, cultural studies, cyberspace studies


Foucault’s conceptualization of power is important to to cultural studies and critical cyberspace studies.  Why?  Foucault is very much a product of the critical change developing from folks like Raymond Williams and the Frankfurt School right through to the intellectual work of those Williams and Frankfurt School students who came of age in and around the year 1968.  (Remember, 1968 is symbolically important in Europe and throughout the Americas.  The year, 1968, represented a moment when questioning power structures of the day was much more commonplace at universities, e. g., and this questioning was something that rested beneath protests against racism, sexism, heterosexism, capitalism and imperialism.)  So, when, for example, Foucault wrote about the uses of gynecology as medical discipline/specialty, it had a familiar ring to people of color who felt that they were constructed as “savage” and inferior by a dominant culture that constructed itself as “civilized” and superior.  It also had a familiar ring to activist, intellectuals, and activist-scholars who understood sexual minorities to be constructed as “deviant” and heterosexuals to be constructed as “normal,” sexual minorities to be constructed as “dirty” and heterosexuals to be constructed as “clean” (as long as you stick to that missionary thing, position, that is), etc.


For someone like Foucault, not unlike Escobar (especially in his “Cyberia” article), modernist binaries do not quickly become undone.  They may appear to be unraveling, so as to let in rays of “freedom”, but freedom, in a way, is to many Foucauldians only domination in “drag.”  Basically, what appears to be freedom is but another means of oppression….

This is the underlying point of the (really difficult, and amorphous) Foucault article from the 22 Feb. readings.  In “Governmentality,” Foucault outlined what he considered to be the historical development of power.  Through the seventeenth century, power was pretty unsophisticated.  For example, you had kings who were sovereigns.  They did not rely on a strong state and that state’s bureaucracy.  They merely relied on their status as the king.  It was not so much about a technology of power; it was all about the aura of sovereignty. Power and politics changed with the Enlightenment.  The same Enlightenment tendencies that brought the rigidity and stasis of Linnaean classification into vogue also brought rigidity and stasis into the way that power was exercised.  It was all about a regularized discipline in places like school, factories, and in the military.  In prisons, as I have previously mentioned, there is a order that is all about power.  You awake when you are told.  You eat when you are told.  You shower when you are told.  You sleep when you are told.  Power is exercised at that point where it is reiterated—that is when it is repeated again and again.  And in prison, this is all done in the name of “rehabilitation”—a rehabilitation which makes you “better,” or “normal" and not "deviant."  This regulation--disciplinary regulation--occurs outside of the prison in everyday life, with a similar form of regulation in schools.  (Think about how your educational careers have been regulated.  Think about how many of you have been labeled as “deviant” and “abnormal” as a result of your falling outside of the box prescribed by those in positions of power, those who dominate, in Foucauldian terminology.)   The third form of power is more or less a 20th century thing.  It is power exercised in the name of freedom.  And this is a freedom which comes when we regulate ourselves, when we become “free.”  For example, this might come when we go to a mall, where we are free to move around.  But Foucauldians would point to the geography of malls.  You enter and the climate is controlled, though we are free.  You enter and the music is controlled, though we are “free.”   You enter, and at a certain point you get, as the line in the film “Mallrats” satirizes, a “mid-mall eating area.”  You enter and you are free to browse, though certain browsing is unwelcomed—browsing where there is no “shopping agenda.”  In a different venue—say a public sidewalk—we are “free” to leisurely walk down the street.  But this "freedom" is not as "free" as we think because of the presence of surveillance technologies transmitting data back to a control center where cameras are controlled by computers, where “irregular” movements trigger warning systems….You get the picture.  This is not to mention supposedly “free” places like online “places” where we are free to surf the web, but where “freedom” can be compromised by the state/government as Big Brother or IRL (in real life) supremacies (racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism) making their presence known in the virtual world.  As Foucault-inspired scholars have posited (e. g., Lisa Nakamura who centers race, instead of gender, in her research), you may think that you are “free” to construct yourself online, but “freedom” may not necessarily be all that it is supposed to be.


For critical cyberspace studies scholars, this was the technocritical angle needed to start to rebut the popular cyberculture studies David Silver wrote about in his essay.  For critical cyberspace studies scholars, this was just the ammunition that was needed to challenge the cyberspace studies practiced by Rheingold and Turkle.  This was especially the theoretical ammunition for folks skeptical of the way that cyberspace touched the body, and especially skeptical of the way that technofuturists like Donna Haraway (especially in her essay “Cyborg Manifesto”) understood the body to be shaped/constructed/embodied in cyberspace.  Specifically, as mentioned the first day of class, Haraway is a critic of modern patriarchy, which she understands as working in binary form.  That is, modern/modernist patriarchy—the rule of men—is perpetuated because men and a masculinist culture in general have controlled the means by which gender is constructed.  (This control of gender constructs works because men control discourse.  That is, men control the way that gender is constructed in, for example, film, literature, newspapers, everyday talk, “objective” university classrooms, etc.)  In a male dominated and masculinist culture, men have had the power to construct themselves as rationale, and women as irrational and emotional.  Men have had the power to construct themselves as strong, and women as weak.  This power to construct has “naturalized”—that is, made invisible and self-evident—the superiority of men and the inferiority of women.  Sound familiar?  I outlined this in a previous paragraph….Basically, for Haraway, cyberspace is a place where the rigidities and static essence of masculinist gender binaries can be deconstructed.  By deconstructed, Haraway and other postmodernists largely think that the rigidities, the stasis, the form of modernity/modernism can be undone by unmasking the binaries, by saying that the binaries are there, and saying that they have been naturalized.  Cyberspace, according to Haraway, is a powerful possibility for women because cybertechnologies provide an opportunity for, e. g. women to become men, or for women to become gendered in ways that defy the traditional binary form upon which modernist patriarchy depends.  In cyberspace, for folks like Haraway, modernist binaries making patriarchy possible become undone.  And, theoretically, patriarchy itself becomes undone because it does not have gender binaries as a crutch any more.

Looking ahead, looking back


So, that’s it in a nutshell.  Elliot, that’s what the class is about.  Simple enough?  Basically, what does power mean in cyberspace?  (We read the stuff on power last Wednesday in order to start to systematically understand debates about cyberpower, after starting to talk about this in the context of the 15 Feb. readings.)  What does cybersace do to the body?  (That was why we looked at Stelarc, the Visible Human Project, and Kac on Wednesday.)  What does cyberspace do to the raced, gendered, sexed, classed body in particular?  (This is what we’ll be doing from here until the last class.)  And, even more basic, is power the liberating place that Haraway says it is?  Or, is it just a place where the same old supremacies persist, as posited by Foucault and Foucauldians?  That’s it in simple terms.  But things aren’t always this clear.  As with most things, the answer to the last two questions is “yes,” and “no.”  Our job in the second paper, and throughout the rest of the course, will be to tease out the contours of this “yes” and “no.”  Deal?
