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Telecommunications

and Social Theory
by Fatricia T. Cloyeh

Since the |980's,
deregulation has led to intense
competition in the development of
telecommunications, Cable services,
satellite systems, interactive CD and
video games, YUK innovation and
camracorders all have moved the
apparatus of television beyond a
broadcast made|. Zapping, time
shifting, nultiple forms of storage
and raplay have become reference
points of a viskon to interface high
density television and tha Net,
tnaking uee of what is described as
push-pull programming. Push
programining means a transfer of
television watching to the curmnputer
as the activity of browsing the Net is
drawn back into the machine
moving it further from the usar's
cohRCinigness. [t means cascadas of
information, across various sites—-
phone, PC, wrist watch, miniature
TV monitors, Without wailing for
the user, he or she will be informed

aboyt traffic and how to get around
it, the stock market's ups and
downz, shopping opportunities,
updates on personalized information

! needs, world wide reparting of

dizastere and local news, There still
will be pull pragramming which the
user chooses, the aption to turn to
ald mavies, reruns of TY sitcoims,

. videc pares and sources of various

. abstract knowledges. Fart of this

witien i the availability of banks of
infermmation about each of us--not
only demegraphics of all sorts but
alse the meore ganeral treatment of
individuals as ontalagicalty specific
datahasas of genetic information
that can be exchanged among
agents thar may just as sasily be
COMpuUtar proagrams as people.
“Such avisien is part of the
aceumulation of capital in the speedd
of Information-transfer, connected
to globalized flexible production in
postmodemity, when television
images directly intemingle with the
tumaver times of world-wide
economies of data, labor,
pepulations and nncney. Bur the

vision of telecommunications is not
wnly driven by capital. [n fac,

" talecommunications makes more
" apparent that a will to recerd and

transmit everything everywhere to
avaryona all of tha time hasz been
driving the technological
development of mass media from
the st L & L will to -
powerfknowledge. Qur criticism of
telecommunications, therefore,
must be tampered by an awareness
of our complicity with ite will to
peweriknowledge. For this reason,
telecommunications preseints social
theorists wilth mela-discursive
questions about the assumptions
inferming the sociological project
tout court. In 50 briet a statemaent, |
can only touch on bwe such
questions. The first concerns the
discourse on democracy.

In modern western
thought, the discaurse an
dermocracy has leaned on the
assumption that private needs of
family mambarz are cocialized
through the public sphere which is
distinct from state and civil society
and therefore can be both sensitive
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to these needs and shape them into
a consensus with which te stand
against what is judged to be
illegitimate deployments of force by
the state. Given the develapment of
mass mediated cultures and mass
cansumption, the disconmse nn
democracy has been thesretically
reshaped, giving the educative
function over to <ivil acciety in
keeping with a 'cansumerist-
humanism'--part of a history of
thearatical discourse, with Hegel ar
ite ctart, and firer aimead at socializing
the working class for participation in
the state. While Gramsci thearized
that the educative functien of civil
society would lead to extended
democratic processes, Foucault
Imagined the stare's power reaching
aach of uz through disciplining
imstitutions of civil sociaty--the
farnity, laber union, the schoel. But,
both of these claborations of Hegel's
thought now seem politically
inefectual, when information rather
chan labor 18 central to productlon
and rhe socializatinn of laher is ne
Isnger urgent or when
telecommunications makas it
posaible for thers to ba many points
for the application of power/
knowledge with something other
than soclallzarion as the aim.

Of course. western feminist
theorists, who have questioned the
place of women in all of this, already
have made the configuration of
famity, private and public spheres,
state and civil sociaty tremble, But
where political presents are being
{relstructured in the wake of
colonialism, this configuration
assumed in tha discourse an
demeocracy has bean more saveraly
challenged. In these contexts, it may
nat be enough to think that the
configuration assumed in the
discourse of democracy has bean
frustrated and needs only to be

encouraged. Instead other ways of
thinking about freedom, rights, selt-
determination ard resistance may
be altogether necessary. The point
is that just when
relecommunications may make
questians about democracy
pressing, the configuration assumed
in the discourse on democracy
scoms bath teo rHigld and teo fragils
a standard for assessing palitical
institutions locally and globalty. Even
recent rreatments of multiple public
cpheres, or 'subaltern publics.' to
use Nancy Fraser's tarm, seem to
e not to cut away enaugh from
the configuration that has informad
discourse on democracy.
Furthermore, given that it is
based on recent demands lor
recognition made by those of the
new social move ments, the thought
of subaltern publics hurries to
address the unequal distrbution of
rescurces for seH-representation,
without taking inta account the shift
to the necwork of tele-
communications. ¥hile access to
telecommunications is politically
urgent, telecommunications i not
primarily about representation. It is
not a subject systermn.
Telecommunications no longer
allows technology ta be perceived
only a5 a perfecting of the hurman
being while maintaining the
intentional knewing subject at its
center ak its agency; the subject is
anhly one node in the netwaork, and
nat necessarily the central node.
YWhalever iy ideologioal funcrion,
telecommunications is no longer

i thought to be functioning

ideclogicaily by interpellating the
subject to idealized versions of a
culture or personal identity. What's
more impertant is that users can
and do perceive the msembly of
images, meanings, voices, sights and

; events as belonging to the
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technology, itself. | would even
argue that technology should no
lengar be thought of as spprsed to
nature but must be thought of as
nature deferred and therefore
having agencies other than human
agercy. We might even come to
realize that the deconstruction of

i the Subject i thought meant o

touch the ontic--to give the sama
ontalogical status to techne as has
been given to Being in western
merdern philosaphy, Cultural
criticism of technalogy must rathink
itself in theze terms.

Let me turn to a second
question, which fallswe onthe
recant development of cultural
criticisms of science—from science
studies to feminist criticizm of
techroscience b the critigue of
ethnography and the flowering of
experimental writing in the social
sciences. In so brief a statament, |
<an enly share my intuition that the

drive to cultural criticisms of science

registers changes in technolegy,

. especially the becoming seamless of

sciance and technology {including
writing technologies), culture and
tachnelogy, society and technology,
all of which makes it difficult 1o go
on grounding social science in the
self-reflection of a researcher,
regarding the impersonality of his or
her descriptions in the display of his
or her measurabkle distance from the
sLibjact matter.

With telecommunications,
the effects of the reflexivity, or the
emnbeddedness of the knevweer it the
represantation of the known, are
produced with such speed that to
retrace tham may be impossible or
uninterasting. Everything already s A
reflexive repetition or iteration;
both the knower and the known are
images in the retwark of
information. | think experimental
writing of social science presumes
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reflexivity and che effort is to find a
way to play with the direction and
speeds of reflexivity, cutting into
loops of images, adjusting the speed
and direction of information off and
o bedies and [ves. This, of course,
B to leave off chaessing over the
difference betwean copy and the
really real and to develop a whole
other way of critically graunding
zcience in the ab-“il.'r"hb intervane in
the material-semictic apparatuses of
information. ¥We might even
recognize the poststructural
provocation of 2 “cnss of
representation” as thaught to touch
the antic, to give the same
mntnlogical status to the image as is
given the real in modern western
philesophy.

The chn]ll:ng: wrhich
tefecomimunications poses for social
theory is to rethink ontology and to
experiment in forrmulations of
infarmation, which turss out to he
for demacracy in the refusal of, or
the interference with, its already
given idealized configuration,

YYYYYYYYYYYYYY
Social | heory and the
New Conditions ot

(Im)possibility
Iy Herrran Gray

From tha beginning, the
theoretical practice through which
tha dizcipline of seciolegy articulated
its project faced a condition of
impossibility. |t seught to represent,
eaplain, and ierveme in the very
condition--modernity--that
produced it in the first place. Social
theory was very much a product of
the social forces and {changing)
cuttural undarstandings of its time.

As the new theoretical
prt s tice inoved imta the new

century its insights about and
rapresantations of the modern
world found a measure of
institutienal stability, professional
legitimacy, and cultural authority.
As Robert Cannell shows, its
cultural nuthnrit}r wras 5o fortmidable
that despite challenges, social
theory's account of the mademn
world helped to underwrite and
legitirmate sotme of maderning's key
projects including conguest,
practices of regulation and social
contral which were intended to
render some of modernism’s most
unruly aspects manageable.

The power of the
sariolagy's sarly thesretical
interventions stemmed from its
attempt to grapple with che very
wonditions of Imposaibilicy that
created the necessity for it In the
first place. As the new science of
society found a measure of
institutinnal stability and profossional
legitimacy, it's social thaory
managed to sustain a distinct and
separate relationship to the new
media and developing technologies
of communication. Social theory
effectively stakied s project of
Feprasentation and darived itz
authority in a manner sufficiently
different from the press, literature,
and mass comimunicatian susl that
the respective terrrains of discourse
with which it contended ware
neither threatening nor confused
with it

Today, social theory still
faces a condition of impossibility
with reapect to the socal termin it
ocoupies and the social worid it
seeks to represent. Its terrain,
claims to representation, and
anthority are serioushy challanged,
encroached upon, and in some
cases enabled by the new
technelogies, media, and process of
globalization. Packaged, marketed
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and circulated as it very often is
through the venues and circuits of
global publishing, conferences, talk
chows, and the Inrarnar—rthe
authority of sacial theary and the
special claims to description and
explanation that it once enjoycd has
eroded. |n the era of new media
and technology social theory faces
the prospect of trying 1o represent
a rapidly changing and reconfigurad
social world that seems to have left
it behind. As an expression of its
cgntnmpﬂm‘y’ condition of
impossibility and with so0 much
punditry, free access to opinion on
almost anything, and pervasive talk
{abeut almost anything) in the
media, could it be that social theary
is increasingly muffled and therefore
inawdible in it attempts to make
distinctive claims on the social
wioHd?

Fart of the problem may
wall be, ag Charlos Lamert and
many others have noted, that
meodern social theory remains
committed (perhaps even trapped}
by categaries which are no longer
productive for the present.
Categories like nation, subjects,
g=og r'aph'lca"y bared pcpu|aticn:
and citizens a5 weill as social
theory's ariginal alliance with
mede ity continue te inferm its
accounts and representations.
Theories of performativity have
replaced sooalizatien, interpellation
has replaced internalization, subject
positions have replaced agents, and
discourse has pushed social
skructure o the margins of
contemporary theory, Post-
structuralists, post-maodernists, and
cultural studies' scholars have
variaushky proposed replacing
medernist formulations with
conceptions that are spatial rather
Chasry temparad, Lervidorial ralher than
geographic, fluid rather than stable.
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In thiz period of media
saturaticn and new technelogical
capabilities it seems that the project
of social theory is in a crisis of
representation. Representations
ance generated by social their are
now taken over by global media and
technaologias which have
transformed its products (including
sacial theory) inte cultural
cormmodities.

How then is social theory
to represent a social world which it
alnt seeks Lo Enp|‘ain, Lo cornslitute
and to transform? It seems to me
that the crisis of representation and
the loss of authority that contranes
sacial theory iz not just about the
world which it aims to represent.
The crisis ta which | paint ake goes
Lo ils ven y anude of representaion
as well. |tis exacerbated by
encroachments and incursions into
the donmain of social theory by
tredes and means of representation
that were ance objects of
theoretical attention and
interrogaticn,

Where industrialization,
urbanization, migration, nation
srates, alienaticn and so on were
rance wicial damaine and processes
in nead of thearatical representation
and explanaticn, new technologies
of representation have changed all
that, C(iven the sheer
omnipotence, increasing global
saturation, and ease of access (the
insqualitizs which they continue te
structure notwithstanding) thess
media have steadily increased their
shaims and asserted their autharicy
1o represent the social world, (One
illustration of chis force and
authority is the advertising phrase
“Ag seen on TV ) Where the new
media was once the object of
theoreatical interrogation, social
theary is very often the object of
the new media. |ust as often, the

new technologies are the modes
threugh which any number of social
thearies circulates (e.g. Lourt TV is
perhaps the most explicit example
of this). Talk radio, reality
television, the Internet and other
media are the new venues wherne a
certain kind of theoratical practice s

- gemerated. Where theory could

ance derfve same measure of
autherity from claims to

" generalizability, in the face of the

apinion polls, anecdote, the
confession, the testimanial, wnd the
journalistic axpose. avan such claims
on behalf of social theory faces
some stiff challenges and sericus
dizhaliaf. (Same of thic erocion of
authority derives from critical
challenges within the field by critical
theorist, femninists, and scholars of
color that demonstrate that many of
claims made in the nama of an
impartial and disinterested social
thaeoty ara in tha and pelitizally and
socially interested constructions
which sustain and produced forms
of powver and social reguktion.)

Feminist theory, ethnic
studies, and cultural studies have
successiully persuaded many of us
of tha varacity of taking sericushy
the shadews of our past and the
traces in the present as a way inte
the “real”. In paricelar, Avery
Gordon has offered the mataphor
of "haunting” as a productive way
out of the crisis of representation
which social theory faces. Gorden
examines the social spaces
{literature, memory, absences)
where sucial thewry has feared oo
tread as a way of engaging theory's
crisis of representation and s
Brasion power,

The cHsis of rapresantation
is not the only problem which the
new media and technelogies pose
for souial Uweory, The emergence
and pervasiveness of the new media
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also construct and organize social
space differently. The ideafl) of a
stable, aceessible public sphere no
longer eeame aithar viable or salient.
There are many publics and spaces
which are unevenly distributed,
hierar livally ordered aml
structured by different logics. The
rationality and technology which
some hope{d} would lead to clearer
communication and more equitable
participation has instead lead to
acceleration of new public spaces
Lhat are w oy essible ooy w0 hose
with resources, capital, and the
knewledge required to function in
themn effectively. Lespite (and in
soma casas with the aid of} new
technalogies and communication
media those lefe out resort to
precrices of disruption,
transgression. and. yes, even noise
to get a hearing.

White politically
undasirabla, it may ba anabetically
recessary to acknowledge the
power of and the complicity with
the represeniing machine throvgh
which social theory is produced amnd
circulates. Such a position is nejther
a return to the base/superstructure
model of ideslogy nar a capitulation
to the hegermonizing power of the
nevs global media/technology

o omnplex Wis rather g crincal

challenge to social theory to
interrogate more vigorously the
terms and conditions of this global
complax’s oparation, te 2earch for
the vulnerabilities and soft spots of
its structure and to recognize its
inabilicy to represent the 1otality of
the social world.

If social theary is to make a
critical diterence, then it must make
saneo firet and foremest of itz own
practice, it must understand just
when, where and how its cwn
interests, objects, and moves are
complicit with the constructions and
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conditions it seeks 1o explain. It
must artend to the processes and
relationshipe by which its own
strategies of representation and
practices contribute o the relations
of power which it seeks to describe
and disrupt. At the same time social
theory must alsa reaffirm its
commitment to a critical project
which recognizes that by itself social
theory is not a potent enough social
ar cultural force to produce such
intarvantions and translormations.
Hence, it must align itself with
historical forces and social interests
that in thee endd are Dransformalive,

If sncial theory is going ko
reckon with its conditions of
impossibility and reconstitute issel
ae a productive site of knowledgs,
the force of cultural incursions {e.g.
talk shows, biography, journalism,
andd prapular culiure) inges §ealms
formally cccupied by professional
and academic social theory must be
taken sericusly. Utherwise in the
faca of the global movements of the
new media and technelogies and the
public spaces which they constitute
{and transform), sacial theory will
simphy become one more arcane
and marginalized sub-specialty in the
isalated Mory tower,

The vary practica of social
theory as a site and form of
krowledge is always already a
critical project; cne whose petential
for self reflexivity, political
commitment, and a transformative
practice is still its defining character.
If this iz indeed the case, than the
flip side of its attempted
incorperation by the new media is
its potential fer inten-uption and
disruption, for revealing the
shadows and gaps, for representing
and interrogating the workd in which
it finels itself.

TYYYYYYYYYVYYYY

Cyberspace as Sub-Social
Ly Wiiliarrr Bogard

Secial theory today is
withessing the elusion of its object.
*Cociety," ar usual, has mutated and
keft it behind, stuttering. From a
technelagical point of view, one
reason fon Lheury's abardomment
has to do with the development,
over the last fifty years, of
cybernetic and computer-based
communicatisn cystems, anathor
with closaly related developrments in
the biclogical and medical sciences.
Increasingly, our everyday lives e
spent inhabiting "cyberspatig/™=-and
cyber-temporal--worlds, digital
ermvironmants regulated by compiex
staarihg and feedback mechanicms.
Cyberspace ks not just a nare for
the intemet, nor is it some pop
cultural fad. |t rsfers, racther, toa

~ wheale bio-informational matrix, a

| cybermetic order that increasingly

aligns and integrates bodies and
machines, organic and inarganic
forms. From its origing, this was an
order in which the very idea of
sockety was ak stake. The first use
of the tarm cvbernetics, by Norbart
Wiener shortly after World War IL
was already in reference to "human
enginesring," to the discovery of
cormmon principles of control and
communication in human beings and
ma=hines (cf. Pfohl |%76; Bogard
1996). In zociolopy, Talcott
Parsans, and later Walter Buckley,
recognized that Western societies
Weke 'Ihcr\ﬁas'lngly nrgan'lzﬂr:l an
cybemetic principles. For them, the
idea--or the possibility--of a
crbemetic "society” was rever in
guestion, They took for granted
that cybernetic societies were
sacketies, and that one could still
construct a "social' theory of them.
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My cwn view, however, is that it's
net at all clear that cybernetic
spaces are in fact social spaces, or
that bivinformational systems are
secial systems. |f thay are, it's ina
special sense that bas nnt haan
captured theoretically up to now. |
want to propose a new category for
thearizing the social dimenaions of
cyberspace--the idea of the sub-
social” or of "fractal society,” a space
that & less than social but more than
ton-sacial, in all different possibles
imeanings of that concept.

In geometry, fractals accupy
a dimensicn greater than nand less
than n+l, where n equals zero or
some whole number. The
Mande|bret set, probably the best
known axample, "infalds” batwean
two and three dimensicnal space--
while the planas of the set divide
incernalty and infinitely, they mever
fill avolume. Fractak are not
mathematical "fractions.” The sum
of the parts never constitutes a
whaoie, a unity, or an identity.
Fractals belang to the broader class
of what | would call "sub-
phenoimena”=-the Cass of the
“almost,” the “imperfect," "partial” or
"mixed." Or, Irom another point of
view, they are "sulstitute”
phanomana (of. Virlin}, stand-ine or
replacements for something else.
Sub-phenomena include things like
simulations (the atmos real), ¥irtual
identities (stand-in personas or
rabes), of “cybargs" (part human,
part machine, organ-intotech
rnixturas). In this sense, the fractal
planes of the Mandelbrét set
generate substitute or simulated
wolurmes {everyome & faniliar with
the "tunneling" or depth effect of
successively generated Mandelbrét
images). Cyberspace, essentially, &
afractal or sub-space. This means,
for ene thing, that the ideaofa
"global' communications network is
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misleading, if it implies a holistic or
unitaristic reading of the system.
Thne “global" e, i anything, is more
like @ branching rhyzome,
continuous intarnal division that
lacks the unity of a center or a well-
definad bordar. Moris cybarspace
exactly a*hyper-space,” if that
tnezans "more than space," ora
hyper-nealicy, if thal means, ay
Baudrillard often implies. "more than
real"; cyberspace, as we axperience
it everyday, for example, on our
computar screens, iz cartainly fass
than a "space.” not more, The best
virtual reality Images today are still
powr sinnulations or substitulions of
reality. Things like "hypertexts”
should perhaps more appropriavety
be called "subtexts,” since they anty
simulate refarantial systams
{hypertext lacks the unity and
identitary logic of a system of
reference).

What, however, can it mean to
talk about a fractal society, ar a sub-
social form of cyberspace? It would
be equivalent to saying that relations
in cyberspace-for instance,
relations of communication or
pieel” Cr maanlng L= cla.ss——a.r‘e
"almost” sacial, or anly "partially”
social, or a simulation of ar
substitute for the social. But what,
in b, Am these daae meant?
Baudrillard (198 1: 169} has
argued, to take one example, that
the mass mediaare not really
‘communication” systermns at all,
since they do net allow “resporse.”
Symbelic communication, in his
visw, invalves a recipreeal space of
speech and response, a personal and
social exchange. But the media
functions te exclude respanse--they
"speak." and speak incessantly {ie.,
information saturation), but they
"always prevent response, making all
provesses of sacial axchange
impossible, except in the various

forms of response simulaiion,
thermselves integrated in the

Erars mission process, thus leaving
the unilateral [and abstract] nature
of the cammunication intact” (p.

| 70}, In other words, the media
deors not communicate, but iz a2
replacement for communication, a
substitute for symbolic speech. Itis
a Tractal form of corramunicaticon,
which means: a continuoeus eruption
of information that never attains the
synthetic unity and reciprocity of a
social form. For tha mass media,
the social is abvays something
"gutside" it, to which it can only
sinulabe 8 vonnection, like a fetish
standing in for desire.

Donna Haraway's popular
image of the cyborg (cf. 1995,
1991}, which she applies te
ecclogical processes in geperal, also
captures something of the fractal
social gualities of cyberspace. The
cyborg is not an "agent” ar an
“identity," but a2 constantly mutating
netwark of bia-machinic
connections. Cyborgs, in the classic
sehse, are sets of interconnectad
hedes or interfaces, but they do net
form "groups® ur societiss in the
normal sense. Cyborg nodes are
not "'members’ of a collective, Like
holograms, each node offers a
perspective on the wheale, but ne
one perspective contains the whole.
Nodes are "individuals"--a cyborg is
a multiplicity of Individuals—-but
there is nothing in or abouwt a cyborg
that might constitute "the" individual,
as an identity or synthetic unity.
There are na Tin-groups" oF "out-
groups” in a eyborg order; nor is
there such a thing a3 “social
distance.” Or rather, the cybarg
must simulate all these chings, have
them codad into its system. A
cyborg is only social to the extent
that it can mimic the social
processes of inclusion and exclusion,
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These processes, uitimately, are
symbelic, not informational.

All this will seund like science
fiction to arvone who insists we can
and must analyze the evolving
cybernetic order in conventionz)
socialagical terme. | think, theugh,
that social theory meeds more
science fictional images--even if
a<tual technical developments in
bio-communications will never
follow exactly the imaginary paths
laid out by science fiction, those
images nanetheoloce seruciura the
form of those developmenis and
propel selected lines of research.
Secial theory alsc necds a now
vocabulary sophisticated in the
language of chacs/complexity
studies and poststructuralist
philssaphy. The language of
fractals, singularities, strange
attractors, etc., is standard in the
techiical discourse of cybespace,
but it has yet to find a central place
in social theory {this is changing--
atthough slowhy--ameng others, T R
Young (1992, 1991) has advocated
the use of chass concepts to
describe the emerging socio-
cybernetic scene for years), The
rest Fascinating thing about
cyberspace is how it resists all the
main categories of social theory, all
itz big concepts-soarmmLmleation,
action, power, class, even humanity,
If it deesn't catch up to
developments sean—net by
abandoning these concepts, but by
redefining them in view of
fundamentally changed conditions--
sotial theer':,r, ih the nat zo distant
future, will find itself chsclete.
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Mass Media and the

Boundaries of Public and

Private Life
by Brice A. Williams and Andrea
Fress

Current changes in the
configuration of the mass media
particularty in western, industriafized
societies (but of course aHecting
hah-western sociaties as wall) are
central to many of the issues
discussed in recent social theary, In
particular, the mass redia are
central to redrawing the boundaries
between private and public life, and
to the cantinuing debate within
sewtial and political theary ovar the
configuration and operation of civil
society in all its manifestations.
Examining changes vurrently caking
place at breakneck speed in the
mass media are central for feminist

theory as well, which has long been
interested in boundaries between
pubdic and privace life.

In this limited statement, we
will try to interrogate only a small
part of this topic. ¥e are currently
irvelred ina study of the way
children, adelescents and their
families negotiate the new media
et cimnenl,. Fart of (his siody
invalves analysis of the "new news,"
farms of media which chalienge the
strict boundaries between news and
entartainmaent media (e.g., Internot,
MTY and it variouws news shaws,
“narrow-casted" cable television
shaws, daytime calk shows, hews
"magazine" television shaws,
alternative farms of print journalfism
including tabloids and explicithy
labalad "entartzinmant” journals,
rap--which rapper Chuck [ calls
the "CNN of black America"--and
wther popular imusical forms, and
some Hallvweood films dealing with
race, gender or pelitics). Our study
has highlighted far us the ways in

which new forms of media 2re

| turning traditional distinctions of

public and private "on their head."
l=sues formerty confined ta
dizcussion in the private realm--
gender-related resentments, for
example--find expression in this
fevwly creatad public raalm of
discussion. These developments
are particularly important for
expanding the possibilities for
publicizing and politicizing pender-
related issues. Debates in the new
Rews media over the Anita
HillfClarence Themas hearinge, the
Q| trial, the Paula jones case, ar
over Ellen’s “coming out” en
televizsion, are incidents drarnatizing
the possibilities for the new news to
publicize, and politicize, discussions
of issues not farmerly fadder for
dabate cutside tha living room.
Internet chat rooms, cable TV
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shows, and other new media forms
have played a prominent role in
these dehates.

Talk shows, chat rooms, and
ather forms of the exploding "new
news give vaice to those
praviously unheard in tha major
mass media. They allow the voices
of those essentially disempewered--
wwormen, iembers of ethmc ard
racial minority groups, youth, the
poor, the homeless, criminak--to
speak to a faidy bread audience.
Tha tapics these voices choose to
discuss often pose major challenges
ta cur consensual definitions of
whal are "appropriale® topics for
public speech. What was formerly
relegated to the private realm of
disclesion, or dismissad as trivial or
not waorthy of public convarsation, &
commonly debated in public now
within the structures provided by
these new news media. Everyday
[ifa in American urban ghettces, for
example, er class struggles within
Alrican-American cammunities, not
widaly covared by traditional news
media organs, are now highlighted
for public debate by new media
woverage of topics such as Tupac
Shukar’s death, the O trial, Spike
Lee films, or the films of the "voung
black directors' such as John
Singlaton, Lezhe Harrs, or Julic
Dash.

Traditional netions of media
hegemaony are seriously challenged
by this development. The
traditional monopoly that political
and economic elites have exarciked
in the dominart Amerzan news
media is questicned, either directty

-+ or indirectly, by this new plurality of

voices. Inthe new news media, this
diversity of vaices are testing now

. ground and learning new modes of

expression for perspectives often
critical of the hegernany. Our
analytic dependence on this nation
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for thecrizing the impact of the
rmedia on politics and political debate
tmust be rathaught in consequence.
Mew news coverage of the Anita
Hill'Clarence Thomas hearings or
saxual harassment in the military is a
perfect example of the impart of
the new media en the forms of

s o se characterizing debats in
American political rhetoric
occupying the space betwean public
and private rhetaric. ¥YWhile in the
former cave the decision went
against Hill, and network coverage
of the debate was cleary biased in
favor of glives, debats in thess kess
official realms was extrernely
pelarized, continualty energized
(indeed, parhaps made possible) by
tew riedia farm which exacerbared
and prolonged it. In the latter case,
the actions of military elites against
Kelly ['ynn precipitated a public
discussion about sexual harassment
in the military which led to criticism
and legal actions against military
leadars at the highest levals. In bath
cases, a debate which once might
have been highly structured by
h:gl:rnnn'lc media forms overflowed
their beundaries, exploding inte
rhetaric often crtical, even
subversive, of values hegemonically
aupparted,

On the cther hand, these
discussions are constrained in
particular ways by the commercial
formats most often undertying these
media forms. The search for
audience and concomitant profics
nftan leards to a highlighting of the
sensatichal aspects of these topics in
these madia (witness public
fascimation with the possibilicy that
Paula [anes may force a genital
examination of the President of the
United States). In addition, the
nnderbying individualized, privatized
frames characterizing the way issues
are couched according to the

steadfast conventions of American
jourrralizim uften {although
interestingly, not always) penetrates
the new news media as well. This
individualization of essentially
poiitical issues rmost aften preciudes
serious discussion of the pelitizal in
most manifestations even of the
new media. Disvcussions on sericus
tepics of the utmost pelitical
importance are often
"domesticated” by this privatized
rhetoric <till hegemahic it wirt uall'-;
all accepted media, both new and
old. This is the paradox of the
challenge the new media pose.
Whila chey sericusly challenpe
existing boundaries between the
rhetoric of public and private, this
challenge itself i domasticated by a
deeper kvel of media hegemony
which remains larpely unchallenged
ard unextirpated. ¥Yhat results is o
discourse still larpely politically
impotent, a language in which
politics and political activiry are
rrade o searn irrelavane e lifie's
rnost pressing problems and
CONCeMms.

In addition, and perhaps
ironically, while the heyday of
network television may also have
been the heyday of media
hegemaony as we traditisnally
interpreted it, media's formarly
mere centralized broadcast
tEChI'IDIDE}" gﬂ\fﬂ rise toa more
unified public sphere perhaps more
amenable to public, political debate,
were this potentiality ever
actualized. The plethora of voices
and the fragmentation of the
audience characterizing cur current
meort decentralized media era may
malce such debate even more
unlikely. Folitical thinking and
Activity may SoCur I more and
mare fragmented farms, precluding
the possibility of any reasanably far-
ranging political conversation,

Winter L9UB

Essentially, even in many of the new
rewwa medie, the political as a
category of American life remains
unexarmined, uncriticized, and
unchanged; it 1% stlll conceprualized
in thesa madia largely in traditional
tertna, and therefore often
dismissed as irrelevant to kEsues of
private congern, even as the latter
category & expladed and
significantly expanded. Yvhat is
needed if a new politics is to result
frovm these cultural develepments is
a more nuanced definitisn of the
political, one which takes heed of
the mncrgy and critique infusing
these overly privatized discussions,
This hapefully will follow on the
heels of our current refiguring of the
dimensions nf the private realm,
which itself has resulted from the
challenges and interrogations of
dm|apmtnt: in the ew media,
The almost postmodernist explosion
of voices in the mass media is
currently defused by this lack of
political facus. Only if it can regain
such a focus can these new
davelopments within mass media be
seen to foster an r_-)r.pmsinn of the
real of critical and political debat= in
contemporary societies,

Iranically, this increasing
fragrnentatisn of Armerican madia
outlets may be coupled with the
increasing cencentration of
ownerzhip and the sxpanding
poweer of American media in a global
context. Mot anty TNMN, but rap
and heavy metal music and other
mew media forme have become
increasingly common world-wide,
consumed at times in the maost
amemaleus contexts. Yhile of
course the impact of these imports
is difficult to assess, it may be that
while the American pubtic sphere
becarnes increasingly fragmented *
with its absorption of such varied
tnedia products, exposure to
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American media world-wide at lkeast
makes imaginable the idea of global
political debates farmery
inconceivable.

The contradictions and
challenges inherent in these
developments pose particutar
challenges for contemporary social
theory. Heow can we theorize a
situation in which new media
tachn=logies creata the poesibility of
amore open and diverse public
sphere while at the same time
cemeting the dorminance of
American media corporations, and
their version af American culture,
worldwide? {onsistent with much
of postmadern thaery, new media
technelogies seem to facilitate the
iocal exercise of voice and power
{while opening to yuestion what we
maan by “local” given the new sense
of place which oecurs in the wake of
these technelogies), At the same
time, the increasing concentration
of ownership of media technologies,
and the growing corporate control
of the Internet {i.e. the incr easing
concern by governments and
corporations that the [nternet be
made “safe for businass™), raise the
prasihility of the emerganca of naw
and unified farms of economic!
sacialfpolitical hegemony on a
wordvide basis, The impact of
these developments pose central

questions for social theorists seeking

ra understand the possibilibies for
dermacratic politice in the next
Century.

N

I
.
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Raced Ways of “Seeing”
and the "Complicity” of

Essentializing Difference
by Darnalf M. Hine

Postmodern theary, it seems,
has been both a boon and a bust for
media studies. While useful for
corceptualiring the unigue gqualitie:
of the television rmedium or the
hypermediation of media texts, it
often clouds our understanding in at
lzast one irnportant respect the
rale that race plays in audience
meaning-rmaking pracesses.

2n the one hand, prostrosder)
theory correctly prompts us to take
heed of the fractured and multiple
nature of subjectivity, ¥We are all
indeed sacially pesitionad according
to numerous structures. The
structurs of race, for example, co-
exists with those of Class, gender,
and sexuality -- not ta mentien
generation, nation, regioh, or
religion. The resulting "subject,”
then, neceszarily bacames tha fluid
intersection of often contradictory
positions. That is, it is never a
"sutured” totality, This wenieal
insight, of course, has been cogentty
articulated in the work of scholars
as diverse as Stuart Hall, bell hools,
Harman Gray, Ernesto Laclau, and
Chantal Mouffe.

O the other hand, to end our
aralysis here implies that
subjectivities exist out there in social
space like ideas in some mythical
free market, They da not. 1he
sarme structyras that ghva birth te
aur multiple subjectivities alse work
to pagtern thern from moment o
rnoment ints hierarchies of salience.
In the United 5States, race is a
structure that plays a central role in
this patterning process. YWhen we
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ignora the reculting patterns wa
embrace what amounts to a form of
radical individualism, one that misses
the sociol forcat for the individual
trees.

Which brings me to the
concert: that prompred this essay.
Ta paraphrase Mancy Hartanek and
ather standpoint theorists, | am
particularly suspicious of thearies
that anneunce the end of the socially
identifiable subject just when those
who have been silenced gain a
volce. An article from the May | 997
edition of Commounicarion Theary,
for example, fans my suspicions. In
the article, Mark McPhail takes the
central ingight frem postrodern

- theory | acknowledged abowve and

applies it in what | consider o be
regresiiag ways (alas my taste for
madernist projects persists). The
thesis of the article is simple:
Oppasing racism from the
standpoint of race {e.g., the Black
Power movement and
CONteMPOrary moverments
organized arcund racial
conecinusness) necessarily raifiss
the construct. In other wards,
thosz who oppose racism as
n‘iembers—of-m-uth:r-lac-ed—gmup
necessarily share comglicity in the
process by which race is
essentialized. YWhile true to a
certain extent - race, after all, has
proven to be a particularly
intractable phenomenon in LS,
society -- McPhail's thesis ultimarely
serves as the classic "reversal" ro
borrow Teun van Dijk's term. That
is. by accusing the direct victims of
raciem far parpetuating it with thaire
efforts to oppose it, the article
ultimately works to divert attention
away from the acrions wid inactons
of those who benefit directly and
indirectly from racism.

Much of my own work on
meaning-making procecse: canters
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on the rols that seandpaint plays in
audience afforts to resist {affirm)
hegemonic messages, to oppose
{reinforce) structured Inequalities
[ike racim. A core concept of this
work -- "raced ways of seeing” --
rests on my understanding of race as
reprasoatation. T hat i, following
the writings of theorists such as
Jeffrey Prager, Robert Farr and
Serge Moscovici, and Michael Omi
and Howard Winant, | argue that
race exerts its force in the Lnited
Stares as a powerful, cormiman-
sanso, and self-repraducing
framewark for explaining {and
justifying) inequality in society.
Sociatly constructed and fluid, this
framewark consists of tenets that
continually adjust to the manewvers
of competing soclal groups. lndeed,
individual actors helplessly raly upon
this framewaerk, despite its
shartcamings {l.e., the Postmodern
insighte discuszed above), to male
sense of their own experiences,
their relationship to various social
groups (i.e., their identity). Actors
also depend upon this framework
for sizing up others, for interpreting
their actions, and formulating
rasponseE to therm. In this sonse,
actars and the others they endeavor
to understand are "raced,” and
"roed weays of sewing” becomes
"ritual."

My current work on audience
reactions to the O], Simpson media
evant, for exarpile, illustrates many
of these points about "raced ways of
seeing.' Indeed, | identify four
major pulivical projects {rejacevared
by the case that all. in their efforts to
either reinforce the status que or
translorm it, appeal to the
standpoints of raced subjects in
patterned ways, Critics might argue
that my decision to charactesize
these standpoinis as "raced ways of
seeing” == my decision to construct

dizcourses that axplain the patterns |
in terms of race as opposed to same

other phenomenon or phenomena
-- itveshves the same ype of
"camplicity” that McPhail discusses.
My response to this is as simple as
McPhail’s thesis: Yyhile it is true that
our experiences of the material
world are always mediated by
discourse, and while discourse thus
carries a significant amount of causal
force, everything is not discourse.
As long as social structures persist
that apportion resources, power,
and privilege alang racead lines, race
will persist as a meaningful
representation, people will likely
cmbrace 'stmtes'n: gasentialism” es o
viable option, and "raced ways of
seeing” will necessarily result. To
the degree that our soclal theories
ohacure rhece resliries, modia
studies will suffer.

YTYYYTYYYVYYYYY
A Critical Theory of

Computerization
by joseph Sulfivan

This is the era of 'the computer
panic.' The second half of the 20th
Century is at times viewed a8 a
period of social transition. 1he
spraad of information tachnology is
imagined as usharing in a
postindustrial, globalizing age of
information, The urwertatoty of the
meaning of this epic has produced a
‘crisis' in theoretical understanding. |
will suggest that there are impartant
patterns in the weays that individuals
experience the computerization of
society in their ardinary lives.
Computerication is in Fal o social
force that demands recognition,
encourages contemplation and
provokes action. Social theorsts
should inspect the meanings of lived
computer experiences in order to
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underttand rhis important cocial
force.

Everyday life is where
computerization i expericnoed and
that is where, in the first instance, it
needs ta be theorized. Background
assumpticns such as the assumptlon
of rhe imparance of computer

. ownership, access, and skills as 2

necessary condition for occupational
auccass need to bo coarningd.
Individuals orienting their action
based on this assumption may fes!

+ compelled to purchase a personat

camputer. Thay may wonder
whether their childrens schools
have appropriate compliting
resaurces. If seme individuals laclk
the resources to purchase
computers or live in a poor school
district, the Imperative o
camputerize will create social
inequalities. Those that can afford it
may buy a personal computer
motivated by the assumption of its
sacial requirement but then struggle
around the imperative to engage in a
fleld of 1echnological knowledge
recessary For sucressful computing
experiences. Related themes Dike
social 'progress’, technologically
dI:FIEI'Id'EI'It EGFI'\-‘L‘HIIEI'ICL‘ El.r‘ld
effliciency may cperate as guiding
assumptions framing the many types
of decisions faced b}r individuals in a
society where the computer has
been elevated inte a position of
pivatal importance. These guiding
assumptians are open (o inspoctkan
and contestation. Social theorists
can similarly anatyze these
background assumprions.,
Saciologists are already busy
researching computerization or
making claims about the role of
COMPUters in coptc mporary
socketies. YWe can see how certain
basic background assumptions
frame their accounts of tha meaning
of the compter in Frontemporany
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society. For example, Turkle's
{1995) Life On The Screen: [dantity
In Tha Age OF The Internetic an
interesting ethnography of enline
communities where individuals can
enguge in identicy experimentation
and slip through a social textura of
fixed stable identities. But Turkle
trames these experiences based on
contestabla background
assumptians: "The Internat..is now
available to anyone who can buy or
barrow an account ona
commercial online service._making
the connection is not difficult; it
reguires no particular technical
sophistication” {p. | 1), Access bo
computers and ease of use seam,
according to Turkle, to be part of a
routiniced reality in late 20th
Century American life. But if
personal computers are easily
accessible and simple to use then
wihy deoes Wileon, in When Wnrk
Dissappears, include a prescription
for the structurally disadvantaged
that includes the "imperative that
the public schools provide each
student with a computer
work-station in the elementary,
sacondary, and high srhonls and
develop linkage to the infermaticn
society superhighways, including
access to the Intermet" (p. 213}, Thia
prescription is backed by the
assumption of the necessity of
computer relared skiils in a
infermatian rechrelagy dependent
mccupational structure, The
structurally disadvantaged alreadhy
I"IﬂVE. occoss 1o curr‘lputc.r.': in r‘nun‘r
of the low-paying, scientifically
managed jobs they work at in the
service secror. Leldner's Fasr Food
Facr Talk doscribos warkers in
Chicage wha take lang mass transit
trips to work in a McDonald's
francize where the cash registers
are really local area networked
caomputers connected to an in-store

procassor that includes a script of
fuotes that cashiers should use on
clstamars b promots impulse
buying, engages in surveillance
techniques where inventory totals
are slectronicalty tobulated to derer
theft of the food, and invelve
computer assisted modelling of
employing schedules thereby
insuring aptirnurmn utiliration of
worlkers paid time while
simultanecusly guaranteeing that
weekly hours remain below the
threshold of a fulltime employse in
order to avoid paying federally
mandated benefits legally due a
fulltime wnrkes

The above worlks were selected
to display how background
assurmptions can lead sociclagises te
starkly different depictions of the
computerization of society. The
assumption that indviduals have
erace of arcass and Lre of computers
led Turkle cowards a celebratory
approach to anline communities.
Turkle miszes however the financial
expenses of contemporary
computing, technicai complexities,
and social contrel techniques

- wielded by many  cammercial online

services. Wilion makes the popular
call to bring more computer
technolegy inte the educational
envirgnment in order to prepars
students for oceupations ina
postirdustral economy. | presume
thaugh thar Wiken would nor
encourage institutional ruthlessness
where elite administrators utilize
information Fyatermna te contrel,
threaten, and or replace workers. In
cantrast to Wilson, Lemert, in Social
Things, assumas rthar
compurerizarian leads r lnss of
jobs. "jobs disappear in societies
where the economies are now
based an high-technategy

: applications and where

ranufacturing is done more often
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by computer-driven machines than
by men and womnen' {pp. 143-144).
| have argued that background
assumpticns structure the way
computerization is interprated and
these intarpetations have patentially
sighificant social effects. Thaorists
have an important rele in critically
inspecting these asswnptions and
developing their own interpratations
of the contemporary meaning of
computerization.
TYYYVYYVVV7YYYY
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“The purpose of the
Section on Theory is to
foster the development
of this aspect of
sociology through the

organized interchange of

ideas, teaching
experiences, research
programs, and results.”
--Section on Theory
(vwvrvr.asanet.org)
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