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ABSTRACT

This dissertation reads, interprets, and constructs a network of associations
amongst a group of critical, theoretical texts by six authors: Jean Baudrillard, Scott
Bukatman, Donna Haraway, N. Katherine Hayles, Mark Poster, and Sherry Turkle, all of
whom share a sense that late twentieth century technological change is linked to deep
cultural change. Their texts postulate that post-War developments in information and
communications technology are linked not just to fundamental alterations in economic,
political, and social structures, but to epistemological and ontological shifts as well. In
particular, they propose that those changes produce new modes of subjectivity and
embodiment.

I find that some of these texts, and their associated enactments of subjectivity and
embodiment, accept and reproduce the age-old dichotomy in Western epistemology
between mind and body. My first two chapters explore and articulate this tendency. In
Chapter One I examine a complex of recurring themes rooted in the technologically-
mediated separation of information from materiality. These themes include the separation
of text from context, the dissociation of signifier from referent, the increasing distance
between representation from reality, and the divorce of subjectivity from embodiment. In
different ways and by different means, the texts I consider in Chapter One register the
increasingly absorbing capacities of electronic signification and simulation. Chapter Two
examines and critiques the tendency to posit an abstract, disembodied subject in
Information Age discourse. This subject is hypothesized to inhabit the electronically
constituted textual, representation, simulational realm I describe in Chapter One.

Chapters Three and Four arose out of a frustration with abstract formulations of
subjectivity; they evince a closer attention to places in the texts which engage the body and
which consider the status of embodiment in the encounter with information technology.
Chapter Three charts the emergence and development of the analogous relationships

between organisms and machine constructed by cybernetics research, and investigates the
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consequences of the cybernetic paradigm for a uniquely human sense of self. The body of
theory examined in this chapter suggests that discourse is simultaneously semiotic and
material. As such, the process of constructing human/machine analogies is rendered as a
corporeal as well as a linguistic phenomenon: the models of subjectivity produced by the
analogies--which profoundly undermine traditional modes of subjectivity--are almost
always instantiated in the body of a human, animal, or machine. Chapter Four provides
close readings of certain essays and textual excerpts which I argue produce specifically
“corporeal subjectivities.” These subjectivities are grounded in the body as the body
intersects with technology: here, the contours of embodiment and the topography of
subjectivity are closely linked, even enmeshed. Corporeal subjectivities are complex,
situated, particular, and porous, and connected to and interpenetrated by human and non-
human Others.

I conclude by suggesting that it would be interesting to read models of
technologically-mediated corporeal subjectivity beside and against models of hybridity
being articulated in ethnic studies, feminist theory, queer theory, comparative literature, and
postcolonial theory. These fields have extensively theorized the question of alternative
subjectivities and intersubjective identities, with particular attention to issues of race,
gender, sexuality, and nationality. This critical work would necessarily deepen and
complicate theories of subjectivity arising in cyberculture discourse. In exchange, I
propose that the significance of embodiment in cyborg configurations might fruitfully

interact with theories and modes of hybridity.
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INTRODUCTION

Prelude

I

I Sing the Body electric;

The armies of those I love engirth me, and I engirth them;
They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to them,

And discorrupt them, and charge them full with the charge of the Soul. . . .

II.
The love of the Body of man or woman balks account--the body itself balks account;

That of the male is perfect, and that of the female is perfect.

The expression of the face balks account;

But the expression of a well-made man appears not only in his face;

It is in his limbs and joints also, it is curiously in the joints of his hips and wrists;

It is in his walk, the carriage of his neck, the flex of his waist and knees--dress does not hide him;
The strong, sweet, supple quality he has, strikes through the cotton and flannel;

To see him pass conveys as much as the best poem, perhaps more;

You linger to see his back, and the back of his neck and shoulder-side. . . .

Walt Whitman
from “I Sing the Body Electric,” 1877

Walt Whitman’s 1877 version of Leaves of Grass included the rewritten and newly
titled poem we now know as “I Sing the Body Electric.” For Whitman, and for most other
Americans in the 1870s, electricity was still an enigmatic force of nature, a mysterious
“fluid,” a vital, connective energy rendered in both sexual and spiritual terms. Electricity

did not emerge as a controlled and commodified source of power until the 1890s, and most



homes weren’t wired until the end of the 1920s, Whitman’s metaphor of the “body
electric,” then, doesn’t speak to the increasing incursion of electrical technology into daily
life. Instead, it evokes a sense of the human body’s potency, its mystery, its sacredness,
and its inexhaustible beauty. The body becomes a passionately rendered landscape in this
poem, a landscape “full with the charge of the Soul.” In response to the desacralization of
nature instigated by Enlightenment rationalism and empiricism, Emerson strove to re-
enchant Nature. Here, in “I Sing the Body Electric,” Whitman works to re-enchant the
Body.

It is in this spirit that I borrow the poem’s title. As this project progressed I became
increasingly attuned to the inclination in Information Age discourse to accept and enact the
dichotomy between mind and body, or spirit and body. Embedded in a culture structured
by a valorization of the mind and a disavowal of the body, information technology itself
tends to intensify the mind/body dichotomy, as I’ll show. From a slightly different
perspective, however, I found that information technologies can be mobilized to re-invest
the body with significance and re-forge its connection to the mind. Some of the models
and analyses I highlight and develop here actively challenge the mind/body duality and
related dichotomies between subject and object, Self and Other. In different ways, these
analyses show a Whitmanesque attention to the landscape of embodiment. In doing so,
they “charge” or re-enchant the body with what it lost during the Enlightenment--spirit, or
mind, or Self--albeit with a late 20th- or early 21st century twist. These configurations,
mediated by information technology, map new ways of experiencing what it means to be

human in the contemporary Western world.

I first read Donna Haraway’s “Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and
Socialist Fermninism in the 1980°s™ in 1992, in my second semester of graduate school.
After grappling with it for some time, the essay emerged as a kind of teacher, and I its
student. Haraway constructed a powerful metaphor in the figure of the cyborg,' a figure
meant to challenge and inform contemporary Western epistemology and ontology. In its



un-“natural” fusions, cyborg subjectivity and embodiment disrupted the most deeply
embedded dualities in Western culture. These disruptions, in concert with notions of a
fluid, permeable subjectivity articulated in some versions of poststructuralist theory, held
out promise for challenging what seemed to me to be the psychological and epistemological
foundations of racism, patriarchy, and capitalism: i.e., the dichotomy between Self and
Other. For me, then, the cyborg has been less about technology (as we commonly think
about it--as a material object, a tool, an instrument, a machine) and more about metaphor,
and particularly about the ways language and representation can instigate and embody
perceptual shifts or shifts in consciousness.” Indeed, the “Manifesto” enacted in me the
implosions it describes. The contours of my intellectual landscape were mobilized, and
they continue to move in response. In the end, this project constitutes an effort to

apprehend those changes and render them intelligible.

This Project

In this project I read, interpret, and construct a network of associations amongst a
group of critical, theoretical texts which share a sense that late twentieth century
technological change is linked to deep cultural change. Written primarily in the 1980s and
90s, these texts postulate that post-War developments in information and communications
technology are linked not just to fundamental alterations in economic, political, and social
structures, but to epistemological and ontological shifts as well. Those shifts, they
propose, produce new modes of subjectivity and embodiment.

Many volumes of cultural criticism proceeding implicitly or explicitly from these
premises appeared after 1985, in the wake of Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto” (the
“Manifesto” is one of several texts by Haraway I consider here).’ In the next section I map
the topography of this discursive terrain and speculate about why cultural theorists turned

so frequently to these questions in this historical period. While the monographs and essays

' “Cyborg” is shorthand for cybernetic organism, a term denoting the fusion of two distinct categories of
being: organic and technological.

? The figure of the cyborg--as simultaneously semiotic and material--taught me to rethink technology as
well. No longer did I see it as solely physical and separate from culture, but as objects and practices
embedded in and interacting with culture, i.e., in discourse, narrative, representation, and practice.

* This discourse has emerged in the last fifteen years and includes work such as Claudia Springer’s “The
Pleasure of the Interface,” (Screen 32: 3, 1991) and her monograph Electronic Eros (1996); Andrew Ross’
Strange Weather: Culture, Science and Technology in the Age of Limits (1991); Flame Wars: The
Discourse of Cyberculture (1994), edited by Mark Dery; Culture on the Brink: Ideologies of Technology
(1994), edited by Gretchen Bender and Timothy Druckrey; Cyberspace, Cyberbodies, Cyberpunk: Cultures
of Technological Embodiment (1995), edited by Mike Featherstone and Roger Burrows; Anne Balsamo’s
Technologies of the Gendered Body: Reading Cyborg Women (1996); and Allucquére Rosanne Stone’s The
War of Desire and Technology at the Close of the Mechanical Age (1998).



I have chosen to read in this project are, for the most part, representative of this discourse
and embedded in it, I also propose, in an absolutely contestable move, that they are its
canonical texts.* By canonical I mean that they shaped the discourse in significant ways
and are thus cited regularly by others working in the field. The texts I examine here
establish key categories of analysis; they formulate believable, explanatory theories; they
successfully adapt a variety of methodological strategies to the exigencies of technological
culture;’ they construct coherent trajectories of argument and interpretation; and in some
cases they provide the discourse’s central metaphors. I will discuss and elaborate upon
these attributes over the course of my project.

Canon formation is obviously highly selective and discriminatory, so let me clarify
my criteria, which emerge from my own intellectual predilections and political
commitments. The texts I work with are marked by two distinguishing characteristics.
First, they are centrally concerned with the three-way relationship between technological
change, changes in systems of signification and representation, and changes in
consciousness (i.e., perception, cognition, and experience). They grapple with the notion,
first articulated by Jean Baudrillard (some of whose texts are also considered here), that a
particular, historically specific arrangement of signifying objects, images, and practices
conditions the way we see and experience the world. In the later twentieth century, these
“arrangements” were (and continue to be) constituted primarily by technologies of
communication and information. The texts I investigate propose, therefore, that the
epistemological and ontological shifts and mutations of late twentieth century technological
change are linked to shifts in the structure of language, representation, and processes of
semiosis. Further, they argue that these shifts are importantly related to changes in the
ways Westerners understand and experience subjectivity and embodiment.®

I will examine, unwind, challenge, and reweave these ideas at length in the chapters

that follow. The second characteristic shared by these essays and monographs is, broadly

* Most of us would agree, I think, that despite the shifting and ever-more-fluid boundaries around academic
publishing instigated by online, digital document reproduction, university and trade presses still (in 2003)
play a central role in the political economy of disciplinary development and canon formation. Thus,
Routledge’s release in 2002 of a catalog containing 85+ titles in what it calls “Cyber Studies” suggests
that, for the moment at least, I can safely claim that a distinguishable body of work exists for which the
texts I examine can be considered “canonical.”

* These include social theory and criticism, particularly Marxism and poststructuralism; historiography; the
various interpretive techniques associated with film and literary criticism; discourse analysis in general;
philosophical inquiry; and ethnography.

¢ Judith Butler argues that identity--the internal coherence of the subject--can be understood as a signifying
practice, i.e., as the consequence of certain discourses that govern the intelligible invocations of identity
(Butler 1990, 145). The theoretical texts examined here propose that the media through which identity is






