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Academic books are never done. There is always more data that could be col
lected, more to be read, thought, and clarified. Authors must, however, peri
odically force tentative closure on their work if they are to be authors at all. 

The sense of forced closure is especially keen with this work. I finished this 
manuscript during the first week of September 2001. The following week, 
history took one of its unexpected turns. The attacks in New York, Washing
ton, and Pennsylvania brought an end to the "post-Cold War period," the sub
ject, directly or indirectly, of several of my case studies. With the bipartisan 
support of Congress, President George W. Bush declared a new war, both hot 
and cold, on terrorism. Still in the formative stages, the domestic and global 
ramifications of the "War on Terrorism" remain subjects for speculation. 

What is already clear, however, is that, like the Cold War, this new war will 
involve a permanent war mentality and a permanent war economy. That is, 
there is no end in sight, and none is anticipated. To secure and sustain this 
new worldview, new political linguistics, metaphors, categories of thought, 
and agenda-setting strategies are being cultivated by the government and its 
corporate paiiners. The White House has set up a Communications Wai· 
Room; the State Department has hired an advertising executive to direct a 
global marketing initiative to sell America to the world; and the Pentagon cre
ated a new Office of Strategic Influence, which it subsequently dismantled as 
a result of widespread criticism from the international press. Even the long
standing government-sponsored War on Drugs media campaign has been re
vamped and recruited to the service of the War on Terrorism. 

To force closure on my book at this juncture in history is therefore as log
ical as it is difficult. So much of what I have written about-political linguis
tics, generative metaphors, historical rupture, the gendering of war, silences 
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and erasures in international news reporting-is currently being reactualized 
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Part I 

SILENCES AND WHISPERS 

If they can get you asking the wrong questions, they don't have to worry 
about the ans\vers. 

- Tho1nas Pynchon 





Chapter One 

Introduction: Scholarly 
Writing Is an Unnatural Act 

In Ireland, that tiny country that has produced such literary giants as Swift, 
Wilde, Synge, Yeats, Joyce, and Beckett, writers are dismissed with mock dis
paragement as "failed conversationalists." The charge can, however, be lev
eled without the courtesy of the Celtic wink against many, perhaps even most, 
scholars. Failed conversations are, in fact, primary sources of original schol
arly ideas. Scholarship begins where current language and explanatory struc
tures falter; it culminates in a form of discourse that would bring most ordi
nary conversations to an abrupt end. 

Scholarship tries to communicate ideas and relationships among ideas that 
cannot be easily said or even thought. It is usually composed for the eye, not 
the ear: to be read, not said. It tames the swirling winds of ordinary language 
into starchy monologues, parses them into major and minor propositions, and 
defends them with batteries of footnotes and bibliographies. Indeed, scholarly 
writing reaches its purest form when it tries to move beyond the messy am
biguities of language by reducing thought to numbers, formulas, diagrams, 
charts, and other esoteric codes. 

This is an unnatural act. No one talks that way, not even us. Academic w1it
ing inverts many of the norms of conversational etiquette. It intenupts, takes 
statements out of context, competes, criticizes, contradicts, and insists that 
virtually eve1y position except the one that its author is currently espousing is 
flawed or at least in some sense incomplete. Even its affirmations are fre
quently contentious and defensive. It can press individualism and iconoclasm 
to the edge of nihilism. But it can also display fierce paradigm-centered group 
loyalties. Paradoxically, it can sometimes do both of these things at the same 
time. Scholarship employs modes of reasoning that would be regarded as an
tisocial, possibly even pathological, if they were displayed in other social set
tings. Moreover, it does so in the name of higher forms of thought. 

3 
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In everyday encounters, conversations fail for many reasons. We are not 
quick enough, knowledgeable enough, facile enough, loud enough, defer
ential enough, crude enough, and so on, ad infinitum. We must seize the 
moment or lose it. Scholarly discourse, by contrast, stops time. Recursive 
U-tums, which allow us to reflect, retract, and repair semantic mishaps, are 
rare and fortuitous exceptions when they occur in ordinary conversation. In 
scholarly writing, they are the rule. Not only can we return to the moment 
of lost opportunity, we can linger there for weeks, months, even years. We 
can argue with the dead, put words in their mouths, shore up their sagging 
theories, claim them as our intellectual ancestors, or shoot fresh anows 
through their ancient hearts. 

The stakes of these exchanges are actually ve1y high, but their significance 
is often obscured by their familiarity. They are the grist of the academic mill: 
the sources of lecture notes, term papers, theses, dissertations, theories, equa
tions, models, and the like. Yet, the troubled and troubling silences that force 
thinkers to seek explanations on paper are also portals to the transcendent in
tellectual breakthroughs that can change the way we think about, act within, 
adapt to, or alter the world. 

Such breakthroughs are, of course, infrequent and largely unpredictable. 
They are, however, the goal, the raison d'etre, of scholarly communication. 
Within the circles of failed academic conversations, discovery as well as al
most every shade of interest, indifference, ignorance, enor, and illumination 
are incubated. Dreary prose may multiply geometrically and even prosper 
within these circles; but "cultures of critical discourse" also provide the dis
cursive spaces where anomalies, paradoxes, gaps, and evasions in prevailing 
explanatory frameworks can be inte1rngated and exposed, and new ways of 
seeing can take form. 1 

Spectacular breakthroughs, for example, Einstein's theory of relativity, de
coding the structure of DNA, and the big bang theory, reverberate far beyond 
their scholarly incubators. They make headlines and careers. They leave us all 
in awe at the power of the human imagination. Even the more ove1tly ideo
logically contested triumphs of social scientists and humanists, for example 
Marx's analysis of capital; Weber's theory of rationality; Peirce, James, and 
Dewey's pragmatic conceptions of truth; and Keynes or Friedman's concepts 
of markets can change minds, policies, and social practices. 

Most scholars are, however, destined to plant more modest gardens. Yet, 
even we small potato growers can produce life-transfonning changes, al
though these changes may be less audible and more incremental than those 
memorialized in headlines and textbooks. And we may go to our graves 
wholly unaware of them. 

Works of acknowledged genius frequently acknowledge their own depen
dence on the insights of obscure tillers of the fields. Minor clarifications can 
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prepare the ground for major ones. Teachers can teach more than they know. 
Students sometimes say that reading a particular scholarly article "changed 
everything" for them: changed their entire worldview. An amazing feat when 
we allow ourselves to seriously contemplate it: as little as twenty or thirty 
pages of print, read at the right moment, can change everything! Or seem to. 

Martin Luther said print gives words wings. Once they are airborne, au
thors lose control over their flight paths. What the reader across the world or 
across the hall makes of my words reveals as much and sometimes more 
about her mind than it does about mine. Moreover, the consequences of be
ing understood are sometimes as daunting as the consequences of being mis
understood. Yet, the job of the professor is to profess. A professor's publica
tions are an archive of his or her most carefully considered professions. 

DEFINING QUESTIONS AND 
EPISTEMOLOGICAL QUANDARIES 

The archive assembled between these covers represents some provisional out
comes of my extended engagement with two questions that lie at the heart of 
a critical politics of communication: What do you know? and How do you 
know it? Simply framed but fraught with existential and epistemological im
plications, these probes are sh01thand renderings of the concerns that have 
driven the "communicative turn" in contemporary scholarship. They are 
symptomatic of the interrogations of the cmrent postmodern or, as some 
would say and hope, "post-postmodern" intellectual climate. 

Consequently these are also loaded questions. Their intent is to cultivate re
flexivity, and, in their best moments, to induce humility rather than to elicit 
definitive answers. In asking you to take an inventory of what you know, the 
first probe is actually pressing you to reflect on how little you know and how 
little can be known. It foregrounds limits: the limits of your personal knowl
edge and, if you are scholar, the limits of knowledge and even the limits of 
human intelligence itself. 

By directing your attention to how you know, the second probe is asking 
you to reflect upon the mediated nature of all f01ms of knowing. It is high
lighting the radical contingency of knowledge: the dependence of knowledge 
upon communication and society. This probe encourages you to think about 
the ways mediation limits, filters, blocks, or distorts your access to knowl
edge. It raises the twin specters of censorship and hidden manipulation. It 
evokes caricatures of powerful men with fat cigars in hidden chambers con
spiring to mislead you (and me). But is also raises more profound and in
tractable doubts about our reliance on sources, the technologies of communi
cation, the politics and economics of mediation, and even the reliability of the 
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data supplied by our own senses. It raises a battery of related questions. Who 
is supplying our information? What institutional arrangements and distribu
tion networks shape the platforms for this supply? Can we trust our sources? 
What makes sources trustworthy? What should we do if reliable sources con
flict? What role does language play in mediating knowledge? Do the limits of 
our languages (and social locations) circumscribe the limits of our worlds? 
What is firsthand knowledge? Can we trust our perceptions? Is perception al
ready constituted as conception? If knowledge is contingent, what is truth? 
Reason? How is society possible? Politics? Ethics? 

My questions are the questions-the worries-that define, energize, and 
deeply trouble scholarship today. Every generation likes to think its problems 
are unique, and that its sensibility and its angst are unlike any that have come 
before it. Yet, all of these questions have been asked before. Indeed, in many 
ways, these are distinctly modem questions. What is postmodern is our pe
riod's response to them: our hyperawareness of the epistemological implica
tions of these questions and our agnosticism about the possibilities of provid
ing definitive answers to them. In The Birth and Death of Meaning, Ernest 
Becker eloquently evokes the new awareness when he writes: 

The world of human aspiration is largely fictitious, and if we do not understand 
this \Ve understand nothing about man . ... Man's freedom is a fabricated free
dom, and he pays a price for it. He must at all times defend the utter fragility of 
his delicately constituted.fiction, deny its artificiality . ... The most astonishing 
thing of all, about man's fictions, is not that they have from prehistoric times 
hung like a flimsy canopy over his social \Vorld, but that we should have come 
to discover them at all. It is one of the most remarkable achievements of 
thought, of self-scrutiny, that the most anxiety-prone animal of all could come 
to see through hitnself and discover the fictional nature of his action world. Fu
ture historians will probably record it as one of the great liberating break
throughs of all time, and it happened in ours.2 

Scholarly responses to this breakthrough have filled several thousand vol
umes. They range from giddy embraces of aesthetic hedonism to soulful 
laments for the fate of a god-forsaken world. Some declare the in1possibility 
of theory. Some embrace radical constrnctivism, declare the world a text, and 
construct their own, highly individualized life rafts on a sea of floating signi
fiers. Some retreat to the new tribalism of identity politics. Some see equa
tions of power and knowledge as opportunities to stake personal, positional, 
or professional claims to power. Some see the past, especially the egalitarian 
claims of the Enlightenment, as fraudulent, a pack of ideological lies, and is
sue manifestos calling for reconstruction of knowledge, ex nihilo, even 
though the same insight that inspires this impulse also legislates against its 
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feasibility. And some of us settle for less dramatic alternatives that are faith
ful to the past in their break with the past. 

That is, we honor the labors and achievements of our intellectual ancestors 
by learning from the conundrums and paradoxes they harvested. Our ap
proach views the breakthrough that Becker describes as a rationale for more 
humble forms of theory, research, politics, and community-building: forms 
that are contextual, contingent, process-oriented, symbol-based but embed
ded ever so tenuously in critical realism, self-correcting, always struggling 
with and against the pull of relativism, modest in their claims, and reconciled 
to the presence of paradox and uncertainty in the human condition and in our 
capacities to make knowledge claims. This path is full of hazards, yet, in my 
judgment, it is the one that will take us as close as humans can get to ration
ality, justice, and truth. To be sure, this is not as close as we would like or as 
we once thought we were; but it may be as close as an anxiety-prone animal 
can get in an imperfect world. 

In mapping the topography of my location, I am not making any claims 
to originality as the ample weight of my footnotes testifies. Rather I am 
only trying to position the modest critical claims that these case studies can 
make in relation to what has been called the great "schizoid split" in West
ern consciousness.3 Until recently, this split, and the dualism it has sup
ported, has allowed scholars to deny their own, always imperfect, agency 
as mediators and makers of knowledge. That is, it has allowed them/us to 
act as if we were ventriloquists for God, Nature, and Truth. It supported 
Promethean delusions of disembodied and disinterested knowledge, which 
can no longer be sustained. 

Long before postmodernism enveloped and destabilized the foundations of 
contemporary scholarship, Michael Polanyi described the new, post
Promethean terms of human engagement with knowledge: 

We have plucked from the Tree a second apple which has forever imperilled our 
knowledge of Good and Evil, and we must learn to know these qualities hence
forth in the blinding light of our new analytical powers. Humanity has been de
prived a second tin1e of its innocence, and driven out of another garden \Vhich 
\Vas, at any rate, a Fool's Paradise.4 

The intellectual distance from Polanyi's garden to mine is enormous and 
humbling. He rethinks the nature of thought. In contrast, I till much more 
pedestrian grounds: the weedy plots of contemporary forms of mediation. 
Yet, even these grounds must now be viewed differently in light of our new 
analytical powers. Not only must we approach them with the same weighty 
epistemological baggage that we would take to the high courts of philosophy. 
We must also recognize that these weedy plots, which are so often filled with 
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trivial contents, nevertheless exercise significant, even profound, influence 
over what and how we know. 

My explorations raise more questions than they answer about the fragile 
fictions that make community and communication possible. These critical 
probes seek to expose some of the cruel fictions that fracture cormnunities 
and thwart dreams of democracy. With the burden of epistemological per
plexity that is now eve1yone's lot, my work recognizes that some of the same 
fictions do both. That is, they simultaneously create and fracture community, 
absorbing and refracting change. 

Cautionary Signal: Both/And 

In an attempt to foreground and flag my attempt to keep the schizoid charac
ter of the dis-ease of contemporary thought in the foreground, I frequently in
voke the awkward terminological amalgamation "both/and." Both/and has 
been used by feminists to mark their-our-break with Cartesian dualism.5 

When I use the te1m in my work, it signals a commitment to pursue modes of 
thinking that avoid the reductive binary categories of dualism, even though I 
know frequent relapses are inevitable because dualism is built into the very 
categories and structures ofindo-European languages, and possibly into our 
perceptual apparatus.6 ill that sense, the both/and qualifier marks intention 
more often than achievement. It signals an ongoing desire to recognize the 
complexity, ambiguity, and paradoxical qualities of human perceptions, con
ceptions, and communications. 

The challenge that both/and modes of thinking pose can be illustrated by 
considering an old tru.ism of practical reason that many children have put to 
the empirical test: "You can't chew gum and skip at the same time." 
"Both/and" raises the bar for reason. It requires us to skip and chew simulta
neously, knowing full well that we will frequently stumble and bite our 
tongues. That is, it urges us to go forward and do our work of repairing, re
making, or replacing the failed conversations of our disciplines while at the 
same time remaining alert to the disrnptive tension that underscores the 
fragility of our own claims. It is a mandate for epistemological humility.7 

For me both/and is, or should be, much more than a conciliatory gesture. I 
use it to signal a friendly initiative-a handshake, if you will-in an academic 
language game that usually takes no prisoners. I intend it as an acknowledg
ment and appreciation of the fact that all arguments, including my own, are 
always incomplete and flawed. 

Throughout this book, I probe the limits of language and the slipperiness 
of metaphors, yet I relish the taste of language and the magic of metaphors. I 
am critical, sometimes hypercritical, of mass-mediated forms, but I remain in 
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awe of their powers and continue to dream hopeful dreams of what they could 
do. hi shmi, both/and is also "Yes, but .... " 

The primary focus of most of these essays is on language and representa
tional practices; it is therefore, by definition, a limited plane of analysis. This 
focus supplements and complements more broadly based researches on cul
tural production and the political economy of communication, but it does not, 
in any sense, supersede or supplant them. To the contnuy, they provide the 
impetus for these studies. 

YES, BUT ... WHAT? WHERE I 
ENTER THE CONVERSATIONS IN THIS BOOK 

In this volume, I explore the following interrelated themes: (a) how words 
and ideas shape and are shaped by material conditions and human agency; (b) 
how Promethean myths of transcendence condition and gender contempormy 
thought and social practices; (c) how the gendering of thought and practices 
intersects with, inflects, and is inflected by other forms of social inequality, 
for example, race, class, nation, and the ever-fluid "et cetera," which must al
ways accompany inventories of injustices; (d) how metaphors incubate 
mythic thinking, act as agents of ideological transfer, and sanction the politi
cal linguistics that, at pmiicular moments in history, provide more or less con
vincing explanations of the world; (e) how generative metaphors like the En
lightenment, the Cold War, the New World Order, globalization, and the War 
on Terrorism construct their flimsy canopies over our social worlds, and how 
the resulting structures coordinate and mobilize social resources and actions; 
(f) how the liberation that accompanies discovery of the transparency of our 
human fictions heightens our ethical and epistemological responsibilities 
without relieving our species of its dependence upon fictions-our need for 
narratives to constitute and make sense of the social world and to provide 
grounds for human communication and action; and (g) how the airy abstrac
tions enumerated iu this very long sentence actually manifest themselves in 
tangible social practices such as science, teclmology, information, sport, war, 
news, and critical scholarship.' 

A number of both/ands-ambivalences, conceptual inversions, and conun
drnms-place inconvenient demands on this agenda. Some of the repeat of
fenders are readily identifiable: (a) the tensions inherent in my dual commit
ments to critical social theory and critical feminisms; (b) the messiness that 
accompanies commuting among competing theoretic claims and disciplinary 
loyalties, which court the wrath of both disciplinary purists and the logic po
lice; (c) the paradox or near-paradox implicit in arguing against Promethean 



10 Chapter One 

conceptions of knowledge while at the same time arguing for recovery of the 
utopian impulse in human affairs; and ( d) the familiar dilemma that eve1y 
scholar and every intellectual generation must come to terms with, which is 
how to define and peiform the role of critical scholar under social conditions 
that almost always impose heavy tolls on those who would speak inconven
ient truths to or about the powerful. 

CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY AND CRITICAL FEMINISMS 

Critical social theory, as I use that compound term here, refers to a fairly 
broad and fluid configuration that drew its original inspiration from what has 
been called "the classic tradition" in nineteenth-century social thought.9 The 
intellectual heirs of this tradition include a motley array of thinkers who 
would never list themselves in the same playbook. Within conununication 
and media sociology, critical social theory has exerted significant influence in 
four overlapping areas: (a) political economy; (b) institutional analyses; (c) 
what I call "media critical" theory; and (d) (with significant qualifiers) the 
prolific newcomer, cultural studies. While the classic tradition has produced 
prominent feminists, it has not generally been friendly to feininism. 10 Femi
nists have found their voice in critiquing the critique. They have been the 
willful daughters or e!Tant sons of a tradition that is secured in what Bakhtin 
refers to as "the word of the fathers."11 

The cultural studies approach is an exception to this generalization. The na
ture of this exception requires brief amplification here because I constantly 
bundle my subsequent references to cultural studies in qualifiers. Gaining in
fluence across the disciplines in the wake of feminism and women's studies 
and in tandem with queer studies, the cultural studies approach has provided 
a welcome refuge for work that places gender and/or sexuality at its center.12 

Initial articulations of the approach, for example the Birmingham School, de
rived directly from and served as a "cultural" corrective to critical social the
ory. As cultural studies gained the momentum and experienced the heady suc
cess of a movement, however, it lost much of its critical edge. Many of its 
U.S. converts have been unwilling or unable to skip the skip of cultural analy
sis while at the same time chewing the gum of sociological analysis. The "so
cial," as that term has been historically understood and deployed by sociolo
gists, was the first casualty of the theory and disciplinary wars that ensued as 
cultural studies began to vie for paradigmatic status in the United States. 
Much of the scholarship that now operates under the eclectic flag of cultural 
studies on this side of the Atlantic is actually literary studies reborn and ex
panded to encompass literary analyses of the "texts" of popular culture, for 
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example, film, television, advertising, and fashion. Except for some faint de
rivative Mruxian echoes, poststructuralist versions of cultural studies ac
knowledge few debts to classic social theory and are largely hostile to its 
premises.13 

Cdtical feminisms, as I use that designation here, denote feminist theories 
and practices that are critical of the limits of their own horizons of class, race, 
empire, heterosexisms, generation, et cetera-feminisms that remain open to 
further conversations and to coalition building. More influential today in Eu
rope, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand than in the United States, critical 
feminisms extend critique of "the woman question" to comprehensive and 
systemic analyses of the historical and sociological roots of "structures" of 
dominance and subordination.14 Some critical feminists express deep skepti
cism about what they refer to as the "cultural feminism" of recent, primarily 
U.S., feminist epistemological critiques of science and philosophy, for exam
ple, the work of Merchant, Keller, Harding, Haraway, and Bordo.15 I do not 
fully share this skepticism. I believe the feminist epistemological critique has 
opened up some crucial discursive spaces that have, at least in the U.S., long 
silenced or disabled systemic critical analyses of formidable structures of 
power and knowledge. I do, however, acknowledge that cultural feminism 
shares some of the vulnerabilities of cultural studies. That is why I emphasize 
my allegiances to "critical" feminisms. 

Critical social theory and cdtical feminisms share many common commit
ments. Both recognize that the Cartesian dream of pure thought is an impos
sible dream. That is, they conceive of scholarship as a social practice, which 
is inextricably embedded in the histmical contexts, social values, material in
terests, and social struggles that produce and constitute it. As a result, both ap
proaches embrace the unity of theory and practice. Critical social theory and 
critical feminisms are products of the incomplete egalitarian struggles of the 
Enlightenment. Both fault the often unspoken exclusionary clauses in the lib
eral democratic visions of the Enlightenment, yet they remain committed to 
the project of translating the themy of pat'!icipatmy democracy into practice. 
They therefore affirm a shared sense of solidarity with the oppressed. While 
they recognize the "systemic" character of oppression, they also recognize 
that categories of oppression are fluid and require constant monitoring so that 
solidarity with yesterday's underdog does not empower tomorrow's tyrants. In 
that sense, then, both perspectives place criticism before solidarity in inter
ventions in public life; although, to be sure, being the work of flawed humans, 
few of theirfour interventions ever achieve full fidelity with this principle. 

In this book, I press the discourses of critical social themy and cdtical femi
nisms into conversation with each other. That is far from an original move. In
deed, by now, if for no other reason than a generational shift, most thoughtful 
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people on both sides of the divide acknowledge its logic.16 If my attempt pos
sesses any identifiable distinction, it may be its longevity and persistence: a 
wage of age. 

ELUDING THE LOGIC POLICE: STRUCTURAL METAPHORS 

To acknowledge the resonance of Becker's claim that humans construct 
canopies of meaning over their social worlds and then take up residence un
der them is to embrace a form of social constructivism. It is to salute the 
power of words, ideas, and reason in human affairs. Yet, to insist, as I do, that 
social structures and material conditions also exert very real constraints on 
the conduct of human affairs is to cast a vote for realism. This is a both/and 
move that purists find untenable. 

My response to this objection is both complex and (alas, poor reader) 
somewhat convoluted. The fundamental question, "How is society possi
ble?", posed long ago by Georg Simm el, remains the core question of social 
themy.17 I view metaphors as the long lamented missing link in sociological 
analysis: the dynamic force that connects individual consciousness and soci
ety and ignites lifelong struggles between them. For me, coming to terms with 
the powers of metaphor enables a vision of social reality, which both em
braces the communicative tum in scholarship and reconstitutes a platform for 
structural analysis. Here is how it works. 

Hard-nosed realists and idealists agree on one thing: Social structure is a 
metaphor. As a result, purists in both camps maintain that little will be lost if 
they discard the concept; however, this common conclusion is supported by 
conflicting rationales. To realists, metaphors lack substance; for example, you 
can't see, touch, taste, or smell social structures. That is not a problem for 
idealists. However, idealists prefer more elegant, fluid, process-oriented 
metaphors that capture and amplify the fleeting qualities of human interac
tions and that emphasize the fragility of meaning-making and the wonder of 
communication-for example, conversational and textual metaphors and 
their antecedents, weaving and web imagery; even metaphysical and religious 
metaphors, such as sun-ender and catch, communion, and telos. A both/and 
compromise acknowledges the complaints of both camps: social structure is 
a metaphor, an abstraction that is often reified in social analyses; moreover, it 
is a clumsy metaphor that suggests more solidity and permanence than the 
fragile fictions of the human species can support. Yet, my both/and compro
mise stubbornly hangs onto this flawed idea and affirms its continuing utility. 
That is, this compromise treats social structure as a heuristic or generative 
metaphor for social theory. 



I11troductio11: Scholarly lVriting Is an Unnatural Act 13 

Heuristic metaphors focus perception and attention. They make some 
"things" easier to see, think, and say than others. Social structure is a 
metaphor that focuses attention on issues of power, hierarchy, social inequal
ity, social relationships and processes of dominance and subordination, social 
stratification, the systemic effects of allocation of social and economic re
sources, et cetera.18 As a crutch or tool of critical analysis, it helps us appre
hend conceptual as well as material processes of power relations. Structure is, 
however, an abstraction that glosses over the subtleties and nuances of the 
multiplicity of ways people actually make sense of their life worlds. Bor
rowed from the language of the material world of mortar, bricks, and steel, 
the metaphor implies more solidity and permanence than exists in the social 
world; hence Anthony Giddens's useful corrective, "structuration," which 
emphasizes process and accommodates change.19 Analysis of social structure 
tells us little about art, music, poetry, or literature. It is not a very useful 
heuristic for analyzing the production of texts or for interpreting their cultural 
meanings. It tells us little about human dreams, aspirations, nature, bodies, or 
individuality. It is a bare-bones abstraction: necessary but never sufficient. It 
only acquires analytic power when the malleable fmms of the blood and flesh 
of historical testaments give it temporal locations and palpable meanings. It 
is, in short, a crude and clumsy metaphor, but one that can nevertheless help 
critical theorists keep faith with the oppressed. 

Surrendering the concept of structure to the logic police silences critical 
analysis of the big picture. It proscribes the use of master narratives. More
over, it does it at precisely the historical moment when the master narra
tives and generative metaphors of globalization and the War on Terrorism 
are being deployed throughout the world to bring it into alignment with 
Western interests. 

In this work, then, I use the term "structure" to refer to a dynamic set of in
stitutional rules, practices, processes, and institutionally mediated meanings 
that are used to constitute, organize, and coordinate behavior in the world. By 
world, I mean that place outside of our heads where even radical poststruc
turalists must go to sharpen their pencils, brew coffee, cash checks, and bury 
their dead. 

Large scale (macro) structural analysis will continue to be imperative, 
methodologically and politically, for as long as powerful entities such as 
nation-states, corporations, and the international organizations they create to 
represent their interests (like the World Bank, the International Monetary 
Fund, and the World Trade Organization) continue to cultivate master narra
tives, policies, and practices that have profound social and environmental 
consequences. In short, responsible forms of critical theory will not be able to 
discard it for the foreseeable future. 
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PROMETHEUS'S CORPSE 

I endorse an epistemological stance that conceives of knowledge as the unique 
and extraordinary achievement of embodied humans, not the work of gods. This 
stance rejects correspondence theories of ttuth that cast the scientist, poet, or 
scholar in the role of a privileged inte1mediary who speaks for God or Nature. 
That is, it calls mind back to the body and sttuggles against Western dualism. In 
shm1, it attempts to clip the wings of Prometheus. Yet, at the same time, I also 
suppm1 Pierre Bourdieu and Giinter Grass's recent can for a recovery of the 
utopian impulse in politics and human affairs.20 This is an audacious both/and 
move, which should raise the critical antenna of any serious reader. 

An explanation is required. In our time, utopianism has been equated with to
talitarianism: with Promethean flights of imagination that impose the ideas of 
one thinker, party, or vanguard on an. The twin terrors of the twentieth century, 
Nazism and Soviet Communism, are offered as defmitive evidence. Victin1s of 
these horrors argue with persuasive passion and clarity against the "lunatics of 
one idea" and remind us that in the twentieth cenltny, "the executioners' best 
friends have often turned out to be writers and intellectuals."21 

Yet, the great achievements of human emancipation, the decline of feudal
ism, the birth of democracy, the formal (though not always actual) abolition 
of slave1y in most parts of the world, the relative decline of torture as a rou
tine tool of state-craft, the emancipation of women, and the emergence of 
laws and covenants recognizing human rights are an products of long and still 
incomplete strnggles of principled people who dared to imagine something 
better and to commit themselves to achieving it. 

To accept "what is" as all that can be is to smTender the dream of democ
racy and to betray the oppressed. Dreams of democracy are, however, by def
inition, multiple dreams that can only be achieved by means that are consis
tent with their ends. There are, of course, no sure guarantees that 
demagogues-the lunatics of one idea-will not hijack these dreams. But, in 
my judgment and in the judgment of many thinkers who are far wiser than 
me, democratic dreams and the political practices they support still offer the 
best defense that our anxiety-prone species has against the seductions and 
tyrannies of totalizing systems. 

And here is where both/and adds its tonic. By surrendering Promethean 
delusions of certainty, we create mandates for more grounded, decentralized, 
community-based forms of political legitimization as well as for the more 
humble epistemological claims I have been affnming up to this point. In a 
passage that I cite repeatedly in the chapters that follow because, in my judg
ment, it cannot be repeated too often, Donna Haraway describes the episte
mological and political chanenges that we now face: 
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"[O]ur" problem is, ho\v to have simultaneously an account of radical historical 
contingency for all kno\vledge clahns and kno\vh1g subjects, a critical practice 
for recognizing our O\Vn "sentlotic technologies" for inaking meanings and a no 
nonsense con111tltinent to faithful accounts of a "real" world; one that can be par
tially shared and that is friendly to earthwide projects of finite freedom, adequate 
material abundance, modest n1eaning h1 suffering, and limited happiness.22 
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In our time, the major semiotic technologies for representing the "real" 
worlds of politics-what are now almost universally referred to in everyday 
nsage in the singular te1m "the media" -are now owned and controlled by a 
handful of global corporations.As a result, in the twenty-first century, how we 
know is more imperiled than ever before by the threat of the singular, com
modified vision of powerful corporations that not only control the contents 
but also the conduits of our semiotic technologies: our newspapers, books, ra
dio, television, telephony, satellites, Internet access, et cetera.23 In short, the 
multiplicity of political viewpoints that are both the means and ends of de
mocracy are now disappearing from major media: the media that most people 
rely upon for most of their news and political information. 

This is why Robett McChesney argues that communication scholars must 
now play a central role in raising public awareness of the relationship between 
n1edia and democracy. uQnly COilllllUllication scholars,'' he asserts, uhave the re
sources and institutional basis to move fmward with honest independent schol
arship and instrnction, with a commitment first and foremost to democratic val
ues." If the field of communication does not take up this charge, McChesney 
warns, the lesson of the last fifty years makes it clear that "nobody else will."24 

Unless we, communication scholars, systematically document what is missing 
under neoliberal (that is, privatized, conglomerate, and globalized) control of 
media and find the courage to imagine something better, to entertain utopian 
possibilities, then the unfulfilled dreams of democracy may be deferred indefi
nitely. Utopian visions that are produced by careful analysis of actual social con
ditions are not visions of "no place" or an impossible place but of a better place, 
a good place, which can be reached from the current place. They are "reasoned 
utopias."25 This kind of utopianism is not only consistent with the assumptions 
of the classic tradition of social themy; it is its mandate. 

SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER 

The duty, the moral obligation, of critical scholars is to think "otherwise," to 
question established orthodoxies and to speak trnth about and, when possible, 
to power.26 Whether they take to the streets, to the study, or to the lectern, 
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scholars working within this tradition share the conviction that scholarship is 
not jnst another career choice like accounting or public relations. They tap 
into an ancient tradition, which conceives of scholarship as a calling or voca
tion that entails sacrifice and obligation as well as intellectual pleasures. To 
think othenvise is to choose a life on the margins: a location, which is anti
thetical to the usual requirements for career advancement. This marginality 
usually places the scholar in tension with, and sometimes in overt conflict 
with, a sense of personal well-being and comfort. For most of its practition
ers, this tradition makes heavy personal demands but returns relatively mod
est material rewards. 

Compensation comes from living one's convictions and from the intrinsic 
value of the work itself: from the romance and, dare I say it, the erotics of 
"adventures of ideas."27 Here, however, I must add a qualifying note, which 
is expanded in the concluding chapter. Given the present and perhaps only 
partially mutable order of the world, this calling almost always extracts a 
higher toll from women than men. Because "woman" is constructed within 
larger discourses of impedal, racial, and class domination, this toll is also as
sessed in more complex and usually harsher ways for women and men who 
experience multiple layers of oppression.28 Moreover, this qualifier also 
needs to be qualified in another both/and move. Academics see themselves as 
materially disadvantaged in the contemporary corporate dominated world; 
however, occupying an academic position always carries class privileges re
gardless of one's gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or even income, 
and regardless of whether one is an apologist of power or its self-anointed 
critic. And all academics are always and justly vulnerable to suspicion when 
they presume to speak for those who do not speak the idioms of scholarship 
or other fmms of print-based literacies. Yet, speak they must! And try to find 
ways of making themselves heard, too. 

MEDIA-CRITICAL THEORY: 
RECOVERING EMANCIPATORY TENSIONS 

In locating this book under the umbrella of media-critical theory, I revisit an old 
academic debate. Not a failed conversation, but an incomplete one: It began in 
a generative chapter of Alvin W. Gouldner's The Dialectic of Ideology and 
Technology, entitled "Towards a Media-Critical Politics." Reading that chapter, 
almost a quarter of a century ago, actually did change everything for me: the di
rection of my scholarly work and even my disciplinary identity and location. 

Emphasizing that the future of emancipatory politics is contingent upon de
veloping a theory of media freedom, Gouldner asserts, 
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Critical theory must reopen the question of media freedom. It must recenter that 
problem, exposing the manner in which all kinds of freedom today hinges on issues 
of media censorship-of news, ne\vs interpretation, and of entertainment. ... It is 
through the mass media and through them alone that there is today any possi
bility at all of a truly mass public enlightenment that might go beyond what uni
versities might elicit, i.e. beyond small e1ites and educated elitism. It is through 
the media that the system may be made to "dance to its O\Vn melody," or to ex
pose itself. From /'a.ffaire Dreyfus to the Watergate scandal, the powerful role of 
media in monitoring the management of public affairs has been notable, even if 
sporadic. For those who can see, it is profoundly at variance with any simple
minded stereotype of media simply as an agency reproducing the existent sys
tem of domination.29 
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Gouldner did not articulate a media-clitical theory. That was not his project, 
but he does articulate a wairnnt for such a perspective. 

I believe Gouldner's insight remains fundamentally important today, even 
as the Internet and digital convergence compound what we mean by mass me
dia and transform how media function. More obvious than innovative now, 
the implications of Gouldner's view are even more sobering. Yet, in 1978 
when the flames of Cold War rhetoric were still burning blightly, his claim 
that "[t]he news-producing system is thus a news withholdi11g and ce11sori11g 
system" was not fully appreciated. The technological and organizational in
frastructures required for corporations and some states to mobilize and coor
dinate their power for sustained withholding and censoring across the world 
were still largely hypothetical. Today these infrastructures are in place. Their 
coordinated use to overtly censor or withhold news about specific political is
sues is still infrequent. But instances of this kind of state and market censor
ship can be identified. For example, in the wake of the attack on the World 
Trade Center, the U.S. government directly and (to its merit, if censorship can 
have merit) openly intervened in news processes, with full cooperation from 
U.S.-based news organizations, to prevent rebroadcast on U.S. television of 
videotaped messages produced by Osama bin Laden's forces, which were 
broadcast on Arab television. Most state and market censorships do not oper
ate openly although they do frequently operate in tandem. For example, mai·
ket censorship in the U.S. muffled debate and provided a virtual news black
out that undeJTeported, silenced, or preempted public debates on the 
Telecommunications Act of 1996, as well as the NAFTA and GATT treaties. 
This censorship gave Congress and industry lobbyists free hands in crafting 
legislation that has profound global consequences. What has, however, been 
more common in the post-Cold War era has been saturation of news with sex 
scandals, trivial stories about celebrities, and high profile crime stories, com
bined with thin coverage of international news and highly skewed coverage 
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of political protests that target globalization. In the immediate wake of the at
tacks on New York and Washington, mainstream media organizations placed 
renewed emphasis on hard news and international coverage; however, they 
soon returned to the ratings-centered entertaimnent model of news. 

The central insight of media-critical themy is still not fully grasped by many 
sociologists who acknowledge the power of media in the social reproduction 
of inequalities in capitalist societies. To wit, media and mediation are practices 
that must be understood on their own terms and in their full (and fully nu
anced) complexity. That is, as Gouldner affirms, representational practices 
cannot be understood simply by understanding ownership patterns, although 
those patterns are an imp01tant component of political economy and institu
tional analysis of media strnctures. Contradictions within the profit strnctures 
of media systems of neoliberal societies must also be understood, and, where 
possible, suppmted through alliances with cultural workers; for, as Graham 
Murdock and Peter Golding emphasize, media workers operate within tradi
tions, codes, and occupational ideologies, and with personal and social aspira
tions that retain some autonomy despite media ownership patterns.30 

Ben Bagdikian provides useful metaphors for thinking about these contra
dictions in contempormy media systems when he describes journalism as a 
house divided.31 On the one side, there are those who think of journalism as 
a "cathedral," including rep01ters and editors who retain the homy values of 
the Jeffersonian concept of the press as a watchdog of democracy, indepen
dent, crnsading, championing the rights of the underdog. On the other side of 
the house is the "bank": the business offices where the bottom line mies and 
pressures to pander to advertisers prevail. The two sides of the house have 
never been as hermetically sealed as the apologists of the cathedral like to 
imagine; but the theoretical separation has historically served as a useful fic
tion that has preserved some degrees of freedom within the cathedral. It has 
often kept the bankers on the defensive against charges of censorship; and the 
strnggles between the two sides of the house have allowed the commercial 
press in liberal societies to be both profitable and relatively free. Given the 
current conglomerate control and vertical integration of global media, I share 
Bagdikian's \vony that the bank is winning the strnggle, and I share his con
clusion that the watchdogs beai· watching now more than ever. 

The tensions between the bank and the cathedral are openings to emanci
patory possibilities. The mandates of media-critical theory are to reconnect 
analyses of cultural fmms to analyses of the institutions and the political 
economy of communication, to fo1m alliance with cultural workers, and to 
link ciitical scholarship to strnggles for meaningful forms of social and polit
ical freedom, not just cultural freedom. That is, to recover and amplify defi
nitions of human freedom that position meaningful citizen participation at 
their center. Freedom then becomes more than just the freedom to consume 
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controversial cultural products, even though these consumer rights may as
sume importance when the powerful attempt to quash them. Nevertheless 
struggles to preserve access to pornographic websites or to controversial art 
exhibits in publicly funded museums, which always command extensive me
dia coverage in the United States, deflect attention away from the larger dem
ocratic struggles of our time. Moreover, they trivialize what is actually at 
stake in these larger struggles: the political freedom of all citizens, not just the 
cultural freedom of elite artists or crass pornographers. 

NOTES 

!. Alvin Gouldner, The Dialectic of Ideology and Technology (New York: The 
Seabury Press, 1976): and The Future of Intellectuals and the Rise of the New Class 
(New York: The Seabury Press, 1979). While I freely indulge the "conversation" 
metaphor in this introduction, I do not yield to the postmode1nist or neopragmatic 
temptation to conceive of scholarship as only conversation, only a rhetorical exercise. 
To the contrary, I recognize that scholarship bears the weight of the world. That is, it 
is constrained by and embedded within the limits imposed by the "real," external, ma
terial world. 

2. Ernest Becker, "The Fragile Fiction," in The Truth About Truth: De-Confusing 
and Re-Constructing the Postn1oden1 lVorld, ed. Walter Truett Anderson (Ne\v York: 
G. F. Putnam's Sons, 1995), 34--35. Becker's widely cited book, The Birth and Death 
of Meaning (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1962), from which this passage is ex
cerpted, has exerted considerable influence because of its timely appearance and its 
stunning eloquence. 

3. Houston Smith, Beyond the Post-Modem Mind (New York: Crossroads, 1982). 
4. Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1958), 268. 
5. The both/and terminological pairing has had wide circulation in feminist cri

tiques of binary thinking. Eve Tavor Bannet provides a useful analysis in "The Fem
inist Logic of Both/And," Genders 15 (Winter 1992): 1-19. For me, the "logic" res
onates both \Vithin and beyond feminisms. Susan Bordo's valuable essay, "The 
Cartesian Masculinization of Thought," Signs 11, no. 3 (1986): 439-56, which was 
subsequently amplified in The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianis111 and Cul
ture (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987),has exercised significant in
fluence over n1y thinking about Western dualism. I am, however, far less optimistic 
than Bordo is about prospects for reconciliation and a new synthesis. I think \Ve \Vill 
face the intellectual burden and a\vkwardness of both/and conceptual gynmastics for 
the foreseeable future. 

6. Perception is not only conception, but it is, as Jeron1e Bruner has pointed out, 
conceived within narrative fran1es and categories. Moreover, cognitive science has 
demonstrated that the brain pads that are habitually used develop more fully than 
those that are dormant. See Bruner, Actual Minds, Possible Worlds (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986). 
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7. Polanyi sa\v Personal K1101vledge as an argument for a "ne\v humility" in the 
theory of knowledge. Anderson tries to mediate the implications of the epistemolog
ical crises posed by new approaches to the theory of knowledge in The Truth about 
Truth. 

8. This sun1marizing sentence is packed with synthetic staten1ents drawn from 
many sources that are cited and examined in depth later in the book. This footnote 
cannot possibly catalog nor do justice to them all. There are, ho\vever, some direct 
borro\vings that do require ackno\vledgment here. Obviously I dra\v upon and play 
heavily with Becker's description of the fictive character of hu1nan 1neaning cited ear
lier; see Becker, "The Fragile Fiction." Many influences have shaped 1ny approach to 
metaphor from Nietzsche, Richards, Burke, and Blackman to more recent \Vork by 
Bloor, Lakoff and Johnson, Steiner, and Rorty. Feminist probes of language by Daly, 
Merchant, Haraway, Keller, Bordo, and legions of others have also been extremely 
in1portant to me. Bloor's discussions of ho\V metaphors transfer ideology into 1nathe
matics have been especially useful to my own thinking. See David Bloor, Knowledge 
a11d Social Imageiy (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977). Herbert Marcuse in
troduced the concept of "political linguistics" in Eros: A Philosophical lnqui1y into 
Freud (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955). 

9. C. Wright Mills, Images of Ma11: The Classic Tradition i11 Sociological Think
i11g (New York: G. Brazeller, 1960). I cite Mills's work a matter of convenience here. 
Courses in classic social (or sociological) theory are standard offerings in sociology 
departments throughout the United States. They typically cover such thinkers as 
Comte, Marx, Weber, Durkheim, Tarde, Tonnies, and Simmel. 

10. This mapping of the field is, at best, a tentative effort to locate a disparate set 
of critical inquiries in order to locate my own point of departure. There have been a 
number of excellent recent attempts to rethink ~nd re1nap the territory of communi
cation inquiry from critical perspectives that are far more thorough and nuanced than 
the shorthand I use here. See, for example, Vincent Mosco, The Political Econon1y of 
Comm1111icatio11 (London: Sage, 1996); Armand Mattelart and Michele Mattelart, Re
thinking Media Theo1y: Signposts and New Directions (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1992); John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air: A Histo1)' of the 
Idea of Comm1111icatio11 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); and Dan 
Schiller, Theorizing Con1niunication (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
Mosco also provides some interesting reflections on the mapping process itself. 

11. There are historical exceptions or partial exceptions, of course, for example, 
John Stuart Mill, Georg Simmel, and Max Weber were supportive of the feminist ar
gu1nents of their times, although they were nevertheless also beneficiaries of its pre
vailing gender order. Socialist-feminism, of course, applies the insights of the think
ing of Marx and Engels to its articulations of critical analyses of patriarchy; Engels's 
The Origin of the Fan1ily, Private Property and the State (Ne\v York: Inten1ational 
Publishers, 1972) contributed significantly to the development of feminist thought. 
The quote is fro1n Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialectical bnagination (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1981), 342. 

12. This claim requires so111e qualification. To be sure, early \Vork in British cul
tural studies shared the gendered blindspot of other forms of conununication inquiry. 
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Feminist struggles exposed that blindspot, and, to some significant degree, opened up 
the range of inquiry encompassed by cultural studies. Ho\vever, the tendency to slip 
back into old patriarchal patterns continues, as do the struggles against it. What passes 
as cultural studies in the U.S. lacks both the theoretical coherence and the political 
mission of the original: its eclecticism has 1nade it a convenient location and identi
fier for interdisciplinary work that does not fit within established subfields of the so
cial sciences or hun1anities. Its openness to fentlnist and queer studies is, at least in 
part, an artifact of this eclecticistn. 

13. For a discussion of the problems in the hun1anities, and especially English, that 
led to the ascent of cultural studies in the hun1anities, as well as a tracking of its theoret
ical roots, see Anthony Easthope, I.itera1y into Cultural Studies (Ne\v York: Routledge, 
1991). For a scathing critique of the transformation of cultural studies as it has been ap
propriated by the humanities in the U.S., see Rita Felski, "Those Who Disdain Cultural 
Studies Don't KJ.10\v \Vhat They're Talking About,11 The Chronicle of Higher Education 
(23 July 1999): 6(B). For a critique of cultural studies that draws upon the same tradi
tions as British cultural studies, see Nicholas Gamhatn, Capitalisn1 and Conununication: 
Global Co1t11nu11ication and the Econo1t1ics of Infon11ation (London: Sage, 1990); and 
Nicholas Gami1am, The Media and Modemity (London: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
For a careful explication of the debates within the British left involving E. P. Thompson, 
Raymond Williams, and Stuart Hall, which resulted in the privileging of culture in the 
work of the Binningham School, see Schiller, 171eo1izing Con1n1unicatio11. 

14. Naming the names of all of the scholars who have directly influenced my 
thinking about fentlnist theory over many years of reading, conferencing, and agitat
ing would be impossible. Since my purpose here is simply to flag an affinity with 
nlodes of fe1ninist thought that nlore or less consistently keep their eyes on the sys
tentlc effects of oppression as \Vell as on its cultural expressions (including those that 
oppress 111en as \Veil as \Votnen), I arbitrarily list only a fe\v influences here, for ex
ample, Dorothy Smith, Eva Figas, Ann Oakley, the early Ger1naine Greer, Dale 
Spender, Bob Connell, Cynthia Cockburn, Maureen McNeil, and Mary O'Brien. 
American feminism has, of course, also had an enormous, indeed shaping, influence 
on n1y thinking, and 1nuch of that influence has co1ne from thinkers outside of the 
acade1ny. So111e of these influences are catalogued in the endnotes. 

15. See, for example, the prefatory comments to Judy \Vajc111an, Fen1inis111 Con
fronts Technology (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991), 
2. I do, ho\vever, 1nore generally agree \Vith the emphasis that Wajc1nan places on the 
"social" constituents of technology developn1ent. 

16. For three recent, book-length rethinkings of critical theory that are responsive 
to the femhtlst critique, see Mosco, The Political Econon1y ofCon1111unication; Peters, 
Speaking into the Air; and Schiller, Theorizing Conununication. While focused on po
litical econo1ny, rather than on the con1n1unication field as a whole, Mosco's \Vork 
presses toward a synthesis of feminism and critical theory in his rethinking of the po
litical econo111y of co1nmunication. 

17. Georg Simmel, The Sociology of Georg Simmel (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 
1964). The question "How is society possible?" is the fundamental question underly
ing all of Simmel's (1858-1918) work. Others critical sociologists have expressed 
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their truces \Vith constructivism more efficiently by describing the relationship be
tween conununication and society as mutually constitutive, a position that is conso
nant \Vith my position. My added verbiage and qualifications are, however, necessary 
because much of the \Vork in this book examines the roles metaphors play in those 
constitutive processes. As a result, my own metaphors require more interrogation. 

18. In The Political Economy of Conununication, Mosco, following Connell, de
scribes his critical realist's tn1ce with constn1ctivism much more efficiently by de
scribing the social as mutually constituting. 

19. Clifford Geertz played a crncial bridging role, at least in the United States, in 
the movement from literary study to cultural studies. Long an eloquent in-house critic 
ofpositivistic approaches to anthropology, Geertz's workreads very differently as lit
erary apology than it does as anthropological critique. Anthropologists know that the 
temptation to reify the concept of social structure by strnctural-functionalists has long 
been critiqued within social science even by functionalists, for example Alfred R. 
Radcliffe-Bro\vn. See Alfred R. Radcliffe-Bro\vn, Structure and Function in Prhni
tive Society: Essays and Addresses (Glencoe, Ill.: The Free Press, 1965). They know 
that these reflexive moves have been moves a\vay fron1 naive realisn1. They also 
know that critical, conflict, or neo-Marxian traditions have long used the term by link
ing it dynamically to strnggles of domination and resistance. In short, they know that 
the term, the metaphor or heuristic n1odel, has a much richer and more nuanced his
tory and set of critical associations than is presence in the mechanistic determinisn1 of 
Marx's analytic categories of sub- and superstrncture (that even Marx qualified and 
later criticized). Moreover, they also know that while reductive dreams have certainly 
prospered in all of the social sciences, the "structure" of Suassurian linguistics is but 
one rather specialized meaning of the tenn. Its failure to satisfy the reductive dreams 
of students of literature does not, however, n1ean that all other uses of the term are il
legiti111ate or that social science itself has little of value to say about culture and com
munication. Geertz has often been ntlsused, albeit without protest, especially by Eng
lish professors to disntlss, \Vithout investigation, the entire corpus of pre-Geertzian 
anthropology and virtually all structural sociology. 

20. Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Struc
turalism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974). 

21. Gtinter Grass and Pierre Bourdieu, "A Literature from Belo\v," The Nation 
(July 3, 2000): 25-28; and Pierre Bourdieu, "A Reasoned Utopia and Economic Fa
talism," New Left Review 227 (1988): 125-30. 

22. The phrase "lunatics of one idea" is from Wallace Stevens. It is cited by 
Charles Simic in his powerful testament against utopian thought, "Refuges," in Let
ters of Transit: Reflections on Exile, Identity, Language, and Loss, ed. Andre Acin1an 
(New York: The New Press, 1999), 134. Simic claims, "Barbarism, intolerance, and 
fanaticism have been the by-products of all utopian projects in this century. Infallible 
theories of history and hun1an progress brought about the most repellent forms of re
pression. The noble-sounding attempt to make the \Vhole of society accept a particu
lar worldvie\v always leads, sooner or later, to slaughter of the innocents" (133). In 
my view Simic rightly equates fanaticism \Vith clain1s to infallible theories of history 
and progress. Ho\vever, his equation of all utopian thought \Vith claims to infal1ibility 
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and the reductive lunacy of one idea is hyperbolic and ahistorical. Although he cele
brates the individual rights valorized by Westen1 democracies (in this case the United 
States), Simic ignores the history of de1nocratic movements: of movements to expand 
human rights franchises, the civil rights moven1ent, the \V01nen's movement, Man
dela's triumph over apartheid, et cetera. Even such modest social refo1m initiatives like 
providing shelters for the homeless, crises hotlines to comfort and counsel the trauma
tized, or school lunch programs require some vision of a better, more just society. 

23. Donna Hara\vay, "Situated Knowledge: The Science Question in Feminism 
and the Privilege of Partial Perspective," Feminist Studies 14, no. 3 (1988): 579. I not 
only endorse macroanalysis of national and transnational neoliberal structures and 
initiatives, but also activism that exposes the human costs they extract, for example 
sweatshops and environmental toxicity. Ho\vever, given the \vays n1ajor n1ass media 
have represented this activisn1 to date, emphasizing violence and anarchy and fram
ing it as the \Vork of radical fringe groups and naive tagalong youths, I am not opti
mistic that this activism can spark a groundswell of public support any time soon. I 
am, ho\vever, 1nore hopeful about some other initiatives to counter globalization that 
are emerging from within the life worlds of ordinary people as the effects of global
ization impinge upon their in1mediate environments and their respective pursuits of 
"adequate n1aterial abundance, modest n1eaning in suffering, and limited happiness." 
Most people, for example, do not \Vant to drink \Vater that contains arsenic or eat pro
duce that is laced \Vith pesticides, n1eat that contains growth honnone residues, or 
food that has been chemically altered or radiated. These bread-and-butter issues bring 
globalism home to the family dinner tables of ordinary people in tangible ways that 
distant protests at summits of corporate and government leaders do not. For most peo
ple, WTO, WMF, GATT, and NAFrA are vague abstractions, and big media prosper 
from keeping them that way. Conversely, bread-and-butter issues are mobilizing peo
ple in many parts of the world into community-based acts of social responsibility that 
are also, at least in part, acts of "resistance" to reducing all values to market values. 
Moreover, this resistance cuts across ideological spectrurns. To cite a fe\v examples: 
European skepticism and activism against radiation of food before its long-term ef
fects can be assessed (which, yes, is also a form of anti-Americanism); initiatives that 
support recycling, \Vhich in the U.S. have popular support even \Vhen they are not cost 
effective; the Slow Food Movement in Italy, which seeks to protect artisan food pro
duction and practices and the ways of life that support them against imposition of pro
duction standards favored by U.S. agribusiness; and even the growing popularity of 
home gardening using organic methods, reintroducing heirloom plants, and hon1e 
canning and other food preservation techniques. Organic Gardening is, for instance, 
the world's largest gardening magazine with a circulation of 600,000. While the vis
ibility of such efforts has had an upscale, yuppie, or "hobo" (bourgeois-bohemian) 
lifestyle edge, the "back to nature" methods they draw upon have deep roots in peas
ant experiences of scarcity. The challenge for critical scholarship is to connect the 
dots a1nong these macro- and micro-movements. See Alexander Stille, "Slow Food: 
An Italian Answer to Globalization," The Nation (August 20/27, 2001):11-16; and 
Irene Kraft, "Rodale Goes Organic with Style," Allentown (Pa.) Morning Call, 20 Au
gust 2001, l(D), 4(D). 
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24. Nicholas Johnson, "Freedo1n, Fun, and Fundamentals: Defining Digital 
Progress in a Democratic Society" in Invisible Crises: lVhat Conglonierate Control of 
Media Means for Anierica and the lVorld, ed. George Gerbner, Hamid Mow Jana, and 
Herbert I. Schiller (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), 82-90. Johnson, a former federal 
communication commission_er, points out that in the U.S., until recently, combined 
control over media contents and the conduits for distribution of contents \Vas barred 
by FCC regulations. 

25. Robert W. McChesney, "The Political Economy of Communication and the 
Future of the Field," Media, Culture, a11d Society 22 (January 2000): 115. McChes
ney offers an exceilent analysis of the recent malaise in communication scholarship 
and provides a compelling plea for revitalization of communication research. Unfor
tunately I discovered this article late in the \Vriting of this book; ho,vever, my argu
ments resonate closely with McChesney's. McChesney also provides an excellent 
brief for utopian thinking in 1nedia reform movements, \Vhich is also grounded, in 
part, in Bourdieu's concept of "reasoned utopias." See Bourdieu, "A Reasoned Utopia 
and Economic Fatalis1n." 

26. In his vast history of Western culture, Jacques Barzun also presents a strong ar
gument for recovering "eutopian" thought, pointing out that it has contributed much 
to social thought and struggles for democracy. Barzun, Fro1n Da~vn to Decadence: 
500 Years of\Vestem Cultural Life, 1500 to the Present (New York: HarperCollins, 
2000). In their recent book, Liberation Sociology (Boulder: Westview Press, 2001), 
Joe R. Feagin and Henlan Vera also remind us that until the mid-twentieth century 
when sociology was "Parsonized" (shaped by the objectivist interpretations and so
cial positioning of Talcott Parsons of Harvard University), conunitments to social re
form and to activism on behalf of the oppressed were hallmarks of the field. Like fem
inism, multiculturalis1n, and "political correctness" before it, the conception of the 
intellectual as gadfly who is obliged to "speak truth to power" has recently come un
der heavy fire from the conservative right in the U.S. This is a curiously inconsistent 
move since the right has stridently claimed that privilege since the 1960s in chal
lenging what it has insistently characterized as the "liberal" donlinance of U.S. poli
tics, academics, media, and popular culture. See Richard Posner, Public Intellectuals: 
A Study of Decline (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001). 

27. Max Weber, "Science as a Vocation," in Fron1 Max lVeber, ed. H. H. Gerth and 
C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 147. See also Edward 
Said, Representations of the fllfellectual (New York: Random House, 1996). Said ac
knowledges large debts to C. Wright Mill s's discussions of the role of the intellectual 
in Power, Politics, and People (New York: Ballantine, 1963). Mills's thinking, in tum, 
was, of course, strongly influenced by Weber's. 

28. Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: The Free Press, 
1967, original 1933). 

29. See Edward Said, Orienta/ism (New York: Pantheon, 1978); Edward Said, 
Culture and Iniperialisn1 (Ne\v York: Random House. 1977); bell hooks, Yearn;ng: 
Race, Ge11de1; and Cultural Politics (Boston: South End Press, 1990); and John 
Gabriel, Whitewash: Racia/ized Politics and the Media (London and New York: Rout
ledge, 1998). 



Introduction: Scholarly lVriting Is an Unnatural Act 25 

30. See Gouldner, The Dialectic of Ideology a11d Tech11ology, 164; and Graham 
Murdock and Peter Golding, "Culture, Communications, and Political Econon1y," in 
Mass Media and Society, ed. James Curran and Michael Gurevitch (London: Edward 
Arnold, 1991), 26. 

31. Ben Bagdikian, interview, Fear and Favor in the Newsroo111, videocassette 
(Seattle, Wash.: Northwest Passages Productions, 1997). 





Chapter Two 

The Future Is Not What It Used to Be 

Napoleon described history as the fable agreed upon. During the closing 
decades of the twentieth centmy, explorations of the grounds for such agree
ments became the sites of highly charged epistemological and cultural con
flicts. Theories about cormnunication have provided the cognitive maps for 
many of the explorations. These theories have not, however, originated within 
the academic discipline that we know as cormnunications. 

Except for studies in rhetoric, cormnunication research has been largely 
ahistorical. The usual excuse for this lapse, the newness of this branch of in
quiry, does actually have some merit in this instance. The field, like the po
litical, economic, and cultural practices that it studies, is now an international 
enterprise. Nevertheless, communication research initially articulated its 
identity as an independent area of academic inquily in the United States; the 
structures of knowledge it suppo1ts continue to carry the signature of this his
torical genesis. 

Established in the wake of the cormnunications revolutions that took place 
during World War II, cormnunication research claimed modern, technology
based forms of cormnunication as its primary foci. In short, it created a space 
for itself by identifying a subject matter that was of ilmuense importance to 
the economic, cultural, and social alignments of the United States in the post
war era but of marginal interest to traditional academic disciplines. 

This strategic move situated communication research within the categories 
and the historically dependent structures of thought that the publisher, Remy 
Luce, had heralded in 1942 as "the American centu1y." It defined a set of con
temporary Western artifacts, social resources, and cultural practices as the 
subject of cormnunication research and invested the emerging discipline's 
methodological commitments in the then-current understandings of the nature 
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of empirical inquiry. This positioning did not merely predispose the field to 
historical and cultural myopia; it came close to mandating it. 

Yet, communication-even contemporary forms of communication
cannot be understood without understanding history. Mary Mander strongly 
underscores this point when she asserts: 

At the heart of conlillunication, ho\vever defined, is the fact that it is mediated. 
Because a11 communication is n1ediated, the nature of communication is neces
sarily connected to historicaJly dependent dispositions.1 

RECOVERING HISTORY: 
COMMUNICATION AS SITUATED KNOWLEDGE 

Ironically, communication research achieved academic legitimacy by secur
ing its claims in emphicism at precisely the historical juncture when scholars 
in more established disciplines were beginning to discover that empirical 
claims are themselves "speech acts"; and that these speech acts are socially 
and culturally "situated" forms of communication.2 The so-called commu
nicative tum within epistemology has yet to be fully acknowledged, appreci
ated, absorbed, or accommodated by the prevailing domain assumptions of 
communication research.3 

Where the field of communications has been responsive to these develop
ments, it has usually been in ways that continue to support impoverished con
ceptions of history. Thus, for example, Michel Foucault's concept of "dis
course," which recognizes that knowledge and knowers are always 
constructed within, and indelibly marked by, a field of power relations, has 
gained significant currency in communications.4 There have, however, been 
few reflexive explorations of the ways this idea radically challenges conven
tional, textbook understandings of disciplinary histories and research prac
tices, including the history and practice of communication research. 

Pressing the Foucault example further, how many of us have seriously con
sidered the methodological problems that the concept of historical disconti
nuity or "rnpture" poses? Foucault not only contends that the categories with 
which we know, think, and make sense-both as scholars and ordinary citi
zens-are historically and culturally dependent dispositions; he also points 
out that these dispositions can be radically disjunctive. He uses a by now fa
miliar but possibly fictive quotation from a Chinese encyclopedia, which he 
borrowed from Jorge Luis Borges to illustrate this phenomenon: 

[It] is written that "anhnals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, 
(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) suckling pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, 
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(h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn 
from a very fine camelhair brush, (I) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water 
pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies."5 
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Foucault cites this example to demonstrate not only the "exotic charm of an
other system of thought" but also "the limitation of our own" and "the stark 
impossibility [for Europeans] of thinking that."6 

Awareness of "that" has become a tenet of cultural and postcolonial stud
ies. This is an advance. Yet, too often, this new cultural awareness has gener
ated pat validations of "difference" that offer easy excuses for relativism. 
These validations have, in tum, created a ready arsenal of stock charges of 
implicitly or explicitly racialized "essentialism" and "reductionism" that are 
levied against anyone who presses researchers to do the very hard, system
atic, and disciplined historical and sociological work necessary to make 
some, albeit always incomplete, sense of "that." Without this work, each of 
us \Vill remain incarcerated it1 "her O\Vll zoo," to use Trinh T. Minh-ha's 
metaphor.7 When this happens, all possibilities of developing rational models 
of intergroup communication and coalition politics are foreclosed. 

The apartheid approach to scholarship that results from the nonreflexive 
valorization of historical discontinuity and cultural difference ensures that 
communications will remain "a field of isolated islands of thought."8 It also 
excuses its practitioners from participation in the very difficult, conflict-laden 
dialogues that are a necessary prologue to articulating ways of knowing that 
are no longer intractably embedded in logics and categories of domination 
and submission. The remainder of this essay focuses on some of the ways the 
new feminist epistemologies can be seen as marking radical breaks with con
ventional, empirical conceptions of science and communication. I use this ex
position to try to show why most attempts (including friendly attempts) to in
tegrate feminist perspectives within mainstream research programs and 
publications fail, and suggest some possible avenues for re-marking this im
passe as a site of discovery rather than conceding it as a point of terminus for 
dialogues within the field of communications. 

LOSING HISTORY IN THE TRANSLATION 

Like the Chinese encyclopedia, new feminist epistemologies and theories of 
communication weave together categories, concepts, and cultural practices 
that are impossible to think within the Baconian and Cartesian methodologies 
that have provided the warrant for empirical studies in social science. To be 
sure these empirical methodologies have always functioned more as profes
sional ideology than as practical recipes for conducting scientific research.9 
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Feminist claims are "unthinkable" within the domain assumptions of es
tablished social science not only because they fmthrightly assert that the dis
courses of science are manmade, but also because they subscribe to the far 
more radical claims that the epistemologies and the theories of knowledge 
that produced these discourses are systematically skewed by both Eurocentric 
and masculinist interpretative and textual practices. Or, to put it in the terms 
of Mander's proposition: the rules governing the communications that com
prise scientific talk and texts have been secured by "the historically depen
dent dispositions" of a select group of well-educated Western men.10 Accord
ing to the feminist view, then, the substantive claims of science are neither 
"neutral" nor "neutered."11 To the contrary, feminist epistemologies treat the 
forms of "objectivity," which science has valorized, as contingent cultural ar
tifacts: artifacts that were crafted by formalizing and codifying the subjective 
views of the men who participated in the founding conversations of modem 
science. 

Feminists have identified some of the gendered practices that shaped these 
artifacts. First, women were excluded from science at its inception. This was, 
in part, a strategic move that was designed to distance the powders and po
tions of scientists from those of the womanly arts of herbal medicine and 
witchcraft, and thereby protect scientists from the bloody Inquisition that 
swept Europe during the formative years of the scientific revolution.12 Sec
ond, modern science marked this distance by securing its vision in highly sex
ualized and sexist metaphors: instrumental metaphors that characterized na
ture as a woman and recommended her domination-even, in Bacon's much 
cited graphic hyperbole, her "rape."13 Third, the categories of Western science 
emphasize discrete boundaries, hierarchies, binary logics, and abstractions 
that, paradoxically, support both disembodied and homoerotic patterns of 
thinking and writing about natural phenomena.14 

Feminist accounts of the history and cultural practices of science partially 
overlap and converge with accounts of the scientific enterprise that have been 
independently arrived at by sociologists and historians of science.15 The fem
inist project is not, however, merely an analytical or cdtical endeavor. To the 
contrary, it is committed to social change: to radical revision and re-creation 
of the terms and fields of power relations that provide the auspices for the dis
courses of science, history, and capitalism. 

Feminist revisionism does not claim that the discoveries or the laws of the 
Sciences of Man are invalid or obsolete. It does, however, claim that these 
sciences are not only socially and historically contingent but also incomplete. 
For this reason, feminist epistemologies patently reject all strategies for re
dressing this partiality that do anything less than undertake a comprehensive 
revision of existing categories and structures of knowledge.16 Yet, established 
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strnctures of knowledge in science and history contain no terms and few 
spaces for thinking "that." This is why these strnctures cannot suppmt inte
gration of feminist ideas within existing paradigms and definitions of the 
problematics of communication studies. 

In contrast to the "view from nowhere" that the epistemics of Baconian and 
Cartesian objectivity support, feminist epistemologies recognize that all 
forms of knowledge, including the disciplined knowledges of the academy, 
are, in Donna Haraway's terms, "situated knowledges": knowledges that are 
historically, materially, culturally, and linguistically mediated, finite, and se
cured within, although not necessary homologous with, a field of power rela
tions.17 This recognition does not necessitate an embrace of relativism. To the 
contrary, it is the first move in \vhat Hara\vay describes as a Hno-nonsense 
commitment" to the hard \Vork necessary to provide "rational," "objective," 
and "faithful accounts of a 'real' world" that can be prutially shared and that 
are "friendly to emthwide projects of finite freedom, adequate material abun
dance, modest meaning of suffering, and limited happiness."18 

Contra Foucault's theory of mediation,however, ferninist epistemologies do 
not assume that all roads to resistance and emancipation are blocked by hege
monic discursive practices. They recognize that Foucault's concept of "dis
course," like Bacon's and Descartes's concepts of "objectivity," failed to ade
quately account for its own vantage point: the situation of its own production. 

Foucault's "data," the texts and expert claims that he used to expose the 
panoptic disciplining of modem forms of authority and sexuality, were situ
ated within the epistemic of what Nancy Hartsock calls "abstracted mas
culinity."19 Consequently, a sociologically informed feminist epistemological 
position supports Jurgen Habermas's indictment of Foucault as a "young con
servative," although not only or fully on the charges specified by Habermas, 
whose own theory of emancipat01y communication is also punctuated by 
gendered "blindspots."20 

Dorothy Smith implicitly recognizes Foucault's (and philosophy's) mas
culinist positioning when she reinterprets his concept of "discourse" from a 
sociological perspective: 

because we are talking sociology, not philosophy, we \Vant to address discourse as 
a conversation n1ediated by texts, that is, not a n1atter of statements alone but of 
actual ongoing practices and sites of practices, the 1naterial forms of texts (jour
nals, reviews, books, conferences, classrooms, laboratories, etc.), the n1ethods of 
producing texts, the reputational and status structures, the organization of powers 
intersecting \Vith other relations of ruling in state agencies, universities, profes
sional organizations, and the like. Attention to discourse as sociaUy organized 
does not discard or invalidate the statements, conventions, and knowledges that its 
texts bear. Rather texts are understood as embedded in and organizing relations 
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among subjects active in the discourse. We are talking then about actual people 
entering into actual relations with one another [emphasis added].21 

Smith reminds us that "the actual people entering into actual relations with 
one another" in the laboratmies, seminars, government offices, and publish
ing houses that produced Foucauldian "discourses" were (and are) primarily, 
although not exclusively, male and that these men operate within a gendered 
field of power relations that is based upon a complex dialectic of "domi
nance" and "submission." And, these men do so largely oblivious to the gen
dered constituents of these power relations and the entitlements that accom
pany them. In the case of academics, these entitlements also, of course, 
typically include the privileges of class, race, and imperial locations. 

Since Foucault attended to the sexual rather than the gendered constituents 
of the anatomy of power relations, he was unable to gain access to a persis
tent site of tension, conflict, and sometimes resistance to hegemonic dis
course: women's cultures, and their "ways of knowing" and of perfmming 
gendered identities.22 The specific contents and artifacts of these subcultures 
or "residual" cultures have generally been of marginal interest to male insti
tutions and disciplinary practices.23 Consequently, these residual cultures 
have retained significant diversity across ethnic, religious, color, and class 
lines, even within Western industrial societies. Unlike the disciplined, ho
mogenized, and in their own ways repressive and commodified values, prac
tices, and a11ifacts of the dominant male culture, "woman" is still, as Luce Iri
garay put it, the "sex which is not one" (emphasis added).24 

As women, the actual people of Smith's formulation, become increasingly 
integrated into the structures of global capitalism, they are, however, experi
encing increasing pressures to surrender this diversity and to assimilate the 
values of the dominant and still misogynist corporate culture. That is, they are 
resocialized, even, in a sense, "remanufactured" to fit the specifications of the 
commodified corporate gender regime. The image of the ideal corporate 
woman cultivated in U.S. popular media today is that of "a babe," in quasi
pornographic terms, as \Veil as a "killer \voman," a ruthless instrumentalist 
who takes no prisoners and has no patience with traditional feminine, qua hu
manistic, values.25 Hypersexed according to the specifications of adolescent 
male fantasies, this new hybrid type comes equipped with a female body, fre
quently amplified by breast implants and, depending upon the fashion dic
tates of the season, sculpted by rigorous body-building regimes and/or near 
anorexic nutritional deprivation. Her mind is, however, fully colonized by 
masculine cultural values. She is an operative of the commercial world who 
coexists (possibly even doubly exists) with a softer more private and pre
sumably traditionally docile type: wife, mother, daughter, girl next door. 
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When women are represented within the discourses of abstracted mas
culinity (and they often are), it is as "the sex" - the marked category- in the 
field of power relations.'6 These representations usually define women in es
sentialized and heterosexist terms based upon the roles they play in men's 
lives as sexual partners, wombs, and nurturers. Even the "killer" corporate 
woman, who challenges this conception by fiercely competing with men, 
nevertheless compensates for her challenge, at least in the mythos of popular 
culture, by submitting to framing within traditional pornographic representa
tions of the "bad girl," qua insatiable dominatrix. 

These representations leave much of women's experience "hidden from 
history."27 What is hidden from the disciplined discourses of abstracted mas
culinity, including Foucault's corpus, is: 

the experience of spinsters, lesbians, unionists, prostitutes, mad\vomen, rebels 
and maiden aunts, manual \Yorkers, mid\vives and \Vitches. And \Vhat is in
volved in radical sexual politics, in one of its dimensions, is precisely a reasser
tion and recovery of marginalized fom1s of femininity in the experience of 
groups like these.28 

Since Foucault ascribes special epistemological status to the outlaw-"the 
condemned man" -who, he claims, represents "the synnnetrical, inverted fig
ure of the king" in the "darkest region of the field of political power-relations," 
his disinterest in marginalized forms of femininity is especially telling. It is 
masculinist if not overtly misogynist.'9 

Adequate accounts of the contributions that women have made to the de
velopment of the disciplines, either by attending to the material needs of male 
scientists and scholars or by acting as silent partners in the research process, 
still remain largely absent from the historical record.30 Speculation about the 
role Einstein's first wife may have played in developing the special theory of 
relativity is just one, albeit dramatic, example of this kind of gap in the offi
cial archives of science. A more prosaic but pervasive example of women 
scholars hidden from history, including the history of communications, is the 
two-person academic career in which wives, cast as silent partners, function 
as researchers, typists, editors, and sometimes ghostwriters. Such careers 
were very common, almost normative, in the United States after World War 
II, when academic women, like their working-class sister, Rosie the Riveter, 
were dismissed from their positions en masse to make room for men return
ing from the military and war-related government work. 

Moreover, the historical eraser rubs both ways. When, for example, the his
tory and cultural practices of science are apprehended through the lens of "ab
stracted masculinity," the absence of women from the laboratory or research 
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team is routinely taken to mean gendered behavior is also absent. That is, ab
stracted masculinity cultivates the peculiar conclusion that male institutions 
are not gendered institutions. It allows scholars like Steve Shapin, coauthor 
of Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, a11d the Experimental Life 
(1991), and others to maintain, for instance, that gender is not relevant to ex
plaining Boyle's science because it was a "gentlemen's" activity. Because 
women were excluded, Shapin contends that gender is not a significant vari
able for studying the formative texts of modern science. David Noble's A 
World Without Women (1992) provides an excellent corrective to this kind of 
myopia.31 

In contrast, feminist epistemologies conceive of the absence of women 
from the laboratories, research teams, public fora, and archives of science as 
decisive markers of gendered terrain. Thus, for example, science, technology, 
war, and sport are usually conceived of as predominantly homosocial and 
sometimes homoerotic institutions within feminist research protocols.32 Re
cent feminist research in communications indicates that news, information 
science, and certain other research venues are also illuminated by viewing 
them as sites of gendered knowledges.33 

In sum, feminist epistemologies assume that gender is a crncial constituent 
for the analysis of all fields of power relations and all disciplined subjects and 
structures of knowledge.34 This assumption mandates radically new ways of 
conceiving, legitimating, and building strnctures of power and knowledge. 

THE "BRAVE NEW WORLD" OF COMMUNICATION 

Communication research is peculiarly positioned in relationship to gender 
studies. Empirical research in the field has confirmed gender-based differ
ences in taste cultures, audience responses, conversational behavior, decision
making processes, leadership styles, voting and consumer behaviors, and 
much more. Gender is therefore well established as an important variable for 
most forms of research in the field. 

Empirical social science research methodologies produced these findings. 
In the 1970s and early 1980s, feminists interpreted such findings as evidence 
of patriarchal domination and incorporated them in briefs for reform in both 
science and society. In the past two decades, however, as Sandra Harding 
points out, feminist empiricism has discovered that gender is not merely an 
important variable in explaining social behavior, but it is also the difference 
that makes a difference within social hierarchies.35 This discovery not only 
radically alters the future of feminist research; it transfo1ms the ways feminist 
sociologists and historians conceive of the past. 
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Moreover, this discovery is producing a body of research that is increas
ingly exercising influence beyond feminism.36 This research is demonstrating 
that gender is a primary constituent of the anatomy of all forms of knowledge 
and power-relations. So that, for example, if we want to study the structures, 
processes, and achievements of Plato's academy, the Crusades, the medieval 
monastery, the Royal Academy, or the National Football League, we must 
consider and examine the exclusion of women as a constitutive, gendered be
havior rather than as an incidental practice of these organizations. 

This move opens up what Stuart Hall describes as a "brave new world" for 
researchers: one that radically alters the topographies of knowledge and so
cial relations. According to Hall, a "revolution in thinking" follows 

in the wake of the recognition that all social practices and fonns of dontlna
tion-including the politics of the Left-are always inscribed in and to some ex
tent secured by sexual identity and positioning. If we don't attend to how gen
dered identities are formed and transfom1ed and how they are deployed 
politically, we simply do not have a language of sufficient explanatory power at 
our command with \Vhich to understand the institutionalisation of power in our 
society and the secret sources of our resistances to change.37 

Even the brave enter this new world knowing that they must rewrite their per
sonal intellectual histories as well as the histories of their disciplines, and that 
these revisions will significantly transform their investments in the future. 

Yet, such reflexive exercises can also secure the grounds for forms of ra
tionality and politics that are no longer situated in the unexamined assump
tions of Western structures of gendered knowledge. Thus, for example, they 
make it possible to uncover and partially repair the gender-based blindspots 
in Foucault's archaeology of knowledge and Habermas's concept of emanci
patory communication, and thereby to recraft and amplify the power and res
onances of these ideas. Such exercises will, of course, also have less salutary 
effects. A reflexive history of communication research would surely show that 
situating the field within the prevailing assumptions of the power-knowledge 
of "the American century" contributed to cultural imperialism, Cold War ide
ologies, and replications of gender orders based upon what Bob Connell calls 
"hegemonic masculinity."38 In my judgment, however, the risks and embar
rassments we face are far outweighed by the opportunities. 

A blindspot that requires immediate redress, in light of the lessons of the 
new feminist epistemologies as well as the work of Foucault, Lacan, Derrida, 
and many others, is the fundamental, even constitutive, error in most current 
protocols for empirical communication research, which treats gender as a 
"variable."39 This error is produced by the nonreflexive practice of importing 
and replicating the compulsory heterosexuality of the larger culture that 
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forces data into the logics and structures of discrete, implicitly hierarchical, 
binary categories, which reflect hegemonic definitions of masculinity and 
femininity. 

One methodological strategy, already in use in communication, that may 
have the capacity to accommodate this correction is the sense-making ap
proach pioneered by Brenda Dervin. Based in pa1t on Paulo Freire's process 
of "conscientization," it requires researchers to constantly interrogate their 
own epistemological positions. This insistent reflexivity is the point of de
pmture for conducting open-ended sense-making interviews in which sub
jects explain how they make sense of their own life worlds in specific con
texts: how they solve problems, bridge gaps in their knowledge, and so on. 
Both researchers and subjects (who might better be described as dialogic 
pmtners) are engaged in a dynamic process of "verbing," in which all ac
counts are al\vays incomplete; are open to revision, correction, refinement; 
and are amenable to change as conditions change. The goal of sense-making, 
like the goal of feminist critiques of science, is to tell "less false stories about 
nature and social life."40 

LOST INNOCENCE, NEW POSSIBILITIES 

The communication revolution in epistemology has robbed contemporary 
scholarship of its philosophical innocence and naivete. Developments in pol
itics and the global marketplace have changed the terms, technologies, agen
das, social relations, and material conditions for the production of knowledge. 
New structures for securing, testing, and validating knowledge claims recog
nize location and positioning as pivotal because, as Hall notes, "This insis
tence on 'positioning' provides people with coordinates, which are specially 
important in the face of the enormous globalisation and transnational charac
ter of many of the processes which now shape their lives."41 In short, this in
sistence makes all scholarship more accountable than it was during "the 
American century.'' 

The communication tum in epistemology creates extraordinary opp01tunities 
for the field of communications. Some of the architects of this revolution have 
turned to communication scholars for guidance in mapping the te1rnin of the 
brave new world they have created. For example, in 1991 Donna Haraway
who, at the time, was perceived as perhaps the most prescient of all of the tech
novisionaries by vhtue of her authorship of "The Cyborg Manifesto" -saw the 
discipline of communication as posed on the cutting edge of further develop
ments in the new scholai"Ship.42 Yet, more than a decade later, communication 
has contributed little to this discourse; increasingly, the discipline risks irrele-
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vance as its subject matter becomes the common feast and fodder of the social 
sciences, humanities, and the commercial world. To meet this challenge, com
munication needs to create methodologies with sufficient analytic power to 
systematically investigate the multiple and multifaceted ways that gendered 
patterns of communication and gendered distributions of power are variously 
constrncted and replicated in different social institutions and structures of 
knowledge. Moreover, gender is, of course, but one of what Judith Butler 
(1990) calls "the exasperated 'etc."' (of race, class, gender, etc.), albeit it is one 
that asse1ts its claims in most of the actual relations we have with one another 
in constrncting and performing social reality. 

My account has underscored some of the ways that empirical approaches 
within science and history have secured their vision-their way of seeing by 
not seeing gender. It has also identified some of the blindspots in prominent 
theories of mediation and emancipatory communication. Finally, it has lo
cated some of the sources of Eurocentric and masculinist blinders in the 
power-knowledge of the American century, and in the socially situated 
knowledge that secured the legitimacy of the field of communications. 

Poised on the threshold of a brave new world, some of us now regard the 
shadow histories that these approaches to discovery suppmted (but denied) as 
ve1y promising sites for new discoveries. To effectively develop these sites, 
however, we need fully equipped conceptual toolboxes. Consequently, we 
cannot afford to throw the proverbial infant out with the soiled suds. Empiri
cal social science, and the forms of rationality it supports, remain powerful 
tools for knowing and being in a world wired together by global communica
tion and market structures. We need to acknowledge the continued relevance 
aud utility of this fmm of inquiry as well as its gaps and blindspots. 

Positioning communications within the context of the American century 
gave researchers privileged access to the cultural mtifacts and forms of 
power-knowledge that are currently being reproduced and transformed by 
globalization. That globalization is now making the cultural and gendered 
constituents of that power-knowledge increasingly transparent should not be 
read as a failure of the empirical project but rather as a delayed affirmation of 
its critical and self-correcting powers. Documenting the denials that culti
vated cultural amnesia and secured the delayed deployment of disciplinary re
flexivity is a crncial emancipatmy move. Nevertheless, it should not eclipse 
the fact that the project for empirical study of communication, conceived a 
half-century ago, has been productive. Indeed, it has been so successful that 
it has undermined its own grounding, and thereby opened up new vistas for 
reflection and discovery. 

The challenges and opportunities we now face involve rethinking and resi
tuating our conceptions of that past in light of what we now know. Awareness 
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of the gaps in the power-knowledge that secured the academic study of com
munication enriches the quest for, and multiplies the paths to, more adequate 
grounds for "rational" inquiry. It also provides more open and responsible 
templates for situating and adjudicating claims to reliable knowledge. In sum, 
this awareness moves us closer to knowing how to craft "faithful accounts of 
a 'real' world" that can be paitially shared, and that are "friendly to earth
wide projects of finite freedom, adequate material abundance, modest mean
ing in suffering, and limited happiness."43 
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Chapter Three 

Paris Is Always More than Paris 

Pascal's assertion that "there is a time to call Paris Paris and a time to call it 
the capitol of the Kingdom" implicitly recognizes the knot that binds power 
and knowledge. But the legacy of Western rationalism encourages us to deny 
or ignore its epistemological implications. Thus, for example, fmmalism di
rects us to regard synonymous expressions as equivalencies: interchangeable 
"markers" that can be represented by a common symbol in the manipulations 
of machine languages. Only rhetoric has consistently applied the Pascalian 
insight. Following the precedent set by Aristotle, however, philosophers have 
generally dismissed rhetoric as a secondary art, at best a form of salesman
ship, so that even the work of a great rhetorician like Kenneth Burke has re
mained at the margins of contemporary thought about thought. 

During the past two decades, however, the ranks of those who recognize 
that Paris is not just Paris have swollen. Crisis within the philosophy of sci
ence as well as growing political cynicism among the general population have 
led to widespread questioning of established modes of legitimating both 
knowledge and power. During the 1970s and 1980s, this questioning gener
ated a renewal of interest in the Frankfurt School of critical social theory. Ini
tially articulated by Max Horkheimer, Friedrich Pollock, Theodor Adorno, 
and their associates at the Institut fur Sozialforsch1111g in the 1930s, the ap
proach was subsequently enriched by Herbe1t Marcuse and Jurgen Habermas 
in their respective attempts to secure a basis for emancipatory communication 
(and politics) in industrial (or postindustrial) societies. 

The two waves of critical theory explicitly recognized the bond that unites 
power and knowledge. They affirmed the familiar dictum that "power is 
knowledge and knowledge, power." They did so, however, through the lens 
of a radical critique of Enlightenment-based epistemology. Frankfurt School 
critical theory does not merely acknowledge that power uses and corrupts 

43 



44 Chapter Three 

knowledge, but also recognizes that it sets the conditions for knowledge: that 
power-relations provide the auspices for knowledge and cultural production, 
and establish the rules of permission and proscription that endow them with 
coherence. The resulting theory of knowledge is realistic but also deeply pes
simistic. With Nietzsche, apologists of the first wave of critical theory recog
nize the impossibility of "immaculate perception." They acknowledge that 
"we all harbor hidden gardens and plantings." But, with Marx, they also re
alize that capital usually determines how those gardens are planted. 

The Ge1111a11 Ideology of 1846 was, of course, the immediate textual prece
dent for critical theory's perspective on repressed or distorted communica
tion. In the relevant passages, Marx and Engels contend that the abstract (for
mal) language of philosophers that creates the impression that thought is free 
of practical interests is only "the distorted language of the actual world": a 
language that reflects and secures the prevailing form of the division of la
bor.1 They point out that, under capitalism, even the categories that lie behind 
our semantic conventions are skewed by property relations, so that "in lan
guage [as in life] the relations of buying and selling have been the basis of all 
others."2 

Taking up their charge nearly a century after these fathers of world rev
olution had completed their mischief, critical theorists chose their prefix 
and defined their theoretical enterprise deliberately, reflexively. Critical 
theorists sought to distance their perspective from vulgar (mechanical) 
Marxism and to establish kinship with the Hegelian and philological roots 
of Marx's conceptions of alienation, consciousness, and ideology. They 
were students of Dilthey, von Humboldt, Schiller, Heine, Grimm, Niet
zsche, Weber, and Freud, as well as Marx. But they were also contempo
raries of Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin. 

Contra positivism, including the positivistic strains in Marxism, they re
garded the Enlightenment as a betrayal of reason rather than an extension of 
it, a betrayal that established the hegemony of instrumental reason and thereby 
prepared the way for the emergence of monopoly capitalism.3 Moreover, they 
rejected the prevailing liberal view, which regarded fascism as a singular his
torical aberration. Rather, they saw it as a logical extension of the structures of 
crisis-ridden advanced capitalism. Consequently, the Frankfurt School tried to 
outline a perspective on capitalist social institutions that was both "scientific" 
(amenable to documentary validation) and at the same time "critical" (com
mitted to the creation of a more robustly rational and just social order).4 

Their theory of personality and culture was also radically revisionist. Con
sistent with the German philological tradition and the then-emergent Freudian 
perspective, they maintained that we are captives of culture trapped in "the 
hermeneutic circle" of language. They were far less optimistic than Marx re-
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garding prospects for breaking out of that captivity, believing instead that, in 
the twentieth century, mass media and mass entertainments (what Adorno 
would later call "the culture industry") had so thoroughly colonized the con
sciousness of the industrialized masses that they were no longer able to even 
conceive of resistance, let alone articulate a platform for emancipatory social 
change. Indeed, Horkheimer and Adomo contended that the culture industry 
had actually invaded the collective unconscious, so that even the hopes, 
dreams, desires, and utopian fantasies of the masses had come to bear the im
primatur of Hollywood, the world headquarters of the culture industry.5 As 
students of Freud and residents of Nazi Germany (until their self-imposed ex
ile after 1933), Horkheimer and Adomo were keenly aware of the roles 
mythic thought and storytelling play in human motivation, even in a scientific 
age. They believed that apologists of capital not only control the institutions 
of popular culture through ownership, but also exercise dominion over the 
popular imagination. 

Horkheimer and Adomo could see no way out. The first wave of clitical 
theory offered no practical plans for resistance, no program for translating 
cliticism into collective action; at best, it invested some limited hope in the 
generative powers of clitical knowledge. Consequently it is generally re
garded, even by sympathetic interpreters, as deeply pessimistic despite its 
emancipatory commitments. 

Reread today, in the wake of a virtual flood of postmodern critiques of the 
Enlightenment, the sweep and originality of Horkheimer and Adomo's work 
remains striking. Their heavy-handed wielding of the dialectical hammer is, 
however, also stliking. It forces evidence into the either/or of the binary log
ics of the dualistic (cum dialectic) patterns of Western thought that they 
sought to implode. The net effect of this conceptual overkill is to underesti
mate the historical vitality of the lost or betrayed democratic potential of 
French and American Enlightenment thought. That is, the dialectical structure 
of the argument itself combined with the brutal realities of the dire histolical 
moment in which Horkheimer and Adomo wrote to prevent them from fully 
grasping the resilience of democratic impulses: a resilience that is nicely, if 
perhaps a bit too optimistically, evoked by Charles Douglas Loomis, who 
\Vrites, 

The word democracy has been ... used and betrayed by state, party, sect, and 
interest. Yet it still has honest lovers, who detect in it something that has myste
riously remained immaculate and true.6 

Despite its egalitarian goals, the fust wave of Frankfurt clitical theory is 
nevertheless pockmarked with elitism.7 Horkheimer's and Adomo's arguments 
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imply that only ctitical theotists and other trained dialecticians possess the 
conceptual resources necessary to see through the ttickery of the culture in
dustry. Whether this apparently elitist assumption is evidence of an endemic 
arrogance (and implicit vanguardism) within the perspective or a testament to 
the power and cogency of critical theory in illuminating the hidden mechanics 
of the culture industry-or both-is for the reader to decide. 

Failure to effectively resolve these issues combined with the hostile polit
ical climate of the Cold War to lead many postwar Anglo-American social 
scientists to dismiss much of the work of those associated with the first wave 
of critical the01y as irrationalist and nihilist. Some associates of the original 
Frankfmt School (e.g., Erich Fromm, Franz Neumann, Karl Mannheim, and 
Paul Lazarsfeld) established reputations in philosophy, political the01y, soci
ology, and communication scholarship independent of their earlier affiliations 
with the Frankfmt Institute. Others, like Horkheimer, Adorno, Leo Lowen
thal, and Herbert Marcuse, worked throughout their lives to resolve the im
passe of the first wave of critical the01y. 

A second generation of critical theorists, led by Jurgen Habe1mas, subse
quently took np the challenge. Marcuse's analysis of linguistic domination 
and its dialectical counte1pmt, his proposal for "linguistic therapy," as well as 
Habermas's theory of "communicative competence" and his attempt to spec
ify the conditions of an "ideal speech situation," are of special interest to stu
dents of political linguistics. Both of these thinkers try to chart escape routes 
ont of a language and culture dominated by instrumental reason. 

In this chapter I describe the topography of the proposed escape routes, note 
their limitations, and review some related explorations in critical the01y that 
suggest new possibilities for countering the antidemocratic effects of linguis
tic domination. What the thinkers examined in this chapter have in common is 
the conviction that "just conununication is an index of the good society."8 

A ROAD NOT TAKEN 

A few prefat01y remarks are, however, in order. The revival of interest in the 
Frankfurt School in communication and sociology was relatively short-lived. 
By the late 1980s, it became fashionable in many circles to dismiss the entire 
project because its progenitors were not able to bring it to full frnition. The 
readily identifiable flaws in some of the work were treated as synecdoche for 
the entire corpus. Adorno and Horkheimer were tagged as elitist, cultural 
mandarins: the passages in their work that displayed shallow or erroneous 
understandings of specific contents of American popular culture were repeat
edly cited. Marcuse was framed, in Cold War terms, as a quasi-totalitarian; 
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and the argument of his most popular and, from the perspective of 2002, pre
scient book, One-Dimensional Man (1964), was widely faulted as overdeter
mined. Similarly Habermas's early explorations of the communicative con
stituents of participatory democracy were variously labeled as "naive," 
"idealistic," "utopian," and packed away among the relics of a more buoyant 
moment in hist01y. To be sure, the cultural terrain identified by the Frankfurt 
School has continued to productively engage serious thinkers who do not ride 
the tides of intellectual trends.9 Such work is, however, a continuance of a re
sistant tradition of research, which John Lent aptly characterizes as "a differ
ent road taken" and a road I would describe as still sparsely traveled, espe
cially in the United States.10 

This book aligns itself with that resistance. It distances itself from the easy 
glamour of the intellectual fashion shows that too often privilege the new over 
the profound or the difficult. That is, I argue that the bold and trenchant ques
tions posed by the Frankfmt School, not its incomplete answers, are what con
tinue to make this work relevant and instrnctive. The agenda these thinkers set 
is an agenda that those who still believe in the ideal of participatory democ
racy catmot ignore. Their questions retain their relevance precisely because 
they resist defmitive answers. The point of participatoty democracy is to con
tinuously strnggle with such questions, not to settle them. As Goethe pointed 
out long ago, freedom can only be earned by daily conqueting it anew." 

The conundrnms in Habermas 's work were already apparent by the late 
1970s: its idealism, which fails to contend with the formidable powers of 
mass media; the problematic role psychoanalytic concepts play in his work; 
the liberal bias of his approach to democracy and the state; and his gendered 
blindspots. Yet, few living thinkers have strnggled as long or as hard as 
Habermas has to find ways to regenerate the public sphere and to energize the 
democratic discourse that can sustain it. To paper over that struggle with cyn
icism is to play into the hands of the enemy. As James Carey points out, the 
public sphere exists as "desire" in our life world, not simply as nostalgia for 
what never was or might be in the future. 12 We feel its presence as desire. We 
know something is missing from our collective life. Habermas may not have 
found the way, but he points the way to a democratic quest for something bet
ter. Habermas's "ideal speech situation" is indeed, as his critics repeatedly 
charge, a utopian constrnct; but I would argue that this utopianism is a 
strength as well as a limitation of Habetmas's work. It proposes a notmative 
standard or democratic ideal, which helps us identify and assess what is miss
ing in actual power talk and in the tightly scripted spin that passes as politi
cal communication today. Marcuse's concept of "linguistic therapy" is also 
utopian, as is much of his later work, which overcorrects the determinism of 
some of his earlier work. 



48 Chapter Three 

Within the current cultural climate of postmodern cool, to call a piece of 
work utopian is to call in the gravediggers. Yet, democracy itself is a utopian 
formation: an ideal that always falls short, even in its best moments, of its 
promises. Utopian thought-the desire for something better-is a necessary 
precondition to improvements in the human condition: the theory that gives 
birth to practice. Practice, alas, like all humau endeavors, is always imperfect. 
Rejecting postmodern paralysis, Jacques Barzun uses the term "eutopian" to 
suggest that writers like More, Campanella, Bacon, and Rabelais were not 
writing about "no place" but about a "good place," and that they contributed 
much to social thought in doing so." The same could be said of Erasmus, 
Diderot, Voltaire, Jefferson, Madison, Sojourner Truth, Susan B. Anthony, 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Lech Walesa, Nelson Mandela, and many 
others. Without the capacity to identify what is missing and to articulate the 
desire for something better, we resign ourselves to cutTent antidemocratic 
trends and thereby invite something worse. 

EMANCIPATORY COMMUNICATION 

The concept of emancipatory communication is an eutopian idea: its users 
sensed that something was missing in the age of administered public dis
course. They tried to imagine something better: a good place where the link 
between community and communication could be affnmed- I am even 
tempted to say "consecrated." I use the past tense here because emancipatory 
communication, like its sister term "liberation," has fallen out of fashion: a 
casualty of the end of the Cold War and the triumph of globalization. 

Critical resources have been redirected toward resisting cultural homoge
nization and preserving local cultures. These worthy pursuits have under
written some of the best recent work in cultural studies; nevertheless, a just 
world cannot be constructed within a museum of cultural diversity. Politics is 
still necessary. The goal of critical theory is to expand participatory democ
racy at the local as well as national and international levels. Therefore local 
cultures are not protected from critical scrutiny. 

To interrogate local cultures is, however, to court charges of Western im
perialism; such charges need to be given a full and fair hearing in fora that are 
sensitive to local traditions. Western cultural imperialism has never been 
more pervasive than it is today. Moreover, it must be acknowledged that the 
human rights charters that provide the legally recognized transnational plat
forms for interrogating local practices do reflect Western values. 

This is not, however, an excuse for romanticizing local traditions. Some lo
cal traditions, such as torture and slavery, are now considered inhumane and 
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illegal by most of the world's governments.14 Recent human rights discourses 
on female infanticide, female circumcision, child prostitution, and child labor 
are instmctive. Locals who benefit from these practices defend them against 
human rights monitoring groups by framing them as practices that are inte
gral to local cultural traditions and economies. In short, emancipatory politics 
in non-Western nations, as in Western nations, are often sites of conflict be
tween traditional, patrimonial forms of authority and more broadly based, in
clusive, and participatory forms. 

Democracy is an emancipatory project. To retreat from the word is to re
treat from the quest. To tread cautiously in unfamiliar terrain is sensible; to 
listen before one speaks is prudent; to interrogate one's own positions before 
others is the beginning of wisdom; but to remain silent in the presence of bru
tality is to become complicit in it. 

For these reasons, I continue to swim against the cynical, anti-utopian cur
rent. I argue that te1ms like liberation and emancipation do what Vrrginia Woolf 
once said good words should do: they soak up a lot of truth. These particular 
good words also galvanize action. The neoliberal globalizers, who denounce 
them as polemical, are right. They are polemical! This is an argument for their 
recuperation by friends of democracy, not an argument for their censure. 

Fixing damaged words is, of course, not enough. Systematic research in the 
political economy of communication, media institutions, and propaganda 
analysis is imperative. Moreover, this work needs to be combined with polit
ical activism dedicated to reforming social practices. Without these efforts, 
wordsmithing is an idle pursuit. 

POLITICAL LINGUISTICS 

Building npon the foundations crafted by Adorno and Horkheimer, Herbert 
Marcuse forged his classic statement on political linguistics in 1955.15 Because 
he framed his argument within the context of his longstanding debate with "re
visionary neo-Frendians," especially Jungians, these ideas remain relatively un
familiar to most communication theorists. One need not share Marcuse's 
Freudian sympathies to find his perspective on language and communication 
compelling. In essence, Marcuse tried to preserve the liberating message in 
Freud's theory of repression. He saw it as the essential subtext of the Freudian 
breakthrough. Thus, he maintained that, at its inception, "psychoanalysis was a 
radically critical theory" because it provided a method for demystifying repres
sion and nurturing desires for real autonomy.16 Marcuse contended, however, 
that the neo-Freudians had transformed psychoanalysis into an ideology that 
justifies repression as the price that must be paid for civilization. 
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Contra this "ideological" reading of Frend that reifies repression, Marcuse 
offered a "sociological" reading. That is, he insisted on viewing every col
lective form of repression in relative and historical terms. Thus, he main
tained that. in our time, domination is based upon (a) "surplus repression," 
which supports a complex hierarchical division of labor, and (b) "the per
formance principle," which subordinates all life-affirming energies to the de
mands of work. He contended that this system of domination has made a 
sham of participatory democracy, and that even science-once the cutting 
edge for human freedom-is now implicated in legitimating and maintaining 
the sham. Marcuse's One-Dimensional Man, published in 1964, was intended 
as an extension of this sociological analysis.17 He conceived it as an empiri
cal case study of the increasingly invisible structures of social control in ad
vanced capitalist societies: control effected by subordinating all human needs 
to the imperatives of the instrumental reason of the market. Marcuse's de
scription of the dehumanization of American language and culture in One
Dimensional Man rivals the most desolate passages in the writings of 
Horkheimer, Adorno, and Walter Benjamin. 

But the work of the dialectician does not end with critique. Unlike many of 
his followers in the New Left of the 1960s and 1970s who were too often con
tent to sloganize and vulgarize Marcuse-cry "cooptation" and retreat to a 
comfortable narcissism-Marcuse himself combined critical rigor with an 
unwavering commitment to a "new sensibility" that could transcend instru
mental domination. He continued to pursue all paths that might lead those 
who had been socialized into silence and subservience to discover new vo
cabularies that could prepare the way for "a return of the repressed." Mar
cuse's somber testaments, like Freud's, contain promises of transcendence, 
promises that could be realized through "linguistic therapy." 

To describe the way those in power are able systematically to skew se
mantic conventions, linguistic rules, and epistemological criteria, to deny dis
sent and preserve their own interests in the maintenance of the status quo, 
Marcuse used the te1m "political linguistics." He characterizes political lin
guistics as the "armor of the Establishment" and points out that "one of the 
most effective rights of the Sovereign is the right to establish enforceable def
initions of \Vords." 18 So, for example, "in the established vocabulary, "vio
lence" is a term which one does not apply to the action of the police, the Na
tional Guard, the Marshals, the Marines, the bombers."19 Conversely, 
"ten-orism" is never used to describe the actions of friendly govermnents, no 
matter how abhorrent. In contempormy psendo-liberal societies, "censorship" 
has become a pejorative code word reserved for those who posit constructions 
of reality different from the established one. For example, in current debates 
in the United States about the separation of church and state, those who seek 
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to remove displays of the Ten Commandments from conrthouses or the words 
"under God" from the Pledge of Allegiance are frequently dismissed as cen
sors. However, many of these activists see themselves as defenders of the First 
Amendment and advocates of religious diversity and intellectual freedom. 

Politically engaged rhetoricians like Kenneth Burke and Murray Edehnan 
have provided invaluable tools for decoding political linguistics.20 However, 
Marcuse's approach to linguistic therapy is far more radical. He contends that 
development of a new sensibility and a new consciousness requires a new 
language to create and conununicate new values: "the rupture with the con
tinuum of domination mnst also be a rupture with the vocabulary of domina
tion."21 Linguistic therapy, then, is an attempt to liberate words (and thereby 
concepts) from distortion of their meanings by established systems of domi
nation. Marcuse acknowledged that this may be a utopian quest. He admitted 
that the process of linguistic domination has been with us throughout histmy 
and that no revolution has transcended it: no revolution has severed the hier
archical scaffolding of language and power. Yet, he expressed the hope that, 
when humankind is released from the most demeaning forms of labor by ad
vanced technology, a new, humanistic reality principle will displace the im
peratives of "surplus repression" and "the pe1formance principle." 

Marcuse regarded linguistic therapy as prologue to, and building block of, 
an enlarged concept of rationality in which "the aesthetic dimension" of hu
man sensibility is no longer repressed.22 He maintained that, so far, black 
Americans have been the most effective agents of linguistic therapy. He cites 
their refusal and aesthetic reversal of the language of oppression as expressed 
in words and phrases like "soul," "black power," and "black is beautiful." 
Similar claims have, of course, been made in recent years for rap and hip
hop.23 The mandate of linguistic therapy, then, is to restore the dialogic pow
ers of the people by rescuing language from the control of the dominators. 
Marcuse did not assume that words were free of histmy in the precapitalist 
era. But he did contend that it is possible to strip away the veneer of surplus 
distortion acquired by language under the rule of instrumental reason. So, for 
example, it would be possible to recover and restore the critical edge that 
words like "freedom," "equality," and "justice" had during the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, when they were essential terms in the language of 
the repressed rather than in the vocabulary of ideological control. 

There are, of course, problems with Marcuse's formulation. Despite his 
acute awareness of capitalism's power to absorb and domesticate criticism, 
Marcuse failed to come to terms effectively with the pervasive role mass me
dia, especially television, play in colonizing consciousness and extending lin
guistic domination. Today, more than ever, technovisions and techno-toys 
cultivate the values, priorities, and interests of cultural hegemony. Moreover, 
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the apostles of postmodernism have convincingly demonstrated that the aes
thetic dimension itself has now been captured and rather thoroughly colo
nized by the marketplace.24 Marcuse's belief-hope, really-that teclmology 
could liberate humankind from surplus repression appears, from the perspec
tive of 2002, as a both/and prospect at best. Some lives have been dramati
cally enhanced by technological prosthetics: these technologies have given 
speech to the mute, hearing to the profoundly deaf, sight to the blind, mobil
ity to the paralyzed, and more. Ordinmy people in teclmologically advanced 
societies now enjoy some of the lifestyle comforts that were once the exclu
sive preserves of princes and robber barons. Yet, these advances cany signif
icant material and social costs: adding to the ecological strain on an increas
ingly fragile planet, exacerbating inequalities in the international division of 
labor and resomces, and constraining as well enabling their beneficiaries. So 
that, for example, globalization has undermined unionization and worker's 
rights in developed countries by expmiing jobs and repression to developing 
nations where slave wages are the norm. Labor-saving technologies have not 
produced more leisme; to the contrmy, workers in the United States are work
ing longer hours than they did before the computer revolution. According to 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, for example, an average married couple now 
works 26 percent longer than comparable working married couples did thhiy 
years ago.25 

As Dallas Smythe demonstrated in Dependency Road, more time away 
from the factory or office does not necessarily mean greater freedom from in
strumental relations; for, under advanced capitalism, productive labor in
cludes consumption.26 Mass media and, more recently, the Internet keep peo
ple "working" by marketing consumer products to themselves, even during 
their so-called leisure time. So most Americans spend their hours away from 
paid work with the National Football League, General Mills, Burger King, 
home shopping networks, and commercial websites rather than in liberative 
play, creative craftsmanship, or emancipatory dialogue. Until critical theory 
devises adequate strategies for countering the effects of hierarchically domi
nated media systems and the passive consumerist approaches to citizenship 
they cultivate, the return of the repressed will be delayed, and linguistic ther
apy will remah1 an interesting but esoteric idea. 

MONOLOGIC INSTITUTIONS 

At once more encompassing and less radical than Marcuse's view, Haber
mas's version of critical the01y focuses directly on the problem of linguistic 
domination and the question of c01mnunicative competence. Thus, he main-
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tains, "Today the problem of language has replaced the traditional problem of 
consciousness."27 Like Marcuse, Habe1mas is concerned with the way sci
ence has been used to extend the hold of linguistic domination. Specifically, 
he is interested in the way expert technical and managerial knowledge is used 
by those in power to disenfranchise citizen participation in political debates 
by fostering the impression that many issues are inherently too complex for a 
layperson to comprehend or debate competently. According to Habermas, this 
disenfranchisement has led to the collapse of "the public sphere" and passive 
acceptance of technocratic elitism. Thus, he claims, all modern governments, 
whether capitalist or socialist, violate the terms of classic social contract the
ories of state power. None are legitimated by dialogic consensus. 

Rejecting Chomsky's pursuit of linguistic universals as ill-conceived, 
Habermas's early work on emancipatory communication mTives at a theory 
of knowledge that bears striking resemblance to Burke's rhetoric.28 Both 
thinkers, for example, propose pragmatic definitions of truth founded in dia
logue.29 Habermas maintains that truth can only be secured pragmatically: it 
is founded upon consensus that is realized in discourse. For Habermas, truth 
means "warranted assertability." He contends that a "model of pure commu
nicative action (interaction)" presupposes that all parties involved in an inter
action are accountable: that their behaviors are intentional and that they are 
capable of justifying their beliefs and nmms. But he points out that the mono
logic actions of contemporary institutions do not fit this model. Therefore, 
Habe1mas maintains, these institutional acts are embedded in systematically 
distorted communication: 

The barriers to conununication \Vhich make a fiction of the reciprocal imputation 
of accountability support at the same tin1e the belief in legitimacy \Vhich sustains 
the fiction and prevents it being found out. That is the paradoxical achieve1nent 
of ideologies, \Vhose individual prototype is the neurotic disturbance.30 

Ideological legitimations of ideas and states are secured in monologic fic
tions. They are based upon false or forced consensus: hence the Orwellian de
formations of the vocabulary of modern politics. Habermas argues that a gen
uine, rationally motivated consensus can be reached only if the conditions of 
an "ideal speech situation" can be anticipated during legitimating discourses. 
He regards the semantic analysis of the classic (Freudian) psychoanalytic di
alogues of patient and therapist as prototypes of the ideal, reflexive speech 
situation. In an ideal speech situation, Habermas contends, all potential par
ticipants must have equal chances to initiate and perpetuate discourses; all par
ticipants must have equal oppmtunities to criticize, ground, or refute all state
ments, explanations, interpretations, and justifications; and discourse must be 
free from the external constraints of domination, for example, violence, 
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threats, and sanctions. If these conditions prevail, the preconditions for a ra
tional order will be met. If these conditions are also realized within the actual 
course of the dialogue, the resulting consensus will be free of internal and ex
ternal constraints. It will be based upon the power of the best argument. 

Habermas does not bar instrumental arguments from the arena of debate; 
he merely hies to ensure that other arguments can be heard. The ideal speech 
situation is both the means and the end-double objectives-of Habermas's 
emancipatory project. In Marcuse's critical theory, linguistic therapy and ex
ploration of the aesthetic dimensions of dialogue were merely prologue: 
means whereby more humane visions of social organization might be articu
lated. Habermas's work is an apology for more rationality and more democ
racy in interactions between dominators and the dominated. It does not prom
ise an end to domination. It offers no strategies for countering the massive 
agenda-setting machine1y of today's culture indus!iy. Moreover, his concep
tion of rationality is quite nairnwly, one might even say parochially, framed 
when viewed from the perspectives of postcolonial, feminist, or postmodern 
positions. Habermas successfully demonstrates the importance of language 
and communication in legitimating knowledge and power. He does not suc
cessfully transcend positivism and instrumentalism. Therefore, he has been 
correctly labeled a "right-wing Marxist" or a "radical Liberal."31 Habermas 
has, however, clarified the issues and demonstrated that the impasse in the 
emancipatmy project of his critical theory is not an impasse in critical theory 
per se. Moreover, his extended engagement with the problems of deliberative 
democracy has set an agenda for a robust transdisciplinary conversation that 
continues to resonate with paitisans of participatory democracy. 

DEMOCRATIC POWER-TALK 

Ben Agger has offered a provocative synthesis of the ideas of Habermas, 
Marcuse, and the liberal American legal theorist Bruce Ackerman.32 In Ag
ger's critical the01y, dialogue is regarded as both a means to discrediting and 
overcoming repressive institutional arrangements and as "an imaginative 
model-a telos-of free human activity."33 Like Habe1mas, Agger contends 
that technocratic capitalism is supported by a scientization of ideology that 
not only discourages dialogues between laypeople and experts, but also en
courages a "socially structured silence" among citizens. He contends that "the 
monopoly of capital goes hand in hand with the monopoly both of informa
tion and of dialogue-chances."34 

Agger's synthesis has three essential components: (a) a conversational 
basis for delegitimating a repressive social order, through which the pow-
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er less can engage the powerful in justificatory dialogues, (b) a critique of 
the ideology of technocratically induced silence that uses the public expe
rience of delegitimation as a means of generating more sophisticated po
litical dialogues, and (c) an outline of concrete social and political action 
in which the human capacity for competent involvement in person-nature, 
person-symbol, and person-person dialogues is affirmed. Ackerman's 
"neutral dialogue" provides the first component, Habermas's critical the
ory the second, and Agger's conception of dialogue as an exemplar of free 
human activity the third. 

Ackerman's neutral dialogue provides an independent criterion for identi
fying illegitimate, nonrational, "constrained power talk." Constrained power 
talk entails failure to engage in dialogue or, once engaged, failure to offer ra
tional justifications for one's advantaged position. According to Ackerman: 

A po,ver structure is illegitin1ate if it can be justified only through a conversa
tion in which some person (or group) must assert that he is (or they are) the priv
ileged moral authority: Neutrality. No reason is a good reason if it requires the 
po\ver holder to assert: 

(a) that his conception of the good is better than that asserted by any of his 
fello\v citizens, or 

(b) that regardless of his conception of the good, he is intrinsically superior to 
one or more of his fello\v citizens.35 

Pulling rank, citing credentials instead of reasons, using technical data to 
obfuscate, and invoking procedural rules to mute or deflect justificatory dia
logues are, by definition, illegitimate, repressive communications, violations 
of democratically grounded free speech. As Ackerman puts it, "A sustained 
silence or a stream of self-contradictory noises are decisive signs that some
thing very wrong is going on."36 

Ackerman is not a critical theorist. He posits his conception of neutral di
alogue in an attempt to breathe new life into liberalism. However, he demon
strates that, by virtue of their monologic stances, most existing liberal insti
tutions are illegitimate. He provides a perspective for principled recognition 
of corruption, but no program for purging conuption. He is interested in the 
ground rules of free speech, not in the sociology of communicative compe
tence. Thus, he has nothing to say about socially stratified inequalities in ed
ucational and linguistic opportunities which, according to sociologists like 
Basil Bernstein, cause the disadvantaged to abstain from participation in pub
lic forums.37 Habermas's perspective, however, criticizes technocratically in
duced silence and encourages the powerless to respond to failed justificatory 
dialogues by developing communicative competence and thereby renewing 
political dialogues and actions. 
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Agger, like Marcuse, sees the first step-identifying illegitimate power 
relations-and the second step-developing communicative competence-as 
prologue to the third step-articulating a new sensibility that replaces instru
mental control with humanistic productive and organizational relations 
grounded in dialogue liberated from repression. Thus, Agger contends: 
"Communicative competence in this sense is nothing less than a competence 
to manage all the facets of our lives, in transcendence of an ideology that robs 
us both of our political voices and our substantive social and economic free
dom of self creation."38 It is not just the power to generate fluent reports or 
warranted assertions; it is the power to transform ourselves and the world. 
This power does not necessarily preclude hierarchy. But it does require such 
hierarchical moves to be secured in egalitarian dialogues. Thus, in contrast to 
historical (Marxist-Leninist) socialism, for example, it insists that the 
processes and the product of socialism cannot be divorced. If the ends are so
cial democracy or communitarianism, these ends can only be justified if they 
can be secured by democratic means: egalitarian dialogic processes. To Dag 
Hammarskj51d's wise prescript, "Only he [or she] deserves power who every
day justifies it," might be added the caveat that he or she must justify it in 
both theory and practice.39 In shmt, Agger's robust concept of communica
tion competence is unapologetically eutopian. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

What Paulo Freire tried to do to create conditions that would develop critical 
consciousness and articulation among those repressed by neocolonial structures 
of oppression, Agger's work attempts to do for those disenfranchised by tech
nocratic structures.40 He provides them/us with a dialogic warrant for recover
ing their voices and discovering their competencies. Agger's synthesis tran
scends the praxeological impasse of the first wave of critical theory. The 
standard of neutral dialogue, as radicalized by Agger, advances critical themy 
beyond ideological critique. It provides a practical interactional test of the sym
metty (and democracy) of dialogic relationships: not just political relationships, 
but also the organization of work and of social and domestic relationships. 
Moreover, it provides a prophylaxis against vanguardism: the perennial prob
lem of the left whereby the emancipatmy vision is distorted and betrayed by 
leaders who predicate their claims to speak for the people on a refusal to listen 
to the people. Agger's approach is interested in encouraging the repressed to 
speak for themselves, to make policy. Therefore, he does not examine in a con
crete way the policy implications of institutionalizing neutrality, although he 
does suggest that it would revolutionize the division of labor in society. 
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As I interpret these policy implications, they would seem to suggest, at a 
minimum, that in a trnly democratic state, all institutional spokespersons 
would be instrncted in the mies of neutral dialogue rather than in the princi
ples of technocratic management, advertising, public relations, and spin con
trol. The institutions of such a state would be strnctured to maxinrize oppor
tunities for generating justificatory dialogues. Racism, sexism, classism, and 
ageism would be outlawed as violations of the terms of neutral dialogue. A 
primary responsibility of the press would be to report breaches of the mies of 
neutral dialogue by those in positions of power as violations of their tmst. The 
press itself would have to rethink its covenant because, by definition, the hi
erarchical concentration of control of mass media that prevails in technocratic 
societies is an abrogation of neutrality. 

Similarly, claims by the press to the superior moral authority of "jour
nalistic objectivity" would have to be abandoned. Copyrights, royalties, 
patents, and other reified concepts of information ownership would also 
have to be thoroughly rethought. Present trends toward privatization of in
formation resources would be reversed. A new international information 
order would be established that would bear little resemblance to that 
presently envisioned by either its proponents or opponents. The cnlture in
dustry as we know it, with its monologic programming, would talk itself 
out of existence, and the knowledge industry would manufacture a new 
warrant through which scientists wonld invent less manipnlative relation
ships with nature, objects, and people, and thereby articulate more nurtur
ing vocabularies of motive and expression. Clearly, this simple and emi
nently reasonable paradigm for free speech is a very radical idea-perhaps 
as radical as ideas like "freedom," "equality," "justice," and "liberalism" 
were in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

FLIES IN THE OINTMENT 

Neutral dialogue, as it is conceived by Ackerman and Agger, is not just a good 
place. It is also a distant place. It will remain an unreachable place (or value) 
unless critical theory recovers its political will, its commitments to paiticipa
tmy democracy, and its investment in the future. The odds against its realiza
tion are great, even monumental. 

Media Industries 

The most obvious, pernicious, and intractable obstacles are, of course, the 
established powers of mass media and the culture industry more generally. 
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Given the present organization of media and the corporate economic stran
glehold on national politics, at least in the United States, it is pie in the sky 
to contemplate reforming national politics from the top-down through neu
tral dialogue. New media mergers are constantly shifting the alignments 
and increasing the conglomeration, integration, and synergy within the 
handful of global commnnication companies that now control most of the 
world's media. 

Moreover new, user-friendly media technologies, post-Fordian modes of 
production (flexible, stratified, and targeted), and personalized marketing 
techniques threaten to dismantle remaining vestiges of the public sphere by 
erasing the shared universe of discourse upon which an informed citizenry 
depends. Technovisionaries tell us that Internet-mediated infobots, which 
allow users to design personalized newspapers and other information re
sources by filtering out entire categories or genres of messages in advance, 
are the wave of the future. So, for example, Consumer A can bypass polit
ical news entirely and immerse himself in sports media, while Consumer 
B tunes into political news but filters out all viewpoints that challenges her 
ideological presuppositions, and so on. Personalized media-so inviting 
from an efficiency standpoint in an age of information overload-may in 
fact create "technological echo chambers," which preclude encounters 
with people and perspectives that are unfamiliar or challenging to their 
users.41 Yet, as Cass Sunstein points out, free expression and deliberative 
democracy depend upon: (a) unplanned and unanticipated exchanges of di
verse viewpoints that people do not seek, frequently find disturbing, and 
must struggle to integrate into their understandings of the world; and (b) a 
citizenry that has a range of shared experiences. He maintains that these re
quirements hold in any large nation, but that 

[t]hey are especially important in a heterogeneous nation, which is bound to face 
an occasional risk of fragmentation. They have all the more importance as each 
nation becomes increasingly global, and each citizen becomes to a greater or 
lesser degree, a "citizen of the \vorld."42 

Computer-enabled target marketing and consumer tracking further erode 
these democratic requirements. Intended to use advertising dollars more effi
ciently, these practices not only respond to self-selecting taste cultures and 
lifestyle differences, they cultivate them. Segmenting markets and media au
diences, these profit-maximizing strategies also divide consumer/citizens 
based upon age, gender, race, class, and other variables. That is, they create 
echo chambers as well as reinforce and amplify the filtering mechanisms that 
insulate these chambers .43 
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Failures of Critical Theories and Politics 

The logical counter to both new and old forms of media hegemony is, of 
course, broadly based democratic media activism. Recent attempts to create 
coalitions of media scholars, media activists, and media workers have, how
ever, been notorious for their own forms of fragmentation and factionalism, 
infighting, and identity politics. As neutral dialogue, most of these efforts fail. 

Would-be media refonners need to get their own houses in order. Some of 
the fault lines in failed efforts at critical media coalition politics are readily 
transparent. None is perhaps more crncial than the absence of coherent vision 
(or amalgamation of visions). 

From its inception, critical social theory has been committed to recovering 
the unity of theoty and practice: to discovering what is missing and imagin
ing something better. That is, it has been eutopian. Since the collapse of the 
Soviet dystopia, neoliberalism, the anti-ideological ideology of globalization, 
has succeeded in censoring all utopian visions except the technovisions upon 
which its own future depends.44 Framing itself as the "end of hist01y" -as 
both the telos and tenninus of historical evolutiou-ueoliberalism thereby po
sitions itself to reject all challenges to its hegemony as regressive, ahistorical, 
irrational, reductive, and potentially totalitarian.45 This alchemy has worked 
relatively well, at least within neoliberal states where the left, with some ex
ceptions, has largely surrendered (if only by default) to the "end of ideology" 
thesis that it once roundly rejected.46 Yet, without some shared vision, some 
bridging of ideals, coalition politics are impossible. 

The current intellectual fashion of blaming the Enlightenment for all of the 
errors of modernism misses the point. As the conservative economist 
Friedrich Hayek pointed out long ago, it was the marriage of scientism and 
Marxist-Leninism that led to totalitarianism: a universalistic, reductive, uni
tary, and ultimately closed vision.47 A similar and similarly dangerous but un
acknowledged scientism, rooted in social evolutionary assumptions, lies at 
the core of current neoliberal apologetics for globalization. 

Eutopian ideals, unfettered by scientism and articulated on more modest, 
even local, scales, are still needed to build just communities and viable coali
tions. The Golden Rule is such an ideal, one that can be found in some form 
as a normative standard in all enduring societies: never fully realized, but as 
a pere1mial dream. Those who find something missing in the cmwnt subordi
nation of all values to market values need to dare to dream again; to recover 
the eutopian impulse and to exercise it wisely, reflexively, with a clear-eyed 
realism. They need to once again find the courage to speak truth to those in 
power: to take risks, including risking the possibility of once again making 
humiliating errors.48 
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Feminist Questions 

Then, there is "the feminist question." Gestures that are friendly to feminism 
can be found or read into all of the theories of emancipatmy communication 
explored in these pages; however, none of their authors engages directly with 
the feminist critique of patriarchal language, structures of thought, or discur
sive practices. None considers what recent feminist epistemological critiques 
of rationalism and empiricism would mean for a theory of dialogue; how the 
feminist project would reconstruct models of rationality and discursive rules 
or how it has deconstructed social contract theory; how the gendering of pub
lic and private spheres and conceptions of good arguments can be reconciled 
in comprehensive theories of dialogue; or how Cartesian mind-body dualism 
conditions contemporary concepts of communication, infmmation, and me
diation. Indeed, all of these theories of emancipatory communication appear 
to import unstated and nonreflexive images of imaginary dialogic partners 
who already share some fundamental agreements about how public issues, ra
tionality, and warranted assertability should be defined. Yet, these elements 
are the problem of the feminist epistemological critique. In sum, feminism 
poses some profound, though not necessarily insurmountable, problems for 
critical theory and for dialogic theolies of democracy. Some of these chal
lenges are more fully explored in part II of this book. 

Elitism and Moral Tyranny of Dialogic Models 

The most daunting challenges to dialogic models of emancipatory communi
cation cut to their logical core. In his thoughtful and imaginative book, Speak
ing illfo the Air (1999), John Durham Peters radically questions both the de
sirability and tenability of using dialogue as a "normative model for the 
extended, even distended, kinds of talk and discourse necessary to large-scale 
democracy."49 He points to the simple and obvious, but frequently glossed 
over, fact that dialogic relations are dyadic, person-to-person, reciprocal in
teractions involving "the man'iage of true minds." Dialogic couplings are 
both exclusionary and very rare; moreover, they sometimes involve tyranny 
and exploitation. 

Socrates, the Socratic method of questioning, and the dyadic relationship 
of mentor and student are the prototypes for romanticizing dialogue as an ide
alized model for communication in Western culture. Socratic dialogues are 
elitist, in Peters's view, because the reciprocity they offer requires (a) orien
tation through education; and (b) the junior partner to successfully negotiate 
intellectual contests to achieve relative equality. They are not open to all; in 
historical fact, they were open only to an elite few within the limited fran
chises of Athenian democracy. 



Paris Is Always More than Paris 61 

In place of the Socratic ideal of dialogue, Peters proposes "dissemination" 
as a more accurate, and in his view, more democratic model for mass com
munication. Here, he offers Jesus and the Gospels as prototypes of dissemi
nation. Peters locates democracy in reception rather than in transmission; that 
is, receivers are free to accept, reject, ignore, or reconfigure messages. 

More specifically, for our purposes, Peters criticizes the "moral tyranny" 
that he believes is implicit in Ackerman's apparently congenial invitation to 
dialog because it does not leave potential dialogic partners free to refuse the 
invitation.50 Peters 's moral objection is justified if neutral dialogue is taken as 
a model for all forms of dialogue. However, Ackerman is a political theorist, 
not a social psychologist. He intends neutral dialogue as a means whereby cit
izens can take back (or create) democracy by making corrupt monologic in
stitutions accountable for their actions by, in effect, making them more dia
logic. That is, Ackerman intends neutral dialogue as a model for legitimating 
dialogues in which the governed ask governors to justify their exercises of 
power. In this context, institutional strnctures and procedures are already 
heavily stacked in favor of the powerful, giving them many ways of preemp
tively opting out of dialogues. Within Acke1man's liberal schema, then, the 
refusal of representatives of monologic institutions to justify their actions to 
the people is a violation of the democratic social contract of liberalism. This 
refusal is tyranny. Conversely, the threat of the people to engage in violence 
if the representatives of monologic institutions refuse their invitation to dia
logue, which Peters objects to, is not tyranny-at least not to a Jeffersonian 
or Ackermanian liberal. It is entirely consistent with the democratic premises 
of the liberal social contract, which 01iginated in both United States and 
France in violent revolutions against the monologic regimes of monarchies. 
In short, the threat of violent resistance by the people is part of the bargain of 
liberalism. 

Nonetheless Peters's larger point about the inappropriateness of dialogue 
as a model for public communication does identify serious conundrnms in 
communication theory and liberalism. Dissemination is a far more accurate 
description of how mass media and public communication work today; how
ever, I am not persuaded by his advocacy for the democracy of reception. To 
be sure, receivers are not the passive puppets that many theories, especially 
Marxist theories, of communications have assumed, but without a diverse 
media and a viable public sphere, even actively resistant receivers are poorly 
positioned to do the work of democracy. 

Peters's conception of communication is, however, far richer and, and in 
my judgment, trner than the theories of communication he critiques. Peters 
recognizes that there is a kind of "permanent kink" in the human condition, 
which makes perfect communicative reciprocity impossible; our efforts to 
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"reconcile self and other" al\vays involve some "strangeness."51 There are al
ways gaps that are filled with contradictions, ironies, wit, word play, logical 
inversions, and awkwardness; yet, he claims, these gaps are the sources of 
love and justice. In negotiating them, we become fully human. 

Peters is surely right in claiming that the liberal dialogic models of Haber
mas and Ackerman are much too sober to take into account the strangeness 
and wonder of human communication. These models only tap our highest 
cerebral functions: the upper attic of our minds where formal logic eliminates 
all of the noise of life and engages in the simplistic reductions of rationalism. 
These models ignore the fact that we all live in bodies, bring different gen
dered, racialized, class experiences, life histories, educational backgrounds, 
semantic resources, and creative cunning to legitimating conversations. 

If we accept Peters's enriched conception of communicative processes, 
must we smTender our dialogic dreams? Must we settle instead into the con
gregations of nay-sayers or yeah-sayers that his "dissemination" model ap
pears to offer? 

Not necessarily! Within Peters's work, there is a loophole that saves dia
logue from extinction in communicative ethics and in developing rules for en
gaging in power talk. In a move that is less slick than it initially seems, he 
turns the demands of reflective dialogue inside out, or more precisely "out
side in." That is, Peters imposes the rules of dialogue on the self rather than 
on the other: 

The 1notto of comn1unication theory ought to be: Dialogue \Vith the self, dis
semination the other. This is another way of stating the ethical maxim: Treat 
yourself like an other and the other like a self.52 

He makes explicit what has always been implicit, but not always honored in 
practice, in theories of emancipatmy communication: theorists need to prac
tice what they preach. 

RETURNING TO PARIS: LINGUISTIC 
THERAPY FOR DAMAGED THEORIES OF DIALOG 

Was the communication tum in critical theory a wrong tum? Should we aban
don dialogues about dialogue, repress our "desire" for more satisfying forms 
of collective life, and return to just calling Paris Paris? 

I think not. To be sure, we need to do much more than talk about talk. Stud
ies in political economy and institutional analysis, which examine the mate
rial and social conditions in which public communications take place in con-
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temporary societies, need to be reinvigorated and recentered within commu
nication research.53 But talk about talk remains an essential part of critical 
theory's emancipatory mission. The thinkers profiled in this chapter have 
contributed much to the advancement of that talk even when (and sometimes 
especially when) they have talked themselves into corners. The dream of full 
reciprocity in communication may be a romantic fiction. But the desire for 
reciprocity is not only what makes us human, it is what makes society possi
ble. Conversational rules or etiquettes, which are designed to bring a wider 
range of voices into democratic debates, may not work. Or, if they do, the 
conversations they produce may end in stalemates. But to give up on the pos
sibility of such conversations is to give up on democracy. 

A first step toward opening up richer dialogues about dialogic themy might 
be to abandon the abstractions of the rumchair and engage in real conversa
tions that test and amend the rules of neutral dialogue in practice. This is be
cause ultimately the mies for such dialogues, if they really are to be open and 
just, must be ruticulated contextually by committed participants. A vast re
search literature is now available on the ways gender, race, class, heterosex
ism, and other positionings intersect and condition actual and perceived com
munication competence in a wide range of intercultural contexts. There is, in 
short, an ample knowledge base to put themy into practice if participants are 
committed to coalition building. Moreover, liberal models for coalition build
ing, which often impose rather than achieve consensus, have been extensively 
critiqued; and alternative, equity based models, which can acconunodate ir
reducible differences, have been developed and successfully deployed by ac
tivists, for example, by some antiglobalization groups. 

Testing communication models in micropractice-in the palpable, prutici
patory presence of real talking, gesturing, and touching people-should also 
short-circuit some of the abstract logorrhea that has led so much high theory 
astray in the last two decades. Or, as Peters bluntly notes, in an otherwise 
mixed assessment of Jacques Derrida's work, "[T]o think of the longing for 
the presence of other people as a kind of metaphysical mistake is nuts."54 

Putting the house of critical themy in order also requires fidelity to what 
Ackerman calls consistency in practice as well as in dialogic claims. That is, 
it requires consistency within the micropolitics of critical theory whether 
those politics function in theory groups, academic gatekeeping, or in political 
organizing. If critical theorists are genuinely committed to participatory de
mocracy, then they must submit their own practices to its frequently ineffi
cient, usually time-consuming, sometimes irresolute, often frustrating and 
disorderly, but self-reflexive, litmus test. 

Consistency is always a heavy burden for humans: our flawed souls are 
battlefields of conflicting desires. Yet, perhaps in no scholarly endeavor is the 
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mandate clearer: in theorizing emancipatmy communication, we are obli
gated, both logically and morally, to strive for consistency. Ultimately the 
most valuable outcome of this striving may be the ethic it imposes on the 
theorM/activist (as in Peters's redeployment of dialogue). Taken seriously, 
the norm of consistency can serve as a self-reflexive ethic for modeling and 
monitoring our own contributions to justificatmy dialogues. That is, those 
who claim to be seriously committed to communicative and community jus
tice could begin their reformation by interrogating their own dialogic mo
tives and practices. In Doing Doc11mentaiy Work (1998), Robert Coles 
provides an insightful, if inescapably tension-laden, model for conducting 
such self-interrogations in research settings that involve communications 
across class, race, and status. The reflexive, personal, and social ethic that 
Coles advocates in the research process can also serve as a useful, self-im
posed normative standard for guiding participation by intellectuals in justifi
catory dialogues and community activism.55 

Today, much, perhaps even most, of our discursive space is technologi
cally mediated. Practicing what I preach in a milieu in which most of my 
potential conversational partners are engaged in mediated experiences 
most of their waking hours may be morally uplifting, however, except in 
very rare instances, it is likely to be politically irrelevant. Yet, counter
hegemonic, Internet-based mediating technologies could be designed to fa
cilitate political dialogues that embody the values of and conform to the rules 
of reflexive power-talk.56 A long shot? Yes indeed! But a long shot is better 
than cashing in one's chips and resigning oneself to the "end of histmy." 

The clock is ticking. While media reformers have been factionalizing, 
the media monoliths have been conglomerating, consolidating, and inte
grating. They have been using their increased financial clout to "reform" 
communication law, to dismantle the mandates of regulatory agencies like 
the Federal Communication Commission, and to foreclose public debate 
about international trade agreements that further advance their global 
hegemony. As Herbert Schiller pointed out more than two decades ago, 
globalization, the convergence of "new electronic industries, the changing 
sites of industrial production, and instantaneous international communica
tion are imposing a new form of hierarchical organization on much of the 
\Vorld."57 

The Agger-Ackerman critique of "monopolies of both infmmation and of 
dialogue chances" is incomplete; and neutral dialogue is a preliminary and 
flawed formulation, perhaps at best a provocative hypothesis. It may not 
prove viable in practice even in the micropolitics of organizations dedicated 
to democratic social change. Nevertheless, the questions it addresses
questions posed so long ago by the Frankfurt School when the specters of 
earlier totalitarian ambitions were at their heels-are still salient questions. 
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There is now considerable research that shows that participatory democ
racy is still possible in small groups.58 Powerful arguments have also been 
made for the indispensability of coalition politics of resistance under present 
political arrangements.59 Critical scholars have a role to play in coalition 
building, not as vanguards or authmitative experts, but as collaborators in 
genuinely democratic processes. Within these collaborations, consistency, 
with democratic principles, may often require scholars to consume salutary 
servings of humble pie by assuming secondary roles as research associates. 

Realization of neutral dialogue and self-reflexive dialogic ethics will not 
sever the knot that binds power and knowledge. Struggles to identify and re
duce surplus repression cannot undo the "kink" in human communication 
processes. But revised, historicized, and contextualized, struggles for nmms 
of emancipatory connnunication are still worth pursuing. 

Many critical theorists are, in my judgment, too eager to declare this pur
suit a dead end and move on to the next game. Yet, this declaration comes at 
exactly the moment in history when feminism and other subaltern perspec
tives are actively interrogating the power talk of critical themy, seeking to re
verse its exclusionary clauses, hold it to norms of reflexivity and consistency, 
and effect transformative syntheses. Changing the subject before eve1yone 
has her say is, of course, also a breach of the rules of reflexive power-talk, as 
well as a familiar move in the politics of gendered conversation. 
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Part II 

IMPERTINENT QUESTIONS 

We are what \Ve pretend to be, so we must be careful about what \Ve pre
tend to be. 

-Kurt Vonnegut 





Chapter Four 

Is Information Gendered? 

There really is a man behind the curtain, Dorothy. Pay no attention to the 
convergence pyrotechnics. There's a lot at stake, and it just might be your 
digital future. 

-Mark Stallman, Wired, March 1994 

Technological designs are also social designs. Cultural values, economic in
terests, and political decisions are as integral to their composition as mathe
matical calculations, motors, cams, circuits, and silicon chips. During the clos
ing decades of the twentieth century, debates provoked by commercial and 
military designs for a global "information age" or "information society" be
came prime sites for international political, economic, and cultural struggles. 

These struggles, in tum, provided the auspices and impetus for ambitions 
agendas of politically engaged critical communications research. Data
driven, yet theoretically rich, this research offered systematic assessments of 
the institutional architecture, economic constituents, technological possibili
ties, and occupational and class arrangements of emerging national and global 
structures of information-capitalism. The international character of this re
search in the political economy of communication was especially salutary in 
exposing the Eurocentric values, priorities, and biases that condition the de
velopment of designs for global information systems: values such as techni
cal progress, economic growth, productivity, efficiency, and control. Never
theless, this body of theory and the empirical assessments it produced 
remained largely silent about a crucial dimension of the power-knowledge of 
the information age: its gender politics. 

The sources of this exclusion, this socially structured silence, are paradox
ically both transparent and puzzling. They are transparent because, in a sense, 
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social and linguistic constructions of the te1m "technology" in Western lan
guages and discourse practices mandate this silence. Even a cursory review 
of the scholarly literature on technology reveals that constitution of the tenns 
"woman" and "technology" are not separate practices; they are related tenns 
in a vocabulary of power-relations that defines the objects men make and ma
nipulate and the work they do as "technical." Conversely, this vocabulary 
treats the objects women make and manipulate and the work they do as "non
technical," "natural," sometimes even "nurturing," "humane," or "humanis
tic."1 This practice is also, of course, congruent with theoretical conventions 
in economics, sociology, and history, which have considered men's paid la
bor as productive and part of a nation's economy and women's unpaid labor 
as reproductive and outside calculations of gross national products. 

As a result of these constitutive practices, histories of Western technology 
have been histories of male activities.2 They examine the tools and techniques 
that have built industry and advanced warfare. They do not examine birthing, 
cooking, or childcare skills or devices.3 Often these histories are secured by 
evolutionary assumptions that carry unexamined masculinist (and Eurocen
tric) cargoes. When histories of technology mention women (and they do so 
rarely), women are usually conceived as "consumers" of technology, as users 
of bicycles, telephones, typewriters, word processors, and fax machines.4 

In short, it is easy to understand why mainstream debates on technology 
were able to ignore the question of gender for so long. The established cate
g01ies and conventions of Western languages and thought direct attention 
away from this question. The silence that results is so pervasive and deeply 
entrenched that Jane Caputo describes the advanced technologies it produces 
as "phallotechnologies.'>5 

TROUBLING SILENCES IN 
CRITICAL COMMUNICATION THEORY 

Nevertheless, the unreflective replication of these practices in critical theories 
and assessments of information technologies is puzzling and counterproduc
tive for a number of reasons. First, when communications scholars invade ter
ritories already occupied by other disciplines, they incur special obligations 
to survey the communicative features of those territories. When they study 
technology, they are therefore presumably required to display greater linguis
tic reflexivity than scientists, engineers, technologists, or even historians. 

Second, critical communication theorists, especially neo- or post-Marxists 
and postmodemists, directly and aggressively challenge the Enlightenment
based vocabulruy of power-knowledge that suppm1s these linguistic practices.6 
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Third, many critical commnnication scholars publicly profess support for 
the egalitarian goals of feminism. Yet, these practices obstruct realization of 
those goals. 

Fomth, critical researchers are interested in what Harry Braverman char
acterized as "de-skilling" processes in communications industries.' The gen
dering of skills is particularly pronounced in technology-intensive industries, 
especially computer and other electronics industries, so much so that govern
ment and industty task forces are now busily addressing ways of closing the 
so-called digital divide, which separates technological "haves" from "have
nots" both domestically and globally including males and females, rich and 
poor, and whites and nonwhites.8 

Fifth, studies of the history and social effects of the computer revolution 
suggest that the knowledge "lost" in the digitalization of infmmation may be 
the humanistic knowledge that has preserved many cherished values of West
ern civilization? These are the same values that were marginalized and fem
inized by gendered discourses on technology (phallotexts?) during the Indus
trial Revolution.10 

Sixth, putting the new wine of critical and cultural theo1y in the old bottles 
of patriarchal linguistic categories inhibits, perhaps even precludes, the kinds 
of radical reconceptualizations of structtll'es of everyday life-of authority, 
difference, community, and relations with the nonhuman environment
valorized by current critical and postmodernist perspectives within commu
nications studies.11 In sum, the absence of a critical consciousness regarding 
the gendering of technological discourse concedes contestable territmy to 
technological designs that reproduce old patterns of power and pdvilege. 

The socially structured silences suppo1ted by gendered vocabularies of 
power and knowledge are such consistent and persistent furnishings of dis
cussions of technology that feminism has issued "a challenge and invitation 
to malestream researchers to question, for example, the assumption that men 
in the West have a location which is separate and adequate for theorizing 
about communications and technology without consideration of the origin of 
the imposed hierarchical social divisions of such polar terms as female/male, 
East/West, and black/white."12 Or, to put it bluntly, feminists ask, Is technol
ogy gendered? 

BREAKING THE SILENCE 

This chapter takes up the challenge of inteirngating the gendered constituents 
of information designs and technologies. It breaks the silences that have 
buried these constitt1ents beneath a veneer of phantom objectivity. Countering 
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these silences requires the articulation of new languages, paradigms, and pol
itics for creating and studying technologies. This is work that cuts across dis
ciplines, work that requires an epochal change in consciousness and genera
tions of effort. This chapter offers some preliminary reflections on the nature 
of that work and suggests some resources that may provide productive points 
of departnre. Like the mainstream texts it criticizes, this text is also skewed 
by its own positioning within a Western, indeed American, vantage point. It 
too contains many silences that require critique, correction, and amendment 
by other "others."13 

Although I am convinced that further development of critical and cultural 
perspectives in communications is contingent upon adequate theorizations of 
the gender question, I do not think that viable feminist rethinkings of technol
ogy can be achieved without effecting a partial trnce with malestrearn re
search. Mainstream discourse on technology has ignored the world of the 
everyday, the private sphere, the traditional sites of female-gendered skills; 
however, within feminist perspectives, the public sphere still remains under
theorized.14 This theoretical tension needs to be radically reinterrogated. Not 
necessarily to close the gap-as liberals would have it-but to probe the 
sources of this tension and its resistance to closure, to inspire alternative con
ceptualizations of the public-private nexus, to encourage rethinking of 
processes of community-building, and to examine the role technology plays in 
shaping and mediating contemporary concepts and practices of community. 

At the present juncture in the strnggle to articulate new vocabularies for 
constituting dialogues on technology, feminist choices are limited. To engage 
in creditable discussions of technology, feminists must engage with and use 
the language of the authoritative discourses-what Mikhail Bakhtin called 
"the word of the fathers." 15 There are four major ways of coming to terms 
with this language: (a) surrendering; (b) escaping to the interior, where sepa
rate feminist colonies and critical codes can be established; (c) infiltrating the 
ranks in order to engage in what Umberto Eco calls "semiological guerrilla 
warfare"; or (d) "commuting" between points (b) and (c).16 In my judgment, 
the last option is the most responsible as well as the most politically effective 
posture. The first two, by leaving the boys alone with some very dangerous 
toys, may increase the risks of chemical, biological, and nuclear disaster.'7 
The third approach can stand alone, but it stands in the middle of the dialec
tical process; it can deconstrnct the old ways, but it lacks the creative re
sources necessary to empower a new vision. The trick, then, is to take from 
mainstream discourses without being (entirely) taken in by them. This is not 
an easy task, but it is one that is consistent with the professed dicta of critical 
and postmodernist cultural theories, which include theoretical, methodologi
cal, and ideological reflexivity.18 
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In the remainder of this chapter, I try to put some additional teeth into the 
feminist challenge to the "word of the fathers" by very briefly reviewing 
some feminist deconstrnctions of the epistemological "location" of white 
Western males. These deconstructions suggest that, like black females from 
the East, members of the malestream also see from a pa1ticular vantage point 
or perspective that influences what and how they see, conceive, construct, and 
use technologies. Then, I consider some of the distinctive propetties of the 
language and models of communications, which make them especially resis
tant to displays of the perspectivity of knowledge. Finally, I identify some 
ways in which such displays may be used to secure new models of systematic 
(even "objective" and scientific) knowledge that are responsive to postcolo
nialist and feminist perspectives. 

FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGICAL CRITIQUE 

A virtnal revolution in feminist thought about thought has taken place since 
the publication of Carolyn Merchant's Death of Nature in 1980. Feminist 
analyses of the founding texts of modern science have established their his
toricity and intettextuality as well as their strategic positioning within debates 
involving church, state, commerce, witchcraft, and alchemy.19 Feminist re
coveries of the submerged texts that infmmed the gender politics of early sci
ence demonstrate that scientific reasoning is grounded in metaphors and 
mythos drawn from the Inquisition, which were designed to purge male fears 
of the diabolical powers of witches, place the promises and potions of scien
tists beyond inquisitors' suspicions, and remove the mystique of "mother" 
earth so that her resources could be exploited by commerce. Although the 
project is driven by other agendas, it contains within it some provocative in
sights into the political economy of early science. 

These studies have demonstrated that "nature" is a social categmy. Its rep
resentation in the definitive texts of Western science was constructed from the 
specific reference point of a particular group of males who were interested in 
escaping the inquisitor's sword and developing mining resources. By expos
ing this reference point (and subsequent ones) from which the discourses of 
Western science have been articulated, feminist critics believe they have es
tablished that there is no "organic or natural standpoint" from which any of 
us can apprehend nature or the social world.20 

This insight has, in turn, led feminist epistemologists to radically prob
lematize established/malestream concepts of observation, empiricism, and 
objectivity.21 According to the new feminist epistemologies, the models, the
ories, and methodologies of modern science and technology bear the scars of 
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their troubled history. Both Baconian empiricism and Cartesian rationalism 
carry their inscriptions.22 These inscriptions, in tum, skew the kinds of prob
lems that have interested scientists and the kinds of methods they use to study 
these problems.23 The feminist epistemological critique traces these insclip
tions to what Sandra Harding calls the plimitive "totemic" of gender; they 
maintain that gender is the difference that has made the difference in the gen
erative categories, rules, and structures of Inda-European languages.24 Femi-
1tlsts point out that within these languages, woman is constructed as the 
"other." Male subjectivity is established hierarchically by marking its differ
ence from the "objects" of his gaze, desire, affection, and contempt. Woman 
is conceived as the negative pole in a series of hierarchical oppositions that 
result from this semiotic occlusion: activity/passivity, culture/nature, 
head/heart, and logos/pathos. Within this code, only those who control the 
power to name remain unmarked, unmediated, and disembodied.25 

Conceived in this way, gender does not simply classify body types or pre
sciibe norms for their representation; it "inflects an entire mtlverse of objects 
and behaviors with masculine or feminine attributes, most of which remain 
unstated."26 Fentlnist deconstructions of this symbolic economy explode the 
myth of male "aperspectivity"; the claim that the dominant view is the unbi
ased view. They reject the premise that the "neutral observer" is neutral and 
neuter.27 In short, they identify the all-seeing eye that informs the objectivist 
logics of mainstream science as the eye of the patliarch. 

Feminist re-visions of the logic of science are not merely theoretical or 
metatheoretical undertakings. Many of the authors of these revisions are prac
ticing scientists. Citing the achievements of Rachel Carson, Barbara McClin
tock, and Jane Goodall, feminist scientists assume that some forms of inquiry 
can be better served by attempts to understand and preserve rather than mas
ter and control nature. They seek to expand the methods, metaphors, and 
models of science. 

Thus, for example, biologist Ruth Hubbard reconceives narratives of re
production from a feminist perspective and tells a new story of embodiment 
in which the female egg is an active partner in the process of fe1tilization 
rather than a passive plincess waiting patiently for the. sperm plince to 
awaken her from her slumbers.28 Hubbard looks at what happens to scientific 
questions when the gender totemic is treated as a null hypothesis: what hap
pens when we look at sinillarities instead of differences in males and females 
of the same species. Sarah Blaffer Hrdy examines the mating behaviors of 
monkeys and discovers that females are not nearly as discreet, selective, or 
unappreciative of the pleasures of the flesh as male scientists since Darwin 
and the Victolian era have clairned.29 Evelyn Fox Keller and Catherine E. 
Grontowski speculate on what physics would sound or feel like if it had been 
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constructed on aural or tactile instead of the spatial metaphors favored by 
men.30 Ann Oakley displays the masculinist assumptions of standard inter
view protocols in social science and proposes a dialogic approach for re
search on women that is contiguous with female-gendered communicative 
pattems.31 

With the significant exceptions of primatology and, more recently, medical 
research, the feminist epistemological challenge has had little direct impact 
on mainstream science and technology-although it has incited some vocif
erous backlash.32 Nonetheless, despite its paradigm-shattering rhetoric, the 
transformative powers of feminism in science and technology may tum out to 
be more gradual and cumulative. For example, changing pedagogies, in
spired, at least in patt, by feminist epistemologies creates more women
friendly instruction in science and mathematics, which, in tum, recruits more 
women practitioners to these fields. Changing sensibilities and practices may 
slowly erode the patriarchal foundations of science, although not necessarily 
in ways that feminist epistemologists might anticipate or desire. 

Social science has also largely resisted the incursions of feminist episte
mologies, except for gender studies, which continue to be marginalized.33 The 
humanities, however, have proven more hospitable to the new feminist con
structions of knowledge. In fields like history, literature, and to some extent, 
philosophy-fields that have always preserved some space for the "subjec
tive" (in the terms of positivist discourse, the "feminine")-the feminist chal
lenge has brought about a renewal of creative energies, which, in tum, have 
opened new areas of inquiry. Within communication research per se, the hu
manistic and interdisciplinary specialties, such as film and cultural studies, 
have been most receptive to integrating feminist perspectives into their do
main assumptions. 

Within feminist scholarship, the authority of the old masculinist and Euro
centric models has been permanently displaced. The feminist epistemological 
critique has demonstrated that, in the words of John Hillman, "the specific 
consciousness we call scientific, Western and modem is the long sharpened 
tool of the masculine mind that has discarded parts of its own substance, call
ing it 'Eve,' 'female' and 'inferior."'34 

ORIGIN MYTHS: THE SNAKE IN 
THE GARDEN OF COMMUNICATION 

Mainstream communications research has been somewhat receptive to 
reformist efforts that stress the salience of gender-related variables in 
studies of language patterning, interpersonal, visual, and some facets of 
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organizational communications; however, it has been virtually untouched 
by attempts to change conventional research designs to accommodate fem
inist epistemologies.35 

Like other disciplines secured by social science orientations, communications 
is heavily invested in objectivist theories of knowledge: these theories provide 
the auspices for its disciplinary boundaries, textual authority, institutional posi
tioning, and funding resources. There may, however, be an additional reason for 
this insularity. The language and models of mainstream communications studies 
may be especially resistant to displays of the perspectivity of knowledge because 
of their special relationship to Cartesian concepts of "information." 

David Bloor has pointed out that every field has its "origin myth," which 
it makes major investments in protecting .36 These myths launder the past. 
They cleanse the record of the confusions, conflicts, and defeats that accom
pany the births of all disciplines. They tell more palatable and palpable sto
ries of disciplinary origins, provide props for paradigmatic thinking, endow 
heirs to the tradition with a collective identity and sense of purpose, and fos
ter temptations to hubris. 

"In the beginning," many mainstream communications textbooks tell us, 
there was Claude Shannon's mathematical theory of communications.37 

Everett Rogers explains, "Shannon's information theory in the 1950's offered 
the potential of unifying not only the field of communications but also the so
cial sciences and other sciences." Alas, a snake appeared in the garden. 
"When this theoretical approach to communication was institutionalized in 
U.S. universities," Rogers repo1is, "it was mainly absorbed into existing de
partments of speech and journalism, transforming them but also being bifur
cated by this placement in an existing university organizational structure."38 

According to Rogers, the result is a "Balkanization of connnunication re
search and theory," which produces "a low degree of coherence to communi
cation research."39 But the dream of a unified science of information lives on 
in the hearts of the faithful.40 

Subscription to this origin myth is not universal even within the main
stream, and the mainstream itself is becoming increasingly difficult to locate. 
And, it should be noted, Shannon himself never shared the grand ambitions 
that social scientists like Rogers attached to information theory. He knew he 
was only describing the mathematics of inanimate circuits, not cracking a 
master code of human communication.41 Nevertheless, the origin myth has 
had significant cunency within the field of communication. Like origin 
myths in other disciplines, it has provided scholars seeking to distance them
selves from the mainstream with a benchmark (and straw man) with which to 
chmi their critical depa1iures. In shmi, whether as ticket or target, communi
cations scholars have strong attachments to information theory. 
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INFORMATION THEORY: 
CARTESIAN DREAMS OF CLEAN MACHINES 

Information theory may represent the purest articulation - the exemplary 
model-of what Susan Bordo characte1izes as "the Cartesian masculinization 
of thought."42 The father of Cartesian rationalism, Rene Descartes 
(1596-1650), entered Western philosophy at a crucial juncture. The growing 
influence of mechanistic models and metaphors was undermining the author
ity of the organic worldview that had secured Francis Bacon's (1561-1626) 
justification of scientific inquiry. The achievements of mechanistic science 
occurred at the same time that the great "witch craze" swept across Europe, 
claiming (according to conservative estimates) between 50,000 and 300,000 
lives; and, as H. R. Trevor-Roper points out, the fury of the craze was not en
tirely "separable from the intellectual and spiritual life of those years."43 

The Inquisitioners required assurance that scientists were doing God's 
work. Cartesian dualism provided this assurance by valorizing an approach to 
inquiry that emphasizes separation and difference, and establishes firm 
boundaries between man and nature (the "other" that in the gendered inflec
tions of seventeenth-century France also included "woman"). The Cartesian 
method separates reason and emotion, and extols detached, dispassionate, 
calculating, and abstract modes of cognition; within the ethos of this quasi
secular form of Puritanism, embodiment became an obstacle to reason. The 
Cartesian recipe maps the coordinates upon which Shannon defined his math
ematical theory of info1mation and Alan Turing devised his theory of compu
tational numbers and conceived of his "logic machine"; their work, in turn, 
provided paitial blueprints for development of the modern digital computer.44 

Realization of the Cartesian dream of a clean machine of reason had pro
found philosophical, mathematical, theological, political, economic, and 
social implications. These implications have been extensively explored in 
the literature on the computer revolution.45 However, the implications for 
the gendering of information have been neglected. By relocating the sites of 
numbers and arithmetic operations from mind to electronic circuits, Shan
non and Turing's clean machines reduce the concept of information to the 
kinds of messages these circuits can accommodate. Magoroh Marnyama de
scribes the truncated form of information valorized by information theory 
as "classificatory information"; he points out that this mode of reasoning is 
only one of the forms of information routinely used by humans (in the West) 
to organize and analyze data.46 Maruyama reports that, unlike their elec
tronic surrogates, human "information processors" also regularly rely upon 
"relational," "relevance," and "contextual informations" in making sense 
and reaching decisions. 
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THE GHOSTS IN THE MACHINE: MIND AS PROGRAM 

The information of information theory (Maruyama's "classificatory informa
tion") is a distinctly modem, Western, market-oriented construct that is 
[mis]represented in discourses of power as the issue of an immutable, uni
versal, evolutionary logic.47 Nevertheless, the infmmation technologies it 
produces bear the marks of their social genesis. Thus, for example, David 
Bolter points out that computer operating systems such as MS-DOS, UNIX, 
and CPM are based upon the rules of the "command" and "control" functions 
of military hierarchies and business accounting systems. 

The epistemological and methodological assumptions of information the
ory invite recruitment to representation within discourses of power.48 The 
quest for a unified science embraces methodological imperialism in its search 
for the "one true story" -the master nrurntive-of human reason. It also en
gages in a reductionism that would purge all information except "classifica
tory information" from inclusion within the master narrative. Thus, for ex
ample, artificial intelligence modelers claim that all "interesting" forms of 
human intelligence can be captured within computer programs.49 The social 
counterpart of this methodological imperative is an appropriationist logic (the 
Western gaze) that seeks to master all it surveys-even the extraterrestrial 
(for example, the Star Wars weapon system). 

"Classificatory information," which information theory conceives of as a 
neutral construct, drained of all cultural meaning, is, however, anything but 
an empty receptor. It is not only an artifact of Western dualism; it is also a 
gendered construct.5° The assumptions and rule structures reified by com
puter logics-the underpinnings of "classificatory information" -are, to reit
erate and paraphrase Hillman, literal extensions of the minds of the men who 
made and programmed these machines. And, paradoxically, some of the most 
convincing testimony in support of this claim has, in fact, come from these 
men themselves, specifically the scientists associated with the Atiificial In
telligence Movement. 

Studies of science and technology have been faulted for conflating science 
and technology; Judy Wajcman points out that scientists and technologists 
possess different cultural resources, for example, the know-how of the tech
nologist is visual and tactile, not just verbal and mathematical.51 Relation
ships between the two spheres have vruied historically, culturally, and within 
different branches of science and technology. Throughout the Cold Wai· pe
riod, however, when virtually all research and development in computer sci
ence in the United States was funded by the Defense Department, tl1e two 
spheres were tightly integrated. For this reason, the culture of computer sci
entists during that period provides an especially deb site for studying both the 
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relationship of science and technology and the ways applied scientists and 
technologists think about and relate to the material objects they make. Some 
of the more reflective thinkers associated with the Artificial Intelligence 
Movement were self-consciously aware, from the very inception of the en
terprise, that their goal was quite literally to model the logical structures of 
their own minds.52 That is, these thinkers viewed the mind as a hierarchically 
organized structure, and they conceived of the logical operations of mind as 
its highest form of functioning. Their job, as they saw it, was to peel that logic 
off the top of the mind and replicate it in programs. Of course, these scientists 
were de facto Kantians who assumed, at least initially, that the logical struc
tures of mind are natural structures largely uncontaminated by culture. 

The story of the failure of the original research program of the Artificial In
telligence Movement, as told in the self-reflexive critiques of its former apol
ogists, is the story of (a) the discovery that separating the logical patterns of 
mind from its biological constituents yields limited results; (b) that memory, 
emotion, interest, and tacit knowledge, not just formal structures of logic, are 
integral parts of purposive action; and (c) that the ghost in the machine is the 
scientist himself, a reflection of his culture and ego, not a mirror of nature. 
That is, what can be peeled off the top of mind is not "pure reason," but "clas
sificatory information": the abstract, reified, and ultimately narcissistic ex
tension of the form of thought most highly prized by the cultural values of 
Western dualism. 

CLASSIFICATORY INFORMATION 
AND MASCULINE MORALITY OF RULES 

Classificatory infmmation, the kind of information that can be accommodated 
by infmmation theory, is largely homologous with the form of reasoning that de
velopmental psychologist Carol Gilligan codes as masculine in her widely in
fluential, but always controversial, study of gendered forms of reasoning. Since 
its publication in 1982, Gilligan's A Different Voice has been the site of an ide
ological divide for feminism: essentialism versus anti-essentialism.53 For a sig
nificant number of academic feminists, anti-essentialism is a litmus test of fem
inism. Gilligan leaves the question of essentialism open in A Dijjerent Voice. 
Consequently, readers often read or misread Gilligan through heavily politicized 
lenses. Let me therefore make it ve1y clear that throughout this chapter, indeed 
throughout this book, I am doing sociology, not biology. I am describing social 
and cultural patterns; in this instance, cultural performances of gender. 

Moreover, I am not, in any sense, endorsing Gilligan's methods or privileg
ing her findings. To the contrary, I treat her work, like the work of information 
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theorists and artificial intelligence scientists (and, for that matter, all work in
cluding my own) as fully amenable to analysis through the lens of the sociol
ogy of knowledge. In Gilligan's case, it is precisely because the social fin
gerprints on her models of developmental psychology are (and perhaps 
should be) so transparent that her work strongly supports my claims. That 
is, the Western, indeed American, middle-class, twentieth-centmy, bina1y/ 
heterosexual, and possibly essentialist elements of Gilligan's early models of 
gendered reasoning are evidence for my argument, not against it. 

With these qualifiers in place, consider the intersections of Maruyama's 
models of information and Gilligan's models of moral decision-making. 
These intersections affirm that classificatory information is the kind of infor
mation well-educated Western men draw upon most frequently in analyzing 
data and making decisions. Unlike Marnyama, Gilligan reduces reasoning 
patterns to two major types: what she calls a "morality of mies" and an "ethic 
of responsibility." She fonnd that the men she studied generally relied 
upon the morality of rules, while the women usually referred to an ethic of 
responsibility in reaching moral decisions. The mies that guide Gilligan's 
masculine-gendered mode of reasoning are the same mies that construct clas
sificatory infmmation. Conversely, the principles that guide the ethic of re
sponsibility, Gilligan's feminine-gendered mode of reasoning, are based upon 
fmms of information that cannot be readily accommodated by infmmation 
theory: \Vhat Maruyama called "relational," "relevance," and "contextual in
formation." 

Gilligan's male subjects, Harvard students, shared many of the same back
ground charactedstics, including patterns of gender, racial, and social class 
socialization, as information theorists and artificial intelligence scientists at 
the elite institutions like MIT and Carnegie-Mellon University, where the Ar
tificial Intelligence Movement thrived. That is, they are highly intelligent, highly 
educated people, who are, for the most part, from white, middle- or upper
class, American backgrounds: a socially and culturally homogeneous group. 
In sum, the overfed but undernourished modern concept of classificatmy in
formation is, at least to a significant degree, a reification of the cultural val
ues and instrumental logic valued by elite masculine cultures. 

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE AS GENDER DIVIDE 

Cunent research efforts to identify the gendered constituents of the so-called 
digital divide and to reform gender-biased educational practices in mathe
matics, engineering, and computer science; gender inequities in access to in
fmmation technologies; gender-based segmentation of technical skills; and 
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Table 4.1 Comparison of Constituent Assumptions 

Maruyama's Concept of"Classificatory 
lnforn1ation 11 

Constituent Assumptions: 
• Discrete: domain consists of 

substances or objects that obey the 
la\v of identity and mutual 
exclusiveness. 

• Hierarchical: substances and objects 
\Vithin the domain can be classified 
into a hierarchy of categories, 
subcategories, and supercategories. 

• Information value of a "message" 
increases \Vith the categorical 
specification of the message, or a 
message's information value is greater 
if it describes an event that has a 
lo\ver probability (for example, "It 
sno\ved in Florida in summer" as 
opposed to "It sno\ved in Quebec 
during the \Vinter"). 

• Information is not context-bound: a 
piece of information has an objective 
meaning \Vhich is universally 
understandable, \Vithout reference to 
other pieces of information. 

• Consistency and transparency: 
discrepancies \Vithin messages or 
differences bet\veen messages must 
have been caused by error. 

• Intolerance of ambiguity: discrepant 
positions should be discarded as 
inaccurate. 

Gilligan's Concept of "Morality of 
Rules" 
Constituent Assumptions: 
• Thinking is goal-oriented. 
• A hierarchical order of (universal) rules 

guides decision-making. 

• Decisions are made by identifying 
available means and applying the rules 
to identify the appropriate 
(moral/utilitarian) choice. 

• Transparency: available means can be 
articulated. 

• Consistency: articulation of means 
involves resolution of ambiguities. 

• Hierarchy: the hierarchy of rules is 
used to infer relations among 
alternatives, and the rules are used as 
templates for understanding ne\v, 
unusual, or ambiguous situations. 

• Principles of justice, equality, and 
fairness are formalized in the rules, 
and decision-making is conceived as 
an attempt to realize these values. 

• Systematic, internally consistent, and 
rational. 

Gilligan's Concept of "Ethic of 
Responsibility" 
Constituent Assumptions: 
• Nonhierarchical: embedded in '\veb

like relations" rather than hierarchies 
or formal rules. 

• Contextual: emphasizes contextual 
reasoning and equivocation. 

• Permeable categories: stresses care, 
attachment, affiliation, and 
interdependence. 

• Conceives of po\ver as nurturance. 
• Embraces principles of equity and 

nonviolence; defines self in 
relationships \Vith others. 

• Systematic, internally consistent, and 
rational. 

Sources: Magoroh Maruyama, "Information and Communication in Poly-Epistemological Systems," in lhe 
Myths of Information, ed. Kathleen Wooffivard (Milwaukee: University of Wisconsin Press, 1980), 28-40; 
and Carol Gilligan, Jn a Different Voice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982). 

gendered mentoring systems in science and engineering deal with symptoms, 
albeit very imp01tant symptoms. Refonnist framings of these research initia
tives seldom adequately grasp or treat the causes of these inequities.54 Explo
rations of the experiential-tacit and tactile-dimensions of technological 
cultures probe more deeply. This includes research that examines the role that 
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adolescent "tinkering" plays in developing mechanical interests and apti
tudes; male and female patterns of pmticipation in Internet-based communi
cations; the prevalence of masculinist "search and destroy" narratives in 
video and computer games; the masculine subcultures of computing, includ
ing the close links between teclrnophilia and technoporn; and the cultivation 
of gendered differences in consumer desire in technomarketing.55 

Nevertheless, there appears to be significant resistance to pressing the frnd
ings of such research into deeper syntheses, which would raise larger and 
more radical questions about the relationship of technology and society. This 
synthetic move would not only interrogate the significant role technology 
plays in reproducing gendered, class, and racially based social hierarchies; it 
would raise more general questions about decision-making in democratic so
cieties, including decisions about technological design, assessment, and de
ployment. 

The very conceptualization of the digital divide presupposes that the ambiva
lence that many women and girls expelience in relation to technology is a defect 
or deficit in them. The mission of these initiatives is to extinguish the ambiva
lence and fill the void with cyber-values mid skills. The possibility that women's 
ambivalence about the values built into the social designs of the digital revolu
tion might have some merit is either not considered or only peripherally ac
knowledged. Framed within the either/or logic of domination, the message, cum 
directive, to women and girls is clear: adapt to the imperatives of informatics or 
you will be left behind in pove1ty mid dependency. Gear up or shut up. 

How the gap will be closed-what means will most efficiently bring fe
males up to speed and into conformity with the digital culture-is open to 
question within the discourse of the digital divide, but the end, digitalization, 
is not. Yet, even research sponsored by groups dedicated to closing the divide 
shows that many girls are actively resisting their initiatives; consider the fol
lowing passage from a report on AAUW Educational Foundation's Commis
sion on Technology, Gender, and Teacher Education: 

Girls say, in effect, "We can, but \Ve don't \Vant to." These findings, the con1-
111ission says, can't be dismissed as girls' anxiety or incompetence. Girls are 
pointing to critical deficits in the con1puter culture that require attention.56 

Digital divide initiatives are, however, dedicated to re-forming girls, not 
technologies. 

To some extent, the tone-deafness of liberal digital dividers is an artifact of 
their methods: that is, they rely heavily on the protocols of empirical social 
science that, of course, privileges classificatory info1mation and research 
questions and data-gathering techniques that can be numerically coded and 
crnnched with a minimal N = 500. 
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In this regard, European and Canadian researchers have been more imagi
native and open to methodological experimentation than Americans in con
ceptualizing and researching teclmological divides. Using social constrnc
tivist approaches to document gendered constituents in design, deployment, 
and use of information technologies, they have produced more richly nuanced 
and frankly paradoxical data than their U.S. counterparts. Yet, paradoxical 
fmdings are what one would expect, given many, though not all, women's 
professed ambivalences and resistances to informatics. European and Cana
dian data does, however, indicate to a very significant extent that information 
technologies are technologies of gender. That is, it supports the conclusion 
that the primary currents within the social designs and uses of these tech
nologies produce, not simply reproduce, gendered hierarchies.57 Women who 
resist their uncritical acceptance are therefore not simply reactionary or re
calcitrant; they are frequently acting, whether consciously or intuitively, in 
their own self-interest. When women have been brought into the production 
process, it has been mainly in systems development rather than in product de
sign.58 And they have often found that once they have helped design women
ftiendly computer systems, fewer women are needed to rnn them.59 Women 
have also, of course, been used as tools for displacing higher paid and/or 
unionized male workers in automation processes, for example female secre
taries replacing male typists in the early part of the twentieth century and fe
male word processors displacing male lithographers in the later part of the 
century.60 

Ambivalence does, however, make messy arguments. It therefore needs to 
be acknowledged that there are also women technophiles, including both self
styled cyber-girls eager to be incorporated within the regimes of info1matics 
and critical feminist cyber-activists who use digital technologies to critique 
informatics. Moreover, many, possibly even most, women, including myself, 
as well as many men are, to varying degrees, genuinely ambivalent about dig
ital technologies, welcoming some aspects of their incorporation in contem
porary life and apprehensive about others. Moreover, not every top-down in
stitutional initiative to bring women workers into info design produces 
cyber-systems that are counterproductive to their interests. When the domes
tic U.S. market for male computer users was saturated, the computer indus
t1y, acting purely from profit motives, did nonetheless produce more user
friendly computers to increase sales to women, who typically have less 
leisure time than men to use computers for entertainment purposes. Similarly, 
the Florence project has even demonstrated that digital technologies can be 
used to advance traditional feminine caring agendas. This project created con
ditions where nurses could articulate the caring and communicative facets of 
their work, and press for a new computerized work system, which valorized 
these qualities and affirmed an understanding of their work that amplified 
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their professionalism.61 These are, however, countercurrents within a com
plex set of layered meanings and practices that usually reproduce gendered 
hierarchies. 

THE FEMINIST DIVIDE 

Feminists themselves are divided over the digital divide. Dale Spender, for ex
ample, maintains that we are in a period of profound cultural transformation 
comparable to the advent of print.62 According to Spender, early print culture 
secured hierarchical values and structures of masculine culture, which sys
tematically disadvantaged women in the ensuing five hundred years; she be
lieves that digitalization is currently repeating this process. Therefore, Spender 
argues, women must change the signs and appropriate the new technologies to 
feminist ends. In her view, women do indeed need to gear up and they must do 
it fast because the information revolution is already afait accompli. 

In contrast, Ellen Balka argues that when cyber-feminism is divorced from 
rigorous and ongoing interrogations and assessments of technological im
pacts on social life including distributions of global power and resources, la
bor processes, human relationships, and structures of knowledge, it surren
ders, de facto, to capitalism's antidemocratic imperatives.63 Balka concedes 
Spender's point that wired women can communicate more widely and rapidly 
than ever before, and without malestream gatekeepers censoring their mes
sages. They can, in effect, use online connnunications for feminist organiz
ing. Yet, Balka points out that women "sitting alone in front of web-ready 
computers" are having a far different experience and social impact than 
women who are organizing in social movements and intervening in the world: 
in technology design, assessment, policy processes, and in socially responsi
ble fmms of technological implementation.64 

Where Spender advocates a strategic, remedial, feminist approach that ap
propriates the means-the tools and skills of the digital revolution-Balka 
calls for more radical feminist and democratic inte1rngations of the end: the 
digital revolution. These two positions are not, in my judgment, as mutually 
exclusive as Balka's framing appears to suggest. To be sure, in a genuinely 
democratic society, technology assessment debates would be ongoing and de
bate would always precede social implementation. There have been no such 
democratic debates about digitalization in the United States; the Clinton-Gore 
Administration's National Information Initiative, which in 1993 made digi
talization a national priority, was a top-down policy and one that was intended 
to have global, not merely national, reach. Yet, the need for the kinds of de
bates Balka calls for remains as urgent as ever. The irony is that it is almost 
impossible to conceive of any way of mounting those debates today without 
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relying heavily on digital technologies and skills. Thus, feminist engagement 
with and resistance to informatics is now a both/and proposition that draws 
upon the conunuting metaphor developed earlier in this chapter. Feminists 
need to conunute between a position that allows them to ask the crucial, rad
ical, feminist, and democratic questions Balka poses; at the same time, they 
need to appropriate digital skills to feminist ends, as Spender suggests, but 
appropriate them without being appropriated by them. 

We are now far enough into the social implementation of the technovisions 
of the digerati to see that digitalization is a fairly transparent synonym for 
globalization, cum expanding capitalist (and Ametican) hegemony. And that 
technological convergence is also homologous with economic convergence 
or vertical integration of infmmation industries.65 It is now apparent that 
women and children, wired or not, are among the ptimary losers in the newly 
wired world.66 Beyond the digital divide of skills per se, the economic ex
ploitation of women and girls within the specialized, expmt-based labor mar
kets of developing countries is a conunon, even defining, featnre of the global 
economy; the Internet has rationalized and globalized the marketing of the 
sex trades and sexual tourism; and websites featuring pornographic represen
tations of women and children are among the most popular (most hit) sites on 
the Internet. Therefore, fe1ninist and critical theotists must radically inte1rn
gate the roles that digitized information and digital screens, mediated by com
mercial sources, are increasingly playing in our lives, simulating and displac
ing "live" interaction and community building. In addition, we must render 
the men behind the screens visible, legible, and accountable to the procedures 
of democratic legitimization.67 

SEMIOTIC OPPORTUNITIES 

Remedial education and feminist boycotts of digital technologies may have 
some roles to play in these struggles, but they are not solutions. What is 
needed instead (or in addition) is a bold rethinking of the relationship of tech
nology and society for, as Robert Romanyshyn points out: 

Technology is not just a series of events, \Vhich occurs over there on the side of 
the [material] \Vorld. It is, on the contrary, the enactn1ent of the hun1an in1agi
nation in the world. In building a technological \Vorld we enact and live out our 
experiences of a\ve and wonder, our fantasies of service and control, our images 
of exploration and destruction, our dreams of hope and nightmares of despair.68 

Technology is "the creation, the making, the working out of a shared cul
tural dream."69 The digital dividers are right in seeking to broaden the base of 
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those who share in working out the cultural dream. But they are wrong, anti
democratic, in attempting to impose the dreams of a small, technocratic elite 
on the rest of the planet. Today we require nothing less than a renaissance in 
the ways we conceive, design, create, code, theorize, and use technologies, 
gender, information, epistemology, and communications. 

The challenges new feminist epistemologies pose to mainstream and criti
cal communications research on technology and society are, of course, only 
part of a much larger international and interdisciplinary response to the per
ceived depletion or corruption of the legacy of the Western Enlightenment. 
Poststructuralism, postmodemism, and some fo1ms of social constructivism 
share feminism's skepticism of universal and universalizing claims about ex
istence, language, reason, science, and progress; these perspectives also con
ceive of their critical projects as forms of resistance to the reified fictions of 
the naturalized, essentialized human of humanism that has historically denied 
the subjectivity of women, blacks, sexual minorities, and members of non
Western cultures. 

In short, a broad and varied intellectual constituency is struggling to artic
ulate epistemological stances that recognize and conserve the irreducible dif
ferences and radical multiplicity of local cultures. This project is viewed as 
urgent in light of the homogenizing thrust of globalization. Donna Haraway 
describes the stakes of this struggle: 

"[O]ur" problem is, how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical 
contingency for all knowledge clairns and kt10\ving subjects, a critical practice 
for recognizing our O\Vll "semiotic technologies" for making meanings and a no 
nonsense commitment to faithful accounts of a "real'' world; one that can be par
tially shared and that is friendly to earthwide projects of finite freedom, adequate 
material abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness.7° 

The critique of gendered technologies and infmmation theory developed in 
this chapter indicates that Western/modernist/masculinist "semiotic technolo
gies" have historically excluded female-gendered beings, modes of reason
ing, and skills from their discourses. Fmiher, this critique indicates that re
medial efforts toward inclusion continue to be based on conquest models that 
"ask women to exchange major aspects of their gender identity for a mascu
line version without prescribing a similar 'degendering' process for men."71 

Poststructuralists such as Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida would argue 
that such exclusions and exchanges are inescapable; they claim that the fem
inine is characterized by the impossibility of representation.72 The French 
feminist version of this argument conceives of language as a "binaiy trap"; 
the most radical form of the argument mandates creation of a new language 
(l'ecriture feminine) secured in the prelinguistic imagery of female bodily 
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pleasures and drives.73 Anglo-American feminists have been less metaphysi
cal and more pragmatic in confronting the problem of (mis)representation. 
They have conceived women's languages as submerged or residual practices 
residing largely outside of the discourses of power (and theory), but never
theless integral to the creation and sustenance of the "everyday world."74 

Rather than an empty term in what Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement call 
a "phallogocentric" language, Anglo-American feminists maintain that 
malestream languages and philosophies contain well-established conventions 
for representing \Vomen.75 These conventions inscribe \Voman as "embodied" 
(albeit from the limited perspective of the male gaze). 

Feminist materialism treats this sexist precedent as a semiotic opp01tunity
a dialectical opening or staging ground-for making a necessa1y epistemolog
ical correction. As the ones "who are not allowed not to have a body," a fmite 
position, and situationally embedded knowledges, female thinkers are well 
placed within the struggle to articulate responsible post-Cartesian and perhaps 
postmodern theories of knowledge.76 Haraway describes the paradox: "We 
need the power of modern critical theories of how meanings and bodies get 
made, not in order to deny meanings and bodies, but in order to build mean
ings and bodies that have a chance for life."77 In short, feminist critics need to 
use these critical theories to document the embodiment of male knowledge, in
cluding what Nancy Hrutsock describes as abstract masculinity.78 

The immediate feminist linguistic, artistic, and technological project re
quires women to claim the power to reinscribe and re-present women's expe
rience of embodiment and skill.79 The larger feminist, poststructuralist, and 
postmodernist epistemological projects require recognition of the embodi
ment of all knowledge: recognition that white men do not have the eyes of 
gods or cyclops. Like the vision of women, walleyed pike, and turkey vul
tures, the vision of human males is embodied, finite, and situationally em
bedded. No one sees from nowhere. Men, even accomplished scholars like 
Bacon, Descartes, Turing, and Shannon, view the world from specific human 
vantage points. Therefore, we require epistemologies that can account for po
sitioning: what Haraway calls "situated" or "embodied" knowledges. We 
need to be able to locate the sources of all knowledge claims in order to ra
tionally assess their truth value. Recognition of the situational embeddedness 
of knowledge does not require acceptance of relativism or rejection of the 
quest for "objective" knowledge. Haraway points out that 

the alternative to relativism is not totalization and single vision, which is always 
finally the unn1arked category \Vhose po\ver depends on systen1atic narro,ving 
and obscuring. The alte111ative to relativism is partial, locatable, critical knowl
edges sustaining the possibility of \Vebs of connections called solidarity in pol
itics and shared conversations in epistemology. Relativisn1 is a \Vay of being 
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no\vhere while claintlng to be everywhere equally. The "equality" of position
ing is a denial of responsibility and critical inquiry. Relativism is the perfect mir
ror twin of totalization in the ideologies of objectivity; both deny the stakes in 
location, embodiment, and partial perspective; both make it impossible to see 
\Yell. Relativism and totalization are both "god tricks" promising vision from 
every\vhere and no\vhere equally and fully, comn1on myths in rhetorics sur
rounding Science. But it is precisely in the politics and epistemology of partial 
perspectives that the possibility of sustained, rational, objective inquiry rests.80 

Accepting epistemologies that recognize the embodiment and situational and 
linguistic embeddedness of knowledge does not require rejecting science. To 
the contrary, it demands finally that we display fidelity to a long-professed 
but too seldom-honored covenant of modem science: the idea that science is 
an ongoing, open-ended, and fundamentally democratic process that is never 
subject to final closure, a process that is fueled by criticism and delighted by 
surprise. Within the objectivity of situated knowledge, there are no unprob
lematic "objects."81 All objects and observations are mediated by language, 
culture, and vantage points. The purpose of conducting semiological guerrilla 
warfare within the territories of mainstream science is not to bring down the 
house of science but to remodel and expand it: to create what Harding calls a 
"successor science."82 

ALTERNATIVE DESIGN AESTHETICS 

What would this successor science do for social science? It would open up an 
enormous array of new research questions, and it would radically alter the 
ways we approach and frame those questions. It would make epistemological 
and linguistic reflexivity routine features of all our inquiries. It would restore 
methodology to the privileged position it held in nineteenth-century articula
tions of warrants for the "human sciences."83 It would not require wholesale 
rejection of the achievements of mainstream theory and research. The 
Promethean vision that secures the achievements of Bacon, Descartes, Dar
win, Turing, and Shannon is skewed, partial, and incomplete, but it is also ex
traordinarily acute, insightful, and productive. A successor science would not 
discard the man with his myopia; however, it would require regrounding and 
resituating the claims of mainstream science within a responsible themy of 
knowledge. That is, it would provide a warrant for fully embracing what 
Bloor calls "the strong program" in the sociology of knowledge.84 

This successor science would reopen the questions and perhaps reclaim the 
values marginalized by the twin triumphs of industrialism and instrumental 
rationality. Instead of settling for the fast foods of the easily processed and en-
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coded message systems of classificatory infomrntion, it would provide entty 
to the lavish banquet of research possibilities provided by more holistic rein
tegrations of "classificatory," "contextual," "relational," "relevance," and 
other information and communicative modes and practices. It would em
power ongoing interrogations of the design codes and communicative models 
contained within plans for global information systems. In sum, it would do 
what male critics of instmmentalism such as Max Weber, Karl Jaspers, Karl 
Mannheim, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Lewis Mumford, and Jurgen 
Habermas have long recommended: subordinate instmmental or "functional" 
forms of rationality to the claims of "substantive" rationality.85 That is, it 
would require us to reflect upon and justify the ends as well as the means of 
technological decisions. 

What kinds of infmmation sciences and technologies would a successor 
science support? Beyond debates that relate to the future of reproductive tech
nologies, feminist theory has not, to my knowledge, directly addressed this 
question in any comprehensive way; although feminist science fiction, like 
science fiction generally, is proving to be a fettile ground for reimagining 
technologies. At this point, however, history may still be a better guide than 
fiction. 

Technologies are extensions of structures of power and capital as well as 
derivatives of scientific and engineering discourses. Women and men in 
Western cultures have, of course, been differentially situated in relation to 
strnctures of wealth and power. As a result of their subordinate position in 
these relations, women have developed alternative information networks and 
conceived of altemative social designs, for example, witchcraft, keening rites, 
old wives' tales, midwifery, motherwit, communal laundeting activities, 
sewing circles, moral uplift movements, and consciousness-raising groups. 
They have created and circulated handcrafted information systems: recipes, 
home remedies, gossip, samplers, quilts, letters, publications, perfmmances, 
and \Vorks of art. Women have also "tnisused," or reconfigured, malestrean1 
information technologies to serve alternative pmposes. Thus, for example, 
Lana Rakow points out that the telephone was initially conceived as a tool of 
business; American women transformed it into a household necessity.86 Judy 
Smith, Ellen Balka, and Dale Spender report that similar processes are at 
work today as women use computer networking to accommodate feminist 
chatting and organizing.87 That is, women's uses or "misuses" of technology 
affirm Liesbet van Zoonen's claim that "the meaning and social significance 
of technology is not pregiven but established in ongoing historically and cul
turally specific discursive practices."88 Within the residual, sometimes resis
tant feminine subcultures, the masculine social designs built into technologies 
have been variously accepted, rejected, petfected, or ignored. 
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Similarly feminist-infonned technologies would presumably incorporate 
elements drawn from these alternative networks, designs, aitifacts, and uses. 
Women's residual cultural articulations of principles of social order have his
torically relied on decentralized, egalitadan decision-making processes; they 
emphasize context, personal responsibility, and interactional processes in me
diating fonnal rules; they treat skills and knowledge as resources to be pooled 
to enhance group efforts; they avoid hierarchical airaugements and formal di
visions oflabor; when divisions oflabor are introduced, horizontal rather than 
vertical structures are often adopted so that creative and routine aspects of 
task forces can be distdbuted among all members.89 

These principles reflect gendered differences in odentations to power and 
authority: where men in groups assume that a general, captain, coach, or dean 
will lead the charge, women have, at least historically, conceived of power as 
a process rather than a privilege of office or person. Thus, for example, con
ceiving of power from a feminist perspective, Haitsock defines it in tenns of 
empowerment: "To lead is to be at the center of a group rather than in front 
of others."90 

A feminist design aesthetic would presumably favor development of de
centralized, egalitarian, accessible, process-oriented infonnation technologies 
that advance expressive as well as instrnmental values.91 Such an aesthetic 
would subve1t, invert, or divert the design logic that has fostered development 
of the capital-intensive information systems, which currently facilitate global 
control systems. It would challenge the single-minded, malestream commit
ment to what Mumford calls "authoritai-ian ·technics": system-centered, im
mensely powerful, but inherently unstable technologies.92 Instead, a feminist 
design aesthetic would presumably seek to realize the telos of "democratic 
technics": it would articulate social designs that incorporate human-centered, 
diverse, resourceful, and durable technologies.93 

To be sure, the virtues of suppressed groups can be, and often are, overes
timated and romanticized by standpoint epistemologies. Pdsoners see the 
world through bars, and their visions of freedom are shaped by that perspec
tive, which is both the medt and limitations of their epistemological loca
tions. Truly democratic technics do not replace one skewed vision with an
other. Rather, all positions need to be open to question; what is missing in 
current technologies of power needs to be aiticulated within fora for power
talk that monitor, negate, and counter, insofar as humanly possible, all gen
der, racial, class, and other fonns of discursive privilege. And technological 
designs secured within democratic values need to be envisioned and devel
oped. Pie in the sky? Perhaps, but then so are most im1ovations and virtually 
all eutopian visions before they become realities. 

There are signs that a new, post-Promethean sensibility is now taking fonn 
at the frontiers of science. Although this sensibility does not identify itself as 
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feminist, it is neve1theless motivated by attempts to transcend the limits of 
dualism and to create models for construction of scientific knowledge that are 
contextual and connective rather than binary and reductive. The new "sci
ences of complexity" conceive of scientific modeling in ways that are more 
consonant with feminist approaches than were Baconian or Cartesian sci
ence.94 Within computer science, complexity emphasizes parallel over selial 
processes, neural networks that facilitate learning and are self-conecting, 
fuzzy logics rather than Cartesian reductions, and holistic modeling that can 
accommodate relevance, contextual, and relational informations as well as 
classificatmy information. To be sure, these new models also have darker 
sides; the ghosts of scientific conquistadors still lurk within them.95 Nonethe
less they do represent a movement towards more conceptually rich ways of 
conceiving of nature and our position within it.96 

A design aesthetic that is "friendly to earthwide projects of finite freedom, 
adequate material abundance, modest meaning in suffeling, aud limited hap
piness" cannot simply substitute one partial perspective for another. We face 
problems that require global action: euviromuental contamination, global 
watming, famine, and nuclear threats that have multiplied rather than dissi
pated since the end of the Cold War. Instmmental thinking created these 
problems, and instrumental thinking will be required to redress them; but, un
less instrumentalism is resituated within grammars of human motives, con
texts, relationships, values, concepts of community, democratic dialogue, and 
social responsibility, we are all impeliled by the emergent global stmctures 
of information-capitalism. 
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Chapter Five 

Is Science a Man? 

The structure of this chapter differs from that of its companions. The depar
ture is designed to simultaneously offer prospective and retrospective takes 
on feminist standpoint approaches to science. The format for doing this is 
simple. Patt I: Prospects, is a revision of a review essay, "Is Science a Man? 
New Feminist Epistemologies and Reconstructions of Knowledge." Part II: 
Retrospects, entitled "Yes, Dorothy, There is a Man Behind the Microscope 
Too," offers a more informal set of reflections on subsequent developments 
within, and in response to, feminist approaches to science. 

The original review essay was written when the feminist perspective on 
science was initially breaking through the barriers to print, with the provoca
tive energy and revolutiona1y sense of possibility that usually accompanies 
long suppressed ideas. I wrote the essay with two major goals in mind. First, 
I closely followed publication of all of the early, generative contributions to 
the feminist critique of science, and I did so from multiple positions: (a) as a 
longtime student of the sociology of knowledge, interested in the ways "ob
jectivity" is construed in science, law, journalism, and the gender politics of 
everyday life; (b) as a feminist committed to expanding the discursive space 
for women's voices and experiential knowledge; and (c) as a student of cen
sorship committed to investigating and witnessing silencings of unpopular 
voices and epistemological stances. The radical implications of this work for 
the sociology of knowledge and for knowledge itself were immediately ap
parent to me. I wanted to call it to the attention of a broader academic audi
ence of critical thinkers, including nonfeminists and feminists outside of sci
ence studies. In that sense, I sought to explicate and share what was, at the 
time, perceived as a difficult body of work. I also conceived of the essay as a 
feminist intervention, albeit a very modest one. 
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Second, the essay was intended to offer a timely synthesis and assessment 
of the lively, but largely discrete, parallel debates that were taking place at the 
time in feminist epistemology and science studies and in social constrnctivist 
approaches to the history, sociology, and philosophy of science. Most of the 
feminist work was fresh and as yet either unknown or unacknowledged by 
constrnctivists. My goal was to bring these two discourses together and to 
thereby amplify their authority and resonances. I wrote the essay quickly and 
with a sense of urgency that, I think, still marches through its pages. 

The conservative world of academic editors and referees did not, however, 
share my breathless enthusiasm for these provocative new ways of thinking. 
The manuscript collected several rejections before Theo1y and Society pub
lished it in 1990.1 Rejecting editors and referees seemed united in their de
tennination to preserve their paradigms. Some referees implied I was dan
gerous. Some wanted proof of my scientific credentials. One advised a 
remedial writing program; another found my arguments unintelligible. Some 
gave me reading assignments. Karl Popper was frequently invoked. Since I 
was only synthesizing-acting as, at most, a proactive scribe-I was sur
prised by the intensity of the personal attacks and dismissals. The experience 
enhanced my appreciation of the courage of the originals: the feminist scien
tists and philosophers of science who had dared to take Virginia Woolf's 
question seriously. And Woolf herself! 

Despite its delayed debut, this essay seemed to fill a need by serving as a 
translation for scholars who understood the stakes of these debates but whose 
own scholarly interests did not require them to go inside of them. Over the 
years, I have received more requests for reprints of this essay than for any
thing I have ever published. Most of these requests have been from abroad. 
Judging from the connnents that accompanied these requests, it appears that 
"Is Science a Man?" has also been useful to its international readers in posi
tioning American feminist critiques of science within the context of broader 
social critiques of positivism, empiricism, and realism. 

Rethinking the essay today, I am encouraged by how much these disturb
ing books have disturbed. 

PART I: PROSPECTS 1988: IS SCIENCE A 
MAN? NEW FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGIES 

AND RECONSTRUCTIONS OF KNOWLEDGE 

In Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf asse1ted, "Science it would seem is not sex
less; she is a man, a father and infected too."2 Although scientific discourse 
has been deeply implicated in processes of rationalizing and legitimizing 
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women's oppression, until well into the 1980s feminist scholars routinely 
treated displays of male bias in science as errors produced by bad scientific 
practices: errors that could be c01Tected by greater objectivity and method
ological rigor. With few exceptions, they resisted Woolf's claim that mascu
line bias is a constituent principle of the modern, Western, scientific outlook. 

There were very good reasons for this resistance. The established theories 
of knowledge (empiricism, realism, instrnmentalism, and neo-positivism) 
treated scientific reasoning as the exemplar of rational thought. To be taken 
seriously, feminist scholars had to take the canons of scientific reasoning se
riously. To accept Woolf's claim was to risk being labeled and dismissed, as 
Woolf \Vas during her lifetitne, as "irrational" or "hysterical." 

By the mid-1980s, however, developments within philosophy, feminist 
theory, and the culture at large had significantly reduced this risk. The 
growing influence of social constrnctivist conceptions of science made it 
possible to raise epistemological questions that were beyond the limits of 
permission for scholarly discourse only a decade earlier. New feminist 
epistemologies were able at last to examine the social etiology of the mas
culinist scientific infection; advances in communication technologies had 
radically shifted human experiences of space and time in ways that made 
multiculturalism and cultural relativism routine aspects of everyday life. 
These developments, in turn, undermined the fundamentalist and univer
salistic claims of the Western Enlightenment. 

Sexing the Paradigms 

In part I of this chapter, I examine some early contributions to the debate; sit
uate these contributions within the larger context of the radical new turn in 
feminist epistemology; and briefly identify some of the challenges, para
doxes, and resistances facing those who seek either to reconstruct science or 
to find emancipatmy alternatives to it. These contributions defined the salient 
questions, legitimized new modes of inquiry in science studies, and set the 
agenda for the virtual flood of feminist research on gender, science, and 
knowledge that has followed. They are definitive works: the creative touch
stones and benchmarks for amplification, emendation, critique, and backlash. 

Unlike earlier feminist attempts to correct or reform science, the new fem
inist epistemologies raise fundamental questions about the nature of !luth, ob
jectivity, observation, empiricism, verification, and rationality. They repre
sent a radical break with conventional thinking in the sociology and 
philosophy of science. They push the implications of Wittgenstein's claim
that the limits of language establish the limits of knowledge-in new direc
tions by locating the source of Baconian and Cartesian dualisms in the binmy 
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categorical structures of Inda-European languages, which they see as exten
sions, elaborations, and reifications of primitive totemics of sexual difference. 
These thinkers cut through the disciplinary boundaries of the natural, physi
cal, and social sciences. Their perspectives are heterodox but potentially rev
olutionary because they seek to dismantle or reconstruct the structures of 
power-knowledge that have informed and administered Western culture since 
the Enlightenment. 

In The Science Question in Feminism (1986), Sandra Harding articulates 
the essential question of the new feminist epistemological studies: "Is it pos
sible to use for emancipatory ends sciences that are apparently so intimately 
involved in Western, bourgeois, and masculinist projects?" The radical femi
nist response is a resounding "No!" According to Harding, who embraces the 
radical stance, this position rejects conventional science on three interrelated 
grounds: "that the epistemologies, metaphysics, ethics, and politics of the 
dominant forms of science are androcentric and mutually supportive; that de
spite the deeply ingrained Western cultural belief in science's intrinsic pro
gressiveness, science today serves primarily regressive social tendencies; and 
that the social structure of science, many of its applications and technologies, 
its modes of defining research problems and designing experiments, its ways 
of constructing and confe1ring meanings are not only sexist but also racist, 
classist, and culturally coercive."3 The claims of the new feminist episte
mologies are not just premises for position papers; they are propositions to be 
tested by an ambitious research program undertaken by feminist scientists, 
philosophers, historians, and sociologists of science. 

The philosophic and methodological warrants for these research programs 
are reinforced by recent changes in thought about thought that have taken 
place outside of feminist research: (a) post-Kuhnian studies in the sociology 
and histmy of science; (b) the social constructivism of Mary Hesse, Bruno 
LaTour, Steve Woolgar, David Bloor, and Barry Barnes, and the pragmatism 
of Richard Rorty and many others; ( c) studies in the archaeology and sociol
ogy of knowledge that seek to recover the "submerged" or "residual texts" of 
Western culture, as in the work of Foucault, Williams, the "new history," and 
others; and (d) poststructuralist and postmodernist approaches to textual 
analysis and epistemology, as in Derrida, Lacan, Kristeva, Cixous, Irigaray, 
and many others. 

Traditional philosophies of science maintain that studies of the origins of 
science can add nothing of significance to the body of scientific knowledge. 
They claim that such studies commit the genetic fallacy, that is, they contend 
that the origins of ideas do not affect their tmth-value and are therefore irrel
evant to discussions of science. Thomas Kuhn's research, however, estab
lished the relevance of the history of science to discussions of processes of 
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formulating and legitimizing scientific paradigms, defining what counts as 
fact, aud articulating methods of verification.4 David Bloor's work carried 
critique of conventional approaches to the philosophy of science a step fur
ther by demonstrating that "the strong program" in the sociology of knowl
edge (a research program that applies the assumptions of scientific naturalism 
to the study of science itself) can introduce a new dimension to discussions 
of the "genetic fallacy" of modern science. Specifically, Bloor claims that the 
founders of modem science violated the terms of their own covenant by: (a) 
ascribing a "sacred" character (in the Durkheimian sense) to science, and (b) 
proscdbing all inquiries into the validity or reliability of its founding prem
ises. Bloor recommends violation of these interdictions; he endorses 
"methodological relativism'' on the grounds that, 

[l]ike many features of a landscape, knowledge looks different from different 
angles. Approach it fron1 an unexpected route, glin1pse it from an unusual van
tage point, and at first it n1ay not be recognizable.5 

Feminists have followed this recommendation. Recent feminist analysis of 
the founding texts of modem science reveal their historicity and intertextual
ity as well as their strategic positioning within debates involving church, 
state, commerce, witchcraft, and alchemy. Feminist recoveries of the sub
merged texts that informed the gender politics of early science demonstrate 
that scientific reasoning is secured by metaphors and myths drawn from the 
Inquisition. In short, they indicate that the landscape of modern science, like 
other landscapes, can only be approached from a specific angle or reference 
point. They identify the reference point of the collective voice of Western sci
entific discourse as the "I" of educated white males. 

The groundbreaking work is Carolyn Merchant's The Death of Nature 
(1980). A historian of science, Merchant presents a meticulously detailed re
covery and analysis of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century scientific and hu
manistic texts. The focal point of her investigation is a reconstruction of the 
contexts that produced the founding texts of Western science. She shows (a) 
why Francis Bacon and other members of The Royal Society claimed 
"knowledge is power," and (b) how Baconian empiricism ultimately became 
a f01m of power-knowledge that was instrnmental in securing the mechanis
tic worldviews that facilitated the development of capitalism.6 The achieve
ment of Merchant's book is its radical problematization of nature. Through 
exhaustive (and exhausting) documentation she affams Mary Hesse's con
tention that nature is altered by cultural conceptions of it.7 That is, Merchant 
demonstrates that how we name nature affects the way we treat it: how we or
ganize our adaptive efforts, how we use resources, how we intervene in and 



108 Chapter Five 

transform natural processes, and how we relate to other species, races, and 
genders. She marshals an impressive array of historical evidence that indi
cates that people do not treat a "mother" (the traditional image of nature) the 
same \Vay they treat a "bride," "mistress," or "common harlot," the descrip
tive terms Bacon uses to name nature. Entering a mother's womb and robbing 
it of its hidden treasures of gold, silver, iron, and coal is, within the discourse 
and ethos of Western males, a ve1y different act than seducing or even rav
aging a sexnal consort or "object." The two acts carry different cultural con
notations and value orientations, and are accompanied by different social rit
uals and interdictions. Similarly, Merchant shows that when nature "dies" -is 
rendered lifeless or becomes "a great pregnant automaton" (Boyle) or a 
"world machine" (Newton)-the change in signs has revolutionary conse
quences for science, commerce, and ecology. 

Evelyn Fox Keller continues the work begun by Merchant. Trained as a 
physicist, Keller does not just record the history of science, she retheorizes 
critical moments in scientific history by asking, "What might have happened 
if ... ?"In one of her most interesting efforts, a collaboration with Christine 
Grontowski (1983), Keller and her coauthor ask what physics might sound or 
feel like if it had been constructed on aural or tactile models instead of the 
spatial metaphors favored by the discourse of males in Western cultures.8 The 
nine essays collected in Keller's Reflections 011 Ge11der a11d Science range 
from detailed deconstructions of Bacon's sexual and reproductive metaphors 
to a biographical study of the career of Nobel Laureate Barbara McClintock. 
Thomas Kuhn receives generous bouquets in Keller's acknowledgments for 
his "careful readings and incisive criticism of drafts of all of the mate1ial in 
this book."9 

The weakest link in Keller's argument is the unnecessary and unwar
ranted psychological reductionism that results from wholesale adaptations 
of Nancy Chodorow's "reproduction of mothering" thesis and D. W. Win
nicott's object-relations theory. Too often, these developmental theories 
are simplistically invoked as universal explanations of gender differences 
in cognitive and affectual patterns; as a result, both the cultural variability 
of gender pe1formances and the powerful role societal reward structures 
play in reproducing gender differences are occluded. Keller, it should be 
noted, has subsequently abandoned this line of argument in response to the 
criticisms of social scientists.10 

The f01midable achievement of Keller's book is that it radically problema
tizes epistemology. Like Margaret Mead's Sex a11d Temperament in Three 
Primitive Societies (1947), which provided its readers with three provoca
tively instructive fahy tales about alternative social constructions of gender, 
Keller's work offers her readers a challenging framework for conceiving of 
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alternative constrnctions of knowledge. Her analysis builds upon Merchant's 
insights by demonstrating the centrality of sexual metaphors in articulating 
conceptions of knowledge. It also shows how these conceptions condition the 
questions that can be asked about nature, self, and society. Keller deconstrncts 
the gender politics underlying three epistemological stances that have had 
some currency in Western cultures: first, Plato's homoerotic view of knowl
edge, which conceives of knowledge as a product of a spiritual union between 
a male mentor and male disciple, a view that proscribes violence and aggres
sion in pursuit of knowledge; second, Bacon's concept of knowledge as 
power, which equates women and nature, and seeks domination over both; 
and third, the Paracelsian alchemists' construction of knowledge, which uses 
the metaphor of heterosexual intercourse to suggest that the unity of two dif
ferent, but in a sense equal, partners is required to produce knowledge. For 
decades students of anthropology have come away from Mead's text won
dering what Western culture would have been like if it had adapted the gen
der patterning of the gentle Arapesh. Keller leaves many of us wondering 
what would have happened to Western science and culture if the Paracelsians 
had triumphed over the Baconians during the early modern period? What 
would have happened if Eros rather than aggression had animated the West
ern quest for knowledge? 

The collection edited by Ruth Bleier, Feminist Approaches to Science 
(1986), carried the dialogue a step further by raising the following questions: 
If modern science is a man, what would an alternative feminist science look 
like? And what would such a voice sound like? How would science be dif
ferent? How would our perceptions of the natural world, of women and men, 
be transformed?11 

Bleier, a physician and neurophysiologist, brought together ten provocative 
essays on feminist science, most of them written by women trained in the 
physical and natural sciences. For these women, science is, to paraphrase 
Donna Haraway, a way of practicing politics by other means.12 Thus, for ex
ample, Haraway, anticipating the argument of her subsequent work Primate 
Visions (1989), examines the narrative practices of prirnatologists and con
cludes that prirnatology is a promising site for articulations of feminist per
spectives on human origins, evolution, and behavioral biology. Sarah Blaffer 
Hrdy looks at mating behaviors of monkeys and discovers through carefully 
controlled observation of female primates that they are not nearly as discrete, 
selective, or unappreciative of the pleasures of the flesh as male scientists 
since Darwin have claimed. Bleier's essay shows how the ideological propa
ganda smuggled into the language of science by the metaphors that secure 
scientific models influences interpretations of findings in brain lateralization 
research. Elizabeth Fee's "Critiques of Modem Science: The Relationship of 
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Feminism to Other Radical Critiques" encourages feminists to practice what 
they preach by building critical self-reflexivity into feminist perspectives. Fee 
perceptively anticipated the divisive identity politics that have subsequently 
fractured many attempts at coalition building among feminists and other crit
ical theorists. Her essay identifies problematic assumptions and tensions 
within the new feminist epistemologies; she explores possible points of con
vergence with other critical projects and movements resisting human domi
nation. In "Beyond Masculinist Realities: A Feminist Epistemology for the 
Sciences," Hilary Rose extends the arguments initially formulated in her 
widely cited 1983 article, "Hand, Brain and Heart."13 Rose offers a recon
strnction of epistemology that seeks to mend the mind fractured by Baconian 
and Caitesian dualisms; she locates a model for this epistemology in feminist 
mate1ialism, in the invisible caring labor of women that has kept females 
from fully embracing the separations of mental and menial labor reified by 
philosophic dualism and industrial capitalism. 

The papers collected by Bleier are reports from the front. They were 
"not simply conceived within a particular social and political context, they 
are themselves part of the larger international social struggle about the po
litical-symbolic structure, history, and future of Woman and women."14 

They are attempts by activists to recover the submerged texts of modern 
science; as such, they exhibit the energy and enthusiasm of revolutionary 
ferment and possibility. For this reason, these essays provide an excellent 
and accessible entry point for newcomers to the literature on science and 
gender. There is no official line here, no common ideological grammar be
yond the shared conviction that there is something suspect, dangerous, 
even potentially lethal about the way science is currently practiced. That 
is, these essays represent a moment of creative ferment and vision when a 
sense of what was missing could, at last, be freely articulated: a moment in 
which long-suppressed questions could be asked and at least partially le
gitimized. 

Although primarily a work in the history and feminist reinterpretation of 
epistemology rather than a contribution to feminist approaches to science 
per se, Susan Bordo's The Flight to Objectivity: Essays 011 Cartesia11is111 and 
Culture (1987) has profound implications for feminist rethinkings of science 
and knowledge. 15 What Merchant and Keller do in their respective histori
cizing of Baconian empiricism, Bordo does to Descartes's rationalism. That 
is, she demonstrates that conceptions of sexual difference, conditioned by 
the cultural values of seventeenth-century France, provide the template for 
Cartesian dualism. Specifically they provide the basis for the separation, hi
erarchies, and reifications of the binary categories of Descartes's theory of 
knowledge: mind-body, subject-object, nature-culture, and so on. According 



Is Science a Man? 111 

to Bordo, Descattes's "flight to objectivity" is also a flight from the femi
nine, and the destination of that flight is the masculinization of reason. 

Sandra Harding's The Science Question in Feminism (1986) is much more 
than a dispatch from the field; it is an attempt to summarize, classify, synthe
size, and clarify the issues, challenges, and tensions that have generated the 
ferment.16 In short, Harding sets an impossible task for herself and comes 
very close to achieving it. This irnp01tant book should be required reading for 
all graduate students in the natural and social sciences. It will make some very 
ang1y, but it may change forever the way a few readers conceive of science, 
scholarship, and the human predicament. Hai·ding's value commitments are 
feminist, egalitarian, and socialist; her scholarship is impressive; her prose is 
lucid and sometimes even eloquent; however, for reasons I discuss below, the 
f1uit of her synthesis, "fentlnist postmode1nism/, remains problematic. 

Feminist methodologies depmt from standard academic practice by probing 
across and "insistently against" the disciplines. Harding identifies and care
fully explains five discernible interdisciplinmy research trends in feminist 
studies of science: first, equity studies motivated by liberal reformist politics, 
\Vhich examine resistance to and discrimination against \Vomen in science, sci
entific education, and in socialization processes that cultivate aptitudes for and 
interests in science; second, studies investigating the uses and abuses of the bi
ological and social sciences and their technologies, which reveal sexist, racist, 
homophobic, and classist social projects; third, social constrnctivist studies 
that challenge the possibility of the existence of pure science, even if the bi
ases generated by cmTent "isms" could be eliminated; fourth, studies informed 
by rhetoric, deconstrnctionism, and other forms of discourse analysis that an
alyze science as "text" in order to detennine how scientific reports are condi
tioned by the limits of language and rhetorical structures of writing, including 
how metaphors smuggle ideology and mythology into science; and fifth, epis
temological studies that explore the groundings of knowledge in social rela
tions, embodiment, and strnctures of power. 

Hm·ding locates three different (and differing) positions in which these 
feminist critical claims are grounded. The first position is feminist empiri
cism, which maintains that sexism and male-centered conceptions of reality 
are social biases that deform the quest for objective knowledge. Fe1ninist em
piricism initially conceived of these biases as errors resulting from faulty im
plementations of empirical methods. Increasingly, however, scrutiny of sci
entific empiricism has led this group to question the adequacy of empiricism 
per se. As a result, a growing number are abandoning reformist stances and 
seeking to transfo1m and, in some cases, transcend science. 

The second position is feminist standpoint epistemologies, which claim men 
have been conupted by power; this position regards patriarchy as a pattial and 
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perverse perspective because it is blind to its own blindness. In contrast, fem
inist standpoint epistemologies maintain that women's subjugated position 
requires them to see more and to see more clearly (the power of the power
less). Because we must all see from some perspective, innnaculate percep
tion, objectivity, and pure science are impossible. Therefore advocates of this 
position maintain that feminism is a morally and scientifically more tenable 
position for grounding interpretations and explanations of nature and society. 

The third position is feminist postmodemism, which assumes that modern 
life fractures identities. Like many other contemporary strains of critical 
thought, this view adopts a radical skepticism regarding all universal and uni
versalizing claims about existence, the nature and powers of language, rea
son, and science. It marks a conscious break with the legacy of the Enlight
emnent, including such ideas as progress and contractual theories of politics. 
This perspective presents itself as a fmm of resistance to the reified fictions 
of the naturalized, essentialized, human of humanism, which have historically 
oppressed women, as well as men of laboring classes, colonized nations, and 
racial, ethnic, and sexual minorities by denying them subjectivity. In short, it 
explodes the myth of male "aperspectivity": the claim that the dominant male 
view is the unbiased view, the claim that the "neutral observer" is really neu
tral and neuter.17 Feminist postmodernism assumes its own claims are more 
plausible because they are grounded in awareness of fractured identities and 
in the tensions created by solidarity with and between these identities. Hard
ing explores each of these perspectives in rich detail and presents an exhaus
tive review of the substantive contributions of scholars working within each 
perspective. She also takes readers on some interesting excursions of her 
own, with her discussion of Taylorism in science offering an especially stim
ulating side trip. 

Harding concludes that each of these positions (as well as feminism gener
ally) suffers from inadequate conceptualizations of gender. This is not an 
original idea, but it is an important corrective to the tendency of some early 
second-wave feminist thinking (circa 1970s), which embraced an easy opti
mism that suggests that the fractured mind can be repaired by an androgynous 
reunion of masculinity and femininity. Harding reminds the optimists that 
masculinity and femininity are not simply complementary poles of thought, 
not two symmetrical halves of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Both are par
tial, distorted, and damaged renderings of the range of male and female po
tential. As a result, she points out that putting master and slave in the same 
bed will not liberate either of them. 

In The Science Question in Feminism, Harding very tentatively casts her 
own lot with feminist postmodernism because it abandons the defensive mas
culine impulse to imagine a "transcendental ego" (the Promethean leap) with 
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a singnlar voice that determines whether knowledge claims tell the "one true 
stmy" of how the world works. This perspective seeks reciprocity and soli
darity among heterodox groups rather than essentialized and naturalized iden
tities; as a result it suppmts pluralistic, decentered forms of knowledge. In 
short, it bears very little resemblance to what we now know as science. 

On the surface, postmodern perspectives are appealing. They appear to 
represent an alternative to domination and coercion; and they open up im
portant questions and areas of inquiry that the constituent assumptions of 
Enlightenment-based epistemologies foreclosed. Postmodernism is, of 
course, a protean term that resists precise definition; it encompasses a broad 
and eclectic set of ideas, aesthetics, cultural diagnostics, and intellectual 
trends that often have little in conunon with one another except that they are 
all responses to the ruptures within or the breakdown of the authority of En
lightenment thought. Generalizing about postmodernism, which itself es
chews generalizing, is therefore always a ve1y precarious move. 

Within the context of feminist science studies, however, postmodern per
spectives are problematic on several grounds. First, they do not represent a 
victory of domestic or humane science over big science. At best, they can 
support a handicraft alternative to established science; one that will presum
ably operate at the level of what Lewis Mumford called "democratic tech
nics."18 Postmodern perspectives do not create a culture of critical discourse 
that can effectively counter or contain the destructive thrusts of what Rose has 
called exterminatory science.19 Second, they embrace relativism without ar
ticulating a themy or developing a politics that can institutionalize constraints 
on totalitarian exercises of state or corporate power. Third, postmodernism 
abandons the unfmished project of the democratic Enlightenment at the very 
juncture when women, minorities, and colonized people throughout the world 
are demanding that it finally realize its inclusionary telos. Fourth, trading a 
flawed consensually based democracy for an aesthetically based anarchic in
dividualism is a dangerous move at a time when private (corporate) power 
is gaining ascendancy over public (national) power structures, systems of 
accountability, and powerful and potently destructive forms of scientific and 
technological knowledge. The fractures postmodernism supports provide 
de facto warrants for dismantling the last renmants of the public sphere and 
clearing the path for the triumph of what Marilouise and Arthur Kroker char
acterize as "ultracapitalism."20 Fifth, in spite of its embrace of pluralism, 
postmodernism is, in Hans-Georg Gadamer words, "too self-regarding."21 

Postmodernism easily slips into an avant-gardism that permits those who pos
sess comfortable levels of cultural and real capital to flirt with nihilism. It 
provides no recipes for sharing the wealth or relieving human misery. Indeed, 
avant-garde and postmodernist aesthetics have proven to be potent vehicles 
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of advertising and marketing in the post-Fordian economy.22 For these rea
sons, it is difficult to see how postmodernism can provide epistemological an
chors for democracy, socialism, or feminism. Sixth, postmodemism abandons 
the quest for human covenants informed by a shared moral vision and ethical 
commitments. In summary, postmodemism may serve as a creative platfmm 
for poetic and aesthetic experimentation; however, as now constituted, it does 
not provide a viable platform for constructing communities or crafting portals 
to wisdom. 

Harding herself almost immediately reeengaged the postmodern question 
in two important anthologized essays, "Epistemological Questions" (1987) 
and "Feminism, Science, and the Anti-Enlightenment Critiques" (1990); 
abandoning postmodernism, she maintains that feminist empiricism and fem
inist standpoint epistemologies, which want "less false stories about nature 
and social life," contribute in "important ways to the continuation of the mod
ernist and Enlightenment projects."23 In her two subsequent books, Whose 
Science? Whose Knowledge? (1991) and The Racial Economy of Science: To
ward a Democratic Future (1993), she clearly commits herself to preserving 
and advancing what she sees as the "progressive" political elements in the 
feminist critique of science, and insistently rejects the radical relativism and 
consequent political paralysis of many postmodern perspectives. 

Extending her critique of the social constituents of Western science to in
clude "the racial economy of science" and its historical positioning within 
class and colonial hierarchies, Harding attempts to reclaim and recuperate the 
critical spirit of early modem science.24 That is, she recognizes that Western 
science and Western democracy share a common genesis; and she believes 
that if science can tum its critical lens on its own practices, and become self
reflexive and truly self-correcting, it can contribute much to the world. Not, 
to be sure, the transcendent, omniscient, Promethean view that traditional 
philosophies of science valorized, but it can provide a valuable "indigenous," 
or socially situated, Western way of seeing, "a strong objectivity" that re
mains very useful in solving certain kinds of problems.25 Decentered but still 
representing a substantial constituency in a newly democratized and plural
ized global republic of knowledge, Western truth claims can coexist along 
with other socially situated cultural fmmations, which also represent coher
ent worldviews. 

EARLY RECEPTION AND CRITICAL REFLECTION 

It is too early to tell whether the power of the new feminist theories of knowl
edge, like the power of the genie, comes from being in the bottle: whether 
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they will function only as critique of male science or whether they can artic
ulate new ways of knowing. By 1990, feminist cdtiques of science had: (a) 
posed profound challenges to conventional understandings of Baconian and 
Cartesian dualisms; (b) exposed the destrnctive thtusts of the Baconian 
legacy, and documented the embeddedness of big science in a "culture of 
death"; and ( c) posited strong claims in support of the hypothesis that the sur
vival of the human species requires new approaches to knowing and being in 
the world.26 However, two gaps in the new feminist epistemologies still 
needed to be addressed before they could move from critique to constrnction. 

First, most early feminist critiques of science did not fully embrace the di
alectic of histmy. The scientific revolutions of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centudes were complex and sometimes contradictory social movements that 
changed the world. They cannot be fairly assessed by reducing interpretations 
of their effects to linear (and male-dominated) binary codes. Baconian science 
was a project of both domination and emancipation. It was an egalitadan proj
ect that helped break the hereditary rnle of feudal societies; its epistemology 
not only rationalized domination ofnature (which included women), fueled in
dustry, and eventually split the atom; it also improved crops, battled disease, 
extended lifespans, and ultimately freed Western woman from the annual oc
cupations of her womb that had kept her bound to home and hearth and fre
quently sentenced her to an early death. Modern science has not achieved the 
progress that positivism promised, but it has made some of the daily labors of 
ordinary women and men less oppressive. The new epistemologies need to 
identify and systematically acknowledge the emancipatory elements within 
the modern scientific outlook. If these elements cannot be freed from infection 
and incorporated in the feminist project, then the new epistemologies should 
devise a litmus test to determine what scientific assumptions, practices, and 
procedures are directly implicated in the culture of death and what science 
may warrant cautious accommodation. Donna Haraway (1988), an advocate of 
the standpoint approach, has made some promising moves in this direction by 
suggesting criteria for assessing "situated knowledges."27 

Second, while these now classic works in feminist epistemology provided 
effective platforms for cdtiquing the masculinist groundings of Western du
alism; it is not yet clear how images, metaphors, and cognitive models drawn 
from the traditional spheres of women's experience and culture can reinvent 
science. Images of domesticity and necessity keep our feet on the gronnd, but 
the achievements as well as the perversions of modem science have taken 
flight on the wings of Promethean metaphors. The question remains, can 
"heart," Eros, and the caring labors of women generate semantically rich and 
methodologically fruitful alternatives to the disembodied abstractions val
orized by Baconian and Cartesian dualisms? 
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Except primatology, mainstream sciences have largely ignored feminist at
tempts to rename nature and reconstruct science. Beyond suggesting models 
and taxonomies that are less hierarchical, more permeable, and more reflex
ive than the male prototypes-which is, to be sure, an extraordinarily valu
able cmrective-it is not yet clear what feminist revisions and reconstructions 
of science will entail. Feminist practices may generate new ways of being in 
the world-of caring for it and each other-and thereby give bilth to new 
ways of knowing and describing the world. Or, perhaps the ultimate achieve
ment of the new epistemologies will be to map the lilnits of language and 
knowledge: to chart the embeddedness of knowledge in structures of (gen
dered) power-relations. In either case, it is clear that Woolf's voice can no 
longer be dismissed as an irrational voice in the wilderness. For Baconian sci
ence, it would seem, is a man, a father too, and still infected by his capitalist, 
colonial, and misogynist past. 

PART II: RETROSPECTS: 2002: YES, DOROTHY, 
THERE IS A MAN BEHIND THE MICROSCOPE TOO 

What a difference a decade has made! Today it would be impossible for any 
single scholar to review the current literature on feminism and science. The 
sheer volume of the work that has been produced in the relatively short time 
since these original works were published, as well as the multiplicity of ways 
in which feminist and gender-sensitive lenses have been applied by both male 
and female scientists within specialized subareas of science make such a proj
ect impossible. In this regard, the feminist revolution in science has been suc
cessful and far-reaching. 

The number of women entering science has increased significantly during 
the ensuing period; although, it should be emphasized, like other members of 
their generation, relatively few young women scientists self-identify as fem
inists even though most strongly support fundamental tenets of liberal femi
nism such as equal political rights for women and equal pay for equal work. 

Pedagogical approaches to the teaching of science, especially in Ameri
can higher education, are undergoing radical rethinking in response both to 
declining enrollments in science majors and the changing demographics of 
the general college population (e.g., women now constitute the majority of 
students in American higher education although they remain a minority in 
science). 

Protocols within scientific research, which once either assumed women 
and men were the same and/or eliminated women from sampling procedures 
because they exhibited too much variability as compared to males who were 



Is Science a Man? 117 

treated as the human norm, are now generally recognized as outdated and in
valid. In that sense, we have moved closer-progressed-to what Sandra 
Harding originally envisioned: a science that tells "less false stories about na
ture and social life." 

Moreover, the once-heretical insight of Mary Hesse that metaphors enable 
scientific vision, which was creatively amplified through feminist lenses by 
Merchant, Keller, and many others, has now gained fairly broad acceptance, 
even among nonfeminists or antifeminists, within mainstream science.28 It 
has made practices that were once cove1t a little more overt, consciously cre
ative, and reflexively accountable. Some of the metaphors of contemporary 
science could be conceived as, if not directly responsive to, more compatible 
with the agendas of feminist approaches to science than their mechanistic 
predecessors were. Examples include the use of metaphors based on com
plexity rather than reductionism, the embrace of conservancy or caring 
metaphors in environmental science, and even the displacement of mechani
cal metaphors with biological metaphors in computer and cognitive science 
modeling. 

Feminist critiques of science have also reenergized studies in the histmy of 
science, which, if the feminist critique is correct, requires complete recon
ceptualization; David Noble's World Without Women (1992) is one of the 
most ambitious works to unde1take this kind of reconceptualization of the his
tory of science. In addition, the feminist critique of science itself has subse
quently contextualized and positioned its own arguments within broader his
torical analyses as well as provided numerous specialized histories and 
biographies of women in science. 

MEDIEVAL LANGUAGE IN MODERN RESEARCH CENTERS 

Is science still a man? Yes, but he is a little less blind to his own blindness, 
slightly more aware of the social constituents of his practice, and increasingly 
sensitive to the presence of difference within his midst. Some scientists wel
come the change: the opening up of paradigms to new creative possibilities 
and the enrichment of scientific vision that new voices and perspectives of
fer. Others, probably the majority, like Thomas Kuhn's "old" paradigmers 
continue to put in their time, with minor accommodations, still largely rely
ing on the scientific orthodoxies that prevailed during their own education 
and early professional socialization within their fields. 

Some scientists-perhaps, I say hopefully, only a minority but a minority 
whose voices have been amplified by the media because they provide the 
most colo1ful quotes-are firmly entrenched in rearguard antifeminist and 
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sometimes misogynist positions. The most notable contribution to the latter 
genre is Paul R. Gross and Norman Levitt's The Higher Superstition: The 
Academic Left and Its Quarrels with Science, which conflates all analyses of 
the social constituents of science, including nonfeminist sociological and 
philosophical approaches, with left political agendas, and denies metaphors 
play an impmtant role in scientific conceptions.29 These authors dismiss fem
inist critiques of science as irrational and superstitious: a form of magical 
thinking that would deny the realities of female disadvantage in the order of 
nature. 

All of the authors of the pioneering works in the feminist critique of sci
ence have arsenals of war stories to tell about the early, and in many quarters 
continuing, hostile receptions of their work by self-styled "hard scientists": a 
metaphor that has been so widely deconstructed that it now evokes a smile of 
critical solidarity among feminists when it is used by their adversaries. I per
sonally witnessed angry responses to public appearances by Harding, Har
away, and Keller during the early 1990s. I recount briefly here one of those 
incidents because it illustrates how old images continue to find expression in 
current fmms of resistance, albeit usually amply coated in irony. Yet, it is 
telling when the language of reason fails self-styled defenders of reason. 

The occasion was a guest lecture by Sandra Harding, "What is Feminist 
Science?", at a top-twenty research university. Sponsored by the univer
sity's women's studies program, a sizable and vocal contingent of the male 
science faculty had protested against the invitation and threatened to dis
rupt the lecture. Unfamiliar with the campus (and, at the time, the protest 
of the scientists), I al1'ived early to find the building and lecture room. I 
was fully a half-hour early, and was surprised to find the lecture hall al
ready more than half-full with an audience that was all male and far too 
gray and bearded to be composed of students. I had to be in the wrong 
place, I thought. But it soon became clear I was in the right place, although 
I was not expected so early. I had crashed the warm-up meeting of the hos
tile reception committee of the "hard scientists." But if I was not invisible, 
I was inconsequential. There was much bravado: some of it was angry, 
some of it was ironic, and all of it seemed somehow lurid, as if I had stum
bled into a stag party during a pornographic film. The salient words were 
Hspectacle," "inquisition," ''\vitch," and its canine rhyming partner. There 
was a bill of particulars in the form of questions circulating, apparently 
formulated by one of the ringleaders who had actually looked at a copy of 
Harding's book, The Science Question in Feminism. The questions, which 
did not seem to have much to do with the book that I had read, were as
signed to various lieutenants positioned in different parts of the room. 
Clearly the specter of "a feminist science" had caused a stir! 



ls Science a Man? 119 

When Harding stepped up to the podium, the crowd was silent. None of the 
anticipatory theatrics were visible. She gave a finely choreographed talk. 
When the question and answer period began, the men came through. All the 
hands that were immediately raised belonged to men; all of the questions they 
asked were adversarial. Harding responded with personal warmth but cool and 
insistent rationality. She anticipated and systematically disarmed virtually all 
of the questions. Silent or silenced until they were released into the hallway, 
where corridor courage resuscitated and pyrrhic victories were proclaimed, the 
would-be witch-burners had their moment but apparently not nearly as much 
fun as they had anticipated. Later at a women studies-sponsored dinner, I apol
ogized to Harding for the audience's behavior. Since I was a part of that audi
ence, my own silence made me an accomplice. Harding (actually, at that point, 
she became Sandra) said it was standard fare and that her entire presentation 
is crafted in defensive mode to counter charges of irrationality. Still, I should 
note that this by-then internationally prominent figure gave a copy of my re
view of her talk, which was published intramurally in my own college's 
women's newsletter, to her dean-to, she said, prove to him she that she is do
ing scholarly work when she does these presentations.3-0 

READINGS AND MISREADINGS: 
FEMINIST APPROACHES TO SCIENCE 

AND SOCIAL STUDIES OF SCIENCE TODAY 

Even the hardest of the hard scientists, who actively engage in debates about 
the social constituents of science today, acknowledge that there is a commu
nicative constitutive to science. That is, scientific fmdings must inevitably be 
conveyed using language, symbols, and images, and these linguistic and vi
sual teclmologies must be framed within arguments using recognizable nar
rative structures and rhetmical devices. Positivism and naive realism are eas
ier to practice than to preach (and are still widely practiced); consequently, 
they have few vocal defenders in scholarly fora (Gross and Levitt being no
table exceptions). Similarly, radical constructivist approaches to science have 
fewer defenders today than they did a decade ago. Nature, however we name 
it, seems to have a way of grounding views of science that stray too far from 
materialism; hence the current resurgence of popularity of pragmatism within 
the philosophy of science. 

One of my original reasons for writing the review essay was to b1ing to
gether in dialogue the parallel, but then largely discrete discourses offeminist 
critiques of science and social constructivist approaches to the history, soci
ology, and philosophy of science. That conversation has now taken place and 
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continues on a sporadic basis, but without producing the happy synthesis that 
I had envisioned. Many issues divide the two sets of discourses, among them 
the fact that a multiplicity of internally distinct and sometimes disparate 
viewpoints exist under each broad umbrella. Moreover, the two broad cur
rents of thought have different relationships to and agendas for science: to 
paraphrase Marx, the philosophers (as well as the historians and sociologists) 
seek to describe it, while the feminists want to change it. To be sure, there are 
dissenters among the philosophers et al. who also want to transform and hu
manize science but they are dissenters who are at odds with the domain as
sumptions of their respective fields. Feminist standpoint epistemologies cannot 
be reconciled with these assumptions, which include as yet unreconstructed in
fections of the same virulent strain that Virginia Woolf pointed to in the first 
place. The friendly gestures the philosophers et al. periodically make toward 
feminist approaches to science are almost invariably rooted in a fundamental 
misunderstanding of feminist approaches to science. They see gender as a so
cial variable or as an exemplification that can be rather easily subsumed 
within their own respective analytic schema. They do not see it as the differ
ence that makes the difference: the definitive difference that requires recon
struction of the scaffolding of critical social theories of science as well as sci
ence itself. In the end, they resist the radicalism of feminist standpoint 
epistemologies, and ignore Stnrut Hall's warning that "all social practices and 
forms of domination-including the politics of the Left-are always in
scribed in and to some extent secured by sexual identity and positioning."31 

They seek to resolve the contemporaty crisis in knowledge by containing it. 
In contrast, feminist standpoint epistemologies see the current epistemologi
cal crisis of the modern West, which they have contributed to, as "a fruitful 
moment" to quote Harding, who recently speculated: "Is it too grandiose an 
evaluation to say that this crisis, and the changing social formations produc
ing it, may well have effects as extensive as those that followed the Coperni
can, Darwinian, and Freudian revolutions, and that feminist epistemology is 
fully patt of the moment? Perhaps not?"32 
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Chapter Six 

What Was Artificial Intelligence? 

We are all astronauts in this technological age, but the astronautic body of 
technological functioning there on the launch pad prepared and ready to 
depart the earth is a masculine figure. And the shadow of the abandoned 
body, the body left behind, exiled, imprisoned, and enchained, is the fig
ure of the woman. 

-Robert D. Romanyshyn, 
Technology as Symptom and Dream (1989) 

PROMETHEUS REBOUND: EVOLVING MODELS OF MIND 

The strong research program for developing m1ificial intelligence was a Cold 
War ideological formation. Describing the artificial intelligence movement in 
the past tense is an ironic reversal since it always described itself in the future 
tense. It never fully existed in the present. It was always becoming: its suc
cess forever contingent on a next step, a discovery that was just across the 
frontier of knowledge. 

The artificial intelligence movement (AIM) emerged as an identifiable, if 
not yet organized, approach in the early 1950s. The computer, a technology 
with a long prehistory, became a reality at the end of World Wm· II. With the 
subsequent invention of the transistor in 1949, the stage was set for the com
puter to become the defining technology of the late twentieth century. 

Ge1minal ideas for artificial intelligence (Al) can be traced to separate but 
related attempts by Pascal and Leibniz to build machines that could calculate 
and thereby simulate functions of the human mind. The modem conception 
of at1ificial intelligence entered into the discourse of computer science with 
the 1950 publication of Alan Turing's manifesto, "Computing Machine1y and 
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Intelligence," which outlined a plan for creating computers that could think: 
a feat that Turing predicted would be achieved by the year 2000. A two-month 
long conference of leading computer scientists in 1956, the Dartmouth Sum
mer Research Project on Al1ificial Intelligence, marked the formal emergence 
of artificial intelligence research as a "movement."' 

Immediate inspiration for the project was drawn from the work of four gen
erative thinkers of early computing. In addition to Turing, whose 1936 paper 
"On Computable Numbers" described the theory of, specifications for, and 
limitations of "logic machines," they included John von Neumann, who 
headed the research team that designed and developed the modem, memory
based, computer central processing unit (CPU), the computer architecture that 
is still used today; Norbert Wiener, who envisioned a new science of "cyber
netics"; and Claude Shannon, who developed information theory and inspired 
early interest in the social scientific study of communication. The researchers 
who actually formed and led the movement to develop AI included, among 
others, Alan Newell and Herbert Simon, both jointly affiliated with the Rand 
Corporation and Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie-Mellon 
University); Marvin Minsky and Seymour Papert of Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology; and John McCarthy of Dartmouth and later Stanford. Most 
contemporary AI scientists have studied with one or more of these pioneers. 

What brought these men together was a common commitment to move be
yond the then-prevalent understanding of computers as mere tools, advanced 
adding machines, which could only do what they were told to do. The domi
nant view of the time was expressed in the familiar programmer's motto: 
"garbage in, garbage out." The goal of the AIM was to create computers that 
could "think" and learn. As Simon put it, the statement that "computers can do 
only what they are programmed to do-is intuitively obvious, indubitably 
true, and supports none of the implications that are commonly drawn from it."2 

AIM sought to create programs that would simulate the complexity of the hu
man mind. These simulations would, however, amplify human reasoning pow
ers, and would ultimately be more powerful than any single human mind: "It 
will be a program that analyzes, by some means, its own performance, diag
noses its failures, and makes changes that enhance its future effectiveness."3 

AIM is now a half-century old. Some former enthusiasts speak of it in the 
past tense: as a self-correcting intellectual movement that has transcended it
self by serving as a launchpad to other endeavors.4 Others conceive of the 
movement as ongoing, but view its history as made up of two distinctive pe
riods. Various pairing of adjectives have been used to define the shift in em
phasis. The first period, in \Vhich the "strong," "top-do\vn," or "traditional" 
approach envisioned by Simon and Newell held sway, extended from the in
ception of the field to the mid-1980s. The second period of "weak," "bottoms-
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up," "emergent," or "ne\v \Vave" approaches emerged in the mid-1980s. The 
bottoms-up approach does continue some of the research program launched 
by the older, top-down tradition, for example, developing expert systems, ro
botics, and other commercial applications of AI. What marks the new wave 
as distinctive, however, is the reconfiguration of the metaphoric definitions of 
the field of inquiry. Logico-mathematical models give way to or merge with 
biological metaphors as the research goal is reconceived as the creation of ar
tificial life ("A-life") rather than artificial intelligence.' 

The top-down approach focuses on patterns and rules operating at the high
level, symbol-processing structures of the brain, while ignoring its lower
level physical processes. The bottoms-up approach was a reaction against the 
failure of the top-down approach to produce significant results after more 
than thirty years of research. Whereas the top-down approach ignored biol
ogy, the bottoms-up approach took the position that the physical structure of 
the brain may account for its cognitive capacities. The bottoms-up approach 
seeks to design computing devices that mimic the structure of the brain's neu
ral networks: that is, devices, modeled on child development, which can ob
serve and learn.6 This approach is also known as "connectionism" and is en
compassed under the broad umbrella of the "new sciences of complexity."7 

Some chroniclers of the history of AI see the publication of Minsky's The So
ciety of Mind (1987) as the benchmark; some date it to a conference on A-Life 
in 1987 .8 Most regard it as a more gradual shift away from the original vision: 
an evolutionary shift rather than a revolutionary displacement of paradigms. 

While the top-down versus bottoms-up distinction is useful for explaining 
the internal histmy of AI, it is already in some ways an arcane and, in the cur
rent fast-paced environment of technological change, archaic distinction. The 
end of the Cold War triggered a restructuring of big science that was far more 
rapid, pervasive, and, by its own measures, much more successful than even 
the movers and shakers of this transformation anticipated in their most opti
mistic projections. The new research and development model streamlined and 
mainstreamed the old defense model for research and development by creat
ing new, comprehensive partnerships of government, university, and corpo
rate research and development initiatives: a model the Japanese had pio
neered, to the dismay of the U.S. government, in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Computer science and technologies, genetics, and bioengineering have been 
the leading edges of this new technological initiative; and commercialization 
of these fields fueled the unparalleled growth of U.S. stock markets during the 
1990s. The infusion of corporate capital has produced rapid advances in com
puter networking, robotics, and nanotechnologies that have transcended AI 
without leaving it behind. Some of the leading AI scientists and all of the sites 
that housed leading AI laboratories continue to be key players in the creation 
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of the scientific and technological infrastrncture of the infonnation economy. 
It is not too much of a stretch to say that many of the technovisions that were 
incubated in AI laboratories have been mainstreamed into our brave new info
world. Just a decade ago, the utopian and dystopic projections of AI mani
festos seemed unbelievable, woolly headed sci-fi fantasies. Now, we are 
building the global infrastrncture that support them. 

The rise and fall of the "strong" artificial intelligence program roughly par
allels the duration of the academic careers of the founding generation, al
though Minsky, who was a graduate student when he patiicipated in the form
ative Dartmouth summer project, serves as a bridging figure. Its rise and 
decline also appears to coincide with the influence of the nnity of science 
movement, of which it was part. The funding and fate of top-down AI were 
closely tied to the duration of the Cold War, with the bottoms-up transitional 
period coinciding with the U.S. government's expansion of its defense fund
ing priorities to include econo1nic "competitiveness." The competitiveness 
thrnst created the preconditions for jump-starting the information economy 
by underwriting the so-called greening of miificial intelligence: the period 
when entrepreneurial AI scientists began aggressively promoting the com
mercial applications of their work, sometimes to the dismay of more idealis
tic AI founders like John McCatihy.9 

PURE SCIENCE AND THE COLD WAR 

Like viiiually all university-based computer science research during the Cold 
Wat', AI research was funded by the Depmiment of Defense's Advanced Re
search Projects Agency (ARPA). Therefore, it was a player in the arms race 
with the Soviet Union and later the "competitiveness" race with Japan. Taken 
at face value, it was not a very effective player. In fact, it might have been 
viewed as an academic boondoggle: a metaphoric equivalent of a $7 ,000 Pen
tagon hammer. But taking AIM at face value grossly underestimates its ac
complishments. Scientists associated with the movement made definitive con
tributions to the development of robotics and expert systems, which have had 
significant militaiy and commercial applications. Top-down AI was also a 
very successful learning experience that taught scientists a great deal about the 
complexity of the brain and thereby provided the impetus for the development 
of what would become a new branch of psychology, cognitive science. 

Atiificial intelligence was pmi cover story as well as an impmiant part of 
the real stoty of the early development of computer science. It leveraged the 
spectaculm· successes of the generation ofTuting, von Neumann, Wiener, and 
Shannon, whose work had been suppmted by unlimited wartime resources, 
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into an equally ambitious ongoing program for basic research in computer 
science. "Basic" and "pure" \Vere crucial adjectives for naming and claitning 
significant degrees of intellectual autonomy for government-funded research 
during the Cold War. The terms refened to research that did not have imme
diately apparent instrnmental applications: for example, developing a com
puterized chess game that was smart enough to defeat the world's top chess 
champions and thereby pass the Turing test for intelligence. This relative non
instrumentality was, of course, very instrumental to the research programs 
and careers of computer scientists. 

"Basic" still retains son1e of this patina in scientific grantsn1anship. "Pure" 
was, however, a crncial descriptor in the ideological and institutional strug
gles of the early Cold War period. Scientists, who chased defense dollars, pro
fessed their purity to try to fend off charges of scientific prostitution in the 
days when the government's growing presence in the funding of private uni
versities was unsettling to many in the academy. The unsettled ranged from 
traditionalists, who wanted to preserve the relative insularity (cum purity) of 
the ivmy tower, to liberals and leftists, cdtical of the Cold War policy and of 
threats to intellectual freedom posed by what President Eisenhower called 
"the militmy-industrial complex."10 

When I use the term "pure" here, I am not suggesting a pristine practice 
free of social and political influences and interests. To the contrary, I treat it 
as a strategic, ideological stance that artificial intelligence and other scientists 
used during the Cold War to justify their dual careers as defense researchers 
and academics. The ideology of pure science also sometimes served as a tem
pormy safe harbor during a politically complex and compromising era: the 
dark period of U.S. gove!Tllllent intenogations and purges of academics, in
tellectuals, writers, and other culture workers by the House Un-American Ac
tivities Committee and by Senator Joseph McCmthy. 

Scientists doing defense work were, by definition, always under intense 
scrutiny as potential national security risks. Much of their work was classi
fied and only accessible to those with government security clearances. In 
those days, the purer the science, the safer the scientist. I am not, however, 
suggesting that the scientists who embraced the sanctity of pure science were 
cynics, liars, propagandists, or scientific prostitutes, although some individ
ual scientists may have been. Rather, I am saying that pure science was an 
ideal, an aspiration that had pragmatic as well as intellectual resonance. Like 
all potent ideological formations, it was a complex and fluid construct; patt 
trnth, part self-serving shield; it was a tool of power that could sometimes be 
used to hold the powe1ful accountable. 

The technovisions that now support the growth of the domestic U.S. econ
omy and its globalizing thrnst are inspired to a significant degree by the 
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achievements of the pure and impure sciences of AIM.11 Although some in
fluential figures associated with AIM are now uncharacteristically modest 
about their achievements, and, it would seem, almost eager to acknowledge 
their "failures," the distance from the AI laboratories to the information econ
omy is small. In fact, in some instances, it is just across the threshold: that 
much-vaunted next step. Both figuratively and literally, it is a step, sometimes 
direct, sometime faltering, from publicly funded military research to publicly 
and privately supported applications of digital technologies, including the In
ternet. "Convergence," the hot techno buzzword of the 1990s, is being actu
alized in this century as a reengineering of society as well as technology.12 

The significance of this reengineering is profoundly transformative. An 
Wang, founder of Wang computers, maintained, "The digitalization of infor
mation in all of its forms will probably be known as the most fascinating de
velopment of the twentieth century." 13 Ivan Illich underscored the revolution
ary structural changes that digitization is bringing about. Conceiving of 
computers as agents of a new enclosure movement, he warns that computers 
"are doing to communications what fences did to pastures and cars did to 
streets."14 In short, the digital revolution marks a deep structural shift in how 
we think, what we think about, how we communicate, how we relate to the 
material world and to one another, how we organize our work, and how we 
construct communities. 

CONTEXT AND LIMITS OF THIS CHAPTER 

The purpose of this chapter is not to assess the successes or failures of AI sci
ence as science. That is beyond my expertise. My goal is much more modest: 
to explore the rhetoric and mythopoetics of the parascientific discourse of ar
tificial intelligence scientists. By parascientific discourse, I mean the pro
grammatic descriptions, manifestos, and interviews that artificial intelligence 
scientists have used to explain what they think they are doing when they do 
AI science. 

This paradiscourse might be conceived as functioning in academic science 
in the way that mission statements function in the corporate world. Both ar
ticulate the values, means, goals, and hopes of their enterprises. Like corpo
rate mission statements, parascientific statements are, in a special sense, also 
public relations efforts. That is, they are purposively constructed to cultivate 
and promote positive perceptions; in the case of the parascientific discourse 
of Al, the intended audience appears to be other scientists, potential govern
ment and private sponsors, science buffs, and the general public. During the 
heyday of top-down Al, the forefathers and the founders of AI functioned as 
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the practical philosophers of computer science; their influence was not lim
ited to AI practitioners. 

The rhetoric of the parascientific discourses of the artificial intelligence 
movement is remarkable on a number of counts. It does not use the flat, 
carefully measured language that experts on scientific writing recommend. 
To the contrary, it is frequently provocative and hyperbolic. Aphorisms, 
puns, and slogans are common, as are learned allusions to philosophy, lit
erature, art, and music. Intrinsically interesting numerical and visual puz
zles and paradoxes are often used to illustrate points, and, I suspect, to en
gage and entertain readers who cannot fully follow or who might be bored 
by the accompanying technical explanations. Self-depreciating modesty 
and humor are sometimes deployed, but they are usually accompanied by 
dissembling winks. Expressions of self-doubt are, however, hard to find. 
Normally authorial voices that aggressively flaunt their superiority, even 
hubris, disturb and alienate readers; however, in the parascientific dis
course of Al, this mode of address functions as a seductive hook. It uses 
inclusive pronouns and generous displays of encompassing "of course" 
constructions to flatter readers. It models readers as peers, colleagues, 
knowing and supportive companions; if readers take the hook, this mode 
of address seems to say that they too will be admitted to Mount Olympus 
where they will also see like gods and be like gods (or astronauts). Some 
AI spokesmen have spent most of their careers modeling natural language; 
they are acutely aware of how languages work, and how irony, poetry, and 
Aesopean indirection resist, mislead, and charm AI modeling attempts. 
And some of these men are very adept at using these tropes to engage read
ers. For example, Minsky's discussion of metaphor is cutting-edge post
structuralism, but it has been cleanly shaven into clear, concise, and easily 
accessible prose.15 When these writers use synecdoche, they mean it: for 
Minsky, mind is a "society." Top-downers are prone to what bottom-upper, 
Douglas Hofstader, refers to as "'Buck Rogers' fantasies."16 Some of these 
fantasies are presented in whimsically, engaging prose, prefaced by almost 
child-like "what ifs." Most of the writing is artful. A few authors need to 
be taken seriously as writers as well as thinkers: Hofstader won a Pulitzer 
Prize for his remarkable book Godel, Esche1; Bach (1979). Clever, arro
gant, self-serving, engaging, propagandistic, literate, playful, often facile, 
occasionally profound, sometimes outrageous, and usually interesting, the 
parascientific discourse of AIM inspires believers and incenses critics. 

While parascientific texts are clearly intended as a form of scientific out
reach, frequently even proselytization, nonscientists are not encouraged to 
critically interrogate them. The late Isaac Asimov, who is regarded as the pa
tron saint of "robotic ethics" by the AI community, celebrated this resistance 
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to extemal criticism of science in "Every Real Problem Can and Will Be 
Solved": 

I'1n a great one for iconoclasn1. Given half a chance, I love to say something 
shattering about some revered institution, and wax sarcastically cynical about 
Mother's Day or apple pie or baseball. Naturally, though, I draw the line at hav
ing people say nasty things about institutions, I personally revere. Like Science 
and Scientist, for instance (Capital S, you'll notice). 17 

Parascientific discourse is frequently treated with the same reverence as 
science. Where in traditional (preconstructivist) philosophies of science, 
the scientist is seen as a kind of miner who goes off and discovers precious 
ore, the parascientific \Vriter, even the nonscientists among them, seem to 
see themselves as sharing the charisma of scientific discovery.18 They go 
off and mine the texts and the talk of scientists, translate what they find 
into reader-friendly language, and then offer to share that precious metal 
with readers. Sociological analysis and rhetorical criticism seems to be all 
but proscribed.19 

Turing himself imputed theological and philosophical significance to AI 
modeling; as a result, philosophers, unlike sociologists, have been part of AI 
paradiscourse almost since its inception. They have extensively criticized the 
ontological, logical, and linguistic assumptions of the models of mind pro
posed by top-down AI scientists; see, for example, Dreyfus, Searle, Boden, 
Collins, and Pemose.20 Elsewhere (chapter 4), I explored some of the ways 
that the logical structures of top-down AI models incmporate gendered as
sumptions .21 See, for example, the comparisons and conflations of 
Mamyama's concept of "classificatory information" and Gilligan's typifica
tion of masculine modes of decision-making, or "morality of rules." 

My purpose here is not to reiterate the philosophical critiques, but rather to 
use some of their scaffolding as support for investigating some of the under
examined social constituents of the AI project. These constituents include the 
gendering of the language and assumptions of AI paradiscourse, and, to a 
lesser extent, the historically specific Cold War social f01mations of that gen
dered language, for example doomsday thinking.22 

AIM is an especially rich and unusually accessible site for excavating the 
poetry in the paradigms of scientific thought. The nature of the AI project it
self, simulating or modeling minds, forced artificial intelligence scientists to 
consciously reflect upon the god-like roles they were playing in daring to t1y 
to create artificial life. It also required them to carefully weigh the qualities 
of the human mind they wanted to inco1porate in their models and the quali
ties they wanted to leave behind. 

AI science is unusual-an extreme case-in the histmy of Western sci
ence's long struggle with dualism.As a mind modeling mind, the artificial in-
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telligence scientist is both subject and object: the observer and the observed.23 

He cam1ot deny his agency. Unlike other forms of scientific discourse, which 
attempt to erase all social fingerprints from scientific reason, artificial intelli
gence scientists recognize that their fingerprints are indelible. Some even 
seem to celebrate their presence: to engage in conscious myth-making about 
the significance of their work. For these reasons, the extreme case is also an 
ideal case for exploring the mythopoetics of scientific vision. 

AI scientists have spoken very freely and often quite extravagantly about 
their roles as modelers and about the qualities of their models. During World 
War II, women played substantial roles in wartinle computing; however, 
nearly all artificial intelligence scientists during the Cold War era were men. 
They formed the so-called nerd or, nntil it became a pejorative term, hacker 
masculine subcultures of elite science and engineering schools; it is therefore 
not surp1ising that the AI manifesto writers are all male. 

Indeed the subworld of pre-PC academic and scientific computing was per
haps the purest post-World Wru· II articulation of the monastic culture of sci
ence so painstakingly documented by David Noble in his underappreciated 
but groundbreaking contribution to both the history of science and the femi
nist critique of science, A World Without Women: The Christian Clerical C11l
t11re of Western Science (1992).24 The nature of early computer technology 
and the rigid gender socialization of the Cold War era combined to make the 
subworlds of selious academic and scientific computing an exclusively male 
preserve. Use of mainframe computers was based on time-sharing. Typically, 
by day the mainframe did the routine business of the university, its instruc
tional and administrative tasks, and perhaps some of the work of senior re
searchers. By night, computer centers belonged to engineering and computer 
science graduate students who basically lined up to run, then debug, then re
run the complex programs that demanded a lot of the computer's tinle and 
memory. These graduate students, who attended and taught classes by day, 
did their real work in and near the computer labs by night. Within the com
puter subculture, the mainframe was referred to as God, who determined the 
life (a successful run) or death (a glitch that needed debugging) of programs. 

The lumbering technology of the machines themselves demanded a kind 
of de facto near-equivalent of a vow of celibacy from their supplicants. 
They were expected to demonstrate their seriousness by periodically eat
ing, sleeping, and socializing in the building that housed the computer. The 
overachievers, the nerds and hackers, virtually lived in and for the night
time worlds of the labs. Like most all-male subcultures, this one had a dark 
underside in which male bonding was frequently mediated by shared 
misogynist and repressed homoerotic fantasies, jokes, and storytelling. 
Technology itself is sometimes eroticized within the subcultures of elite 
science, creating a kind of technoporn "that rouses prurient interest, demeans 
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the powerless, eroticizes domination," and sets np boundaries that signal 
they are off-limits to women and other outsiders.25 

My analysis opens a rather nrurnw window onto that masculine subculture 
by exploring the mythopoetics of the technovisions of AI. It also examines the 
anxious image of masculinity that accompanies the generative metaphors that 
animate these visions. 

DREAMS OF REASON: WHEN DREAMERS 
DREAM THEY ARE DREAMING, ARE THEY AWAKE? 

Working largely independently of each other, constructivist and feminist 
analyses of science have exposed the fiction of "pure" science.'6 They have 
established that science, like other noble and ignoble human ente1prises, is 
the work of mortal men and women, not of gods. Science is a social and cul
tural practice, which supp011s some of humankind's highest aspirations to and 
achievements of excellence. 

Until the twentieth century and then only in atypical cases, for example 
Heisenberg's physics, Godel's Theorem, and AI modeling, science has been a 
practice that has been secured in denial of its own nature.21 This denial has 
been deftly concealed and papered over for centuries by official histories and 
laundered origin stories. Anchored in the Western mind-body dualism, this 
denial makes doing science an "out-of-body experience." The scientist seeks 
domination over nature by denying, implicitly or explicitly, that he is part of 
nature. His pretense to objectivity is maintained by detaching his mind from 
his body and the world, and by denying his mortality. This stance allows the 
scientist to believe that he is spying on the world from afar: viewing it dis
passionately through God's eyes or through the eyes of an astronaut. The gen
dering of the pronouns in this paragraph is conscious and purposeful, for in 
Western culture this kind of disembodied Promethean objectivity has been a 
masculinist preserve and privilege. Within its assumptions, woman has been 
conceived as part of nature, as "the sex," and always embodied. In his Sixth 
Meditation, Rene Descartes provides the definitive articulation of this (mas
culine) stance when he asserts, "I am truly distinct from my body, and ... I 
can exist \vithout it."28 

Al's positioning vis-a-vis the mind-body problem is shot through with con
tradiction. On the one hand, the Cartesian flight from embodiment and mate
rialism reaches one of its clearest and most thorough a11iculations in the vi
sionary statements of AIM because the computer is "t11e embodiment of the 
world as the logician would like it to be," not as it is.29 The goal of the AI sci
entist is to release mind from body: to download its contents into programs. 
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On the other hand, however, AI and the new sciences of complexity are fu
turistic visions: "dreams of reason." They are exercises of scientific imagina
tion rather than faithful codings of empirical reality. The dreamers know they 
are dreaming: they are not in denial about that. 

They simultaneously share and surrender the Cartesian dream of pure rea
son, of a "Promethean flight from embodiment," to borrow Susan Bordo's 
words.30 Their top-down strnggle to release mind from body has, in the course 
of the histmy of AI research, paradoxically pulled AI researchers back to bi
ology. It is the body, the human biological system, with its brain, nervous sys
tem, nerve endings, and mercurial emotional apparatus, that weighs so heav
ily against AI and keeps its flight grounded. The more successful AI scientists 
are in advancing the Promethean dream, the more the model comes to re
semble what they want to escape. From a bottoms-up perspective, Hofstader 
describes the paradox that locks the AI scientist in a recursive loop: "[A]ll in
telligences are just variations on a single theme: to create trne intelligence, AI 
workers will just have to keep pushing to ever lower levels, closer and closer 
to brain mechanisms, if they wish their machines to attain the capacities 
which we have.''31 The better the bottoms-up machines get, the slower they 
will get. The microworlds of the bottoms-up dream are the complete antithe
sis of the Buck Roge1ian top-down supercomputer. 

The resulting discourse is understandably profoundly ambivalent about 
embodiment. The body is the enemy as well as the portal to knowledge that 
can transcend the body. In the Buck Rogers versions of the dream, the pro
gram becomes the spaceship that allows the AI scientist-astronaut to escape 
from the enemy (e.g., the body, woman, mmtality, or nuclear am1ihilation). 
The scientist moves into another dimension, no longer human or embodied. 
The best of what he has to offer survives in this new dimension. In Hof
stader's scenario, however, the scientist assumes a Zenlike stance and learns 
to live with, even savor, the intellectual and aesthetic pleasures of contradic
tion. He faces the paradox of the recursive loop head-on and demonstrates the 
intellectual and aesthetic pleasures of life lived on its rim.32 

Whether Hofstader's version marks the end of AIM, the point where it tran
scends itself and mutates into the new sciences of complexity, or whether it 
marks Al's rebirth as a mature research program may still be an open ques
tion. He describes the top-down approach as over-"Retrospects"-and the 
bottoms-up perspective in the future tense-"Prospects." These prospects 
are based on wholism rather than on reductionism, in computerese, parallel 
processing units and neural nets: "[M]any trains moving simultaneously 
down many parallel and crisscrossing tracks, their cars being pushed and 
pulled, attached and detached, switched from track to track by a myriad neu
ral shunting-engines.'"' 
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THE POETRY IN THE PARADIGMS 

Like Descartes and Boyle, AI researchers embrace mechanical metaphors of 
mind. They conceive of mind as machine: a computer, a grid of electrical re
lay s\vitches, "many trains 1noving simultaneously," and so on. While some, 
like Turing, acknowledge the limitations of this conception within AI para
scientific discourse and top-down AI modeling, the "program" is a 
metonymic smrngate for intelligence. AI constructs computer models of op
erations of mind by reducing its cognitive and biological processes to ma
chine recognizable inputs. AI modelers assume that all interesting manifesta
tions of intelligence can be "captured" and "contained \Vithin" programs.34 

According to one journalistic chronicler of AI, some AI modelers even be
lieve it is possible to precisely quantify and program the "odd little chemical
electrical cloud of activity that is our personality."35 

Metaphors are usually thought of as tools of humanists not scientists. The 
eighteenth-century English poet William Wordsworth was apparently the first 
thinker to argue that poets and scientists share similar relationships to nature, 
even though their languages differ. The scientist uses Royal Academy prose 
and the poet uses meter to interpret nature.36 Both approach the unknown 
through the pmials of the known, and scientist, no less than poet, uses analo
gies to construct bridges between the two. Although scientists from Francis 
Bacon to the present wish it were not so, the btidges the scientist builds be
tween the familiar and the mystetious, like the poet's spans, are constructed 
of bricks baked in the cultural and linguistic kilns of histotical time. 

Scientific vision, like poetic vision, is expressed most palpably through 
metaphors. The metaphors used by scientists are not, however, incidental to 
the scientific enterprise. To the contrary, they empower scientific vision; they 
provide the scaffolding for arguments, color the language of assertion, and 
guide inquiry. Indeed, Richard Dawkins claims, "Skill in wielding metaphors 
and symbols is one of the hallmarks of scientific genius."37 In short, they are 
the magic carpets that make science possible.38 

Metaphors are not, however, all that make science possible. Mathematics 
formalizes and refines scientific vision; instrnmentation amplifies and stan
dardizes it; and systematic, repetitive, and controlled observation tests its re
liability. Yes, metaphors lurk within and enable these practices too-like 
Godel's Theorem, reminding us of the limits of all human knowledge. But 
lost at sea, who amongst us would not rather have a compass than a sonnet? 
Science has demonstrated its potency in practice. Studies in the histmy, phi
losophy, and sociology of science have nonetheless firmly established that 
metaphors are a necessa1y, though far from sufficient, component of scientific 
thought. Bacon was right! They are also mischief-makers that smuggle "the 



lVhat lVas Artificial Intelligence? 135 

idols of the tribe" into science.39 This mischief does not negate or invalidate 
scientific claims, but it does humanize them. 

Social constructivist unpackings of the poetty in the paradigms have knit 
many scientific brows into exasperated consternation. But mythology! What 
are scientists to make of it? Hofstader would probably advise art, music, or 
some more science; and he would be right. Mythology is a testament to hu
man aspirations, not just a graveyard of human fallacies and foolishness. We 
are all, in some sense, poets, although there are very few Wordsworths, 
Shakespeares, Byrons, Bacons, Turings, or von Neumanns among us.40 All of 
our poetty, including the poetty of science is, however, a record of what hu
mans value, aspire to, and fear. 

The Enlightenment cast scientists in the role of supermen. In its cosmol
ogy, nature displaced God as first principle; the scientist replaced the priest as 
authoritative inte1preter of the reality. Scientists were expected to see with the 
eyes of gods and to be nature's venttiloquists. The voice of scientific reason 
was conceived-impossibly-as the umnediated and therefore objective 
voice of nature. Scientific instrumentation and calculations created and pre
served this construction of objectivity, which did, in fact, prove to be an ex
traordinarily productive way of interpreting and imputing patterns to nature. 
In short, the Kantian trick nsually worked.41 

In making their daring claims at the height of the Inquisition, the members of 
the Royal Society not only risked the wrath of the God (if they were wrong) but 
the swords of inquisitors (if they were tight). To weather the fmy of the storm, 
fear was repressed in the tough-minded, even macho, Baconiau vision of the 
masculine future of science. It was a brave vision that took modem science far. 
Like most brave visions, however, its monological and monovocal structure and 
resonance left their impdmatur on both the vision and the visionaries. 

Fear is, of course, a proscribed emotion for men in the West (perhaps for 
men everywhere); if they have it, they are supposed to repress it. Repressed 
sentiments and ideas do, however, have a habit of returning; mythology is a 
pdmary staging ground for this return. Male fear seems ahnost to be the axis 
upon which modern science has !tuned; and the momentum generated by this 
axis has been simultaneously constructive and destructive to the species and 
the planet. For example, scientists did not seek to understand natt1ral disasters 
just because they posed interesting scientific problems. Well-warranted fear, 
as much or more than cool-headed rationality, provided the momentum for 
the quest for scientific predictability and control. Earthquakes, hurricanes, 
volcanic eruptions, fires, floods, deadly diseases, nuclear explosions, and, 
yes, women have variously terrified many scientists as well as fascinated 
them. Not surprisingly, both terror and fascination are encoded in the 
mythopoetics of scientific thought. 
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METAPHORS AND MINDS 

Metaphors based upou images of sexual relations and reproduction are both 
common and deeply embedded in the discourses of Western science and cul
ture.42 Bacon himself incorporated them in the foundation documents of mod
ern science, including his fragmentary The Masculine Birth ofTlme (1602 or 
1603).43 These metaphors place the scientist in a hierarchical relationship of 
domination and control of nature.44 Within the mythopoetics of computer sci
entists, reproductive metaphors occupy a much more prominent position than 
copulative imagery, although the latter are invoked in predictable ways to rep
resent inputs, circuitry, and connections. 

Images of male birthing have been a common motif (even, for those so in
clined, a Jungian archetype) of Western origin stmies, for example Zeus giv
ing bhth to Athene from his head and God creating Eve from Adam's rib. Li
onel Tiger claims rites of male bonding are "the male equivalent of child 
reproduction, which is related to work, defense, politics, and perhaps even the 
violent mastery and destruction of others."45 Brian Easlea (1983) makes a 
similar point when he asserts: 

Men in prescientific societies, it may be generally argued, attempt to affirm mas
culine and, for them therefore, dominant status through secret exclusively male 
rituals. Quite often these rituals have a very direct "pregnant phallus" aspect to 
them, the male participants thereby demonstrating that through their special 
pha11ic po\vers they, like \Vomen, are able to give birth.46 

Both Easlea and Evelyn Fox Keller demonstrate the continuing presence of the 
images of the "pregnant phallus" in the mythopoetics of contemporruy science.47 

Bhth is the primmy (perhaps even primal) source of most of the poetry in 
the paradigms of computer science. Computers are the sites of the generative 
process. They are, in the words of AI scientists, Roger Schank and Harold 
Abelson, "omnipotent"; Schank and Robert Abelson describe them as "god."48 

They are also incubators, (male) wombs that are conceived as mediums for 
generating new forms of life. According to David Gelernter, these incubators 
will soon produce "mirror worlds": you will be able to look into a "genie bot
tle on your desk" and see "reality." Computers will soon become "crystal balls, 
telescopes, stained glass windows-wine, poet1y or whatever-things that 
make you see vividly." They will put "the universe in a shoebox." Why? Be
cause, "A bottled institution cannot intimidate, confound or ignore its mem
bers; they dominate it" (emphasis in original).49 

The virility and reproductive prowess of computers is expressed through 
three interconnected sets of bhth images: images representing creativity, im
mortality, and progress. 
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IMAGES OF CREATIVITY 

Much of the mythologizing of the computer science fraternity is conscious, in
tentional, and programmatic: it serves a community-building function in AIM. 
It makes the work and the sacrifices it requires-the deferred gratification of 
always becoming, never fully arriving-special, ordained, dming, and even 
god-like. In God and Go/em, Inc. (1964), Norbe1t Wiener, widely referred to 
as the "father of cybernetics," maintains that machines that learn, reproduce 
themselves, and coexist with men pose profound theological questions. 
Wiener points out that if a contemporary of Francis Bacon had claimed to be 
able to make machines that could "learn to play games or that should propa
gate themselves," he would surely have been burned by the Inquisition "un
less he could convince some great patron that he could transmute the base 
metals into gold, as Rabbi Low of Prague, who claimed that his incantations 
blew breath into the Golem of clay, had persuaded the Emperor Rudolf."50 

According to the folklore of the computer science subculture, Wiener, John 
von Neumann, Gerald Sussman, Marvin Minsky, and Joel Moses all claimed 
to be actual descendants of Rabbi Low, perhaps the first mortal man to be 
credited with creating life without using woman as a vessel.51 Moreover, 
Low's descendants believe they are carrying on the family tradition. By the 
mid-1980s, these latter-day alchemists maintained that they had ah'eady given 
birth to four generations of Golem. The labor pains they were then experi
encing in their attempt to give birth to "the fifth generation" of computers 
were extraordinary because the "pregnant phallus" was more pregnant than 
usual.52 It was struggling to bring forth very special progeny: a superchild 
who will be able to reproduce itself without the agency of either man or 
\Voman.53 

Some enthusiasts herald "neural nets" as this special progeny. Indeed, to 
cross the border from one gerne of scientific vision to another, an episode of 
Star Trek featured conscious, intentional, and ethical neural nets contemplat
ing the injustices of their human sires. The crossover from science to science 
fiction is a common one: science feeds the imagination of science fiction 
writers, and many scientists feed off of science fiction. As Freeman Dyson 
puts it, "Science is my tel1'itory, but science fiction is the landscape of my 
dreams."54 Scientist and science fiction writer share the same imaginative 
field and vocabularies of motive: they are both posed on the precipice of the 
possible and asking, "What if ... ?"In Greek mythology, the lesser Greek god 
Prometheus incites the wrath of Zeus by giving fire to man. Contemporary 
Prometheans invert the flight trajectory: their leaps of imagination are in
tended to make them god-like. They seek to transcend embodiment, biology, 
and gravity, and give birth to a new, superior species of ideational forms. 
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IMAGES OF IMMORTALITY 

According to the fathers-to-be, this much-anticipated superchild may cut 
through the genetic coding of the universe and produce "the next step in human 
evolution."55 Some computer scientists believe this generation of computers 
will possess the power to transform their fathers into "supermen."56 They claim 
this vaunted son of the computer god will allow them to download the contents 
of their own minds into programs and thereby achieve immortality. 

One proud papa, Hans Moravec, director of the Mobile Robot Laboratory 
at Carnegie-Mellon University, maintains, "The things we are building are 
our children, the next generations. They're carrying on all our abilities, only 
they're doing it better."57 In Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human 
Intelligence (1988), Moravec acknowledges that today "our machines are still 
simple creations, requiring the parental care and hovering attention of any 
newborn, hardly worthy of the word 'intelligent.' Within the next century, 
however, he promises "they will mature into entities as complex as ourselves, 
and eventually into something transcending everything we know-in whom 
we can take pride when they refer to themselves as our descendants."58 

The gender of these children is seldom in doubt. When references to AI or 
robotics are personified, male pronouns are typically used. Within the often 
too transparently Freudian imagery of the lore of infotech, however, software 
and software designs are sometimes personified as females, for example Eliza 
and Linda. This practice departs from common, humanistically inspired con
ventions of tech-talk because technology is usually personified as female.59 

Andreas Huyssen attributes this practice to fear of autonomous technology: 
"As soon as the machine came to be perceived as a demonic, inexplicable 
threat and as the harbinger of chaos and destrnction ... writers began to imag
ine the Maschinemnensch as woman."60 This move also has mythological 
precedence, as, for example, Pandora's box. 

For top-down AI, the signs are changed: the prospect of autonomous 
technology is exciting, a source of wonder and daring defiance of Judeo
Christian understandings of life and death and of conventional American 
values like God, motherhood, and apple pie. Sometimes this defiance gives 
practitioners pause, leads to self-interrogations of the ethical implications 
of AI. Yet, self-interrogations of the god-like powers of mind-makers are 
also, by definition, celebrations of those god-like powers, which separate 
the dilemmas of AI scientists from the problems of ordinary folks who are 
still stuck back in an earlier stage of evolution. An exception to top-downers 
embrace of autonomous technology is, however, made in the case of com
puter vimses, which carry the regressive stigma of biological life and usu
ally infect only (female) software. 
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The telos of AI is autonomous technology. It is AI's ticket to immortality. 
Marvin Sussman, for example, conceives of the mind children, produced by 
AI, as delivering their fathers to the threshold of life everlasting: "[T]he ma
chine can last forever," and "if it doesn't last forever, you can always dump 
it out onto tape and make backups."61 As we shall see, bottoms-up AI is hav
ing difficulty sustaining this optimism. The return of biology not only refills 
Pandora's box; it also opens the door to Mary Shelley's humanist and femi
nist nightmare of the deformed progeny of phallic pregnancies: the Franken
stein monster.62 

The Cartesian disconnection of AI researchers that pennits them to conflate 
mind and machine also allows them to conceive of biological death as a mi
nor episode in the life cycle of a superman: "If you make a machine that con
tains the contents of your mind, then that machine is you."63 Indeed, within 
the mythos of AI modelers, biological man (as well as woman) becomes an 
obstacle to be conquered and rationalized. 

The contents of the mind cannot be downloaded into immortality until the 
information channels are cleaned up. For this reason, AI simulation requires 
modelers to subject cognitive processes to the Law of the Hammer, albeit re
luctantly and only for the time being until more complex fmms of modeling 
become possible. The AI modeler must reduce complex cognitive and bio
logical processes to a series of discrete and uni vocal binary commands. Mod
eling even a ve1y simple movement like raising the ann of a man to press a 
lever may require identifying, mapping, and simulating hundreds, even thou
sands, of cognitive and neurological messages. Add to this the fact that within 
biological man, these messages are often confounded by the "noise" of inde
cision, procrastination, memory, reflection, love, lust, and other sentiments, 
values, and intentions that appear to be itTelevant to the immediate task at 
hand. 

Cleaning np the information channels to create models that will program a 
robot to push a lever with the same cool efficiency, regardless of whether the 
lever releases bombs or coffee cups, is therefore a genuine achievement of 
Cartesian logic. Faulting the AI modeler for prefen'ing clean channels to clut
tered ones is like faulting the plumber for prefen'ing clean drains to clogged 
ones. Both find their effmis blocked by the waste products of biological man. 
The AI modeler's dream of a clean machine is a dream of Cartesian tran
scendence, perhaps even redemption. But where Descaiies wanted to control 
the noise of embodiment, AI researchers frequently express a desire to elim
inate the body. The late Heinz Pagels, then-director of the New York Acad
emy of Sciences, found serious humor in the Caiiesian mind-body problem: 
the incompatibility of rationality and sexuality, in this instance male sexuality. 
He opens his survey of the sciences of complexity, The Dreams of Reason: The 
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Computer and the Rise of the Sciences of Complexity (1988), with a quotation 
from Robert Hutchins, "When the penis goes up, reason goes out the win
do\v."64 Computers, it seems, can eliminate this distraction. 

Rodney Brooks explains why he wants to eliminate "the wet stuff' -
human bodies-from the equation: "We are sort of locked into our genetic 
structure. At the moment we might be able to tweak our genetic structure a 
little bit, but nothing severe."65 Brooks sees "an advantage to building robots 
out of silicon and stuff like that, because we know how to control that fabri
cation process pretty well," whereas we have "trouble with" biology: "We 
can't add more brain cells to us, but we can add more processors, more sili
con, to a robot."66 In short, robots are easier to expand, repair, and control 
than their messy and unpredictable prototypes. 

Because the legend of the pregnant phallus requires the scientist to make 
love to himself-to give bit1h to a "sacred image" of himself-it encourages 
narcissism.67 Sherry Turkle reports the following conversation between AI 
scientists. Don Norman says, "I have a dream to create my own robot. To give 
it my intelligence. To make it mine, my mind, to see myself in it. Ever since 
I was a kid." Roger Schank responds, "So who doesn't? I have always wanted 
to make a mind. Create something like that. It is the most exciting thing you 
could do. The most itnportant thing anyone could do." Gary Drescher tells 
Turkle, "We have the right to create life, but not the right to take our act 
lightly."68 Drescher believes scientists have ethical obligations in a society 
where human and ru1ificial intelligence live together. 

Followit1g the lead of science fiction writer, Isaac Asitnov, Drescher enter
tains the idea that AI may make a new form of murder possible: 

People always talk about pulling the plug on computers as though when it comes 
to that they will be saving the world, performing the ultimate moral act. But that 
is science fiction. In real life, it will probably be the other way around. We are 
going to be creating consciousness, creating lives, and then people may simply 
want to pull the plug when one of these intelligences doesn't agree with them.69 

IMAGES OF PROGRESS IN AI DISCOURSE 

Some AI scientists acknowledge that the next step in evolution may render 
humans obsolete. Marvin Minsky thinks "people will get fed up with bodies 
after a while."70 He predicts that like the dinosaurs we might disappear leav
ing behind a "society" of interacting and self-generating computer systems.71 

Evolutionary analogies are common in AI discourse. They appear to repre
sent a form of masculine display: a way of saying my science is bigger (more 
potent or pregnant) than yours. However, evolutionary images are also used 
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to convey disdain for and distance from conventional conceptions of life, 
death, thought, aud morality. That is, they are used to signal a radical depar
ture from all previous ways of knowing and being in the world. Thus, 
Moravec asserts, "I have no loyalty to DNA," and Mike Blackwell claims, 
"Bodies have served their purpose."72 

Moravec valorizes the departure, the irrevocable break with the past: "We 
are on a threshold of a change in the universe comparable to the transition 
from non-life to life."73 On one level, AI scientists seem to be embracing a re
turn to pre-Baconian animism in which matter, cum machine, is endowed 
with life and anthropomorphosized. There is, however, more to the equation. 
The transition is not to life. There is a change in signs, which negates the 
value of human life: machines evolve, humans download or die. Within Al's 
mechanistic reconstruction of evolutionary theory, the pregnant phallus fi
nally achieves deliverance: mind is released from body and man is released 
from his biological dependence on woman. Moravec describes the brave new, 
"post-biological" world of AI: 

All our culture can be taken over by robots. It'll be boring to be human .... We 
can't beat the computers. So it opens another possibility. We can survive by mov
ing over into their forms ... because we exist in a competitive economy, because 
each increment in technology provides an advantage for the possessor .... Even if 
you can keep them (the machines) slaves for a long tin1e, more and more decision
making will be passed over to them because of the competitiveness. 

We may still be left around, like the birds. It may be that we can arrange 
things so the machines leave us alone. But sooner or later they'll accidentally 
step on us. They'll need the material of the earth.74 

REPRODUCTION AS DESTRUCTION IN AI DISCOURSE 

In the transition from life to program, the clean machine supersedes its 
sweaty, plodding, loving, lusting, and aging progenitor. And, the pregnant 
phallus eliminates the "wet stuff' that permitted its prototype to penetrate Ba
conian "holes and corners ."75 The violence of the vision is neatly occluded by 
comic strip captions. Robots will accidentally step on "us," but that's okay 
because "we" won't really be there anyhow: "our" now immortal minds will 
be able to abandon mother earth entirely. Indeed, some AI scientists invoking 
the doomsday scenario believe it is imperative that "we" get some minds off 
of this nuclear and ecologically endangered planet and into space colonies be
fore it is too late. 

Inevitably the question must be raised: Which minds? Since the capacity of 
the most powerful parallel processing machines (connection machines) will 
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be finite, not eve1yone will be able to get out of their bodies or off of the 
planet. Some of "us" will be stepped on, incinerated, or poisoned by toxic 
waste. So, who gets downloaded into the programs? The new evolutionary 
logic dictates the answer. The best minds, of course, the kinds of minds that 
are most readily available for modeling in the AI laboratories at MIT, Stan
ford, and Carnegie-Mellon University: minds of upper middle-class, white, 
American, predominantly male computer scientists. These are, not inciden
tally, some of the same minds and bodies that are most sought after by sperm 
bank entrepreneurs and their customers. 

These are also some of the same minds that envision a future in which AI 
will render participatmy democracy obsolete. Among them are minds that 
herald the coming of a time when machines, not people, will control the 
world's nuclear arsenals; when new forms of slave1y will be introduced in 
which living machines (cyborgs) programmed to be "ethical" will serve as 
slaves; when robots will be programmed to meet all (in- and out-of body) 
erotic needs and thereby render human intercourse and biological reproduc
tion redundaut.76 In short, these are minds that embrace what Neil Postman 
calls "technopoly," or totalitarian technocracy." 

The mythos and metaphors of AI talk and texts display a familiar design. 
AI discourse is a discourse of control; it builds hierarchy into the hard-wiring 
of its circuil!y. The robotic fantasies of AI researchers presuppose the neces
sity of"the violent mastery and destrnction of others."78 Comic-book talk pa
pers over the perversity of AI concepts of creativity, immortality, and 
progress, but MIT researcher and outspoken in-house critic of AI ideology 
and eschatology, Joseph Weizenbaum, cuts through the cartoon images and 
conceives the perversity within the same frame histmy has used to compre
hend its previous incarnations: genocide.79 

The faded mythology encoded in AI talk and texts demonstrates that AI is 
not the uni vocal discourse-not the pure Cartesian reason-that its architects 
thought they were encoding. Like the technostrategic discourse of the Cold 
War defense intellectuals analyzed by Carol Colm, AI is also a discourse, 
which fails according to its own criteria: it is as far from a "paragon of cool
headed rationality" as was Francis Bacon's belief in the diabolical powers of 
witches.80 Weizenbaum's characterization of AI scientists as big children who 
have not given up their "sandbox fantasies" or sublimated their dreams of 
omnipotence may be correct.81 But lest we swell with the satisfaction of one
upping would-be gods, we should remember that we all harbor lost children 
within us, and that fear can usually be counted upon to release them from cap
tivity. And fear was the generative core of Cold War cosmology. 

Let us remind ourselves that the big children of AIM possess some of the 
best scientific and mathematical minds of the age. They are members of a 
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powerful scientific elite: researchers, teachers, and gatekeepers of the most 
advanced and prestigious academic and commercial computer research cen
ters in the world. The metaphors these men use to conceive nature, gender, 
and computer architectures are far more potent (and pregnant) than yours or 
mine. Donna Haraway contends biology has already undergone a cybernetic 
revolution, in which natural objects have been retheorized as "technological 
devices properly understood in terms of mechanisms of production and stor
age of information."82 This metaphoric reconfiguration of the territory of sci
ence has fundamentally changed the character of scientific interventions in 
the biological and material worlds, and has thereby changed the nature of 
those worlds. The generative metaphors of information processing have trans
formed humans into cyborgs and astronauts-all of us: technophiles and 
technophobes, feminists and misogynists, acrobats and apple growers too.83 

Unlike Bacon's patriarchal metaphors, which saw knowledge issuing from 
a chaste marriage between men's mind and nature, top-down cybernetic 
metaphors locate the genesis of knowledge in the marriage of men's minds 
and male machines. The mythos of male bonding encoded in AI discourse 
bears little resemblance to Plato's homoerotic vision. AI metaphors replace 
Eros with objects: fetishes made of circuits and chips. Where Baconian epis
temology suppressed the female principle, AIM's technovisions negates the 
human principle, and as Weizenbaum points out, "There's nothing left after 
you've destroyed the human species."84 

COITUS INTERRUPTUS 

The strong top-down AI research program is both a tribute to and testimony 
against Western dualism and Enlightenment conceptions of reason. The self
co!1'ecting elements in the hype11'ationality of the top-down AI program were 
powerful enough to discover AIM's own limits. This discovery, in tum, in
validated the essential tenet of Al's premise: that reason exists in a dimension 
apmt from and beyond history, culture, and sentient beings. The failure of the 
top-down program was a triumph for biology: a regrounding of mind in body 
and of mental processes as human, learned, and socially situated. Promethean 
man was pulled back to earth, as he always is when he flies too high: too far 
from his origins. In the mythopoetics of Western dualism, the triumph of the 
body is a triumph of the feminine principle. 

In AI parascientific discourse, the latent symbolic ascent of the feminine 
that accompanied the paradigmatic shift to the bottoms-up approach was 
never grasped, and appears in any case to have been ephemeral: a transitmy 
return of the repressed feminine dimension. It was briefly ascendant at the 
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point of impact and (yes, I will say it) intercourse of thesis (top-down) and 
antithesis (bottoms-up) and in the period of the reconceptnalization and re
birthing of research programs for AI that immediately followed. That this mo
ment of opening occurred at the same time that the larger social, cultnral, and 
political formations of global power were also undergoing profound, even 
epochal, transformations is, as we have seen, not coincidental. The crises that 
the end of the Cold War posed for the defense industry and for research 
funded by the Defense Department were widely chronicled in the media in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. The permanent war economy had been very 
costly, but it had insulated postwar America against the extremes of the boom 
and bust cycles of capitalism. What was at the time dubbed by the New York 
Times (March 12, 1989) as "risks of peace" included not only displacing the 
economic stabilization of defense spending but also displacing defense work
ers, which included a highly educated techno-scientific strata that could be 
very dangerous if it became alienated.85 

The dramatnrgical accompaniments of the Persian Gulf War launched what 
President George Bush called a "new world order," which, counterfactnally, 
sought to keep the old power-knowledge of the military industrial complex 
intact. It did not work, except as television, and it was not, in any case, a strat
egy that held much long-term promise: it was too expensive and morally re
pellent, for example the U.S. military estimates that the brief war took some
where between 100,000 and 200,000 Iraqi lives, most of them civilians. As a 
dazzling, well-edited, globally broadcast television display of the triumphs of 
American techno-cultnre, it did, however, foreshadow the futnre. The Clinton
Gore Administration defined that futnre in its technovision, the National In
formation Infrastructure, and in its policies, treaties, and legislative initiatives 
(NAFrA, GATT, and the omnibus U.S. Telecommunications Act of 1996), 
which supported the creation of an U.S.-<lominated global information econ
omy. Clinton-Gore went where no Republicans could have dared to go in ac
celerating the growth of corporate power and in defining corporate "compet
itiveness" as a defense initiative.86 

The "smart" bombs profiled in the Persian Gulf War drama were proto
types for the smart technologies that would build the new information econ
omy. By the early 1990s, the bombs were almost smart enough; and the re
search that produced them had already had some success in the consumer 
marketplace, for example the original computer game, Flight Simulator, and 
search-and-destroy video games. Virtual reality simulations showed commer
cial promise as techno-entertainments as well. AI research, like other forms 
of defense research, was encouraged to redefine itself, and generous govern
ment funding was dedicated to moving American science, scientists, and de
fense contractors through the transitional period. Research agendas were ex-
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panded to include educational, entertaimnent, biotechnologies, and other 
conunercial applications. Visionary high-tech ideas were brought to bear on 
mundane tasks. Military and conunercial agendas were often pursued in tan
dem. The development of robotic vision, for example, retains military appli
cations, making those smart bombs even smarter in hitting targets, but its po
tential applications as prosthetics for the blind are also smart conunercial (and 
humane) investments. 

This conunercialized technovision appears to support somewhat more hu
mane agendas than the mature top-down AI approach insofar as it is less 
overtly tied to the monovocal agenda of Cold War demonology, for example 
eradicating the "evil empire." The level of fear and doomsday paranoia that 
accompanied the Cold War vision had largely disappeared from mass-mediated 
articulations of ideology and public policy until the 2001 terrorist attacks on 
the U.S. and the U.S.'s subsequent launching of its global War on Terrorism. 
This demonology continued to thrive in defense think tanks, and it prospers 
among ftinge militia, survivalist, and white supremacist groups: groups made 
up primarily of white males who claim to be disenfranchised by the moder
ately more inclusive post-Cold War definitions of social reality. 

Within computer science, doomsday scenarios have interestingly enough 
been transferred to the programs themselves. They revolve around fears of 
techno-terrorism, including hacker breaches of goverruuent and corporate se
curity, scenarios of contamination of networked systems by massive self
replicating viruses, and dystopias involving techno-wars and extermination of 
the human race by a future species of intelligent robots. 

WILL THE PREGNANT PHALLUS 
DELIVER SELF-REPLICATING POWERS AND 

A NEW GENERATION OF ANTI-HUMAN TERRORS? 

What does the future hold? That is the perennial question that is posed to, and 
by, AI and robotics research and development scientists. The AI research 
conununity is no longer fully a male preserve: "a world without women." 
Women are a growing, though still small, presence within the ranks of AI and 
robotics research and development, although they have not yet issued any 
manifestos. Whether they will ultimately forge new metaphors and new ways 
of thinking about conceiving artificial life remains an open question. 

At present the U.S. goverruuent, under President George W. Bush, is gear
ing up once more to strongly reassert its presence in computer science re
search and development by reviving development of the ill-fated (and, many 
scientists believe, ill-conceived) Cold Wal" Star Wars missile defense system, 
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originally proposed and funded nnder the Reagan-Bush I Administration.87 It 
appears, at this point, that the War on Terrorism has given the Bush Adminis
tration the mandate it needs to override scientific reservations and congres
sional opposition to reviving the missile defense program. Moreover, the U.S. 
government has announced that it now needs aggressive as well as defensive 
weapons to conduct cyber-warfare. The huge reinfusion of defense funds will 
define the futures of AI and AL. 

Will the mature research program of the bottoms-up approach of AI be 
more humane than the mature program of the top-down approach? There is 
no reason to assume it will; indeed, it could be more inhumane. The sandbox 
fantasies have not disappeared; in fact, they may have moved closer to be
coming technological realities. Hans Moravec is still around, and still be
lieves that "biological humans" will "be squeezed out of existence."88 Danny 
Hillis, now known as the father of parallel processing, is still thinking about 
escaping the grim reaper: "I'm as fond of my body as anyone, but if I can be 
200 with a body of silicon, I'll take it."89 Ray Kurzweil is predicting we will 
become robots or fuse with robots.90 

In "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us" (Wired, March 2000) Bill Joy, 
cofounder and chief scientist of Sun Microsystems and co-chair of a pres
idential commission on the future of information technology research, 
wonders how other techno-wizards can silently live with their fears. Joy 
reports that the kind of technology Moravec envisions will be feasible by 
2030: 

What was different in the 20th century? Certainly, the technologies underly
ing the \veapons of mass destruction (WMD)-nuclear, biological, and chen1-
ical (NBC)-were powerful, and the weapons an enormous threat. But build
ing nuclear \Veapons required, at least for a titne, access to both rare-indeed, 
effectively unavailable-raw materials and highly protected information; bi
ological and che1uical weapons programs also tended to require large-scale 
activities. 

The 2lst-cenh1ry technologies-genetics, nanotechnology, and robotics 
(GNR)-are so powerful that they can spa,vn whole new classes of accidents 
and abuses. Most dangerously, for the frrst tiine, these accidents and abuses are 
widely \vithin the reach of individuals or sn1all groups. They \Vill not require 
large facilities or rare ra\v materials. Knowledge alone will enable the use of 
them. 

Thus \Ve have the possibility not just of weapons of mass destruction but of 
knowledge-enabled mass destruction (KMD), this destructiveness hugely am
plified by the power of self-replication. 

I think it is no exaggeration to say we are on the cusp of the further perfec
tion of extreme evil, an evil \Vhose possibility spreads \veil beyond that \Vhich 
weapons of mass destn1ction bequeathed to the nation-states, on to a surpris
ingly terrible empo\vennent of extreme individuals.91 
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Where the NBC technologies of the twentieth century were largely devel
oped by the military in government-controlled laboratories, Joy points out, 
"We are aggressively pursuing the promises of these new technologies within 
the now-unchallenged system of global capitalism and its manifold financial 
incentives and competitive pressures."92 He envisions scenarios \Vhere cor
porations may be forced into something like voluntary disarmament or the 
equivalent of biological weapons inspections if the species is to survive. Lest 
we blame the messenger, Joy is pushing the panic button precisely because he 
wants to initiate public dialogue about techno-futures, which, to date, have 
been shaped without it. He sees the astronautic fantasies of scientists, which 
call for evacuating the earth, as forms of denial that abdicate responsibility. 

In the aftermath of the anthrax attacks on the U.S. Postal Service, Con
gress, the media, and the public that immediately followed the September 11, 
2001, terrorist attacks in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania, Joy's jer
emiad resonates with even greater gravity. No one has taken responsibility for 
the anthrax attacks, which are at present assumed to be the work of a domes
tic terrorist, not the al-Qaida network. Government forces, from federal to lo
cal levels, remain on high alerts for further biological and chemical terr01ist 
attacks. As a result, the scenario Joy describes takes on a new and chilling 
sense of reality. 

Joy does not address the gendered components of these technovisions or 
the gender orders they will support, bnt he does tly to see beyond the con
ventional horizons of Western science and culture. Siding with the biological 
life on planet Earth, he is a de facto ally in the struggle for a more human, and 
therefore a future friendlier to women, the species, and the planet. Moreover, 
by virtue of the anthority his background gives to his argument, it is a valu
able addition to the arsenal of ideas that can be mobilized in "the serniologi
cal warfare" that is required to intenupt the privatization of policy making 
that the new enclosure movement has empowered and normalized.93 Joy's 
goal is to open up a broadly based dialogue about the deployment of tech
nologies before they are deployed, not to provide lay readers with a definitive 
take on the science of the future. If his scenario is alarmist, then open, in
formed, critical, democratic dialogue can serve as a corrective. In any case, 
democratic dialogue about techno-futures is urgently needed if democracy is 
to retain (or recover) any meaning beyond the symbolic or spectral.94 

NEW SCIENCE REQUIRES NEW 
POETRY: RETURNING TO THE LAUNCH PAD 

The process of interrupting and correcting the talk and texts of technoscience 
has just begun. Haraway describes such interventions as forms of practicing 
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"politics by other means."95 Yes, and poet1y too! For the first step in scientific 
revolutions (as in political revolutions) is to change the names, because scien
tific revolutions are metaphoric redescriptions of nature, not (or not only) cod
ings of revolutionaiy new insights into the intrinsic nature of phenomena.% 

Most, though ce1tainly not all, constructivist and Western feminist concep
tions of nature and humankind break with the astronautic vision. Feminist per
spectives suppmt metaphors, models, and taxonomies for describing nature that 
are less hierarchical, more contextual and pem1eable, and perhaps more reflex
ive than their masculinist predecessors. The achievements (and perversions) of 
Western science have been possible because they have taken flight on tran
scendent metaphors, for example Prometheus, Icarus, Faust, Supe1man, cyborg, 
and astronaut.97 These metaphors deny embodiment and mortality, whereas im
ages of domesticity, embodinlent, and material necessity-images drawn from 
women's experience-keep our feet on the ground. Fully human conceptions 
of nature atld being must do both or both/and.98 That is, they must allow us
all of us!-to dream dreatns that make the inlpossible possible. But they must 
also recognize that it takes many dreamers-many diverse, self-reflexive, hu
man agents-to dream life-affirming dreams: women atld men in life sustain
ing communities, not insulai· enclaves of scientific geniuses or self-replicating 
fmms of hardwai·e and software. 

This new way of thinking is, however, unlikely to emerge from truces, 
whether voluntary or mandated, in the so-called scientific wars. Adding 
women to science and stirring will not do the job. Indeed such a strategy, no 
matter how well intended, is likely to either kill the spirit of the women who 
are added to science or kill the spirit of science. Rather, species-friendly con
ceptions of nature are far more likely to find incubation within new genera
tive metaphors that will, in turn, prove to be more illuminating, inspiring, and 
effective in meeting the life-sustaining challenges that lie ahead. Or, to put it 
pragmatically, expanding the landscape of the scientific imagination may 
prove to be more important to twenty-first-century ea1th science than it was 
to twentieth-century space science. 

If scientists like Moravec, Kurzweil, Joy, and others are right about the fu
ture, survival of the planet now requires terminating the exterminating ele
ments in the self-replicating technologies of genetics, nanotechnology, and 
robotics.99 Our interventions need to attend to the problem from the launch
pad rather than the space station. We need to cast our collective lot with earth, 
not the stars. We need to find our metaphors closer to home: to come back to 
earth, back to our aging, sweating, inlpe1fect, mortal bodies. We need to face 
the responsibilities, tensions, ambiguities, and pleasures of a fully human life 
and death. In short, we need to dream a new cultural dream: a dream that re
quires nothing less than interruption and redirection of the out-of-body expe
riences of modem and postmodern science. 



lVhat lVas Artificial Intelligence? 149 

NOTES 

1. The artificial intelligence movement has been widely chronicled. The brief 
overvie\v of its history provided here draws primarily on the follo\ving sources: David 
Bolter, Trtring's Man: lVesteni Culture in the Co111puter Age (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1984); John L. Casti, Paradigms Regained (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2000); Douglas R. Hofstadter, Godel, Eschei; Bach: An Etemal 
Golden Braid (New York: Random House, 1979); George Johnson, Machineiy of the 
Mind: Inside the New Science of Artificial Intelligence (Ne\v York: Rando1n House, 
1986); and Sherry Turkle, The Second Self: Computers and the Human Spirit (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1984). 

2. Johnson, Machine1)' of the Mind, 37. 
3. Johnson, Machineiy of the Mind, 37. 
4. Sherry Turkle, who has extensively chronicled the computer culture at MIT, re

ports, "Mainstream computer researchers no longer aspire to program intelligence 
into computers but expect intelligence to emerge fro1n the interactions of small sub
progran1s." That is, scientists are no longer seeking to produce AI but rather AL (ar
tificial life). The A-Life movement builds on the \York of en1ergent AI research: a tra
dition that had been abandoned in the 1960s, but was rejuvenated by the shift to the 
bottoms-up tradition of AI. See Sherry Turkle, Life Oil the Screen: Identity ill the Age 
of the Intemet (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995), 20. 

5. I use Casti's shorthand terminology, top-down and botto1ns-up, throughout 
rather than Turkle's AI and A-Life distinction, even though I am tempted by the 
greater drama ofTurkle's terms. Casti's tenns are cleaner and, in the case of bottoms
up, more encompassing. See Casti, Paradig1ns Regained. See also Hofstadter, Godel, 
Esche1; Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid; and Johnson, Machinery of the Mind. 

6. Casti, Paradign1s Regained. 
7. Heinz Pagels, The Dreams of Reason: The Con1puter and the Rise of the Sci

ences of Complexity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988). 
8. Marvin Minsky, Society of Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987). See 

also Turkle, Life on the Screen. 
9. Johnson, Machi11e1y of the Milld. 

10. For chronicle of how the Cold War climate impacted on university life in a va
riety of disciplines, as seen from left and liberal perspectives, see David Montgon1ery 
et al., The Cold lVar and The University: Toli'ard an Intellectual Histo1y of the Post
war Years (New York: The New Press, 1997). 

11. Many of the same cutting-edge AI scientists interviewed by Fjermedal and 
Turkle in the 1980s are the same cutting edge computer scientists that Bill Joy, a cutting
edge corporate scientist. intervie\ved for his current work on scientific futures. See 
Turkle, 111e Second Self; Grant Fjennedal, The Ton1orro1v Makers (Ne\v York: Macmil
lan, 1986); Bill Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," Wired (April 2000): 1-15. 

12. Robert W. McChesney makes notes the migration of this term in Corporate 
Media and the Threat to Democracy (New York: Seven Stories, 1997). 

13. An Wang, quoted by Tom Forester, High-Tech Society: The St01y of the Infor
mation Technology Revolution (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 1. 



150 Chapter Six 

14. Ivan Illich, "Silence is a Commons," Development: Seeds of Change, Village 
Through Global Order I (1985), 81. The analogy to the enclosure movement that 
Illich embraces has had currency in communications since the 1980s. More recently, 
and apparently independently, the trope has gained currency among legal scholars. 
For a summary of this work, see James Boyle, "Fencing off Ideas: Enclosure and the 
Disappearance of the Public Domain," Daedalus (Spring 2002): 13-25. 

15. Minsky, Society of Mind. 
16. Hofstadter, Godel, Esche1; Bach, 601. 
17. Isaac Asimov, "Every Real Problem Can and Will Be Solved," in 2,500 Years 

of Science Writing, ed. Edmund Blarr Bolles (New York: W. H. Freeman, 1999), 5-6. 
18. George Johnson points out, "In our society, we make a distinction between the 

history of science and the history of everything else." Within this proscription, only 
scientists are empo\vered to criticize science. Science \Vriters, who assume the role of 
interpreters \Vithin the boundaries of this proscription, appear to share its protections. 
See Johnson, Fire in the Mind: Science, Faith and the Search for Order (New York: 
Random House, 1996), 5. 

19. For an example of this proscription at work, see the hierarchical framing of ref
erences to (e.g., "do\vn among the sociologists") and expressions of contempt for so
ciologists (Edinburgh constructivists) who presume to question science in Paul K. 
Gross and Norman Levitt, Higher Superstition: The Acadeniic Left and Its Quarrels 
with Science (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994). 

20. Hubert L. Dreyfus, \Vhat Computers Can't Do: A Critique of Artificial Reason 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1979); Hubert L. Dreyfus, \Vhat Computers Still Can't 
Do (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992); John Searle, Intentionality: An Essay in the 
Philosophy of Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Margaret A. 
Boden, Computer Models of Mind (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); 
and Harry M. Collins,Artificial Experts: Social Knowledge and Intel/ige/lf Machines 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993). 

21. See also Sue Curry Jansen, "The Ghost in the Machine: Artificial Intelligence 
and Gendered Thought Patten1s,'' Resources for Fe1ninist Research/ doczunentation 
sur la recherchefeministe 17, no. 4 (1988): 4--7. 

22. Cynthia Enloe, 11ie Moming After: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 

23. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach. From the beginning AI theorists were aware 
of this conundrum, but Hofstadter explores its implications with stunning virtuosity. 

24. David F. Nobel, A World Without \Vomen: The Christian Clerical Culture of 
Western Science (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992). 

25. Sally Hacker, ''The Eye of the Beholder: An Essay on Technology and Eroti
cism," in 'Doing it the Hard lVay' Investigations of Gender and Technology, ed. 
(posthumously) Dorothy E. Smith and Susan M. Turner (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 
1990), 214. 

26. These perspectives were pioneered by sociologists associated with the Edin
burgh School as well as by feminist scholars Dorothy Merchant, Donna Haraway, 
Ruth Hubbard, Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, and many others. See David 
Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imageiy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977); 



lVhat Hils Artificial Intelligence? 151 

Donna Haraway, "A Manifesto for Cyborgs," Socialist Review 80 (1985): 65-107; 
Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Fe1ninisn1 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 
Press, 1986); Evelyn Fox Keller, Reflections on Gender and Science (New Haven, 
Cami.: Yale University Press, 1985); Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: 
\Vomen, Ecology and The Scientific Revolution (New York: Harper & Row, 1985). 

27. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach. 
28. For a discussion and of the Cartesian principle in relation to the sciences of 

complexity, regarding the botto1ns-up approach, see Pagels, The Dreanzs of Reason. 
29. Bolter, Turing's Man, 73. 
30. Susan Bordo, The Flight to Objectivity: Essays on Cartesianis1n and Culture 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987). 
31. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach, 579. 
32. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach. 
33. Hofstadter, Godel, Escher, Bach, 623. 
34. Minsky, Society of Mind. 
35. Fjennedal, The Totnorrow Makers, 7. 
36. Hugh Kenner, The Mechanic Muse (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
37. Richard Da\vkins, Unu1eaving the Rainbo1v: Science, Delusion and the Ap

petite for Wonder (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1998), 186. 
38. Mary Hesse, Models and Analogies in Science (South Bend, Ind.: University 

of Notre Dame Press, 1966); Bloor, Knowledge and Social Imagery; and Richard 
Rorty, ''The Contingency of Language," London Review of Books 17 (April 17, 1986): 
3-6. 

39. Bacon recognized that language contaminated the purity of science and longed 
for a purely scientific language, \Vhich would be culture-free. Most practicing scien
tists have, however, bracketed the problem of language and reported their results as if 
language were a neutral instn1ment. 

40. George Lakoff has exhaustively explored the role metaphor plays in making 
ordinary language and thought possible. See George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More 
than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989). See also George Lakoff and Mark Johnson,Metaplwrs \Ve Live 
By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981); George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, 
Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to \Vestem Thought 
(New York: Basic Books, 1999); and George Lakoff, \Vomen, Fire, and Dangerous 
Things: \Vhat Categories Reveal abut the Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981). 

41. That is, at least at the level of empirical science, there appeared to be conso
nance in the patterns scientists discovered in or imputed to nature and the patterns per
ceived or constructed by the human mind. 

42. Such understandings of generative metaphors are shared by nonfeminists as 
'vell as feminists. See, for exa1nple, Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation (New York: 
Macmillan, 1967); Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage Books, 
1974); Susan Stanford Friedman, "Creativity and the Childbirth Metaphor," Feminist 
Studies 13, no. 1 (1987): 49-78; and Evelyn Fox Keller, Reflections on Gender and 
Science. 



152 Chapter Six 

43. Merchant, The Death of Nature; and Ke11er, Reflections on Gender and Science. 
44. Merchant, The Death of Nature; Keller, Reflections on Gender and Science; 

Harding, The Science Question in Fen1inis1n; and Theodore Roszak, The Gendered 
Atom: Reflections on the Sexual Psychology of Science (Berkeley, Calif.: Conari 
Press, 1999). 

45. Lionel Tiger, Men in Groups (New York: Random House, 1969). 
46. Brian Easlea, Fathering the Unthinkable (London: Pluto, 1983), 17, 
47. Easlea, Fathering the Unthinkable; and Keller, Reflections on Gender and 

Science. 
48. Roger C. Schank and Robert P. Abelson, Scripts, Plans, Goals and Under

standings: An Inquiry into Hunian Kno1vledge Structures (Mah\vah, NJ.: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 1977). 

49. David Gelemter, Mirror lVorlds or the Day Software Puts the Universe in a 
Shoebox . .. How it Will Happen and What it Will Mean (New York: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1991), 1. 

50. Norbert Wiener, God and Go/e1n, Inc.: A Con1111ent on Certain Points Where 
Cybernetics Impinges on Religion (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1964): 49-50. 

51. Turkle, The Second Self. 
52. Easlea, Fathering the Unthinkable. 
53. Edward A. Feigenbaum and Pamela McCorduck, The Fifth Generation: Artifi

cial Intelligence and Japan's Challenge to the World (New York: New American Li
brary, 1984). 

54. Freeman Dyson, Imagined Worlds (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1997), 9. 

55. Hans Moravec. Mind Children: The Future of Robot and H111nan lntel/igence 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988). 

56. Michael Hirsch, "Computers Envisioned as Successors to Humans," Bt{OG/o 
News, 14June 1987, 16(E). 

57. Hirsch, "Computers Envisioned as Successors," 16(E). 
58. Moravec, Mind Children, I. 
59. Judy Wajcman, Feminism Confronts Technology (University Park: Pennsylva

nia State University Press, 1991); and Andreas Huyssen, "The Vamp and the Ma
chine: Fritz Lang's Metropolis," in After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, 
Postn1odernism, ed. Andreas Huyssen (Bloontlngton: Indiana University Press, 
1986). 

60. Huyssen, "The Vamp and the Machine,'' 70; see also Judith Halberstam, "Au
tomating Gender: Postn1odern Fe1ninism in theAge of the Intelligent Machine," Fetn
inist Studies 17, no. 3 (Fall 1991): 439--Ul. 

61. Sussn1an quoted by Fjermedal, The Ton1or1v\v Makers, 8. 
62. Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000, original 

1818). 
63. Sussn1an quoted by Fjermedal, The Ton1orro1v Makers, 8. 
64. Hutchins quoted by Pagels, Dreams of Reason, 19. 
65. Brooks quoted by Fjermedal, The Tomorrow Makers, 33. 
66. Brooks quoted by Fjem1edal, The Tomorrow Makers, 33. 



lVhat lVas Artificial Intelligence? 153 

67. Donna Hara\vay, presentations and discussions at Science as Cultural Practice, 
a summer institute sponsored by The National Endowment in the Hun1anities, \Ves
leyan University, Middletown, Conn., July 1991. 

68. Drescher quoted by Turkle, The Second Self, 261. 
69. Drescher quoted by Turkle, The Second Self, 262. 
70. Minsky in Fjennedal, The Tomorrow Makers, 7. 
71. Minsky, Society of Mind. 
72. Moravec and Blackwell quoted by Fjermedal, The Tomorrow Makers, 60. 
73. Moravec quoted by Fjermedal, The Tomonvw Makers, 60. 
74. Moravec quoted by Hirsch, "Computers Envisioned as Successors," 16. 
75. Bacon quoted by Merchant in The Death of Nan11~, 168. 
76. Fjermedal, The To111or1v1v Makers. 
77. Neil Postman, Tec/mopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992). 
78. Tiger, Men in Groups, 69. 
79. Joseph Weizenbaum, Con1puter Po1ver and H111nan Reason (San Francisco: 

W. H. Freeman, 1976). 
80. Carol Cohn, "Sex and Death in the Rational World of Defense Intellectuals," 

Signs 12, no. 4 (1987): 717. 
81. Joseph Weizenbaum, "Not Without Us," Z Magazine (January 1988): 94. 
82. Donna Hara\vay, "The Biological Enterprise," Radical H;s101y Review, 20 

(1979): 223. 
83. Donna Haraway, "A Manifesto for Cyborgs," Socialist Review 80 (1985): 

65-107; and Robert Romanyshyn, Teclmology as Symptom and Dream (London: 
Routledge, 1989). 

84. Weizenbaum quoted in Fjermedal, The To111orro1v Makers, 140. 
85. See chapter 7 for a fuller discussion ofnews-frruning at the end of tlie Cold War. 
86. Department of Defense website, <www.defenselink.mil> (accessed March 

2000). 
87. For a critical analysis and summary of the scientific and political debates about 

the Star \Vars program, see Frances Fitzgerald, lVay Out There in the Blue: Reagan, 
Star Wars, and the End of the Cold War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). 

88. Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," 2. 
89. Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," 2. For a recent account, which 

demonstrates that Al's self-pro1noting hype continues despite claims a new huntllity 
\VithinAI and AL, see Jitn Krane, The Associated Press, "'Human' Robots March For
ward-on Movie Screen and Off," Allellfown (Pa.) Mo ming Call, 26 June 2001, 8(D). 

90. Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," 2. 
91. Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," 3 
92. Joy, "Why the Future Doesn't Need Us," 7. 
93. Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyper-Reality (New York: Harcourt Brace Jo

vanovich, 1986). 
94. Guy Debord, The Society of Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, 1995). 
95. Donna Haraway, "Primatology is Politics by Other Means;" in Feminist Ap

proaches to Science, ed. Ruth Bleier (New York: Pergamon Press, 1986), 77-118. 



154 Chapter Six 

96. Mary Hesse, Revolutions and Reconstructions in the Philosophy of Science 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980); and Rorty, "The Contingency of 
Language." 

97. See discussion in chapter 1 as \Vell as Eve Tavor Bannet, "The Fe1ninist Logic 
of Both/And," Genders 15 (1992). 

98. Bordo, The Flight to Objectivity; Clive Hart, Images of Flight (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 1988); and Romanyshyn, Technology as Symptom and 
Drean1. 

99. Joy, ''Why the Future Doesn't Need Us." 



Part III 

POST-IDEOLOGICAL IDEOLOGIES 

When people disagreed with him, he urged them to be objective. 

-Joseph Heller, Catch-22 





Chapter Seven 

When the Center No 
Longer Holds: Rupture and Repair 

During periods of historical rupture and repair, the normally invisible strata
gems that the powerful use to create, cultivate, and mobilize public consent 
become visible. Such periods are extraordinary living laboratories for stu
dents of politicallinguistics. The sudden collapse of the Soviet Union and the 
abrupt end of the Cold War left both sides of the long conflict with obsolete 
policies and political narratives. This chapter examines the efforts of Ameri
can policymakers, pundits, and the press to quickly repair and redeploy their 
respective semantic resources in the wake of the rupture; the completion of 
that repair work during the Clinton Administration; and some of the chal
lenges the September 2001 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington 
posed to America's image of itself. 

Raymond Williams opens Keywords: A Vocabulmy of Culture and Soci
ety (1976) with a brief account of his own experience with the conceptual 
and semantic shifts produced by the cataclysmic rupture of World War II. 
Returning to Cambridge, England, in 1945 after four and a half years of 
military service, Williams reports that he experienced a profound sense of 
estrangement. All of the familiar faces were gone and everything seemed 
different. After many disorienting days, he encountered an old acquain
tance who had also just returned from the army. They eagerly shared their 
impressions of the strange new world around them. Then, Williams writes, 
"We both said, in effect simultaneously: 'the fact is, they just don't speak 
the same language.'"1 

Williams, of course, used scholarship to cope with his disorientation. He 
undertook an inventory, or to use a more fashionable te1m, a genealogy, of the 
formation of key terms and concepts in the English language. Oliginally in
tended to serve as an appendix to Culture and Society, Williams actually 
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spent over a quaiter of a centmy revising and refining his vocabulary of key
words before it was finally published in 1976. 

According to Williams, each of the 155 keywords he examined "virtually 
forced itself' on his attention because the problems of its meanings appeared 
to be inseparable from the problems it was being used to discuss. According 
to Williams, the words are "key" in two connected senses: "they are signifi
cant, binding words in certain activities and their interpretation" and "they are 
significant, indicative words in certain forms of thought."2 

Williams made modest claims for his compilation. Acknowledging that it 
was neither thorough nor neutral, he invited readers to become collaborators 
in the work. He even convinced the publisher of the original edition to include 
blank pages to encourage readers to make their own notes, as well as to sig
nal both that the inquiry remained open and that the author solicited correc
tions and amendments for future editions. Williams himself continued work 
on the project throughout his life. His final public lecture, "When was Mod
ernism?", which explicated postmodemism as an enemy ideological forma
tion, was in many ways a coda to this endeavor. 

Raymond Williams died in Januaiy 1988. Since then, planet Earth has un
dergone epochal transformations that would appear to be tivaled in scale by 
the revolutiona1y political and cultural developments that precipitated the 
Western Enlightemnent and the birth of modem political cultures in the eigh
teenth centu1y. 

These transformations have been accompanied by changes in the lan
guages, categories, and assumptions of contemporaiy politics and culture. 
Euro-American explanations of world politics underwent a profound inter
pretive crises in the late 1980s and early 1990s because the political ideolo
gies and rhetorics, secured by the mythologies of the Cold War, lost their res
onance. The old political mythos had collapsed, but the new discursive 
system (or systems) for making sense of world politics was still struggling to 
be born. The rhetoric of globalization and the technovisions of an emergent 
global information society, revolving on the axis of a cmmnercialized Inter
net, had not yet even entered the contest for hegemonic dominance (although 
U.S. plans for an information or knowledge-based economy actually predate 
the beginning of the Cold War).3 

The altered political landscape of the early 1990s was far more bewilder
ing than the milieu Williams encountered at the dawn of the Cold War. Pres
idents, premiers, policymakers, political pundits, and managers of global cor
porations-not just returning soldiers and old reds-experienced the 
disorientation and actively engaged in mass-mediated races to locate, secure, 
name, and claim key formations in this brave new world dis/order. 



1Vhen the Center No Longer Holds: Rupl11re and Repair 159 

THE INTERPRETIVE CRISIS 

This chapter examines some of the discursive practices and framing devices 
that Western policymakers, social theorists, and media organizations nsed to 
make sense of these changes. Most scholarship and specnlation that emerged 
in the immediate wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall focnsed quite under
standably on how these transformations were altering institutions and strnc
tures of knowledge in the former Soviet Union and Soviet Bloc nations, and 
how the emerging nations of Eastern Europe were being repositioned in rela
tion to the West. 

My analysis gives some attention to these questions, but its primary focus 
is on how these changes entered into discussions of and warrants for freedom 
of expression and the production of knowledge within liberal (or neoliberal) 
democracies, especially the United States. More specifically, I look at some 
of the domestic (U.S.) reverberations of the global shift in power relations 
that have attracted relatively little systematic commentary or analysis. My 
agenda is modest, painfully so. It opens a rather nanmv window for analysis 
of post-Cold War keywords by revisiting the period between breakup of the 
Soviet Union and the triumphant (and triumphalist) U.S. embrace of global
ization. It identifies some of the communicative constituents of the interpre
tive crises and explores some of their implications for social theory. That is, it 
attends to the sociocultural dimensions of the crises, to deployments of persua
sion and propaganda, which accompanied-sometimes preceding, sometimes 
following-profound strnctural shifts in the foundations of the political econ
omy of communication. These strnctural shifts, which are, in effect, the story be
hind my sto1y-one might even say the "real" story-have been well docu
mented by others.4 This chapter looks at the ideological or the post-ideological 
cover that was used to disann or mute opposition to government and corpo
rate actions that would have been either unthinkable or illegal prior to the 
Reagan-Thatcher revolution (or counterrevolution). 

In the U.S., the period immediately following the fall of the Berlin Wall 
was characterized by a contradictory mix of euphoria, apprehension, urgency, 
and sense of possibility. In retrospect, that period of hegemonic opening was 
remarkably brief in duration. In the United States, it can be more or less reli
ably dated from the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the former So
viet Union to near the end of the first year of the Clinton-Gore Administra
tion (1993). I date the beginning of the end of the crises to the publication of 
the policy document, National Infmmation Infrastrncture (NII) Agenda for 
Action (September 15, 1993), which was followed by Al Gore's famous "in
formation superhighway" address at the National Press Club on December 
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21, 1993. NII laid out the initial blueprint for globalizing an U.S.-led, 
technologically based, infonnation economy. 

Pluralization of the term "crises" requires emphasis because the end of the 
Cold War transfonned configurations of power throughout the world and pre
cipitated multiple and distinctive crises within all of those configurations. 
Yet, international news, especially international news circulated in the United 
States, focused almost exclusively on the crises in the nations that comprised 
the former Soviet Union and on the implications of those foreign crises for 
the U.S. Moreover, the solutions offered to these crises by U.S. government 
agenda setters, policy analysts, elite journalists, pundits, and think tankers 
tended to be conceptualized in univocal tenns: one solution fits all, for ex
ample a New World Order or global information economy. This chapter ex
plores some of the elements necessary for critical analyses of a fairly narrow 
and elite form of communication, international news, in light of the dissolu
tion of its master narrative or defining trope, the Cold War. 

I take international news to be (a) a site where government, corporate, and 
media elites communicate with one another, and compete for control over na
tional and international agenda-setting processes; as well as (b) an arena 
where these elites rationalize, test, and seek to publicly legitimate political 
and corporate policies and practices. 

Marketing studies sponsored by major media corporations seem to indicate 
that, except in periods of immediate crisis, most news consumers in the 
United States do not invest very heavily in consumption of international 
news; they do not regard it as having much relevance to their daily experi
ence; and they do not conceive of themselves as participants in either the 
events or the discourses of international news .5 

Because of high production costs, most international news is produced by 
elite media organizations and news agencies. Although the Internet has opened 
up new, albeit time-intensive, opportunities for accessing alternative media 
sources, including international news, most Americans still get most of their in
ternational news from mainstream media outlets. Media usage patterns during 
the weeks following the September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United States 
strongly reaffinned this reliance on mainstream media, especially television. 

Gaye Tuchman's claim, which is that most consumers of mainstream na
tional media function largely as spectators or eavesdroppers on the conversa
tions of political and journalistic elites, still largely holds; and it holds with 
even greater force when applied to international news.6 The "conversations" 
of elites that make up the bulk of routine national and international news and 
commentary do, however, offer us one of the only opportunities we have for 
gaining access to the strategic thinking of elites on global issues, even though 
this access is through tightly secured ideological screens. 
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My eavesdroppings on these conversations are assembled into four interre
lated textual moves. The fust part of this chapter situates the inquiry within 
the assumptions and precedents of media-critical theory. The second part 
briefly considers the contributions that recent work in metaphor analysis can 
make to the study of keywords in contemporary political discourse. The third 
part considers some of the processes whereby terms become naturalized and 
amplified in mass-mediated forms of political discourse. The final part offers 
a brief case study of the meteoric rise and rapid but lingering decline of the 
keyword/phrase "New World Order." It also considers the traction, in both 
theory and practice, which its successor (and offspring) globalization has 
achieved. In addition, it briefly examines some of the semantic resources mo
bilized by the United States and its allies to fight the "War on Terrorism." The 
final section concludes with an assessment of some of the implications of 
"political linguistics" for liberal or neoliberal concepts of press freedom.7 

MEDIA-CRITICAL THEORY AND POLITICAL DISCOURSE 

The designation "media-critical theory" is used here to signal affiliation 
with approaches to critique that recognize both (a) the importance of soci
ological analysis of formations and structures of power and knowledge, in
cluding the power of media; media organizations, ownership patterns, and 
their positioning within market systems; and (b) the significance of cul
tural analysis of the complex hegemonic and sometimes counterhegemonic 
processes, whereby mediated messages acquire meaning and exercise in
fluence in socially stratified, heterogeneous, industrial societies. The term 
is also intended to convey a continued appreciation of the critical spirit of 
the Frankfurt tradition of media analysis, especially its insistence that it is 
only "by the refusal to celebrate the present" that the possibility of a more 
humane future might be preserved.8 

The hyphenated f01m, media-critical, is intended to convey an inclusive, 
eclectic, perhaps even somewhat preemptive positioning: one that attempts to 
foreground what Hanno Hardt characterizes as "a notion of critique that is in
herent in the idea of democracy and can be defined as thinking about freedom 
and responsibility and the contribution that intellectual pursuits can make to 
the welfare of society."9 

In characterizing "political linguistics" as the "rumor of the establishment," 
Herbert Marcuse maintains that "one of the most effective rights of the Sov
ereign is the right to establish enforceable definitions of words."10 Williams 
acknowledged that he found his interests in historical semantics "closely 
echoed" in some of the later works of the Frankfurt School, which combine 
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"analysis of key words or key te1ms with key concepts."11 Williams was pre
sumably referring, at least in part, to Marcuse's analysis of political language. 

Neither Marcuse nor Williams intended their decodings to serve only, or 
even primarily, as academic exercises. Both saw their critiques of political 
linguistics as acts of resistance and even as potential admission tickets to 
emancipatory praxis. Marcuse made this explicit by linking the idea of polit
ical linguistics to linguistic therapy. He acknowledged that the idea of lin
guistic therapy is a utopian vision, whereby art and politics-what he later 
called "the aesthetic dimension" -combine to rescue keywords from the con
trol of hegemonic forces and recruit them to the service of emancipatory 
ends.12 He offered no recipes for organizing these rescue missions, but he did 
provide some lucid illustrations, for example the refusal and inversion of the 
language of oppression by black civil rights leaders in the U.S. during the 
1960s, a form of semantic intervention that, for a time, replaced resignation 
with a collective vision of transcendence. 

Few scholars today share Marcuse's optimism about the redemptive pow
ers of the aesthetic dimension. With the triumph of postmodern aesthetics in 
the 1970s and 1980s, the avant-garde and counterculture were largely sub
sumed by commerce and hip consumerism: "the conquest of cool." 13 Never
theless the relentless intellectual passion Marcuse invested in what he called 
"the critical spitit" remains worthy of emulation.14 

On the smface, Williams's project is more esoteric than Marcuse's: to chait 
historical changes in the range of meanings ascribed to key terms that are also 
associated with, or indicators of, shifting social formations. Yet, Williams's 
genealogies were also politically charged. He saw them as means of raising 
consciousness of the social conflicts present in and sometimes papered over 
by changes in language.1' 

Feminist approaches to histotical semantics and linguistic therapy owe 
more to the linguistic insurrections of Maiy Daly than to either Williams or 
Marcuse.16 Neve1theless, feminist theorists have also used excavations of the 
language of the sovereigns, in this case, church fathers, the founders of mod
ern sciences, the gatekeepers of literaiy, aitistic, and philosophical canons, as 
well as lawmakers and statesmen, as ways of raising consciousness and mo
bilizing movements for social change. Their excavations have demonstrated 
that the keywords for which sovereigns usually assign enforceable defmitions 
are metaphors, specifically controlling or generative metaphors, upon which 
many other related terms and subterrns depend for their cultural coherence 
and resonance. In part II of this book, Impertinent Questions, these feminist 
contributions to metaphor analysis were extensively explored. In part ill, I as
sume that many of the claims that feminist epistemologists have made abont 
scientific objectivity apply with even greater force to the derivative and al-



l.Vhen the Center No Longer Holds: Rupture and Repair 163 

ways far more shaky claims media organizations have made for journalistic 
objectivity. 

THE WINNER NAMES THE AGE: GENERATIVE METAPHORS 

In political and news discourses, as in scientific discourses, metaphors are 
used to map unknown telTitory. They make the unfamiliar familiar by taming 
and at least paitially domesticating it. Metaphors do similar work in ordinary 
conversation. For example, for many generations of small children, a smiling 
man in the moon who is made of green cheese transfo!Tlls the shift-shaping or
bit that looms ominously in the night skies into a friendly, even reassuring, 
presence. Big children and their leaders and scribes, suddenly confronted with 
the implosion of prevailing political narratives, also crave the comforts of 
green cheese. In science, the cheese is packaged in the plain wrappers of for
mal language and tested against empirical reality, but metaphors are still the 
doors to discovery. In politics, the wrappers themselves are often what count. 

Winners get to name the age: to coin the metaphors that others will live by. 
But they are often unprepared for this momentous responsibility. The sudden 
end of the Cold War is a dramatic case in point. It rendered the victors, if not 
speechless, without reliable scripts. President George Bush's attempt to make 
green cheese, "The New World Order" (State of the Union Speech, January 
17, 1991), and President Clinton's subsequent "New World" (Inaugural Ad
dress, 1993) both drew upon hyperbolic, even counterfactual, metaphors 
since the former Soviet Bloc was, in fact, left in a dangerous state of disorder. 

A decade later, President George W. Bush was literally speechless and 
without any script during the surprise attacks on New York and Washington, 
which he learned about in the same way as the rest of the world did-from 
the live television coverage. The sctipt that was quickly produced in the af
telTllath, "The War ofTerrotism," is still unfolding as this book goes to press. 
It is, however, clear that its keywords, war and terror, have taken on new 
meanings. 

Hyperbole appears to be a constituent of all fo!Tlls of power-knowledge. As 
James Baldwin put it in an address to the National Press Club (Washington, 
D.C., December 10, 1986), "Every society has a model of itself, and every 
one of those models is false." Socrates, Plato, Atistotle, Machiavelli, Maix, 
Burke, Bentham, Gramsci, Habetmas, Foucault, and hundreds of other stu
dents of political and social theory have examined the meanings and implica
tions of the disparity between theo1y (model-making) and practices. 

The ability to effectively recruit and strategically position what Nietzsche 
called "mobile armies of metaphors" to fill and police the resulting voids is, 
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of course, the hallmark of effective statecraft.17 (And, conversely, the com
mitments of democratic covenants to closing the gaps that separate theory and 
practice provide the historic justification for protections of free speech and 
freedom of the press in democratic societies. Thus, for example, Thomas Jef
ferson's salutmy description of the mission of the free press has become a sa
cred canon of the professional ideology of journalism: "The basis of our gov
ernment being the opinion of the people, the first object should be to keep that 
right; and were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government 
without newspapers or newspapers without government, I should not hesitate 
to prefer the latter." 

METAPHOR AND JOURNALISTIC OBJECTIVITY 

The political press envisioned by Jefferson and James Madison is, of course, 
history. It was replaced in the U.S. and in most other pa1ts of the world by the 
commercial press.18 The commercial press has not entirely relinquished its 
claims to public service as the watchdog of democracy; however, profit, not 
politics, has become its primary master, so much so that A. J. Liebling's dic
tum, "Freedom of the press belongs to the man who owns one," is almost as 
well-known today as Jefferson's apology for an adversarial press. 

The commercial press secured its claims to authority by embracing the 
rheto1ic, though not the methodology, of scientific objectivity. The ideologi
cal constituents of this rhetoric have always been relatively transparent. Gaye 
Tuchman characterized journalistic objectivity as a "strategic ritual."19 Dan 
Schiller characterized it as a "cultural foim" and a "myth" in Barthes's 
sense.20 Nevertheless, Herbert Gans contends that journalism is "the strongest 
remaining bastion of logical positivism in America."21 In recent years, how
ever, even this bastion has been eroding as critiques of scientific objectivity 
have been impmted into critiques of journalistic objectivity. 

Nevertheless, I think that the claim Sandra Harding makes for scientific 
objectivity-that, like democracy, it is one of the central cultural patterns 
of belief in the modern West-can also be extended to press freedom and 
journalistic objectivity. That is, it simultaneously contains progressive, lib
erating, and liberalizing elements as well as regressive, self-serving, ideo
logical elements. Journalistic objectivity is, in Harding's term, one of the 
"indigenous" resources of the Western press. It is flawed, incomplete, and 
hyperbolic, but this configuration also harbors a tarnished fragment of 
democratic idealism that continues, at least in its best moments, to value 
the quest for something more than, and better than, simply reproducing 
elite definitions of social order.22 
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The tradition of muckrakers and crusading journalists was motivated by 
profit as much or more than by idealism. Yet, if idealism sold newspapers, it 
also drew upon and reinforced democratic values of social justice and ac
countability. It cultivated romantic identification with the underdog: the right
eous, lone individual victimized by powerful individuals and institutions. 
This tradition not only helped clean up meat packing plants and oust conupt 
politicians and police. It also made some journalists important allies in the la
bor, civil rights, anti-Vietnam War, and feminist movements, and it still 
makes journalists in many parts of the world today crncial points of contact 
in monitoring human rights abuses. Writing from the perspective of a sea
soned practitioner, Pete Hamill offers a hard-nosed rationale for recuperating 
the romantic tradition in journalism. He maintains that the future economic 
viability of newspapers, other than the elite national newspapers, may actu
ally depend on recovering the historic mission of the press: 

From the days when we were a colony and then right through the history of the 
Republic, ne\vspapers have been essential to the American idea. As concrete ex
amples of freedom, they \Vere the essential instruments of American refonn. 
They measured the promises of the Constitution against the sometimes evil and 
unjust realities of American life and forced the country to change. As we con
tinue the long, heartbreaking process of becoming better versions of ourselves, 
newspapers will, I hope, continue to be the point of the spear. They should en
able us, in the phrase of Albert Camus, to love our country, and justice, too.23 

I am less sanguine than Hamill is about whether Americans in the twenty
first century, swelled with their sense of global empire and patriotic enti
tlement, have the will or moral character to seek to become better versions 
of themselves. In addition, I worry about the ways America's advertising
driven media are seeking to turn not only Americans but also everyone 
within the grip of their vast global reach into versions of the hedonistic 
consumers they valorize. Nevertheless, I also think the fragment of demo
cratic idealism that is buried under and within the professional ideology of 
journalistic objectivity is worth excavating. Despite its conservative own
ership and gatekeeping, journalism remains virtually the only consequen
tial mass-mediated platform through which truth-even difficult and dan
gerous truths-can sometimes be spoken to and about the powerful. Not 
often, not reliably, and not without hazards to the health and careers of 
journalists; yet, even today some journalists do continue to take signifi
cant, calculated risks in the interests of what they see as the truth. See, for 
example, the cases documented in the award-winning documentary video, 
Fear and Favor in the Newsroom (1997) or the cases regularly documented 
in the Index on Censorship.24 
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In sum, I am suggesting that in addition to being an artifact of the com
mercial press, created in part to appease advertisers and counter the damage 
to credibility of yellow journalism, the strategic ritual of journalistic objec
tivity is also a democratic accomplishment, albeit a deeply flawed one. Fur
ther, I contend its functions and promises can best be plumbed by adopting 
both/and logics: logics that acknowledge the Janus-headed character of most 
powerful ideas. 

NEWS AS A CULTURAL FORM 

Since the early 1970s, a virtual cottage industry in news analysis and critique 
has developed both within communication research and in the alternative 
press. This work has examined the historical origins, ideological foundations, 
organizational routines, narrative structures, and (more recently) gendered 
constituents of journalistic objectivity.25 

There are a number of reasons why news analysis became a growth indus
try during the last quarter of the twentieth century. The primmy reason is, 
however, the increased presence, visibility, and social power of the mass me
dia. As Stuart Hall points out: 

Quantitatively and qualitatively, in twentieth century advanced capitalism, the 
media have established a decisive and fundamental leadership in the cultural 
sphere .... They have progressively colonized the cultural and ideological 
sphere.26 

Initially ctitiques of this colonization sought simply to document the ideo
logical constituents of the framing conventions, narrative structures, and or
ganizational practices used to accomplish the strategic rituals of objectivity.21 
That is, they demonstrated that news is made, not discovered, and that it is 
generally made in ways that are congruent with the dominant system of sig
nification in the society that produces it. This was a crucial critical move be
cause news is re-presented and marketed as a univocal and naturalistic ren
dering of events. Critical studies of news production demonstrated that news 
is, and must be, a historically and socially situated cultural form. In shmt, this 
early work not only exposed the presence of cultural values and ideological 
biases in the social construction of news; it also documented the historically 
dependent character of the concept of journalistic objectivity itself. 

Building on these foundations, subsequent communication research con
ceptualized news (like science) as mediated by paradigms, and treated facts 
as rule-governed and paradigm-dependent.28 This work also underscored the 
impmtance of analyzing the visual constituents of news narratives, including 
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the functions visual metaphors pe1f01m in enhancing the intertextual, poly
semic, and hegemonic dimensions of mass communications.29 

Framing Conventions 

By exploring the founding metaphors that secure political visions, communi
cation scholars can begin to track the roles framing devices play in naturaliz
ing and cultivating hegemonic constructions of social reality. The "paradig
matic crisis" produced by the collapse of communism has, for example, 
rendered visible long-established and largely unquestioned media practices 
for gathering, organizing, and constructing international news. For over forty 
years in U.S. news organizations, the master trope, The Cold War, provided 
the news net, the bifurcated categorical structures, and the framing devices 
for conceptualizing international news.30 

During the period of open hegemonic rupture that extended from the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1988 nntil the start of the Persian Gulf War in January 
1991, this paradigmatic crisis was evident as routine Manichaean strategies 
for encoding foreign news seemed to increasingly invite, even court, ironic 
decodings. The spirit of the times was captured in newspaper headers such as 
"The loss of an enemy is a frightful thing" (Washington Post, October 12, 
1989) and "Three European views on the risks of peace" (New York Times, 
March 12, 1989). Sinrilarly, the struggle to find new ways of organizing rep
resentations of events in Eastern Europe was transparently played out in the 
pages of New York Times, which first embraced metaphors of natural disasters 
in its running headers, for example, collapse, earthquake, and storm, then 
shifted for several months to evolutionary metaphors. In short, for a time 
"media frames" did not just mediate events; they acquired news value of their 
own. And, no appeals to the strategic rituals of journalistic objectivity could 
conceal their social, cultural, hist01ical, rhetorical, and mythic character. 

Derived from Wittgenstein's linguistic philosophy, the concept of "frame 
analysis" was introduced into sociology by Erving Goffman.31 It gained cur
rency in news analysis as a result of the contributions of Gaye Tuclnnan, Stu
art Hall, and Todd Gitlin.32 Gitlin defines media frames as "persistent patterns 
of cognition, interpretation, and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and ex
clusion, by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether ver
bal or visual." According to Gitlin, these frames are normally "unspoken and 
unacknowledged" devices that organize the world for both journalists and, to 
a significant degree, for those who rely on their repmis. Media frames are 
what "makes the world beyond direct experience look natural."33 They endow 
messages with "an eerie substance in the real world, standing outside their" os
tensible makers and confronting them as alien forces."34 
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The term "frame," itself a metaphor, has been widely and promiscuously 
used by communication scholars in recent years-so much so that it has be
come almost synonymous with mediation per se.35 In news analysis, the fram
ing process is seen as a site of contention and a source of hegemonic power. 
For this reason, framing conventions have attracted a great deal of critical at
tention. Gitlin, for example, demonstrated how major media used frames de
rived from crime reporting to (mis)represent the antiwar movement. In short, 
frames have usually been analyzed as conduits of ideological distortion. 

Criticism of the news, its biases, negativity, scandal-mongering, sensation
alism, and other offenses against public sensibilities is as old as newspapers 
themselves. Even the great champion of the press, Thomas Jefferson, was 
highly critical of newspapers during his presidency. The so-called liberal bias 
of the press has been a perennial target of the right at least since the 1960s. 
Critical communication research in news analysis, like Raymond Williams's 
study Keywords, has generally been launched from counterhegemonic (left or 
left-liberal) positions. As a result, this research sometimes appears to be com
ing from less contaminated (because less immediately materially invested) 
epistemological locations. This perception, in tum, has continued to nourish 
the impossible dream of escaping from what Nietzsche called the "prison
house" of language. It has kept alive realism's dream of stripping away the 
frames and apprehending the real facts, the real reality. And, it has done this 
despite the phenomenological disclaimers of its more philosophically sophis
ticated practitioners. 

Focusing on the role metaphors play in securing news paradigms and in ad
vancing intextuality and polysemy bypasses this temptation. It serves as a 
constant reminder of the mediated character of all communication. It pro
vides the critical resources necessary to identify and analyze "the armor of the 
establishment," as well as to envision alternative or counter-hegemonic 
frames for interpreting events. In short, it acknowledges that frames are 
sense-making devices-"semiotic technologies" or conceptual lenses-that 
expand human vision by narrowing it.36 

This approach to critical media studies recognizes that real reality exists, 
but also that it can never be fully accessed or transcribed by mere mortals. We 
have to settle for less. What critical-media themy can do in the wake of this 
Promethean deflation is to recognize the radical historical contingency of 
knowledge, and set itself to the task of identifying the rhetorical and social 
constituents of media frames as well as tracking how they operate within 
fields of power-relations. Analysis of the roles metaphors play both in secur
ing news paradigms and in acting as agents of ideological transfer would ap
pear to be a very important part of this task in an era where mass media play 
central roles in cultivating hegemonic constructions of social reality.37 
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Metaphors do the border crossings that take messages of elites from think 
tanks to speeches, headlines, sound-bytes, sitcoms, and advertising slogans. 
Defining master or mythic tropes like "The Cold War" or its would-be suc
cessors, "The Ne\v World Order," 'the World Order," "globalization," "infor
mation society," and "War on Terrorism" are generative stn1ctures. These root 
metaphors shape, instantiate, strategically position, and ensure both the au
thority and mobility of keywords in ascendant forms of political discourse. 
They propel the conceptual leaps necessary to capture, contain, and commu
nicate new realities, but do so by foreclosing alternative formulations. The 
mythos buried in these root metaphors readily call up and thereby privilege 
certain constellations of words and word associations that operate in political 
linguistics. Their operation in the ideological realm parallels the operations of 
what Lakoff and Johnson call "metaphors that we live by" in the conversa
tions of everyday life.38 This is how keywords do double duty as both/and 
terms: "significant, binding words in certain activities and their interpreta
tion" and "significant, indicative words in certain forms of thought."39 

KEYWORDS AND INFORMATION MARKETS 

Williams's lament, "They just don't speak the same language," assumes new 
significance in the emerging global media marketplace. Political discourse is 
deliberately, carefully, cautiously, and collectively constructed in contempo
nuy media cultures. Television, advertising, public relations, litigation, polit
ical action committees, and spinmeisters have largely eliminated spontaneity 
from the speech of U.S. politicians and policymakers. What little spontaneity 
that remains survives in the netherworld of revealing misstatements, mala
propisms, slips, and errant off-the-record statements that are breached onto 
the record. 

Writing from a neoconservative standpoint, Irving Louis Horowitz ac
knowledges, "Eve1y epoch redefines what of the past remains relevant and 
what needs to be discarded." What distinguishes cmrent forms of revision
ism, according to Horo,vitz, is, ho\vever, "the hyper-consciousness \Vith 
which this cultural redefinition is being constrncted."40 This hyperconscious
ness extends to the ways policy positions are constrncted, commodified, and 
marketed for media consumption; that is, the ways they are preframed and 
packaged as sound-bytes. Release and dissemination of policy positions are 
also carefully orchestrated for maximum impact using the most advanced ad
ve11ising and marketing techniques. This typically involves simultaneous dis
tribution through many different media windows to "bandwagon" public opin
ion. Successful media plans for the distribution of informational and policy 
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positions now involve deliberate (and sometimes deliberately deceitful) ex
ploitation of the ambiguity and polysemy that make commercial media, es
pecially television, accessible to heterogeneous mass audiences. 

Much has been written about the privatization of public resources, spaces, 
media, and information in liberal democracies.41 This privatization movement 
has, of conrse, been accompanied by ideologies and policies that valorize the 
rationality and wisdom of the marketplace. Mainstream Western media or
ganizations largely filtered their framings of the collapse of the former Soviet 
Union within the assumptions of these discursive screens. Market terms-in 
the case of the former Soviet bloc, development of market economies; in the 
case of the U.S., attending to national deficits, trade deficits, and interest 
rates-replaced political definitions of the relations of the old Cold War rivals 
in international news constructions. Reports from Central and Eastern Europe 
framed resurgence of ethnic rivalries as obstacles to development of market
based economies. In the U.S. discussions of the national deficit, taxes, enti
tlements, privatization of social security, the bullish or bearishness of the 
stock market, e-commerce, and the costs of healthcare-economic issues of 
unquestionable importance in the new economy-dominated, or more accu
rately, supplanted political discourse, except for Clinton scandals, throughout 
most of the 1990s. To be sure, swords were still rattled periodically, usually 
when defense budgets were being debated in Congress. 

These strnctural transformations in global capitalism, long in the making in 
the West but significantly accelerated in the past two decades, have been the
orized by neoconservatives as a transition to postindustrialism, by the left as 
a move to post-Fordism, and by many of all ideological gradations as the ad
vent of an information or postmodern age. Writing from a neo-Marxian posi
tion, David Harvey describes this transformation in capitalist expansion as 
involving a new configuration, which he calls "flexible accumulation."42 It is 
"characterized by more flexible labour processes and markets, of geographi
cal mobility and rapid shifts in consumption practices." Within this configu
ration, access to and control over accurate and up-to-date information as well 
as capacities for instant data analysis become highly valued commodities. 
The value of scientific knowledge increases, and control over flows of infor
mation and "over the vehicles for propagation of popular taste and culture 
... become vital weapons in competitive struggle."43 

The commodification of culture, including political discourse, makes ex
plorations of political linguistics more difficult than they were when Williams 
began his work in 1945. Print-based references like the OED are largely ir
relevant to the task at hand. Television and the Internet have turned up the 
heat and accelerated the pace of political discourse. These technologies and 
the advertising that generates their profits have cut the cord that, in the early 
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years of the television, made visual images mere extensions or exemplifica
tions of print narratives. Advanced media cultures privilege visual images and 
draw upon the distinctive conventions of their visuality to communicate and 
cultivate their messages. 

The disjunctive narratives of the new media culture are not random, scat
tered, or meaningless as some print-biased postmodernist and postreferential 
theorists suggest. To the contrary, the MTV-ing of political discourse repre
sents, in the cultural sphere, what the political economy models of communi
cation, developed by the late Dallas Smythe, Herbert Schiller, and others, 
have long described within the structures of media markets. 

In this discursive form, as in scientific discourse, metaphor acts as the 
agent of ideological transfer. Metaphor is the boundruy-crosser, mediator, 
epoxy, and occasional translator that makes the new form of individualized 
and consumerist communications of the media culture possible. The new 
forms of sense-making that it cultivates are not forms that print-based 
thinkers and democrats like Williams or I comfortably recognize as wholly 
rational. Yet, in mediated discourse, as in scientific discourse, metaphor does 
facilitate "an adaptation of our language to our continually expanding 
world."44 This adaptation may more closely approximate "rationalization" (in 
Max Weber's sense of that te1m) than it does the substantive kind of rational
ity valued by democratic philosophies, but it is nevertheless responsive to the 
changing matetial, social, and cultural airnngements of our time.45 

Agenda-Setting Technologies 

The new discursive fotms of media cultures have been implicated in under
mining the print-based binary logic that secured Cold War mythology. Some 
analysts see them as a contributing factors in the collapse of communism.46 

The ftiendly imperialism of the glamorous visual imagery, produced and 
CNN-ed and MTV-ed throughout the world by Western media cultures, are 
seen as having cultivated desires for consumer products that state-controlled 
production systems could not and would not satisfy. 

What was framed in the Western press as a clamor for democracy can per
haps be more plausibly reframed as a clamor for Western technologies and 
consumer goods, especially c01mnunication technologies, computers, cell 
phones, VCRs, faxes: what Ithiel de Sola Pool called "the technologies of 
freedom," and what I would call the technologies of consumerism.47 Like all 
technologies, the designs of commercial technologies transmit more than just 
the material cultural markers imprinted in transistors and circuits. They also 
cru·ry social values and designs for living. They are, as Dallas Smythe put it, 
agenda setters and teaching machines.48 These technologies make it easier to 
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say and do some things while making it difficult, although not impossible, to 
say and do other things. 

Within media cultures, this agenda-setting process becomes a major site of 
cultural contest. Thus, for example, at one point during the 1992 U.S. presi
dential election campaign, Vice President Dan Quayle appeared to be rnnning 
against Candice Bergen, the actress who played the lead role in a popular tel
evision series, rather than against Democratic contenders Bill Clinton and Al 
Gore. Charging that Bergen's character, Murphy Brown, was responsible for 
unde1mining family values, Quayle's position was a direct extension and re
flection of the new post-Cold War agendas of conservative think tanks and 
policymakers. This agenda casts the entertainment industry and popular cul
ture in the role of prime mover in America's cultural malaise and crisis of 
leadership-a populist move that resonates across political party lines. How
ever, this strategic populism also deflects attention away from critical analy
sis of the high levels of hegemonic closure that now operate within elite news 
media in the U.S. 

To be sure, this closure is not complete. The credibility and "strategic ritu
als" of the Western news media are dependent on circulation of some coun
terhegemonic messages. Proactive conservative lobbies, think tanks, and me
dia, including the growing conservative presence in cable broadcasting (for 
example, the news programming and analysis on Pat Robertson's Christian 
Broadcasting Network, and the talking heads of CNBC and CNN) appear to 
be committed to finding ways to exercise greater control over the flow ofleft 
and liberal counterhegemonic messages.49 Mainstream media organizations 
increasingly possess, but seldom overtly exercise, the power to undermine the 
authority and legitimacy of govemments.5-0 The Clinton impeachment can be 
seen both as evidence of this power and as evidence of its limits: during the 
impeachment proceedings, public opinion polls repeatedly indicated that the 
American public did not share the Republican Congress's or the media's 
framing of Clinton's scandalous philandering as a high crime against the na
tion. The culture power of the elite media is still largely contained by its de
pendence upon official sources and increasingly conservative think tanks for 
information.51 The "End of Histmy" debate (the thesis that the triumph of 
capitalism over communism completed history) and the press coverage of the 
Persian Gulf War are striking examples of the ways this dependence works. 

THINK TANKS AND SOUND-BYTES 

In identifying the keywords that are both "significant, binding words in cer
tain activities and their interpretation" and "significant, indicative words in 
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certain fonns of thought" in the U.S., it is increasingly necessary to track their 
migration from think tank to sound-byte. Lawrence Soley has documented 
the growing reliance of elite journalists on think tanks, especially conserva
tive think tanks, as news sources by comparing a sample of news reports from 
the late 1970s with a comparable sample for the late 1980s.52 Washington
based think tanks, addressing national and international issues, are supple
mented by regional institutes and foundations that supply the local press with 
infonnation on domestic and regional economic and social issues. Soley has 
also examined the increasing presence of journalists as fellows-in-residence 
at these think tanks, which are generously funded by corporate contributions. 
Unlike academic knowledge producers, whose intellectual autonomy is pro
tected, at least in theory, by academic freedom and tenure, the knowledge pro
ducers supported by think tanks must return to positions in commercial me
dia after a year or two in residence. For this reason, Soley points out, they do 
not "want to be identified with unpopular political positions, such as sup
porting Nicaragua's Sandinista govemment."53 (Within this context, the 
meanings of, and relationships among, knowledge, research, and the always 
problematic pursuit of objectivity are highly responsive to market conditions. 

As a result of the growing dependence of news media on private, corporate
funded data and policy sources, many-perhaps even most - of the keywords 
that have acquired currency within U.S. political discourse since the early 
1980s have been fabricated within such think tanks as the Heritage Founda
tion, the American Enterprise fustitute, the Cato Institute, the Olin Foundation, 
Council for Social and Economic Studies, the Hudson fustitute, the Foreign 
Policy Institute, and the National Institute for Public Policy. Moreover, such 
organizations have played crucial roles in supplying expertise, planning re
sources, and cognitive maps for restructuring and privatizing the state 
economies of the nations of Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. In
deed, some counterhegemonic readings of the process indicate that Western 
experts supplied Russian president Boris Yeltsin with media consultants and 
crafted a new "made for TV" persona for him, albeit one he often had trouble 
performing. 

Keywords in a Global Village 

The definitions of democracy and freedom exported by these think tanks to 
fonner communist nations conflate democracy and capitalism: tenns that al
ways coexisted in modem Western Liberal societies in uneasy and occasion
ally conflictual unions.54 Within this new vocabulary, the keyword of liberal
ism, democracy, is increasingly drained of its critical, resistant resources and 
becomes fully synonymous with free enterprise and consumer sovereignty. 
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Here, a set of terms-freedom of expression and freedom of choice-that 
were borrowed from politics and used metaphorically by U.S. manufacturers 
and advertisers in the early part of this centmy to herald the promises of con
sumerism become literalized. The equation of free enterplise and freedom 
from government regulation with political freedom by conservative think 
tattles, consultants, and advisors reinforces one-dimensional interpretations of 
democracy. 

When such interpretations become naturalized within the political dis
course of leaders and citizens of Eastern Europe and the fmmer Soviet 
Union-people who have little access to or presumably interest in the prehis
tory or metaphoric associations of the languages of Western democracy-the 
meaning of democracy changes. Freedom of choice becomes the freedom to 
choose between Sony, IBM, Zenith, or Toshiba. When this political discourse 
is reimpmted as "news" from Eastern Europe and represented in Western 
news media, virtually all residue of its site of origination-U.S. think tanks
is scmbbed away. To be sure, this impmt also bears the imprimatur of its re
ception and reinterpretation from the perspectives of the experiences and na
tional identities of the former communist nations. Nonetheless, naturalizing 
market definitions of democracy within these reports also gives these defini
tions added traction when they are recirculated within the Western press. 

The following examples illustrate the way this migratory process works. 
When, for example, representatives of the American Enterprise Institute ap
peai· on U.S. television news programs like Nightline or PBS's News Hour, 
their affiliations are noted and sometimes moderated by the presence of an ex
pert representing an alternative position. This practice is a lingering residue 
of the FCC fairness doctrine. Always problematic in theory and practice, this 
mandate nevertheless reinforces strategic rituals of objectivity. 

CONSTRUCTING OBJECTIVE 
ACCOUNTS: EXPORTING AND IMPORTING "FACTS" 

When, in contrast, positions developed in U.S. think tanks are refracted back 
to the U.S. from Eastern Europe, the signatures of the expe1tise of the Amer
ican Enterprise Institute or the Rand Corporation are no longer attached. For 
example, in the period immediately following the dismantling of the Berlin 
Wall, when Gorbachev's or Yeltsin's advisors issued policy positions after 
meetings with fmmer U.S. Secretary of State James Baker's staff and their 
advisors, they were pmtrayed as articulating Soviet or Russian positions, not 
Rand positions. These articulations become "fact"; within the practices of 
U.S. journalistic objectivity, facts do not require the same kinds of qualifiers 
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as "opinions" do. By packaging their reportage within the established struc
tures of news narratives and relying on routine news-gathering practices-in 
shmt, by conducting business as usual-U.S. news organizations were 
thereby affirming rather than monitoring U.S. foreign policy. 

The U.S. news media are also implicitly contributing to a kind of collec
tive social amnesia regarding the history and constituents of liberal democ
racy. That is, they are providing their readers/audiences with unreflexive rep
resentations of the views that U.S. foreign policy experts and corporate 
developers are expmting to countries that do not have established institutional 
stmctures for regulating, monitoring, taxing, or resisting privatizing initia
tives. In doing so, they are also further eroding their own, already severely 
compromised, ideological claims to autonomy: claims that provided the his
torical warrant for privileging press freedom in the First Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution. 

Perhaps no tenn, phrase, or metaphor better displayed the hyperconscious 
effort by those in power to redefine social reality and cultivate new keywords 
within contemporary political discourse than the first Bush Administration's 
counterfactual valorizations of the New World Order (NWO). Political slo
gans have, of course, been a characteristic of American politics since the 
American Revolution: Manifest Destiny, the New Deal, the Square Deal, the 
New Frontier, and of course the Cold Wru: are all master tropes that mobilized 
advanced visions of American futures. Moreover, the Cold War was a media
made term, coined by journalist Walter Lippmam1 in response to Winston 
Churchill's ailllonncement on March 5, 1946, in a speech in Fulton, Missouri, 
that an "iron cmtain" had descended upon Europe. 

The New World Order 

The conception of the New World Order was, however, ruticulated within a 
new conilll1mication enviromnent: one in which hyperconscious myth-making 
has immediate and global resonances. Moreover, the New World Order and 
the occasion of its articulation represented extraordinarily innovative exer
cises in political linguistics for several reasons. First, its aiticulation in a tel
evised speech by U.S. President George Bush on Januaiy 17, 1991, two days 
into the Persian Gulf War, when television audiences throughout the world 
were acutely attentive to U.S. news, ensured unprecedented levels of imme
diate global visibility. 

Second, coupling the articulation of this vision with the announcement of 
the massive bombing of Iraq elevates poststrncturalist doubts about the ways 
words may be said to refer to the world to the level of political praxis. So 
much so, that the late Herbert Schiller suggested that the president's assertion 
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that mass bombing of urban centers constitutes "the rule of law, not the law 
of the jungle" raises a "psychiatric question."55 

Third, the teru1 represents a hyperconscious attempt to appropriate coun
terhegemonic languages and practices at a number of levels. Schiller exam
ines the most immediate and obvious antecedents of the term in United Na
tions initiatives, the New International Economic Order and the New 
International Information Order. Responding to pressures from Third World 
nations, the NIEO and NIIO were designed to redistribute both economic and 
information resources in ways that redressed some of the enormous inequities 
between industrialized societies and the rest of the world. Supported by more 
than 125 nations, these initiatives were opposed by the U.S. government and 
largely ignored by U.S. media.56 NWO also appropriated the language of an
other international effort that was less well-known but nonetheless presti
gious. The World Order Models Project, founded in 1966, which publishes 
the journal Altematives, is a transnational association of scholars and politi
cal figures engaged in research, education, dialogue, and publication of ma
terials ainled at "promoting a just world peace." Its advismy board has in
cluded, among many others, left and liberal social reformers like Paulo Freire, 
Else Boulding, and Hemyk Skolimowski. In addition NWO appropriates or 
piggybacks onto the language of U.S. government sponsored 1492-1992 
commemorations of Columbus's "discovery" of the new world. The term, of 
course, also has other less salutary historical associations in the rhetorics of 
both Mussolini and Hitler, who used the term extensively.57 

Fourth, these appropriations have amplified the resonance, ambiguity, and 
polysemy ofNWO, but also of course its openness to ironic renderings. 

Fifth, the first Bush Administration's ruticulations of the vision of the 
NWO was accompanied by sophisticated scripting of visual representations, 
especially during the Persian Gulf War, where sets, video technology, and 
mythic narrative patterns, developed for television coverage of sports, specif
ically football, were sinlulated in military "press briefings." These briefings 
were actually live U.S. govennnent broadcasts directly to the people of the 
"global village" that were, presumably, intended to negate the power of jour
nalistic mediation and to directly beat the drum of American global tri
umphalism. Photo opportunities were effectively used to convey the layers of 
hierarchy, the distributions of power, and the gender order of the NW0.58 

The war naturalized the NWO metaphor. It became fami!iru· furniture in ed
itorial headers and talk-show conversation. It also quickly infiltrated the lan
guage of the television talk show circuit. After the wru-, the press transferred 
this framing to analysis of events-the destabilization and disorder-in the 
then-disintegrating Soviet Union. The resonance of the phrase appeared to 
owe as much to its openness to ironic inversions as to its bandwagoning ef-
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feels. Moreover, the vastness and vagueness of its terms permit an unusually 
broad range of meanings to find refuge under its umbrella, so much so that 
the titular author of the concept has been plausibly charged with misunder
standing it. Thus Lester Thurow (C-SPAN, Boo/motes, May 31, 1992) 
claimed that President Bush, "the Cold War President," understood less about 
the New World Order than most policy analysts since he conceived of it pli
mari!y as a militmy phenomena, when actually the most dramatic structural 
transformations were occuning in global mm·ket systems, not in militmy for
mations.59 This example is doubly significant because it is one of hundreds 
that demonstrate the migration and naturalization of the metaphor, NWO, into 
the statements and publications of would-be oppositional mediated voices 
and publications. The NWO metaphor slowly faded into the background af
ter Clinton defeated Bush in the 1992 presidential election. It is, however, pe
riodically resuscitated, usually by critics of the oliginal. For example, the 
cover story of The Nation (July 9, 2001) was "AIDS and the NEW WORLD 
ORDER" (capitals in the original). 

This brief analysis of NWO only scratches the surface. It demonstrates that 
the term is not new, that the "world" it evokes is highly selective both eco
nomically and geographically, and that the "order" it celebrated had, at the 
time it was being widely bandwagoned, no material referents. In Williams's 
sense, NWO constitutes an exemplary case of a set of keywords that disori
ent because the problems of their meanings m·e inseparable from the problems 
they are being used to discuss. 

"Everything Has Changed": September 11, 2001 

The sense of American invincibility-America's image of itself as the sole ar
chitect of world order, which emerged with its lone superpower status at the 
end of the Cold War-was shattered on September 11, 2001. Almost immedi
ately the phrase "Everything has changed" began circulating within the media 
and among the people. It became the dominant framing device for attempts to 
comprehend the gravity of the events themselves, as well as their policy im
plications. Exactly how things had changed would be the subject of semantic 
contests for weeks, and months, and perhaps will be for years to come. 

The attack on New York was, of course, covered live on television. The 
very real terror experienced by the victims, near victims, witnesses, and sur
vivors, combined with the psychological teITor of the population at large 
about what would happen next, immediately made "terrorism" a key term in 
the vocabularies of allAmeiicans. The anthrax attacks on the U.S. Postal Ser
vice that followed added biological and chemical terrolism to this vocabulmy. 
Even the international news agency, Reuters, retreated from its policy of using 
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the term "political violence" instead of terrorism: a policy that recognizes the 
heavy ideological load that use of the te1m carries.60 

Ground Zero, a metaphor borrowed from the language of nuclear war 
and used to describe the devastated site of the World Trade Center-the 
symbolic and actual nerve center of global capitalism-also acquired im
mediate traction. The word surreal, used paradoxically to refer to the real
ity of the Hollywood-like images captured by television cameras of the at
tacks on the WTC and their aftermath, resonated widely even among 
adolescents: it seemed to mean that the reality of the attacks is more un
real, unbelievable, and disorienting than the fictional narratives of action 
films. "Homeland security" is another term that quickly entered the Amer
ican vocabulary when former Pennsylvania governor Tom Ridge was ap
pointed to a new cabinet position as director of homeland security. 

Official response to the attacks from top government leadership was de
layed several hours because the president and vice president were in the pro
tective custody of the Secret Service in undisclosed locations. This clearly 
alarmed television commentators, who were left to fill the semantic void. 
When President George W. Bush did respond, he initially used crime 
metaphors to describe the crisis: the attackers were described as perpetrators 
to be brought to justice by law enforcement agencies, and the dead and in
jured were characterized as victims. In a colorful phrase that was widely 
quoted, and which he himself repeated, the president drew upon the language 
of the old American West to describe the perpetrators as "wanted dead or 
alive." 

A few hours after the attack, Senator Joseph Eiden compared the surprise 
nature of the attacks and the devastating loss of life that they produced to 
Pearl Harbor. War metaphors soon merged with and largely displaced crime 
metaphors as victims became casualties, attackers became enemies, rescue 
workers became heroes and patriots, and military action became the logical 
recourse. The name given to the proposed military action went through mul
tiple drafts as the administration mobilized an international coalition to fight 
a War on Ten-orism. The irrunediate target of this unorthodox war against a 
largely invisible enemy, Osama bin Laden's al-Qaida network, was the Tal
iban regime of Afghanistan, which had provided a refuge for al-Qaida. Pres
ident Bush also subsequently declared war on "all terrorism," on "the evil 
ones," and on "evil doers"; he rattled sabers at \Vhat he called "the axis of 
evil," Iraq, Iran, and North Korea. The president made a point of distinguish
ing between good Moslems (most Moslems) and bad Moslems (an aberrant 
minority of fundamentalist fanatics). However, he also repeatedly invoked re
ligious metaphors, which seemed to be designed to cultivate the impression 
that the West was embarking on a holy war against the self-styled holy war-
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riors of the Jihad. This double move was presumably intended to appeal to the 
president's own Christian fundamentalist suppmters as well as to send a mes
sage of determined ferocity to all Moslems. 

The term "war'' has also soaked up new shades of meaning, which cover 
both domestic and international covert activities by U.S. and foreign law en
forcement and intelligence agencies, as well as more conventional forms of 
military activity.61 The president initially compared the War on Terrorism to 
the War on Drugs, but then retreated from that comparison because the War 
on Drngs has been notoriously unsuccessful. The War on Drugs was subse
quently reconfigured as part of the War on Terrorism. The president has set
tled into a pattern of referring to the War on Terrorism as a "new kind of war" 
in which all citizens are wan"iors. 

What is certain is that President G. W. Bush's messages are now care
fully scripted, despite his reputation for malapropisms. Despite the highly 
criticized early silence and some inarticulate misfires and nervous improv
isations that followed it, the Bush Administration rapidly recovered control 
over deployment of political linguistics, and organized what the New York 
Times describes as a broad "campaign to create a 21st century version of 
the muscular propaganda war that the United States waged in the 
1940's."62 In addition to using persuasion and censorship to ensure the co
operation of a corporate media that was not showing any signs of not co
operating, White House Communication Director Karen Hughes set up a 
communications "War Room." Although Hughes has since resigned her 
White House post, the War Room provides a clearinghouse where top com
munication strategists, including high-profile veterans who have run pres
idential campaigns, talk regularly, monitor news reports, issue press state
ments countering negative news, and develop methods to continue to 
cultivate and capitalize on the national outpouring of patriotism that fol
lowed the attacks. The State Department, in turn, hired Charlotte Beers, a 
former advertising executive, to launch an international campaign to sell a 
positive image of America to the world. These efforts appear to be suc
ceeding, at least domestically: the Bush Administration has achieved and 
so far (July 2002) maintained record levels of popularity in opinion polls. 
The popularity has continued even in the wake of the corporate scandals 
that dominated the news for several months in 2002. The superficiality and 
reliability of such polls are, of course, always open to question. Con
versely, critics of the administration's news management, restriction on 
civil liberties; detention without charges of Middle Eastern men suspected 
of having connections with al-Qaida; and plans for massive deportations, 
without hearings, of resident aliens receive very little coverage in main
stream media, especially television news. 
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Democracy and the Critical Spirit 

The difference between the keywords in contemporary political linguistics 
and the keywords that troubled Williams in 1945 is that the obfuscation that 
accompanies their ruticulation is more deliberate and hyperconscious. When 
Herbe1t Marcuse wrote 011e-Dime11sio11a/ Society in 1964, the book's title and 
its argument were correctly criticized as hyperbolic. The thesis he put forth is 
still somewhat overdete1mined, but present strnctural relationships for the 
production and distribution of knowledge and their representations in news 
media now come much nearer to approximating Marcuse's model. Ironically, 
conservative think tanks mastered Marcuse's lessons on political linguistics 
and are now very effectively practicing what he preached against. In a speech 
to the European Bank for Reconstrnction and Development, Jacques Attali 
described the new global market fonnation in these terms: "The world is be
coming an ideologically homogeneous market where life is being organized 
around common consumer desires, whether or not those desires can be ful
filled."63 Within this new postindustrial or post-Fordian world order, political 
candidates, positions, and programs are brought to market like music videos, 
waffle irons, and dandrnff shampoos. War and national images can now be 
added to Attali's list. 

Whether the keyword of Euro-American political linguistics during the 
first half of the twentieth century, democracy, can retain its historic resonance 
within this new world is open to question. Citizens and scholars committed to 
its preservation would be well-advised to accept Hanno Hardt's challenge to 
recover the critical spirit "that is inherent in the idea of democracy and [that] 
can be defined as thinking about freedom and responsibility and the contri
bution that intellectual pursuits can make to the welfare of society."64 
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Chapter Eight 

Football Is More than a Game: 
Masculinity, Sport, and War 

In American popular culture, some of the primary sites for cultivation of 
Promethean visions of male achievement are the playing field, sp01ts rep01t
ing and biographies, superhero and science fictions, action adventures, and 
war stories. These are places where idealized images of masculinity are rep
resented, tested, and introduced into children's play. For most boys, exposure 
to this kind of fantasy and play is a central part of the socialization process. 
These symbolic resources provide boys with opp01tunities to experiment with 
conceptions of themselves as independent agents, acquire masculine values 
and skills, begin to see themselves as heirs to a male tradition, experience 
male bonding, and learn to dream the cultural dream of male mastery. For 
many, perhaps even most, boys, these rites of passage are self-affirming ex
periences that promote ego development and gratification, and establish their 
dominant positioning within the sex and gender hierarchies of Westem patri
archal cultures. For some boys, of course, these rites are marked by psychic 
pain and trauma. A boy who is perceived by his peern as running or throwing 
like a girl is a boy whose entire sense of self and positioning in the world is 
called into question. 

Sports media and sports ente1tainments make it possible for their (mostly 
male) consumers to participate in and celebrate the Promethean rites of youth 
from cradle to grave. Within the storytelling routines of sp01ts journalism, un
like other forms of rep01ting, mythic narratives are the standard storytelling 
conventions. The historical amnesia that is so endemic in contemporary cul
ture, especially American culture, is suspended in sport media. Reports of 
peak athletic performances always reference history, as great contemporary 
performances are routinely compared with great pe1formances of the past and 
record-breakers are lionized into legends. The facts (sports statistics) are 
launchpads to hyperbole, which is often used consciously by sports writers 
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and announcers, sometimes wryly, sometimes with deadpan seriousness. Ath
letic heroes, like Prometheus, defy the nonnal limits of human embodiment: 
they run faster, hit harder, jump higher, and throw farther, faster, or with 
greater precision than ordinary mortals. 

Playing fields have historically served as training grounds for battlefields, 
instilling such values as discipline, rule-orientation, aggression, competition, 
risk-taking, denial of pain, loyalty, and teamwork, which serve equally well 
on both fields. As a result, the language of the two realms have traditionally 
intersected in ways that have lent themselves to exploitation by old men seek
ing to enlist young men (and sometimes young women) to fight their wars for 
them. 

This chapter presents a case study of the political linguistics that were mo
bilized by the United States government and cmporate interests, including 
media, to propagandize the Persian Gulf War. It is an especially interesting 
case because the Persian Gulf War took place: (a) in the immediate wake of 
the end of the Cold War, when America was triumphantly redefining its posi
tion in the world; (b) when the U.S. military was organized on an all-volunteer 
basis, with most of the volunteers coming from the ranks of racial minorities 
and the poor; (c) in the period after the second wave of feminist struggles for 
equality had crested and women had entered the paid workforce, including 
the militruy, in unprecedented numbers; and (d) when entertainment, with 
sports representing an especially robust sector, had become one of the most 
rapidly growing segments of the U.S. economy, with cultural products claim
ing the lion's share of American foreign exports. 

SPORT/WAR 

A \Vorld that can be explained even with bad reasons is a familiar world. 

-Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus' 

The mixing of metaphors of sport and war played a historically unique social, 
rhetorical, and ideological role during the Persian Gulf War. The traditional 
homologous relationship between sport and war provided the U.S. govern
ment, militruy, sport industry, and mass media with an easily mobilized and 
highly articulated semiotic system and set of values to advance and justify 
their respective plans, actions, and interests. 

Sport/war tropes are crucial rhetorical resources for mobilizing the hierar
chical values that construct, mediate, maintain, and, when necessruy, reform 
or repair hegemonic forms of masculinity and femininity. The prominence of 
sport/war-based rhetorical devices in mass-mediated discourse during the 
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Persian Gulf War resonated with values and sentiments in the larger society 
that legitimate the practices of the military, sport, and media. In the process 
of doing this ideological work, these rhetorical practices also valorized and 
reaffirmed many of the structured inequalities that comprise the American 
gender order. 

The analysis developed in this essay is situated in what McKay and 
Rowe called the "critical paradigm" of sport and media studies, in which 
strands of structuralism, political economy, and cultural studies find theo
retical confluence in an effort to show how media "reproduce and legiti
mate relations of domination in patriarchal capitalist societies."2 Feminist 
frameworks are used to emphasize gender relations as central to radical 
theories of sport.3 Gender is viewed as a key linking concept that holds to
gether a broad configuration of strnctural, ideological, institutional, semi
otic, and psychological processes that formed the basis for the brief, but 
extraordinary, hegemonic unity that was present in government and media 
representations of allied actions during the Persian Gulf War. Our approach 
does not, however, in any way discount the very real role press restrictions 
and military censorship played in generating this unity; to the contrary, 
these measures are regarded as integral structural features of the configu
ration that created the unity. 

Even before the Allied Forces initiated their attack, the prominent use of 
the sport/war metaphor in presidential rhetoric, Pentagon pronouncements, 
and reportage was evident. This chapter examines the positioning of the 
sport/war metaphor as a salient motif in military, government, and media in
terpretations and explanations of events in the Persian Gulf War and beyond 
it. How did such a conunonplace, even cliched, metaphor come to assume so 
much importance in the dramaturgy of staging and reporting the war? Where 
did it derive its symbolic power? What purposes were served by the sport/war 
discourse? Whose interests were involved and upheld? 

We explore these qnestions in the following way. First, we examine the 
framing and cultivation of sport/war metaphors within mass media and re
lated institutional contexts and formations during the war. Second, we de
velop the argument that the sport/war metaphor is embedded within a "deep 
structure" of patriarchal values, beliefs, and power relations that, in tum, re
flect and advance the agendas of hegemonic masculinity.4 Third, we briefly 
identify and explore some of the semiotic constructions and operations of 
hegemonic masculinity. Finally, we examine the processes through which 
spmt/war metaphors reflected and reinforced the multiple systems of domi
nation that not only enabled the Persian Gulf War to be rationalized and 
fought, but also extended and strengthened the "triumphalist" ideological 
hegemony of Euro-American male elites at the end of the Cold War.5 
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SPORTSPEAK AND INSTITUTIONAL FORMATIONS 

Convergence and conflation of the vocabularies of sport and war in both of
ficial briefings and reportage of the Persian Gulf War attracted widespread 
connnentary and some analysis during the war.6 Football was the favorite 
sport of most of the participants in this language game. The language of foot
ball has always drawn heavily on milita1y (and sexualized militaiy) argot: at
tack, blitz, bombs, ground and air assaults, offense, defense, penetrations, 
flanks, conflicts, and battles for territ01y are standard terms in sportscasters' 
vocabularies. When the game/conflict is over, coaches/generals publicly 
glory in their victories, lament their defeats, and mourn their casualties. Thus, 
for example, after a particularly difficult game, one National Football League 
coach told an interviewer, "Our boys were out there fighting and dying today 
on the frontlines."7 During the Persian Gulf Wai·, sport, specifically football, 
functioned as a kind of synecdoche within U.S. domestic propagandizing for 
the war; it served as a mobile metaphor that traveled freely across multiple in
stitutional and informational contexts including the government statements, 
military briefings, war news, analysis, punditry, and sport media. 

SPORTSPEAK IN THE GOVERNMENT AND MILITARY 

Conflation of the metaphors and specialized vocabularies of sport and war 
provided the U.S. government and its military wing, represented by the Pen
tagon and military briefers in the theater of operations, with a vehicle for mo
bilizing support for the war that possessed what Barthes has called an "im
perative buttonholing character."8 This vehicle was used to communicate the 
military rationales for the wai· as well as the objectives of the Western coali
tion to the American public and to the world community. 

Sport/war metaphors have had currency in U.S. politics at least since the 
Civil War.9 By the time the Watergate tapes were produced during the Nixon 
Administration, football imagery had become the root metaphor of American 
political discourse. Indeed, Richard Nixon mixed football and political 
metaphors to the point where the boundaries between the two realms blurred. 
He selected Quarterback for his code name as president and developed the 
habit of regularly telephoning the coach of the Washington Redskins to dis
cuss strategy before big games. 

One of the most compelling and widely quoted examples of sport/war im
agery during the Persian Gulf War was provided by General Norman 
Schwartzkopf when he characterized the strategic plan of the ground war as 
"the Hail Mary play in football." By the time Schwartzkopf offered this sim-
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ile, however, sport and gaming analogies had become the salient metaphors 
in both official govermnent statements and media representations of the war, 
with expressions drawn from football achieving special prominence. The first 
pilots returning from bombing raids on Baghdad described the action to re
porters as "like a big football game" and "like a football game where the de
fense never showed up." The general and his pilots, moreover, were echoing 
their Commander-in-Chief George Bush, who had accused Saddam Hussein 
of "stiff-arming" the prewar diplomatic negotiations. 

Military training exercises and battle simulations are, of course, routinely 
called "war games." During the war, the Pentagon public relations officers 
seemed to consciously cultivate vocabularies and images of sport. The press 
briefing room in the field closely resembled the sets used by producers of tel
evision sport media for pre- and postgame analyses and interviews with 
coaches of professional football teams. Equipped with video instant replays 
and chalkboards for reviewing the game plans of the invasion, the sets as well 
as the choreography of briefings themselves possessed "high production val
ues." Ironically, entertairunent-based props and protocols of presentation not 
only enhanced the drama of the briefings, but also seemed to enhance their 
authenticity. The dramaturgical effect was further heightened by the persona 
of General "Stormin" Norman Schwartzkopf, whose on-camera presence 
bore an uncanny resemblance to some of the mythic tough-talking coaches of 
football/entertainment legend: Buddy Ryan, Vince Lombardi, even Pat 
O'Brien playing the lead in the film version of the Knute Rockne story. 

Gaming-sport and entertainment-metaphors were so deeply embedded 
in the cognitive maps for military public relations protocols that even when 
their extravagant use began to attract some criticism, they were not aban
doned. Thus, for example, in rejecting characterizations of the war as a video 
game, General Schwartzkopf nevertheless contended such comparisons were 
not useful "at this stage of the game" (Cable Network News, January 26, 
1991). In a briefmg a few days earlier, a Defense Department spokesman 
prefaced a showing of videos of air attacks by cautioning, "This is not a video 
game," but also qualified his statement by saying, "This is a serious game" 
(National Public Radio, January 21, 1991). Some analysts believe the military 
origins of info-tech, which naturalize models of total control, not only con
flate but also confuse simulation and reality.10 

SPORTSPEAK IN WAR JOURNALISM 

News producers and war correspondents reinforced and embellished the 
sport/war metaphors of the president and the men in the field. They used these 
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metaphors as vehicles to mobilize and promote their own war effmts in the 
competition for audience shares. In the early hours of the war, for example, 
CNN anchor Patrick Emmy touted his organization's achievements in these 
terms: "Last night was about as close to the Super Bowl as you can get. It was 
as though we had Montana, Marino and Hostetler in together." Steve Fried
man, executive producer of NBC ne\vs, also described his ne\vs "team's'' ef
forts in a rather fully articulated football metaphor: "Jack Chesnutt ... he's 
our defensive coordinator. Chetyl Gould, our senior producer, talks to the cor
respondents in the field, in the Middle East. She's our offensive coordinator." 
Friedman described himself as the "head coach": "I send in the plays. Tom 
[Brokaw] is the quaiterback .... He makes the ultimate decision on the field, 
and the field to us is the screen."11 

The wedding of sportspeak and newspeak predated the war. Team imagery 
has had currency in promotional and adve1tising campaigns for broadcast 
news organizations, especially television, for some time. Thus, for example, 
one prepackaged fmmat for local television news that was widely used at the 
time \Vas kt10\vn as "first team ne\vs." Moreover, television has been largely 
responsible for making football a national and increasingly international 
sport, as well as one of its most lucrative profit makers. 

Warspeak in Sport Media 

With the action on real battlefields packaged in sports imagery for domes
tic consumption, the language and framing conventions of sport media 
faced special challenges during the Persian Gulf War. In the early days of 
the war, sportspeak continued unabated. While covering the January 19, 
1991, Hula Bowl (four days into the war), for example, Charley Jones de
scribed a flanker reverse as "weaving through a minefield." By the time of 
the Super Bowl on January 26, however, the language of war no longer 
seemed to have a place on the playing field. Yet, sport/war metaphors are 
so deeply entrenched in the nairntive structures of sport media that sport 
commentators for the NFL playoff games and the Super Bowl were some
times at a loss for words because they had been instructed to respect the 
sensitivities of audience members with loved ones who might actually be 
"fighting and dying" on the "front lines." 

Self-censorship of warspeak by sport media was, however, very short
lived. Not long after the Wat', Sports Illustrated ran a stmy entitled, "Big D
Day: The Dallas Cowboys Went on the Attack in the NFL Draft and Took All 
the Right Prisoners."12 Moreover, the 1991-1992 football season witnessed 
the full recuperation and restoration of the prewar cadences, resonances, and 
hyperbolic excesses of warspeak. 
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WARSPEAK IN THE SPORT INDUSTRY 

During the war, spo1t organizations used sport/war metaphors to fmther their 
own cultural and corporate agendas. On the eve of Super Bowl 25, eleven 
days into the war, National Football League Commissioner Paul Tagliabue 
said, "We've become the wiuter version of the Fomth of July celebration."13 

In response to some public pressure to postpone the Super Bowl, Tagliabue 
announced he would make the "best business decision." The game between 
the Buffalo Bills and the New York Giants was ultimately staged as a war 
spectacle involving a barricaded stadium, X-ray security searches of 72,500 
fans, antiterrorist squadrons in the stands, hand-waving sized American flags 
distributed to every seat, a rousing rendition of the national anthem by Whit
ney Houston, and a halftime speech by President Bush. The drama was 
heightened by the probability of intenuptions of the game coverage for news 
bulletins about new Scud missile attacks on Israel or Saudi Arabia or other 
combat action. 

The live domestic audience for the event was in excess of 100 million 
viewers with a worldwide audience of three-quarters of a billion including 
about one-third of the troops in the Persian Gulf.14 Patriotism, helmet-thumpiug, 
and profit-taking combined to make the silver am1iversmy celebration of the 
Super Bowl an extravaganza of colossal scale. It attracted then-unprecedented 
television advertising revenues of $800 ,000 for a thirty-second spot.15 

The links between spmt media, profit-seeking, and displays of patriotism 
were also evident in intercollegiate athletics. Malec surveyed the sports in
fonnation directors of 152 randomly selected colleges and universities in or
der to discover whether a patriotic symbol was worn on spmts team uniforms 
during the Persian Gulf Wm· period. Fifty-eight percent of teams wore patri
otic patches of some kind. Most "of the schools that did wear a patch were 
the larger schools which belonged to NCAA Division I and which, therefore, 
were not only more generously funded but also more likely to appear on re
gional and national television."16 

Globalization of the Sport Industry: Exporting Sportspeak 

The institutional border crossing of sportspeak reflects and reinforces the in
creased strnctural integration of sports and mass media in No1th American 
cultural industries.'7 Sport has been used to promote newspaper sales, to 
sell advertising space, and to win lucrative contracts for television and ra
dio airtime. In turn, sport media have helped to sell spectator sports and at
tendant sports-related consumer products to the public. The Super Bowl it
self was wholly an invention of network television; and it now draws much 
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of its revenues from the companies that make up the multibillion-dollar 
sport marketing industry. 

In recent decades, the integration of sport and media industries has become 
more complex as well as more global. For example, Maguire's analysis of the 
development of American football in England and Europe since 1978 docu
ments the growth of interdependence between sport organizations, media, and 
marketing organizations within the "media/sport production complex."18 

Maguire points out that sport organizations now depend on media exposure 
to gain followings that, in turn, allow them to attract corporate sponsorship. 
Reciprocally, athletic events provide television and news media with pre
dictably large audiences at relatively low production costs. Sport, relying on 
action rather than on language and plot development, is also easy to export; 
once a market for it has been cultivated, it can serve as the advance guard in 
the globalization of the U.S. sport marketing industry. 

In sum, the media-sport production complex is becoming a global forma
tion, and sportspeak appears to be one of the export agents that package and 
naturalize the values of American contact sports for distribution in global 
markets.19 The value and standards of performance within these sports not 
only are patriarchal, they also embody instrnmentalism, aggression, and the 
zero-sum concepts of competition that dominate corporate capitalism. 

The remainder of this essay examines the success of sport/war imagery in 
"buttonholing" U.S. citizenry, in rallying the troops, and in creating relatively 
univocal mythic and explanatory structures that cut across institutional contexts. 

THE DEEP STRUCTURE OF THE SPORT/WAR METAPHOR 

A number of plausible explanations for the widespread currency of sport/war 
tropes during the Persian Gulf War were offered in both popular and schol
arly accounts at the time. With appropriate parodic aplomb, Tom Callahan of 
U.S. News and World Report speculated whether war had become the "moral 
equivalent of football" in the postmodern age.20 Robert MacNeil, moderator 
of the MacNeil-Lehrer News Hour and author of several books on the English 
language, attributed the conflation of the languages of politics and football to 
a decline of formal literacy in contemporary culture that had led to a "flat
tened use of language": by world leaders.21 A McLuhanesque extension of 
MacNeil's theory would identify electronic media as the catalyst for this 
transformation. Fred Mish, editor-in-chief of Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 
embraced this argument to explain why television has made sport a major 
source for the growth of new words in recent decades. As a result, he claimed, 
he was not surprised that President Bush "has taken football words to war."22 
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Edelson saw the president's rhetorical move as a propaganda technique.23 

She maintained that "sports-language and battle euphemisms not only are in
accurate, tiresome, and unoriginal, but they sanitize the atrocities of war as 
effectively as any government-imposed censor." Gridiron imagery was used 
to deflect the public's attention away from the real horrors of war by rallying 
support for the "home team." As a propaganda device, sport/war bandwagon
ing proved doubly productive: spo1ts were used to promote the war and the 
war was used to promote sports, especially the Super Bowl. 

Feminist scholars conceive of the conflation of the languages of real violence 
and ritualized violence as involving gender politics as well as 1m/po/itiks.24 

Within the assumptions of recent feminist epistemological inquiries, sport and 
war metaphors would be perceived as masculinist (or androcentric) forms of 
discourse.25 From this perspective, the apparent intensification of such usages 
and their widespread acceptance during the war are interpreted as indicators of 
a renewal of the language, values and practices of male dominance. 

GENDER ORDER AND HEGEMONIC FORMATIONS 

Each of the interpretations considered so far has some explanatory power. 
Jn order to comprehend the ways the border-crossing activities of the 
sport/war trope function to express and legitimate the increasing integra
tion of corporate, military, and entertainment industries, however, a more 
comprehensive theory is needed. We can craft the building blocks for such 
a theory by combining some ideas derived from the new feminist episte
mologies (examined in part II of this book), the so-called strong program 
in the sociology of knowledge, and rhetoric that is broadly conceived to in
clude recent theories or metaphor and strategies for textual analysis, with 
the theory of hegemonic masculinity developed by Connell.26 Connell's 
sociologically based approach integrates and synthesizes Gayle Rubin's 
feminist analysis of 'the sex/gender system" with a Gramscian approach to 
theorizing hegemony.27 

Connell uses the term "gender order" to refer to a "historically constructed 
pattern of power relations between men and women and definitions of femi
ninity and masculinity" that emerge and are transformed within varying in
stitutional contexts.28 The prevailing cultural definitions of masculinity or 
hegemonic masculinity are essentially ideological constructions that serve the 
material interests of dominant male groups. Hegemonic masculinity reflects, 
supports, and actively cultivates gender inequality (male domination), but it 
also allows elite males to extend their influence and control over lesser status 
males through an "inter-male dominance hierarchy."29 This theoretical 
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scheme is flexible enough to facilitate analyses of social structures in general 
rather than forcing the researcher to place a priority on class or gender rela
tions.30 

Within this framework, we were able to identify three propositions that 
help explain how sport/war tropes fit into current formations or the U.S. gen
der order: (a) the "language games" of sport and war share and are generated 
by the rules of a common categorical "deep structure"; (b) this deep structure 
is homologous with as well as an aitifact of the sex/gender system of Ameri
can society; and (c) this structure preserves and amplifies male dominance in 
several important theaters for public pe1f01mance and myth-making in Amer
ican society, including politics, sports, and the military. 

The theo1y suggests that the extravagant mixing of metaphors smrnunding 
the Persian Gulf War not only reasserted the presence of American political 
power on the world stage, but also celebrated and conspicuously displayed 
elite male power at home. Use of spmt/wai· tropes allowed the allied nations 
and white Western males to flex their muscles and, to use President Bush's 
own spmt/war metaphor, "kick some ass."31 Ironically, while elite white 
males made ample use of images of hegemonic masculinity in rallying around 
the flag (i.e., athletic and combat images of physical strength, aggressiveness, 
violence, hardness, emotional stoicism, competitive zeal, Promethean tran
scendence, and denial of death), they actually waged war at a safe distance 
through the use of computers and so-called smart bombs and with milita1y 
forces comprised primarily of lower-middle-class, lower-class, and minority 
males. 

BORDER CROSSINGS: 
METAPHORIC CONSTRUCTIONS OF MASCULINITY 

Metaphors keep language alive. Davidson claims metaphors do "the dream
work of language," while Stevens describes them as "the symbolic language 
of metamorphosis."32 Metaphors build bridges between the familiar and the 
unknown. They empower new visions and act like relay switches for trans
ferring meaning, myth, and ideology from one pocket of cultural understand
ing to another.33 hi short, they make cultural coherence, homology, and hege
mony possible. 

Although metaphors make sense by making new or novel connections, the 
kinds of things they use to advance understanding of other things do not rep
resent promiscuous couplings.34 They are not simply fortuitous slips of the 
tongue. To the contrary, they embody, exhibit, police, and preserve the 
mythologies that create social order and make communication possible. The 
"faded mythology" preserved within ludo-European languages and categori-
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cal structures is organized around what Harding called the "totemism of gen
der."35 This totemic organizes words, thoughts, images, objects, people, and 
experiences into polarities that encourage binary perceptions and categoriza
tions of difference such as male/female, human/nature, and subject/ 
object. Moreover, this process of binary coupling is weighted by hierarchical 
assumptions that implicitly attach pdmacy to the first term in the system: the 
male, human, subject. The concept of hegemonic masculinity provides a tool 
for analyzing the ways this pdmitive totemic is articulated within contempo
rary gender relations. At the societal level, as distinct from the interpersonal 
level, the reahu of lived experience (where a wider range of behavioral vari
ation is tolerated), portrayals of masculinity and femininity become simpli
fied, highly stylized, and impoverished. They are the prototypes and tem
plates for what Goffman called "gender advertisements."36 According to 
Connell, the social and semiological systems that link these advertisements 
are "centered on the single structural fact, the global dominance of men over 
women" at the level of mass social relations.37 Connell maintained: 

This structural fact provides the main basis for relationships among men that de
fine a hegemonic fom1 of masculinity in the society as a whole. HHegemonic 
masculinity" is always constructed in relation to various subordinated mas
culinities as \Vell as in relation to women. The interplay between different forms 
of masculinity is an hnportant part of how a patriarchal social order works.38 

Duling the Persian Gulf War, constructions of hegemonic masculinity were 
frequently articulated within the sport/war tropes: analogies, metaphors, and 
narrative structures that were used to legitimate, report, and analyze the war. 

THE WAR GAMES OF HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY 

Sport/war tropes exaggerate and celebrate differences between men and 
women. They idealize and valorize men and masculinity, and reciprocally, 
they tdvialize and devalue women and their activities and interests. These 
tropes also lionize strong and aggressive men as Promethean supermen, while 
simultaneously marginalizing and emasculating men who appear to be weak, 
passive, or pacifist. 

Policing the Boundaries of the Gender Order 

Some critical feminist scholars maintain that sport, especially contact sport, 
has functioned primarily as a homosocial institution through which hege
monic masculinity has been constituted, particularly in the recent histodcal 
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periods when men's superiority has been challenged by organized feminist 
activity.39 That is, they suggest that sp01t operates, in part, as an institutional
ized mechanism for venting, galvanizing, and cultivating resistance to gender
based forms of social equality. Similar arguments have been made about war
fare, where male hegemony is bolstered by the association of men with power 
and violence in a situation that not only has historically excluded women, but 
has also frequently portrayed them as victims [and victimized them] as well 
as politically marginalized them.40 

The tropes of sport/war help to police the borders that secure the gender 
system within discrete binary categories that require hyperbolic and hierar
chical renderings of difference. As Edwards pointed out, there is a "massive 
institutional and popular connnitment to thinking of war as an essential test 
of manhood and [like football] a quintessentially masculine activity."41 Hege
monic masculinity is, by definition, an idealization that comes into being and 
exists in opposition to other counterhegemonic constrnctions of masculinity. 

Sport/War and Male Solidarity 

During the Persian Gulf War, sport/war tropes and explanatory strnctures 
were also sites of and mechanisms for constrncting and reconstrncting inter
group relations.As Carrigan, Connell, and Lee pointed out: "The constrnction 
or hegemony is not a matter or pushing and pulling between ready-formed 
groupings, but is partly a matter of the formation of these groupings."42 

Sport/war analogies express and contribute to male solidarity at several 
levels. First, the social organization of both war and sport follows a pattern 
of sex segregation. Military socialization and athletic socialization occur 
in mainly same-sex contexts, and attempts to initiate coeducational mili
taiy education and coeducational athletics have met with much and very 
similar forms of resistance. Second, the elevation of male soldiers and ath
letes to the status of heroes reinforces the overall idea that "masculine" 
contributions to society are more important than Hfen1inine" contributions. 
Thus, for example, sport/war tropes frame male instrnmental actions like 
throwing a touchdown pass or dropping a bomb as much more important 
than giving birth to or nurturing a child. Third, the language of sport/war 
represents the values of hegemonic masculinity (i.e., aggression including 
denial and defiance of death, competition, dominance, territoriality, and 
instrumental violence) as desirable and essential to the social order while 
at the same time, either explicitly or implicitly, marginalizing other types 
of masculinities within the culture (i.e., protest masculinities, pacifist or 
profeminist masculinities, and weak, sensitive, or emotionally vulnerable 
masculinities). The resulting pressures toward conformity contribute to en-
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hancing real and perceived forms of solidarity among male elites, self
styled "manly men." 

It's All in the Game: Football and Male Dominance 

Bryson identified two ways that sport rituals cultivate male dominance: (a) by 
linking maleness to highly valued and visible skills, and (b) by linking male
ness with the positively sanctioned use of aggression, force, and violence.43 

Football, especially professional football, is one of the most highly stylized 
displays of the contrasts between manly men and vuh1erable women in con
temporary American culture (exceeded today only by the quasi-sp01t cum 
male soap opera of professional wrestling). Thus, for example, journalists and 
fans sometimes refer to the top college football players drafted by the Na
tional Football League as "prime beef." When this prime beef is herded onto 
the playing field, it is ve1y carefully and deliberately packaged for presenta
tion to the consumers of the media-sport production complex. In helmets, 
spiked shoes, and padded uniforms, men who are already exceptionally, per
haps even unnaturally, large appear larger than life and as menacing as comic
book superheroes and villains.44 Similarly the teams are usually named after 
objects or beings that, from the perspective of the faded mythology of U.S. 
history and culture, are variously perceived as wild, savage, bestial, power
ful, predatmy, swift, and wily. Frequently racist and generally sexist, this 
mythology has given us Redskins, Giants, Jets, Chiefs, Rams, Raiders, Ben
gals, Cowboys, Eagles, Bears, Broncos, Chargers, Packers, and others. The 
primary appeals of the game itself are the physical daring and danger that it 
involves as well as its ritualized violence that plays at the edge of, and some
times breaks into, real violence. While the spotlights, cameras, and the eyes 
of the fans are focused on the displays of brnte force by manly men, the only 
women allowed anywhere near the field are scantily clad, leaner-than-lean 
cheerleaders. Wearing out-of-season short-shorts or miniskirts that expose as 
much flesh as possible even in freezing climates, these cheerleaders jump up 
and down waving delicate porn-porns in cheering routines that are choreo
graphed to erase any telltale signs of the very real athleticism, rigid training, 
and diet regimens that the performances actually require. 

Like women, small, weak, and physically unfit men, as well as all men past 
their prime, are also baiTed from the scene; the only exceptions are coaches 
and attendants who serve as coordinators and officiants for the ritual itself.45 

Only the burliest men "take the field" and engage in football's strategic bat
tles for territmy. All others-the families of players, the technicians and 
strategists, the coaches in their high-tech headphones on the sidelines, the 
fans in the stands, and the millions of television viewers-are denied access 
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to the field. Yet, their eyes remain liveted to the field or screen as everyone 
closely follows and identifies with the actions and outcomes of the "game." 

Media Representations of Manly Men and Womanly Women 

The strategic "inferimization" of females and femininity, implicit in the fram
ing practices and storytelling routines of mainstream sport media, became ex
plicit in the discourses of sport/war. Linkages between masculinity, technical 
expertise, and applications of aggression, force, and violence were pervasive 
during the Persian Gulf War. Under heavy military censorship, cameras and 
texts focused most media coverage on "our 1nen in uniform." Thus, for ex
ample, a special commemorative issue of Newsweek (January 28, 1991) fea
tured a subsection on the war.46 The visuals included photographs of fifty-one 
males and just two females. The females represented were wives: first lady 
Barbara Bush and the wife of another government official, who were pictured 
praying. Similarly, Time-Life Books used the alliterative advertising hook, 
"The Men, The Machines, The Missions," for its mail-order book series on 
the Gulf War, "From Desert Alert to Desert Storm." Under "The Men," the 
copy reads, "First-person accounts give you the inside perspective of today's 
electronic warrior-top guns, supercommandos, sky soldiers and silent 
hunters of the deep-so you can find out just how it feels." In this marketing 
move, war, like football, is explicitly framed as a spectator sport. 

There was some media coverage of female warriors, pa1ticularly casualties 
and the female prisoner of war. The dominant framing device used to repre
sent female expelience dming the Gulf War was, however, to focus on 
women's roles as mothers, wives, daughters, and girlfriends: loved ones and 
survivors. The fact that women participated more fully in the military action 
in this war than in any previous American war could not be easily accommo
dated by the mythos that secures the discourses of sport/war. While generals 
and congressmen debated whether women belonged in combat or whether 
they were as skilled at warfare as their male counterparts, many women sol
diers and fliers sought greater access to battlefield roles. Although women did 
in fact fight and die in battle, female pilots and soldiers were marginalized by 
the official rhetoric and media representations of the war. Some of the mar
ginalization of women warriors was no doubt strategic: an attempt by the U.S. 
government to downplay the challenge that the pattial gender integration of 
the U.S. military posed to the conservative gender regimes of its Middle East
ern allies. The struggles over women's lights and roles in the military have 
continued since the end of the Persian Gulf War. After the war, the ideologi
cal forces that suppmi beliefs in essentialized gender differences were chal
lenged on April 28, 1993, by Defense Secretary Les Aspin, who directed Pen-
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tagon officials and Congress to lift restrictions that have barred women from 
a variety of combat roles. The debate, however, continues to resmface. 

Sport/war tropes not only marginalized women in the U.S. military, but 
also licensed homophobia. Gay and lesbian efforts to gain access to military 
careers were officially rebuffed. Legal prohibitions that bar homosexuals 
from the military were reaffirmed during the first Bush Administration, al
though they relaxed somewhat under the "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" policy of 
the Clinton Administration. The military ambitions of lesbians may have been 
perceived as an affront to male authority and traditions, but their activism 
posed no real threat to gender expectations for manly men. In contrast, the de
mands of gay men for equal access to positions within the intermale domi
nance hierarchy were a fundamental challenge to the canons of hegemonic 
masculinity. Homophobia and the official exclusion of gays and lesbians from 
the military, which even the Clinton policy supported, continue to be crncial 
for the maintenance of hegemonic masculinity. 

During the Persian Gulf War, the armed services and the mythos of 
sport/war proved flexible enough to acco1runodate some heterosexual women 
who were, at least metaphorically, willing to act like manly men. Neverthe
less, the core values of the institutions of sport and war, as well as the rhetor
ical practices that suppmt them, remained steadfastly heterosexist. Open ac
ceptance of gay soldiers could not be tolerated within the U.S. gender order 
because it would have destroyed the root structure of a system of relation
ships and homophobic sentiments that depend upon both equations of sport 
and war and binary paiiings of masculinity and feminhtlty. In contrast, culti
vation and amplification of the mythos of sport/war allowed hegemonic mas
culinity to emerge from the Persian Gulf War slightly transfonned but still 
culturally and politically ascendant. 

Framing Out Resistance 

The extensive media use of and the apparent public receptivity to sport/war 
tropes rendered aiticulation of resistance to the war extremely problematic. 
Criticism of the war effort seemed to cut both across and against the grains of 
sport, gender, and patriotism. Some war resisters actively invested in the 
rhetorical opportunities that the language game of spmt/war made possible. 
For example, in his address to the Washington, D.C., peace rally on January 
26, 1991, New York Congressman Charles Rangel accused the press of 
"cheerleading the militaiy Super Bowl" (WKFW, Pacifica Radio). The per
vasive use of sport/war imagery in the media and in umnediated discussions 
of the war made it extraordinarily difficult to express counterhegemonic in
terpretations of the war. As Sallach argued, the propagation of hegemony by 
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dominant groups "involves not only the inculcation of its values," but also 
"the ability to define the parameters of legitimate discussion and debate over 
alternative beliefs, values, aud world views."47 

Scott observed that "in making long overdue room for the analysis of ide
ological domination per se, many of Gramsci's successors have ... substi
tuted a kind of ideological determinism for the material determinism they 
sought to avoid."48 The ideological hegemony during the Persian Gulf War 
was never complete. There was an ongoing struggle to resist the war effort, 
to challenge what some claimed was misguided patriotism, and to reveal the 
underlying political and patriarchal roots of the war process. But this resis
tance was to a large extent muted, derailed, and marginalized in its relation to 
social forces that adopted and deployed the spo1t/war trope. fudeed, the use 
of the sport/war metaphor in the discourse of government, military, war jour
nalism, spmt media, and the sport industry helped to make ideological hege
mony a reality by masking the ideological diversity in the American polity 
and curbing (and erasing visibility of) resistance to the war. 

SPORT MEDIA AND THE MODERN WAR SYSTEM 

Sports, especially team sp01ts, are vehicles for cultivating and displaying 
community and national values and identities. This is demonstrated on local 
and regional levels by home-team loyalties, and in the nationalism that pro
vides the edge of excitement in the Olympic Games and other international 
sporting competitions. Sport also plays a crucial role in contemporary f01ms 
of nation building by transcending social divisions and affirming political 
loyalties to the nation as a whole.49 

The Persian Gulf War took place in the wake of the collapse of the Cold 
War ruling strategy that had served as the primary means ofunifying U.S. and 
Western policy and ideological constructions since the end of World War II. 
The West had lost the enemy, "world communism," that had provided it with 
a common purpose and basis for solidarity. American defense intellectuals, 
policy think tanks, and State Department analysts were actively seeking new 
ways of making sense of-and thereby exercising some control over and 
within-the new worldwide realignments of power relations. 

The reassertion and amplification of the values of hegemonic masculinity 
generated by the Persian Gulf War created a very timely opportunity to con
solidate and reintegrate what Connell called "multiple systems of domi
nance": the hierarchical relations of social inequality that provide the aus
pices for hegemony in both national and intemational arenas of power.50 

The New World Order, the ideological centerpiece of President Bush's Jan
uary 1991 State of the Union speech, mticulated the terms of the renewal of 



Football Is More than a Ga1ne: Masculinity, Sport, and lVar 201 

U.S. and Western power. His speech drew heavily upon the mythos of 
sport/war in saluting the toughness, aggressiveness, sacrifices, patriotism, and 
bravery of the manly men who were defending the honor of the U.S. and the 
Western coalition in the Persian Gulf. 

Official versions of the war-the versions that were presented by the pro
active public relations strategies of the Defense Department and filtered 
through the tightest screen of military censorship the U.S. had experienced np 
to that point-articulated a new hierarchy in which white men remained 
clearly positioned at the pinnacle of the pyramid. They were, however, 
flanked by men of color: African-American militmy personnel including 
General Colin Powell and troops from Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Bangladesh. 
Moreover, women were not entirely excluded from the pyramid, although 
they were largely positioned at the margins. 

Because the war involved wealthy Arab nations, the media spotlight on 
the Middle East deflected attention away from the dramatic structural in
equalities that separate industrial nations and developing nations. The dis
cussion of gender stereotyping, both within Arab nations and in the U.S. 
military, raised issues of social equality, but representations of the war it
self reinforced hegemonic definitions of masculinity. The marginalization 
of gays and lesbians during and after the war eroded the potential for ar
ticulations of genuinely counterhegemonic definitions of gender within the 
emerging structures of power relations. Moreover, the unprecedented (un
til September 2001) waves of patriotism and nationalism, fueled by the 
mythos of sport/war, enabled predominantly white ruling groups to effec
tively confuse and diffuse opposition to the wm· among the African-American 
population in the U.S., the group that made the greatest sacrifices during 
the war. In both sport coverage and war coverage, the already muted col
ors of race were further obscured by the bright foreground of red, white, 
and blue. 

The multiple systems of domination that are constituted by power relations 
in American society are increasingly part of the emerging global system of 
warfare. Within the framework of the changing world order, Reardon defined 
the '\var system" as 

a competitive social order which is based on authoritatian principles, assumes 
unequal value among and between hu1nan beings, and is held in place by coer
cive force. The institutions through \Vhich this force is cu1Tently controlled and 
applied are dominated by a small minority, elites \Vho run the global economy 
and conduct the affairs of state. These elites are men fron1 industrial countries, 
primarily \Vestern, and for the 1nost part educated to think in Westent, analytic 
tenns. Although their relationship is competitive within the elite structures, there 
is a conunon objective that holds the elites together: the 1naintenance of their 
control and dominance.51 
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The growing presence of sports programming in international communica
tions media, including the increasing prominence of American professional 
team sports in European sport media, may indicate that sport/war tropes and 
scenarios, derived from the images and icons of U.S. history and popular cul
ture, are becoming part of the semiological structure of the global "war sys
tem." Sport/war media framing devices, which were so widely used during 
the Persian Gulf War, have tapped into and revitalized the deep structure of 
patriarchal meanings and values that have pervaded hierarchies of domination 
in all Western societies for millennia. 

The sport/war trope in the Persian Gulf War not only produced, at least 
briefly, extraordinary levels of patriotic solidarity within the U.S. and enabled 
the military to achieve its immediate objectives in the Middle East, but also 
demonstrated how effectively the government can control mass media during 
national and international emergencies. The U.S. government provided the 
press with very little news at a time when the public had an insatiable appetite 
for it. Under these circumstances, media, especially electronic media, were 
forced to draw more heavily on "soft" or mythic-associative rather than 
fact-based-storytelling routines and framing devices and conventions in 
producing their news programming. These mythic frames, in tum, appear to 
have worked to reassert the power of white, upper-class males within the 
changing gender order of the late twentieth centu1y. 

Some of the rules of the language games and practices of hegemonic mas
culinity were slightly modified by the experiences, representations, and re
sponses to the Persian Gulf War; those slight modifications did nonetheless 
represent hard-won victories for African-American and female military per
sonnel. Despite these victories, however, the fust-string players continue to 
be recruited from the same elite Western colleges and universities that con
trolled the action on the fields of power before Third World nations gained 
their independence, before the second wave of feminism pressed its claims 
for equality, aud before the Berlin Wall crumbled. The New World Order sub
sequently transmuted into globalization, and globalization, in tum, is cur
rently developing what appears to be a permanent militruy wing, mobilized to 
fight the War on Terrorism. Within the emergent system, "manly men" still 
possess, assert, and largely control mediated constructions of agency, subjec
tivity, and power. 

CODA: THE FUTURE OF SPORT/WARS 

Throughout the 1990s, the market largely displaced the state as the generative 
site of post-Cold war political linguistics. The dollar, rather than the flag, rep-
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resented the terms of U.S. global engagement. The competition to name the age 
presupposed U.S. hegemony. Retro-Cold War narratives still periodically reap
peared in the news in stories abont China, No1ih Korea, and Cuba, for example, 
the 1999 saga of the six-year-old Cuban refugee Elian Gonzalez. Resistance to 
U.S. hegemony, which received sparse coverage in mainstream media, was 
more likely to be mobilized to target economic rather than political power, for 
example, the protests at WTO meetings and hackers' assaults on e-commerce. 

With the September 2001 attacks on the U.S., the post-Cold War period 
came to an end; a new war, both metaphoric and real, hot and cold, began. Ac
cording to President George W. Bush, the War on Terrorism will be a new 
kind of war. It will be covert and overt; domestic and international; involve 
law enforcement and intelligence agencies as well as conventional troops; 
and it will be conducted on many fronts, military, economic, political, and 
technological. It will entail unprecedented government surveillance powers 
and suspension of some civil libe1iies, especially the civil liberties of aliens 
and resident aliens. Congress quickly provided the president with these ex
traordinary powers in the "Patriot Act." 

Many of the key players mobilizing this new war are the same players who 
led the Persian Gulf initiative. So far (circa late-2002) this new war is prov
ing more popular with the American people than the Persian Gulf War. More
over, at this point, it appears the G. W. Bush Administration has the resources 
(symbolic and material) necessmy to avoid the quick ebb of popularity that 
followed the Persian Gulf War. The new war, like the Cold War but unlike the 
Persian Gulf War, involves a permanent war economy. That is, it is a conflict 
that is expected to last for the foreseeable future. Unlike the industrially based 
Cold War, however, the new war will have a kind of post-Fordian flexibility 
that allows anti-terrorist initiatives to move swiftly and invisibly, using pri
vate resources as well as public, and improvising strategies, including legal 
procedures, as it evolves. Yet, in terms of government mobilization of sym
bolic resources, there are remarkable parallels with the Persian Gulf War. 

The sport/wm· packaging of the Persian Gulf War was, on one hand, stun
ningly successful. It effectively rallied the troops and the American public 
around the flag. It deflected American attention away from the massive scale 
of U.S.-inflicted human carnage in Iraq. It successfully delayed disclosure of 
tactical errors and failures of the U.S. militmy, and it decisively asserted U.S. 
global dominance at a defining moment in the early post-Cold Wm· period. 
On the other hand, however, it was also problematic because the highly re
strictive media censorship triggered widespread criticism, both during and af
ter the war. Journalists expect some censorship during wars, for example to 
protect troops and militmy tactics, but the level of censorship iniposed during 
the Persian Gulf War was unprecedented in modem U.S. histmy. 
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The military had learned the lessons of Vietnam, and seemed determined to 
leave nothing to chance in packaging the Persian Gulf War for dissemination 
to the news media. Indeed, the military framed its messages for direct broad
cast to the U.S. public in an apparent attempt to bypass journalistic mediation 
as well as to mute the effects of postbroadcast media punditry. As a public re
lations cum propaganda strategy, it was a brilliant move, but its short-term 
success had long-term costs. The sound-byte, video enhanced, public rela
tions coached delivery of the military's message was too slick, too orches
trated; the high production values of the military briefings did not "fool the 
foolers ." What played well on live television, as television qua television, and 
as a collective mobilizer of the American public, could not pass the cynical 
crap detectors of experienced journalists, especially print journalists. To com
pete with the electronic media in the era when history is broadcast live, print 
journalists needed the story behind the stmy. In short, the military fed the 
broadcast media a banquet, but it starved print media. The war was ve1y good 
for the television industty. It made CNN a lucrative profit center for Turner 
Broadcasting for the first time in the cable network's history. 

Print media shared the war profits, but elite newspaper journalists as well 
as editors and writers for journals of opinion were stung by their displacement 
in the news hierarchy. Their role as mediators and interpreters of government 
leaks, as insiders and brokers of in-depth stories was largely negated. They 
fought back. A coalition of journalists and publications filed First Amend
ment lawsuits against the government. The blank news holes, created by gov
ernment censorship, were filled with criticisms of govermnent censorship. By 
the end of the short war, even print-based sports reporters were parodying the 
sport/war packaging. 

The military learned the lessons of this war too-and very quickly! Presi
dent George Bush's sequel to the Persian Gulf War, billed as "a humanitarian 
war," premiered to live cameras on location in Somalia only days before Bill 
Clinton took office after defeating Bush in the 1992 election. The military 
subsequently brought us a number of global "peace-keeping missions." These 
U.S.- or United Nations- mediated wars in the former Third World could not 
have been successfully billed as sp011/wars. The adversaries are too poorly 
armed to qualify-or to be inflated into-real competition in war games of 
manly men. Rather, they were represented as "victims" to be rescued by 
American led coalitions. 

The feminized rhetoric used to frame these wars was presumably designed 
not only to make them play well in the U.S. and Europe (where the global 
presence of the U.S. military is widely criticized) but also to convey the real 
differences in the "national interest" that the U.S. had in these wars as com
pared to the regional wars of the Cold War. That is, the U.S.'s strategic inter-
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est is in keeping markets and access to resources stable, not in keeping domi
nos from falling into communist hands. 

Sport wars require a special brand of enemy: a technologically advanced 
adversary who is deemed capable of posing significant threats to U.S. na
tional security or to the security of global markets. Nations, large or small, 
with nuclear weapons or the capability of producing nuclear weapons-what 
the Pentagon calls "weapons of mass destruction" -qualify as worthy ene
mies, as do terrorists and hackers (cyber-warriors) capable of sabotaging the 
electronic infrastructure of the government or the global economy. 

Saddam Hussein himself continued to qualify as a manly man and as a le
gitimate target for sport/warriors, as George W. Bush's 2001 bombing raids 
demonstrated. However, the September 2001 attacks on America not only 
produced a new kind of war, they also introduced a new kind of enemy to 
Americans. 

All wars have civilian casualties; sometimes the civilian casualty toll is 
horrific as, for example, in the U.S. atomic attacks on Japan that ended World 
War II. But the goverruuents and military leaders conducting such wars in
variably claim that civilian casualties are unavoidable and regrettable costs 
(so-called collateral damage) of achieving military objectives. Such claims, 
even when they are false, conform to the values and mythos of sport/war. 
Within the twisted logics of war talk, the airline passengers and the civilian 
employees of the Pentagon who died in Washington on September 11 might 
conceivably be considered collateral damage. That is, their deaths could be 
viewed as means to military or paramilitary ends. The other passengers and 
the victims of the World Trade Center attacks could not, however, be ration
alized by this kind of military logic. These civilians were targets qua targets. 

The attackers were a multinational force that represented no state; in a 
sense, they were guerrilla warriors against global capitalism as well as perpe
trators of a terrible crime against humanity. The language and ethos of 
sport/war are artifacts of nationalism. In the case of the WTC, the violations 
of the conventions of sport/war are so grievous that the metaphors simply do 
not apply: they were not used and they do not work. Conversely, however, by 
attacking the Pentagon (surely considered one of the most inviolate militaiy 
fortresses in the world) and by using improvised weapons, minimal personnel, 
high intelligence, rigorous discipline, and lethal dedication, the al-Qaida net
work proved itself to be a formidable enemy of manly men. That is, Osama bin 
Laden's forces did what no modem nation-state or its military forces had pre
viously dared to do: they attacked the military headquarters of a nucleai· su
perpower. In short, they defied the hierarchical logic of world power relations. 

The term terrorism is and should remain a contested term with the vocab
ulary of critical theory; yet, it has now become virtually impossible to avoid 
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its use, at least in the U.S. The te!Tor produced by the New York, Washington, 
and Pennsylvania attacks and by the anthrax attacks on the U.S. Postal Ser
vice that innnediately followed unleashed an orgy of patriotic fervor among 
Americans that made the Persian Gulf War excesses pale to insignificance. 

Compared to the poignant daily vigils of the news media at the rescue site 
in lower Manhattan, the somber dramaturgy of the many televised memorial 
services, the endless streams of obituaries of victims in the New York Times, 
and the spectacles of the celebrity fund-raisers for the families of the victims, 
the pageantry of the Super Bowl 36 was almost subdued. Yet, as with Super 
Bowl 25, the iconography of sport and war converged. Red, white, and blue 
filled the screens, and players and referees wore flags on their uniforms. For
mer President George Bush presided over the opening coin toss. Pretaped 
footage showed individual players, with American flags in the background, 
sending greetings and messages of support to U.S. troops in Afghanistan; live 
coverage showed the troops in Kandahar watching the game. The halftime en
tertainment, featuring frish pop group U2, involved incongrnous staging in 
which they pe1formed their wildly energetic music in front of a screen listing 
the names of the victims of the September 11 attacks. At the end of the per
formance, the screen collapsed (which may or may not have been intended to 
simulate the collapse of the WTC towers), and the lead frish pe1f01mer 
opened his jacket to reveal that it was lined with an American flag. 

The connnercials, in 2002 costing $2 million dollars for a thirty-second ad, 
used mixtures of grief, gratitude, nostalgia, and humor to make their sales 
pitches.52 Few traded directly on the September 11 attacks, although muted 
symbolic representations were present as, for example, in a Budweiser ad 
where a beer wagon pulled by the company's trademark Clydesdale horses 
seemed to be crossing a bridge into Manhattan where the horses paused and 
bowed their heads near the World Trade Center site. 1\vo ads directly refer
enced the attacks. The first featured former Mayor Giuliani expressing his 
appreciation to all America's for helping New York after the attacks. The 
other, a govermnent-sponsored antidrng ad attempted to directly tap the well 
of patriotism by warning audience members that if they buy drugs, they fi
nance tenorists. What was strikingly absent from these ads was the high-tech, 
special effects that had come to define Super Bowl ads in the 1990s. 

Security was understandably even tighter at the 2002 game than it was in 
1991. What was similar to 1991, but different from the usual hoopla of Super 
Bowl games, was the subdued language of the announcers. Network execu
tives had once again banned the language of war from the lexicon of sports 
announcers.53 In its place, the commentators used muted descriptive language 
to report what may have been the most suspense-filled Super Bowl game ever 
as the underdog Boston Patriots triumphed over the St. Louis Rams in the fi
nal seconds of the game. 
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The following week, the themes of grief and patriotism continued to be 
played out for a global sports audience, estimated at three billion viewers, in the 
opening ceremonies of the Winter Olympics in Salt Lake City, Utah. After a 
dispute and controversy, the International Olympic Committee reversed an ear
lier decision and allowed the tattered remains of a flag that flew over the WTC 
site to be paraded through the Olympic stadium by an American Honor Guard. 

These displays, controversies, and proscriptions are, of course, testaments 
to the generative powers of the metaphors of sport/war. They are also affir
mations of the continuing resiliency of gender regimes, secured in hegemonic 
masculinity, which, in times of clises, seem to be able to reach deeply into 
taproots of traditional, even primitive, values, that still remain largely un
touched after decades of feminist critique and activism. 
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Chapter Nine 

International News: Masculinity, 
Paradox, and Possibilities 

A growing body of feminist research suggests that news, especially interna
tional news, is a form of communication that can be fully and critically un
derstood only when seen through the prism of gender.1 This research indicates 
that the cultural forms of objective journalism are currently alienating a sig
nificant segment of the potential audience: women, especially young women. 
From a pragmatic perspective, journalism's apparent indifference to the fe
male audience makes no sense. In the United States, where commercializa
tion of news production is most pronounced, women control or influence 80 
percent of consumer decision-making. When advertising-driven news orga
nizations ignore women, they ignore market imperatives.2 

What accounts for this apparent resistance to the logic of capitalism? In 
this chapter, I argue that journalism's indifference to female audiences is a so
cially significant extension of current strnctures of global power, not simply 
a provincial souvenir of traditionalism. I treat gender as an imp01tant, perhaps 
even decisive, category in articulations of all power relations, including rela
tionships among heterosexual men. By continuing to ignore the salient role 
that gender plays in communications and international relations, cdtical com
munication scholarship limits the range and power of its analytic lens, and 
fails to realize its emancipatory promise.3 

There are four parts to this argument. First, I develop the claim that news, 
especially international news, is gendered and that this gendedng both re
flects and contributes to current global crises. Second, I unpack some of the 
gendered constituents of the mythology of the Cold War. Third, I analyze 
some of the opportunities and obstacles that the end of the Cold War posed 
for the global feminist movement, for the practice and study of international 
relations, and for media organizations themselves. Fourth, I briefly identify 
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four crises that become fully visible only when gender is treated as a signifi
cant category for analyzing and reporting global politics. 

NEWS AS A GENDERED FORM 

In the United States, men still write most of the front-page newspaper stories. 
They are the subjects of most of those stories-85 percent of the references 
and 66 percent of the photos in 1993. They also dominate electronic media, 
accounting for 86 percent of the conespondents and 7 5 percent of the sources 
for U.S. network television evening news programs.4 According to Margaret 
Gallagher, "Prevalent news values define most women and most women's 
problems as unnewsworthy, admitting women to coverage primarily as wives, 
mothers or daughters of men in the news: in their own right, they make the 
headlines usually only as fashionable or ente1iaining figures."5 

Newspaper readership research indicates that heavy reliance on conflict
based news nmrntives alienates women.6 Yet, stories framed in te1ms of con
flict, confrontation, extremism, and sensationalism are the staples of journal
ism. Men are typically assigned to "hard" news, news that has significant 
public implications. Women, in contrast, cover "soft" news stories and stories 
related to topics traditionally associated with female responsibilities. Figures 
for U.S. newspapers show that men dominate coverage of war and the mili
tmy (81.8 percent), sports (81.2 percent), governn1ent and politics (78.1 per
cent), human interest (75.4 percent), economics (75.3 percent), and foreign 
relations (72.6 percent). Women most frequently cover education (66.7 per
cent), health and medicine (43.9 percent), accidents and disasters (45.5 per
cent), and social issues (42.4 percent).7 Gender also makes a difference in 
reading the news. In the United States, women read more than men generally, 
but men read more newspapers than women: approximately 65 percent of 
men and 60 percent of women are daily consumers of newspapers.8 

Kay Mills maintains that Western journalism still views women as "out
siders, suspect, 'the other' ... the anomaly, exceptions to the male norm"; as 
a result, "coverage of issues affecting women is not institutionalized, not pmi 
of the normal media mind-set."9 

In international news coverage, women not only are marginalized, they are 
largely absent. As Cynthia Enloe points out, only on those rare occasions 
when women such as Margaret Thatcher or Indira Gandhi are present in news 
photographs of world leaders do we become consciously aware that nearly all 
leaders are men: 

Women's experiences-of \Var, marriage, trade, travel, factory \Vork-are rele
gated to the "human interest" column. \Vomen's roles in creating and sustaining 
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international politics have been treated as if they were "natural" and thus not 
\VOrthy of investigation. Consequently, ho\v the conduct of international politics 
has depended on men's control of won1en has been left unexarnined.10 

The socially structured silences or erasures produced by the routine practices 
of international news production contribute to the maintenance and reproduc
tion of an international gender order that is secured by what Bob Connell calls 
"hegemonic masculinity."11 Connell is, of course, describing the way patriar
chal societies impnte meaning and values to, and often exaggerate, sexual dif
ferences; he is not, however, arguing that patriarchy is destiny. To the con
trary, he identifies himself as a feminist cmrunitted to the struggle for a more 
just world. 

According to Connell, at the level of mass social relations, highly styl
ized and impoverished definitions of masculinity form the basis for domi
nant males' relationships to subordinate males and for the relationships of 
all males to females. This hegemonic principle is replicated, in abstract 
form, in the global ordering of relationships of dominant and subordinate 
nations. This principle is, in turn, reproduced in journalistic framing of in
ternational news. 

Research stimulated by the feminist, gay, and lesbian liberation movements 
has, however, made it increasingly difficult to ignore the salience of gender 
as an explanatory category in social research. As Stuart Hall has observed, 
nothing less than a "revolution in thinking" follows in the wake of the recog
nition that all social practices and forms of domination, including all political 
positions-whether centrist, left, or right-are always marked by and secured 
in relation to sexual identity and positioning.12 

This revolution requires radical reconstruction of the theories, research 
protocols, and journalistic practices used to conceptualize international rela
tions and international news. Connell criticizes the outmoded, but still opera
tive, approach: ''The habit of mind that treats class, or race, or North-South 
global relationships as if gender did not matter is obsolete and dangerous."13 

To ignore gender is to ignore a major generative principle of international 
conflicts. Snch ignorance contributes to practices that allow incipient con
flicts to remain invisible until they escalate into major international crises. As 
Connell points out, even when gender is ignored: 

The facts of gender do not go away. Aid programs to Third World countries, by 
ignoring gender in principle, in fact give resources to men rather than to \vomen. 
Industrial and nationalist ntllitancy that ignores questions of gender reinforces 
men's violence and the patten1s of masculinity that lie behind it. The question of 
human survival, in the face of a global arms race and widespread environ1nen
tal destruction requires us to understand a play of social forces in \Vhich gender 
is a n1ajor part.14 
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Under the present global gender order, policymakers and journalists find it 
more manly to deal with guns, missiles, espionage, treaties, trade wars, and 
violent conflicts than with matters like female infanticide in China and India, 
the increased trade of children in the sex markets of Manila and Bangkok in 
the wake of the AIDS epidemic, the impact of the intifada on Palestinian 
women, or the political activism of groups such as the Women in Black, Is
raeli women who have supported the intifada. 

Exceptions to this rule occur when exploitation or persecution of women 
acquires instrumental value in international news. For example, when the 
United States was mobilizing coalition forces to attack the Taliban regime in 
the wake of the September 2001 terrmist attacks on America, there was wide
spread coverage of the Taliban's persecution of women. Feminists had, of 
course, tried to publicize the Taliban atrocities since the regime took control 
in Afghanistan, but these feminist efforts were generally ignored by main
stream media. When American policymakers and the press did take up the 
plight of women in Afghanistan, the mission of the Western coalition was 
framed as both militmy and humanitarian: to hunt down the al-Qaida Net
work and to overthrow the Taliban as well as to bring food to the Afghan peo
ple and to rescue female victims of the Taliban rule. 

THE GENDER ORDER AND COLD WAR MYTHOLOGY 

In claiming that the Cold War hung "the hinge of history" on a narrow frame 
and thereby impoverished the political imagination of the period by reducing 
it to polatized terms, E. P. Thompson does not attend to the gendered con
stituents of this impoverishment.15 They are, however, fairly transparent. The 
ideological framing on the Cold War cultivated and inflamed "reciprocal 
paranoias" by embedding analysis within the logic of worst-case scenarios, 
and by demonizing the people on the other side of the global divide as "an 
Enemy Other."16 This polatizing code also nourished and fed cultural image1y 
of a heterosexist gender order, where good European and American women 
stayed in the kitchen and the bedroom and supported manly men in their 
valiant attempts to contain an "evil empire" (to use former President Ronald 
Reagan's description of the Soviet Union). Within this binary semantic code, 
homosexuals \Vere conceived as "security risks": enemies \Vithin, to be co
erced, brutalized, and confined to closets. 

Brian Easlea, Helen Caldicott, Carol Cohn, and others have excavated the 
gendered constituents of "the dangerous-world syndrome" that fueled the 
mythology of the Cold War.17 In a world pervaded by threats and violence-in 
which two superpowers were locked into a deadly game of brinkmanship-
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risk-taking was justified in the name of avoiding a bigger risk.18 Thus, for ex
ample, U.S. defense policy justified wars in Korea and Vietnam as necessary to 
stop Chinese and Soviet expansionism and thereby avoid a nuclear holocaust. 
The rationale for these bloodlettings, "the domino theory" put fmth by John 
Foster Dulles, secretary of state in the Eisenhower Administration, is an ex
emplary case of a Cold War policy that "nourished and reproduced reciprocal 
paranoias.''19 

The Cold War may be over, but the dangerous worldviews of men in power 
show few signs of pacification or imaginative reconstrnctions. The Persian 
Gulf War was, among other things, a boy thing. Tlu·oughout the 1988 presi
dential campaign, Republican candidate George Bush was dogged by the 
charge, attlibuted to Evan Thomas of Newsweek, that he was a "wimp." Al
though Bush was a bona fide World War II hero and had served as head of the 
Central Intelligence Agency plior to becoming Ronald Reagan's vice presi
dent, his genteel social class background and sometimes effeminate speech 
patterns and mannerisms gave the charge some traction. President George 
Bush, however, demonstrated that he could, indeed, walk the walk of a macho 
man during the Persian Gulf War, proving-live and in technicolor- that his 
missiles were bigger, better, and much more potent than Saddam Hussein's.'0 

Bill Clinton also dramatically invoked the dangerous-world syndrome to 
justify renewal of bombings of Baghdad and to initiate nuclear saber-rattling 
with the last fully intractable Cold War enemy, North Korea.21 Like Bush, 
who showed the U.S. media and the world that he was no wimp, Clinton's 
moves also closely followed the Cold War's prescriptions for manly men at 
the brink. Even though the Cold War is now a distant memory, this kind of 
symbolic brinkmanship continues unabated today, with George W. Bush pick
ing up where his father left off. From the moment of his entry on the national 
stage, George W. Bush was portrayed by the U.S. media as a man's man, an 
anti-intellectual fraternity boy who sewed his wild oats with the best of them. 
One of the first international actions of the younger Bush's administration 
was to resume the bombing of Iraq to show that he too means business. The 
War on Terrmism has, however, cast G. W. Bush in the role of avenger of 
Western values: as the metaphoric stem "father" protecting his nation against 
the demonic forces of "evil."22 

When elite males define the world as a dangerous place, "masculine men and 
feminine women are expected to react in opposite but complementary ways."23 

In such a world, manly men are supposed to suppress their own fears and as
sume the role of protector of women and children. Women, in tum, are expected 
to look to their fathers, husbands, brothers, or their symbolic surrogates for pro
tection against the dangerous men on the other side. In exchange for this pro
tection, women are expected to be self-sacrificing: to put the interests of their 
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husbands, children, and nation before their own. According to Easlea, Cohn, 
and, by extension, Keller, the erotics of power knowledge of this masculinist 
order are, paradoxically, homoerotic, misogynist, and necrophilic-involving 
male bonding secured by exclusion of women and sealed by the daring defi
ance of death.24 

Under the fonn of hegemonic masculinity that defined global politics since 
the end of World War II, 

[i]deas of masculinity have to be perpetuated to justify foreign-policy risk-taking. 
To accept the Cold War interpretation of living in a dangerous \Vorld also con
firms the segregation of politics into national and international. The national po
litical arena is dominated by men but allo\vs \VOtnen some select access; the in
ternational po1itical arena is only for those rare won1en who can successfully 
play at being 1nen, or at least not shake masculine presuinptions.25 

Madeleine Albright, Clinton's secretary of state, was an interesting and 
ultimately affirming test case of this proposition, Her tough talk was at 
least as tough as that of any of her predecessors as was her presentation of 
self. Yet, alternative presentational possibilities for women in international 
leadership roles may be emerging. Mary Robinson, Ireland's first woman 
president and the United Nations' commissioner of human rights, is pio
neering a more independent and nuanced model of female (and feminist) 
leadership, which combines a strong sense of agency with sensitivity to the 
human consequences of international law and policy initiatives. Even 
Condoleezza Rice, G. W. Bush's national security advisor, who holds a less 
visible position than Albright did, projects a softer version of the "new" 
woman, presumably designed to make her (and her boss) palatable to U.S. 
conservatives. Her media image is that of a glamorous, approachable, even 
affable woman who is very smart but committed to advancing traditional 
values, not challenging them. 

A dangerous world is, however, an unambiguous world. For this reason, it 
is, paradoxically, a comfortable world for some males in the defense estab
lishment and the press. As Lany Eichel noted in a September 11, 1989, arti
cle in the Philadelphia Inquirer entitled, "Wall Kept Things Simple," some 
experts on international politics had already begun to miss the Cold War: 
"They say the day may come when the world looks back on the 40 years af
ter World Wm· II as the good old days-when life was simple, people knew 
which side they were on and a standoff between supe1powers kept the 
peace."26 In a 1990 interview, Jeremy Azrael, a Rand Corporation Soviet an
alyst, acknowledged that "the Cold War world has been very good" to the mil
itary, the defense industry, and its apologists. With the prescience of a sea
soned warrior, he worried: "There is a terrible danger that defense 
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intellectuals will have to go whoring. Folks in the services will go looking for 
threats out there .'"7 

OPPORTUNITIES AND OBSTACLES TO 
EXPANDING THE POLITICAL IMAGINATION 

In 1990, when E. P. Thompson announced that history is now turning on a 
"new hinge," he was optimistic about the possibilities for expanding the 
breadth, depth, and quality of the political imagination.28 Nevertheless, the 
semantic void left by the spies, speechwriters, and policy wonks who came 
in from the cold remained unfilled throughout the 1990s to the consider
able frustration of editors of publications like Foreign Policy who wanted 
to dispense with post-Cold War analysis and invent themselves anew to at
tract a new generation of readers.29 Neither subsequent historical events 
nor mass-mediated accounts of these events provide much to support 
Thompson's optimism. Instead, it seems, new threats to the existing order, 
domestic or foreign terrorists, hackers, cyber-warriors, and rogue nations 
are almost seamlessly retrofitted in the trappings of Cold War scenarios of 
evil. In effect, these retrofittings are rehanging the old hinge of history. 
Ronald Reagan's "evil empire" appears to have been born again as G. W. 
Bush's "axis of evil." The enemy has changed, but the binary rhetorical 
frames live on. 

While he was president of the new, now fmmer Czechoslovakia, Vaclav 
Havel offered a very different and far more pessimistic take on the events of 
the late twentieth century than Thompson had constructed. Havel maintained 
that the collapse of communism not only profoundly challenged the assump
tions of Eurocentric political and social theories but also undermined the very 
foundations of rational inquiry itself: 

The end of Conununism has brought a nlajor era in human history to an end. It 
has brought an end not just to the 19th and 20th centuries but to the modem age 
as a \Vhole . ... The large paradox at the moment is that man-a great collector 
of information-is well aware of all of this, yet is absolutely incapable of deal
ing with the danger.30 

According to Havel's postmodern dangerous-world scenario, the modern 
West's uncritical faith in scientific and technological progress-its instru
mentalism-has delivered us to the eleventh hour: "We are looking for new 
scientific recipes, ne\V ideologies, ne\V control systems, ne\v institutions, ne\V 
instruments to eliminate the dreadful consequences of our previous recipes, 
ideologies, control systems, institutions and instruments."31 
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If Havel's analysis and the cultural practices he describes are reexamined 
through the lens of gender, ve1y different readings are not only possible but are, 
in fact, already well advanced in the work of many feminist and postmodernist 
theorists. James Hillman unpacked this legacy eloquently and succinctly: 

The specific consciousness we call scientific, Western and modern is the long 
sharpened tool of the masculine mind that has discarded parts of its own sub
stance, called it Eve, fe111ale and inferior. What is required to recover and heal 
political 1nan is not simply to add woman and stir. Rather masculinity and fem
ininity must be reinvented, ne\V political and social theories must be \Vritten, and 
ne\v forn1s of politics and eroticisn1 must be created.32 

Cynthia Enloe suggests a new feminist (and, I believe, planet- and species
friendly) recipe that may contribute to this political and personal renais
sance.33 She reflects on the rhetorical power that C. Wright Mills 's claim that 
the "the personal is political" had in mobilizing the activism of the late 1960s, 
including the second wave of U.S. and global feminism. Mills considered the 
phrase to be a palindrome; that is, as Enloe explains, it can be read backward 
as well as forward: 

Read as "the political is personal," it suggests that politics are not shaped merely 
by \Vhat happens in legislative debates, voting booths or \Var rooms. While men, 
who dominate public life, have told women to stay in the kitchen, they have 
used their public po\ver to construct private relationships in \vays that bolstered 
their n1asculinized political control.34 

According to Enloe's recipe, to understand a nation's political order, its 
gender order must be analyzed. The "political is personal" concept not only 
renders visible the roles women play in the global assembly line-as labor
ers, servants, guest workers, diplomatic wives, innnigrants, refugees, tourists, 
sex workers, bank clerks, and peace activists-but it also exposes men as 
men, as policymakers, husbands, fathers, humanitarians, pimps, and so on. As 
Enloe points out, governments qua elite males devote considerable resources 
to controlling women, and women, it should be noted, devote considerable re
sources to developing multiple overt and subterranean strategies for resisting 
and subverting these controls.35 

A crucial point that is too often ignored or underemphasized in feminist 
analyses is that elite males' efforts to control women usually have much more 
to do with optimizing control over other men than over women per se: men 
as migrant workers, soldiers, diplomats, intelligence operatives, potential de
fectors, overseas plantation and facto1y managers, and even bankers and 
stock portfolio managers. This control includes control over what Herbert 
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Marcuse called political linguistics: "the right to establish enforceable defini
tions of words."36 Legitimacy is secured within and arises under the te1ms of 
the cun·ent inten1ational gender order: "ideas about adventure, civilization, 
progress, risk, trust, and security are all legitimized by certain kinds of mas
culinist values and behavior, which makes them so potent in relations be
t\veen govemments.''37 

Within the economy of signs produced by prevailing patterns of political 
linguistics, icons of popular culture such as Rambo, the Terminator, and 
search-and-destroy scenario video games are not simply entertainments. The 
extreme exaggerations and sexualization of differences between men and 
women that are present in the image1y currently produced by the U.S. culture 
indushy for global consumption suggests that the retro-gender order of the 
Cold War is now playing its trump card-the threat of brute force-in an at
tempt to repel feminist threats to hegemonic masculinity. In this deadly con
test, airbrushed images of violent, steroid-pumped, manly men with suprahu
man bulging muscles are presented as counte1point to starving, pencil-thin 
but surgically enhanced, fashion-modeled fmms of femininity: physical types 
that are so different that, if they were found in other parts of the animal 
kingdom, scientists might mistake them for members of different subspecies. 
Within this reconstruction of the gender order, however, corporations
adve1tising, fashion, spo1ts, film, video, and related consumer industries
rather than governments define and police the new internalized landscapes of 
the dangerous-world syndrome. Indeed, these consumerist definitions are of
ten at odds with governments and the United Nations policies intended to ad
vance the equality of women. 

The gender-based news blackout does not involve malevolent plots or con
spiracies by retro-male editors. Women editors and journalists also create and 
enforce policies and practices that perpetuate it. This blackout reflects the sur
vival of ancient mythic narratives in news as well as the continuing influence 
of both Cold War and connnercial news values that privilege dangerous
world scenarios: sensational stories about violent conflicts and disruptions of 
order. There are, to be sure, ve1y real dangers in the world today, which con
stitute legitimate and imp01tant news; most of these dangers are still prima
rily under the control of male agents, goven1111ent and corporate leaders and 
perpetrators of political violence, for example, nuclear t!n·eats, disposal of nu
clear weapons, global warming, and chemical and bio-terrorism. 

Within the terms of cmTent formulas for international news production, how
ever, the occasional stories about women that do make the news typically repre
sent them as sexualized objects or victin1s of male violence, whether in Bosnia, 
Kuwait, Afghanistan, or in the mean streets of urban centers throughout the 
world. Such st01ies are news: hard political news, not just human interest or 
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crime stories. Nevertheless, this kind of news represents a very narrow range 
of women's experiences: the actual and narrative terrain where hegemonic 
mascnlinity overtly and often brutally surveys and disciplines females into 
political subordination as "comfort \Vomen," sexual slaves, abused \Vives, and 
so on. 

There are many significant stories about women that seldom make the 
news: stories about women's collective efforts to become agents rather than 
victims of history. Some dramatic and dramatically undeITepmted efforts, 
which fit within the agonistic frames of conventional news, are, for example, 
women's organized effmts on behalf of "the disappeared" in Argentina, Chile, 
and Guatemala; the political mobilization of women's rights organizations in 
the wake of the slaughter of female engineering students in Montreal; mass 
demonstrations of Moroccan women to protest police violence against 
women after a police commissioner was convicted of raping more than 500 
girls; the takeover of highways in northern Buenos Aires by 300 women on 
foot and bicycles to protest privatization of Argentine highways; and the role 
that Vox Femina and other Serbian women's groups played in mobilizing the 
vote against Slobodan Milosevic.38 

The news blackout is nearly total when women organize to address issues 
that involve structural exercises of elite male power. Examples can be 
found worldwide: women meeting in Japan to examine and redress the sta
tus of migrant workers and proxy brides, women in New York tracking the 
global prostitution industry, women in the Netherlands and Finland monitor
ing gender-related impacts of global trade and arms agreements, women in 
Mexico City organizing to address labor issues, women meeting in Brussels 
to examine the implications of the unification of the European Community, 
and women worldwide organizing to protest George W. Bush's policy cur
tailing U.S. support for family planning in poor nations.39 

How many readers of this book know that women have established a fem
inist radio station, Radio Tierra, in Chile? How many know that they are pro
ducing and distributing feminist videos throughout the Americas?"" How 
many know that women in Sri Lanka have formed underground media col
lectives to produce videos documenting human rights violations?41 How 
many are aware that women in Uruguay have used the legal division in that 
country between commercial and noncommercial speech to win concessions 
from advertisers that have resulted injess sexist images of women in the me
dia of that country?42 How many know that the Manushi Collective in India 
has published a successful magazine that confronts the oppression of women 
in that society?43 Conversely, how many media scholars are aware that simi
lar efforts in Kenya by the editorial staff of Viva magazine were halted by 
transnational advertising agencies? These agencies threatened to withdraw 
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advertisements if the advertising-dependent magazine continued to address 
issues like prostitution, birth control, female circumcision, polygamy, and sex 
education. How many know that the Asian-Pacific Institute for Broadcasting 
Development in Kuala Lumpur is distributing internationally a resource kit 
on changing media images of Asian women ?44 

Such stories have low or no news value within the framing conventions of 
mainstream objective media. To locate such stories, readers must seek them 
out at the margins of journalism in feminist and left magazines, in human 
lights and religious periodicals and electronic postings, and in low- or no
budget newsletters. History will not be hung on a new hinge until the gender
related constituents of commercial news practices and the forms of knowl
edge they represent are critically analyzed and reconstructed. 

WHAT GENDER ANALYSIS MAKES VISIBLE 

In this section, I briefly identify and discuss four crises that either become 
visible or look quite different when they are examined through the lens of the 
global politics of the gender order: global overpopulation, the international 
child sex trade, female genocide, and Islamic fundamentalism. 

Global Overpopulation 

In a book that received extensive praise in U.S. media, Preparing for the 
1\ve11ty-Fi1~/ Centmy (1993), Paul Kennedy examined demographic projec
tions indicating that the world's population had more than doubled in the past 
forty years to 5 .5 billion. Current projections indicate that it will reach be
tween 7.6 and 9.4 billion by 2025, with most of the growth occurring among 
people currently living in developing nations. In Kennedy's dangerous-world 
scenario, imbalances between "ticher and poorer societies form the backdrop 
to all other important forces for change that are taking place."45 The develop
ing nations will face famine, ecological devastation, and massive emigration, 
but Kennedy points out that the effects of the population explosion are also 
going to be very "painful for the richest one-sixth of the earth's population 
that now enjoys a disproportionate five-sixths of its wealth."46 

Until the appearance of reviews of Kennedy's book, population issues had 
received little coverage in the U.S. press since the early 1980s. Coverage had 
been so meager that some media coverage treated Kennedy's thesis as if it were 
"news," even though it drew on data that are readily available in undergraduate 
sociology textbooks. After a few months of intense coverage in journals of 
opinion, the population crisis once again disappeared from public fora. Why? 
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The repeated eclipse or erasure of the population crisis from news and pub
lic agendas can be explained, at least in part, as an intrnsion of the domestic 
gender politics of the U.S. into world affairs as a result of the combined lever
age of U.S. superpower dominance and of U.S. global media dominance. For 
the past thirty years, the abortion debate has been a political hot potato in the 
U.S. for both of the major political parties. The so-called gender gap in U.S. 
politics is, at least to some extent, an artifact of the ways the two patties have 
responded to this debate. While there have been strategic splits within the 
ranks of Democrats on this issue, the national patty platform has been con
sistently pro-choice. This stance has, however, eroded the Democrats' historic 
claim to the Catholic and blue-collar voting blocs; so, the abortion issue is a 
problematic issue for Democrats as well as Republicans. The Reagan Ad
ministration and both Bush Administrations (father and son) have, however, 
been anti-choice and anti-feminist. Both Bushes banned U.S. aid to interna
tional population planning agencies that condone abortion in any way. In the 
developing nations, it should be noted, family planning, which requires regu
lar access to contraceptives, medical care, and calendar-based calculations, is 
often not an option. In these nations, ending access to abortion or sterilization 
ends birth control. 

In effect, neither of the major U.S. political parties nor U.S. advertising
driven commercial media have anything to gain by foregrounding the popu
lation crisis: an issue that is inextricably tied to the right of women to control 
their reproductive capacities. To the contrary, placing the population crisis on 
the agenda for public discussion invites boycotts by powerful lobbies, loss of 
advertising revenues, and loss of votes. 

To view the population issue as a national issue is, of course, absurd. Over
population in the developing world produces famine, wars, depletion of the 
rain forests, exacerbation of global warming, as well as migration of dis
placed refugees to the developed world. To view it as a gender-neutral prob
lem is even more absurd. Women have babies. 

Ketmedy says nothing about global fe1ninism in any of his well-infmmed 
428 pages but devotes four pages to "The Role of Education and the Position 
of Women." He notes that for the developing world, "the evidence linking the 
depressed status of women to population explosion, acute poverty, and eco
nomic retardation seems clear."47 In Kennedy's view (and in the view of 
women's rights groups), education of women in the developing world is the 
essential key to solving the population explosion. 

Who is "depressing" women? Who is denying them access to education? 
Kennedy does not take the next, and obvious, analytic step. He does not ex
amine the gendered constituents of the structures of power that are producing 
the ecological nightmare. As a result, Kem1edy does not see what can only be 
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described, from an ecological perspective, as a strong ray of hope on that is 
clearly visible on the horizon: the global feminist movement, a movement 
committed to expanding women's literacy rates and reproductive choices. Re
search that focuses on human reproduction without examining the gender or
der does not have the power to analyze effectively the related constin1ents of 
international trade policies, employment practices of transnational corpora
tions, the global conununications and financial revolutions, the growing ho
mogenization and c01mnodification of culture, or international law. 

Child Sex Trade in Poor Nations 

The AIDS pandemic has received enormous global media coverage since the 
mid-1990s. Much of the coverage has, of course, been shown to reflect strong 
heterosexual and heterosexist biases.48 Coverage of the AIDS crisis in Africa has 
also been widely criticized by both Africans and international media critics.49 

The AIDS crisis is highly visible. Factors that remain relatively invisible 
are its impact on child slavery and prostitution in poor nations and the role 
that men from prosperous nations are playing in dramatically increasing the 
sexual traffic in children. 

Stories about sex and prostitution are not usually framed as political news, 
let alone as international news. The only significant exception seems to be sex 
scandals involving princes, presidents, and prime ministers. Routine practices 
in the sex trades are generally unreported or undeffep01ted. The roles global 
structural inequalities play in trafficking in children typically make the news 
only when special commissions of the United Nations or human rights watch 
groups produce press releases. Such rep01ts indicate that "child catchers" in 
poor countries like Thailand, Haiti, Bangladesh, the Philippines, Indonesia, 
and war-torn parts of Africa frequently purchase or kidnap children for em
ployment that, in many cases, amounts to enslavement in mines, plantations, 
and sex trades .50 

An unintended side effect of AIDS education, according to a 1993 UNESCO
sponsored conference, has been an increased demand for ve1y young girls or 
boys, who are marketed by pimps as being clean or virgins. In Manila, Bangkok, 
Rio de Janeiro, and Frankfurt, such children draw premium prices on the inter
national sex market. In Viet Nam, the influx of businessmen from Japan, Hong 
Kong, and Taiwan is generating a boom market in children. Statistics are both 
rare and of questionable reliability, but one UNESCO study estimated that 2 mil
lion Thai women work in the sex trades and that as many as 800,000 of 
them may be adolescents or children. The report indicated that the demand for 
young girls comes mainly from Asians, and the demand for young boys comes 
p1immily from Westemers.'1 Another UNESCO study estimated that more than 
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10,000 boys between the ages of six and fourteen work as prostitutes in Sri 
Lanka, where most of their clientele consists of foreign men.52 Tue forty-nation 
organization End Child Prostitution and Trafficking (EPAT) estimates that more 
than 2 million children worldwide are employed in the sex trades, and that 25 
percent of their abusers are Americans, the largest percentage of any national 
group.53 A recent national survey of U.S. judges indicates that child prostitution 
is also a very serious but largely unreported or underreported problem within the 
U.S., especially in rural areas, where judges report a dramatic increase in the last 
five years. Rural judges, who perceived an increase, reported a 73 percent rise in 
child prostitution cases on their dockets since 1995. Significantly men and 
women judges perceive and define child prostitution differently, with female 
judges seeing more cases of child prostitution in their courts than men (85 per
cent and 68 percent respectively).54 The Internet has proven to be a particularly 
useful tool for expanding, advertising, and managing international sexual 
tourism, especially in rural areas. It has also, of course, become the hub for the 
global distribution and sale of child pornography. 

The relative silence regarding child sex workers represents the routine 
workings of news organizations under a gender order secured by hegemonic 
masculinity. The repellent practices of the international sex trades do not ap
pear to pose any immediate threats to manly men, their wives, or their chil
dren. (However, versions of this story have periodically found their way 
through the news net when the U.S. government has issued travel advisories 
warning U.S. travelers that the pre-adolescent prostitutes of the developing 
world, no matter how young, are not clean and not free of the HIV virus or 
other sexually transmitted diseases.)55 The wall of silence shielding the sex
ual abuse of poor children and the long-te1m global health crisis their abuse 
precipitates do, however, become immediately visible when viewed through 
the lens of gender-order theory. When these children are seen as subjects, as 
full human beings rather than as commodities in impersonal exchanges, the 
gravity of the crimes against them cannot be denied. Few men or women any
where in the world would publicly (or privately) defend these crimes against 
children. But silence about these abuses renders them invisible and reduces 
them to dirty little secrets that public officials and journalists can ignore with 
impunity. 

Female Genocide in Bosnia 

In response to activism by international women's organizations protesting 
"gynocide" in Bosnia, rape was finally defined as a war crime in 1993.56 Al
though sexual forms of torture, including systematic military use of rape, 
were documented in the post-World War II Nuremberg and Toyko trials, per
petrators were not prosecuted.57 During the past decade, as a result of ac-
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tivism by Japanese and Korean feminists, the Japanese government has ac
knowledged that Korean women were systematically used as "comfort 
women" for Japanese troops during the war; and reparations have been made 
to the remaining survivors.58 A 2001 United Nations tribunal established 
"sexual enslavement" as a crime against humanity. The judge ruled that "the 
evidence shows" that "rapes were used by Bosnian Serb armed forces as an 
instrnment of terror-an instrnment they were given free rein to apply when
ever and against whomever they wished."59 Rape was reportedly used as a 
weapon by all sides in the Bosnian war: a European Union report estimates 
that 20,000 women were assaulted in 1992 alone as a result of the Bosnian 
"systematic rape policy."60 The U .N. tribunal went beyond just punishing 
three Bosnian Serb defendants for systematically raping and torturing women 
and girls in "rape camps" during the war to establishing legal precedent for 
prosecutions in future wars. The rnling recognizes that women and girls are 
often viewed as the spoils of war. That same week in early March 2001, 
Amnesty International released a report that the torture of women and girls is 
a widespread global phenomena that goes beyond rape and torture during 
armed conflicts to include abuse of women by partners, in police custody, in 
forced labor, in sexual trafficking, and by family members in so-called honor 
crimes.61 These developments, which received relatively modest coverage in 
the U.S., have contdbuted to international momentum for establishing a per
manent international war crimes tribunal, under U.N. auspices, which would 
serve as a court of last resmt if nations refuse to discipline their own troops. 
The U.S. once supported the creation of such a tribunal, but now opposes it 
along with an unlikely group of allies: Libya, Iraq, Iran, and China. It is, how
ever, under heavy international pressure to reverse this stance. 

Female gynocide in Bosnia represents an extreme case. Naming it as a gen
der behavior marks a turning point in the history of war. Women have become 
historical agents by organizing, publicizing, and seeking international politi
cal condemnation of these acts as war crimes. In doing so, they are making 
visible a fmm of militaiy aggression that has historically violated men as well 
as women. Because women have been regarded as the property of men under 
patriarchy, rape not only brntalized and dehumanized enemy women, but it 
also robbed, emasculated, and demoralized enemy men. In short, it is a mili
tary strategy that, under regimes of hegemonic masculinity, powerful males 
in many countries have used, cove1tly and sometimes overtly, to motivate 
their own troops and to dominate enemy males and all females. 

Islamic Fundamentalism 

Since the 2001 attack on America by Osama bin Laden's al-Qaida network, 
the patriarchal, even (from a Western perspective) misogynist, gender politics 
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of radical Islamic fundamentalism have received considerable attention in 
Western news media. The extreme case, the Taliban regime, has frequently 
been treated as the paradigmatic case in the superficial analyses of Western 
media. In an extraordinary move in the period inunediately following the at
tack, CNN repeatedly broadcast Saira Shah's documentaiy film Behind the 
Veil, which graphically recorded Taliban abuses of women and girls. In doing 
so, CNN broke with nmmal television practices in both form (repeat broad
cast in short time intervals of a grainy, low-budget, independently produced 
documentmy) and content (radical feminism). Because CNN framed its cov
erage of the afte1math of the attacks under the logo "America's New War," 
Shah's documentary provided the cable network with a "scoop" of sorts. It 
made an invisible enemy visible, although the visible Taliban actually functioned 
as stand-ins for the elusive al-Qaida fighters who remained hidden in caves in 
the Afghan mountains. This contributed to conflating the differences between 
the two groups in the minds of Western audience members, who generally 
know little about the Middle East because, except for the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, there has been little international coverage of the region since the 
Persian GulfWar.62 The fact that bin Laden and most of the September 11 at
tackers were actually natives of Saudi Arabia, America's long-time strategic 
ally, received less attention in the media, although it was not ignored. 

Despite CNN's scoop, there is nothing new about the role of women as the 
flashpoint where domestic Islamic responses to Westernization are played 
out. In the late nineteenth and twentieth centu1y, when Middle Eastern 
women from elite families began to travel in the West and even, in some in
stances, to be educated in the West, the conflict between modernity and tra
ditionalism became, in pait, a conflict within the gender order. This conflict 
also, of course, has deep economic roots as well as generational dimensions, 
although the generational dynamic has been ignored by the ahistorical news 
media. 

Under colonialism, the relative personal freedom of a small number of 
Middle Eastern women from the elite families who made up the indigenous 
administrative cadres posed no threat to the stability of the region. In the 
pre-World War II era, some of these women even embraced Western femi
nism; for that generation, dress-to wear Western garb or traditional garb, es
pecially the veil-was an important political decision for women. The end of 
colonialism and the founding of the Nation oflsrael after World War II were, 
however, accompanied by a rejection of Western values and a resurgence of 
traditional religious practices in Islamic nations.63 

To be sure most elites, including some elite women, continued to enjoy their 
freedoms behind closed doors and during their travels to the West. However, 
pait of the rejection of Western values included rejection of Western dress; 
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many women, even educated women, saw the return to the veil and to modest 
dress as expressions of both religious virtue and of solidarity with Third World 
liberation movements. During the 1970s and 1980s, when young women in the 
West were rebelling against the constraints of patriarchy, a countermovement 
was taking place in Islamic countries as daughters rejected the Western values 
of their mothers and grandmothers. These women consciously, and from their 
perspectives, rationally, rejected Western gender roles; their return to the veil 
was, for some, part of that generational rebellion, especially during and after 
the Islamic revolution in Iran. That is, these women exercised significant 
agency in crafting the gender regimes that, from Western and human rights 
perspectives, now oppress them. They were not the docile sexual slaves that 
some cruicatures of them in Western media suggest.64 In sum, it is a complex 
stmy, and not one that fits within the usual nmrntives of international news (or 
that can be adequately told in a sho1t synopsis like this). Such stories are not 
sexy: they are not the typical fodder of a profit-driven media. 

If the prism of gender had been used to craft Middle Eastern policy and to 
report news from the Middle East, the events of September 2001 probably 
could not have been predicted or averted. However, they might have been bet
ter understood and possibly even, to some extent, anticipated. Since the at
tacks, critical academic experts, normally ignored by mainstream American 
media, have enjoyed their fifteen minutes of fame. They have told us that the 
presence of U.S. forces in Saudi Arabia since the Persian Gulf War, particu
larly the presence of women militruy personnel, is a prime factor in explain
ing bin Laden's hatred of the U.S. They have also cited globalization of U.S. 
populru· culture, particulm'ly its highly sexualized representations of strong 
women, as central factors in Islamic fundamentalism's hatred of the West. 
The close alliance between the U.S. and Israel has fanned the flames of anti
Americanism in the Middle East. The vast economic inequalities separating 
elites and masses in the oil-rich nations of the Middle East, which U.S. pol
icy supports in the interests of "stability" in oil markets, are also primary 
sources of hostility. However, the gender regimes of these nations are deeply 
implicated in reproducing these social inequalities .65 

War may be hell, as Ernest Hemingway claimed, but it is a fonn of hell that 
has some beneficiaries: the commanders, commissars, and capitalists on the 
winning side. Efforts of human rights, peace, and feminist organizations to 
make the gender order of war and other forms of political violence visible 
may ultimately contribute to making it more difficult to stoke the fires of fu
ture hells. It may also make it more difficult to maintain the media blackout 
that marginalizes or erases women's politics qua politics. 

A new, still largely underground or alternative journalism dedicated to 
breaking this code of silence is emerging in the wake of global feminism. The 
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major media conglomerates generally ignore it; or, in some places, actively 
work to repress it, by censoring it directly or indirectly by withdrawing ad
ve1iising. More often, however, major media respond to the changing roles of 
women worldwide by seeking to influence the directions of that change: by 
channeling it into new fo1ms of consumerism that increase profits while min
imizing challenges to the status quo. That is, they cultivate images of the good 
life for the new, liberated woman that selectively draw upon feminist rhetoric 
in ways that colonize it so that individual women can change their personal 
destinies (or appear to) without changing the world. One current version of 
the new postfeminist woman, ratified by the corporate produced popular cul
ture, is a type Benjamin DeMott calls "the killer woman": a rnthless cmpo
rate operative, with plenty of money to spend, who is also a supercharged sex
ual bombshell.66 Feminist political and social agendas play no part in, indeed 
are antithetical to, the killer women's life world despite the fact that the me
dia represents her as a product of feminism. 

In the U.S., thereis some evidence that the killer woman is currently winning 
the war for young women's minds, or more accurately, their consumer dollars.67 

It is, however, unlikely that she will triumph globally, despite the power of the 
U.S. media industry. The killer woman image is too imbued with violent, mas
culinized, individualized American values of potence to achieve traction in ei
ther developing nations where women are still struggling for basic human 
rights, not looking fornew forms ofrecreational shopping. Similarly, the rest of 
the world-as Americans discovered to their smprise after September 2001-
is becoming increasingly disdainful of American c01porate triumphalism and 
the popular culture it has produced (as, for example, international coverage of 
President George W. Bush's June 2001 trip to Europe made clear). 

The events of September 2001 and their aftermath have not posed any se
rious threats to hegemonic masculinity, beyond eliminating the extreme form 
practiced by the Taliban regime. Indeed, in many ways they have affirmed its 
resonance.68 They did, however, at least for a time, force gender onto the 
agendas of global politics and international news. 
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Coda 

NOBLE DISCONTENT 

The choice is between teaching and acting according to our most deeply 
felt values, \Vhether or not it meets approval from those \Vith po\ver over 
us-or being dishonest with ourselves, censoring ourselves, in order to be 
safe. 

- Ho\vard Ziilll 

Several [scholars blacklisted or inte1rngated by the House Un-American 
Activities Conunittee] are bold enough to ask what, exactly, university fac
ulty in the post-repressive era have done \Vi.th the freedom of expression 
that others \Vent to jail to secure. 

-Felicia Kornbluh 





Chapter Ten 

A Fly on the Neck: 
"Noble Discontent" as 

the Duty of Critical Intellectuals 

We end where we began: with the proposition that creative scholarship starts 
where satisfactory explanations end: in failed conversations, broken logical 
chains, paradoxes, silences, and erasures. In this sense, all creative scholar
ship is also critical scholarship. 

Yet, the term "scholarship," both etymologically and practically, denotes a 
societal good. That is, it refers to a practice that operates within institutional 
settings for the production, social reproduction, and preservation of knowl
edge: schools, colleges, universities, libraries, museums, monasteries, and so 
on. In that sense, its mission is both constructive and conservative. 

There is, however, always a political tension built into the scholarly trust. 
Because critique begins in ignorance-in gaps in existing knowledge-its 
outcomes cannot be fully anticipated. Consequently critical reason always 
poses risks to its hosts.1 Hosts, in turn, learn to insulate themselves against 
these risks. Established institutions and systems of knowledge develop mech
anisms for containing, deflecting, or channeling internal criticism in system
enhancing directions. These strategies are not, of course, always successful. 

Scholars themselves are often proactive participants in these policing ef
forts. Philosophers, self-proclaimed "lovers of wisdom," are among the high
est stakeholders in the critical enterpiise. Yet, they have historically set them
selves up as gatekeepers of knowledge who not only promote critical thought 
but also aggressively patrol its epistemological boundaries: boundaries that 
are, of course, socially constructed, fluid, and shaped by human interests. Be
cause serious scholarship frequently involves an existential quest as well as a 
form of intellectual labor, scholars usually have deep emotional as well as 
practical investments in defending what they think is right, rational, true, fac
tual, valid, and just.2 Indeed, that is why they establish "disciplines," create 
hierarchical standards of excellence, and press for paradigmatic coherence. 
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Even within knowledge systems themselves, then, there are strong conser
vative pressures toward closure despite the fact that advancement of knowl
edge requires openness to critique. Alvin Gouldner evokes this dynamic ten
sion in dramatic terms when he asserts, "Every theoretical system has another 
system inside it strnggling to get out. And every system has a nightmare: that 
the caged system will break out."3 

In our own time, powerful forces within the academy and the larger soci
ety exert formidable controls to keep unrnly ideas in check. The idealistic 
"marketplace of ideas" that Justice Holmes envisioned in the early part of the 
twentieth century-a metaphoric open space where an ideas were free to en
ter and receive a fair hearing-has given way to a literal marketplace. To en
ter the marketplace and receive a public hearing, ideas must now demonstrate 
that they are marketable commodities. Market values now exercise a kind of 
systemic censorship within the cultural sphere; with the end of the Cold War, 
the practice of conflating democracy and laissez-faire capitalism, which has 
a long, complex, and contested prehistory, became the dominant and largely 
uncontested practice. The political linguistics of what Patrick Smith cans the 
American "victory culture" named, claimed, and cultivated this view as the 
only reasonable view: 

In the name of our triumph, Americans have closed do\VD public discourse, 
or-better perhaps-prevented it from opening up at a moment when it is ur
gent that it should. This is producing an alanning corrosion of American po
litical life. Urgent questions go undebated. A widespread complacency-both 
in and out of government-threatens the institutions of democracy by en
couraging Americans to assume that their common inheritance is eternal, re
quires no vigilance, and can \Vithstand any abuse. 

In tum, this has produced a dedication to globalism that borders on religious 
belief. We may define globalism as the spread of neoliberal economic principles 
around the world: deregulation, the wholesale privatization of public institutions, 
and an unshakable faith in the primacy of unfettered markets. But let us under
stand the term as it is actually meant. As even its most convinced advocates ac
knowledge, globalisation amounts to Americanization .... We have attached a 
certain finality to this proposition: history has ended; the Hegelian process has 
run its course, and its end result is the U.S. model. ... Americans today suffer a 
kind of narcissism, a failure of vision. As we did after \VW II, \Ve have chosen 
not to see others as they are, or to see ourselves as \Ve are-or fmally to see our
selves among others. Titls is the true meaning of US triumphalism: Wherever \Ve 
look, \Ve see only reflections of ourselves.4 

The sense of American invincibility was shattered by the al-Qaida attacks 
on America in September 2001. Ordinary Americans, long insulated against 
world opinion by a commercial news culture that had grown comfortable har
vesting the easy profits of scandal, celebrity, and infotainment, appeared gen-
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uinely shocked to discover that America has enemies. "Why do they hate us?" 
people asked in plaintive tones that seemed to express sincere bewilderment 
during the period of national mourning that followed the attacks. 

Those who dared to answer-especially those who spoke up immediately
found their loyalty, humanity, integrity, judgment, and intelligence challenged. 
There have been some openings to critical analysis as the immediate pathos of 
the national trauma has ebbed; however, if public opinion polls are any indi
cator of the national psyche, it would appear that most Americans still do not 
want to probe very deeply into why "they" hate us. Moreover, the swift 
vengeance that the America-led coalition took against the al-Qaida network 
and their Taliban allies in Afghanistan, and America's subsequent unilateral 
warnings to Iraq, Iran, and North Korea-what President George W. Bush has 
labeled "the axis of evil" - has left little doubt in the rest of the world that 
America has the might and resolve to defend and reaffrrm its superpower 
status. 

The victory culture has emerged from this challenge to its hegemony with 
more resources in its arsenal than its most ardent trne believers could have 
imagined possible prior to the assault. The defense budget has grown robust 
once more, the CIA and the FBI have been given new and broader powers, 
new public-private and national-international law enforcement powers have 
been enfranchised, and the U.S. government now has unprecedented surveil
lance powers, both domestically and internationally. In short, globalization, 
cum Americanization, now has a global and domestic police force, which can 
function routinely and systemically; it no longer has to rely on the kind of ad 
hoc, crisis-by-crisis, initiatives that had sustained it up to this point. 

The War on Terrorism has imposed a new bifurcated template on the world, 
dividing it into those who accept, or at least do not actively resist, neoliberal 
economics and those who do not. Within this configuration, those who resist 
find themselves contained within the ring of terror: terrorists, rogue nations, 
and the axis of evil. The lessons of the Cold War era have taught us that such 
templates have very little tolerance for ambiguity. It is too early to tell where 
the lines will be drawn. We do know, for example, that the civil rights of res
ident aliens from suspect nations, which include some such as Saudi Arabia 
that are at least formally U.S. allies, can be readily suspended under the new 
rules of engagement. How much intellectual dissidence will be permitted re
mains an open question. Some, although not all, of the institutional attempts 
to gag dissident academics that occurred in the immediate wake of the attacks 
have now been reversed. Yet, there is no doubt that these administrative cen
sures have had chilling effects. 

These are therefore very uncertain times for those who conceive of their in
tellectual mission as speaking truth to power. This mission is already under 
fire, ridiculed and dismissed by the same think tankers and talking heads who 
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launched earlier and successful attacks on feminism, multiculturalism, affir
mative action, political correctness, and other flavors of the day that were 
perceived to be left or liberal.' Critical themy is one of several venerable tra
ditions of scholarship, by no means always left or liberal, which views speak
ing truth to or about power as an intellectual trnst and a civic virtue. 

GADFLIES AS HISTORICAL AGENTS 

Critical theory is work for gadflies and troublemakers. It is for those who re
fuse to accept the conclusions of the victmy culture that history is now frozen 
and that all of the resources of democratic or postdemocratic societies must 
be dedicated to keep it from thawing. It is for those who refuse to believe that 
the democratic experiment is over or that it has failed or proven impractical. 
It is for those who reject the pessimism of so many contemporary intellectu
als who, as Giinter Grass' puts it, "today swallow evetything, and it gives 
them nothing but ulcers."6 

To accept what is or what has been as the best that can be is to resign one
self to a future in which man's inhumanity to man is a given. It renders strng
gles for social justice futile and abandons the remaining vestiges of what the 
great religious and philosophical traditions have defined as our moral re
sponsibilities to one another and to the generations to come. It also denies the 
evidence of history, which tells us that every tyrant who has ever existed has 
claimed that his rnle is the best that conditions permit and certainly better 
than any of the available alternatives, despite the fact that some people still 
must suffer.7 Yes, some efforts to build a better world have failed tragically, 
as the hmrnrs of the twentieth centnty amply attest, and all have produced im
perfect results. If perfection is the standard, however, all human endeavors 
are failures. Moreover, if history tells tales, it tells us that when forces of 
domination press too hard for closure, their empires usually implode. And 
gadflies often ignite the fires that "jump start history."8 

In the aptly titled Disturbing the Peace (1990), Vaclav Havel describes the 
calling of the gadfly: "The intellectual should constantly disturb, should bear 
witness to the misery of the world, should be provocative by being indepen
dent, should rebel against all hidden and open pressure and manipulations, 
should be the chief doubter of systems, of power and its incantations, should 
be witness to their mendacity."9 

The tradition of the intellectual as gadfly, even as public nuisance, who in
sists on asking inconvenient questions and on telling the trnth to those in 
power, goes back at least as far as Socrates. Drawing his inspiration directly 
from Plato's Socratic dialogues, Nietzsche said the thinker ought to be a fly 
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on the neck of humankind. 10 Max Weber translated this Nietzschean premise 
into a pedagogical principle when he asserted that "the primary task of a use
ful teacher is to teach students to recognize 'inconvenient' facts." By this We
ber meant "facts that are inconvenient for their patty opinions."" 

Contemporary American students are rarely strongly attached to political 
patties. Deployment of the Weberian pedagogical principle today would ap
peat· to require gadfly teachers to confront their students with the inconve
nient facts of America's global positioning and its victory culture, the party 
that all Americans belong to now. The corporatized climate of American 
higher education is not a hospitable place to undertake such a liust; and many 
who do will surely be penalized for living their convictions. 

Yet, this kind of risk-taking has a venerable history. Positioning itself as a 
fly on the neck of theocracy, the underground "Republic of Letters" provided 
the ideological warrants for the scientific revolution of the sixteenth and sev
enteenth centuries and for the democratic revolutions that followed. 12 It was 
also a touchstone of the Enlightenment: that flawed, bourgeois, and now 
much disparaged pattial democratic vision that secured covenants based on 
liberty, fraternity, and equality for some. Blind to their own blindspots, all of 
these democratic movements to advance political and intellectual autonomy 
were, at best, pa1tial victories for gadflies. With rare exceptions, these move
ments limited franchises for expression of heterodox ideas to educated, liter
ate, well-spoken members of a dominant racial group (usually European and 
Euro-American): that is, people very much like those who led the move
ments. Women with big mouths were silenced as shrews or hysterics, and, in 
the late Middle Ages and early modern period, burned as witches. People of 
the "lower" classes with big mouths were dismissed as ignorant rabble. Peo
ple of color with big mouths were coded as dangerous brntes and, in the 
United States, lynched on a relatively frequent basis well into the twentieth 
century. The catalogue of peoples who were exoticized, brntalized, and dehu
manized, sometimes under the misguided authority of science, by "enlight
ened" nations is long: Africans, Asians, indigenous peoples of colonized 
lands, Jews, Moslems, Catholics, sexual minorities, and many more. 

Yet, \Vithin our O\Vn time, \Ve have seen massive social movements suc
cessfully mobilized by gadflies to right these wrongs and to complete the 
work of human liberation begun by the democratic revolutions of the En
lightenment. Big mouths throughout the world have engaged the critical 
spirit and used the vocabulary of democracy to prevail in David versus Go
liath struggles against tyrannies that at first seemed invincible. Among those 
who have spoken truth to power with revolutionary results are Martin Luther 
King Jr., Lech Walesa, Nelson Mandela, Vaclav Havel, Simone de Beauvoir, 
and vast legions of feminists who launched the first grassroots, organized, 
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global, social movement for equality, as well as gay and lesbian rights ac
tivists who refused to stay conveniently locked in closets. Even ordinary 
people like environmental activist Lois Gibbs, who had a common sense 
theory and the courage to act upon it, have demonstrated that, when condi
tions are right, small groups of people can change the world.13 Most of these 
gadflies still walk among us. Indeed, some of us walked with them, whether 
literally or metaphorically, and in doing so also played essential roles in the 
mass movements that have changed the world. Why then should we, of all 
people, be persuaded that we cannot be historical agents? Clearly, the propo
sition is demonstrably false and patently absurd! 

It is precisely because critical intellectuals have demonstrated just how 
powerful they are that the forces of reaction have responded by attempting to 
silence independent voices by narrowing access to fora of public discourse, 
eviscerating or displacing public controls over cultural institutions, and mo
bilizing monopoly controls over commercial media. The tragedy is that this 
strategy seems to be working, at least for the moment. Iu making these rather 
audacious claims, I do not assume that there is an organized conspiracy 
among the forces of reaction to repress democratic discourse; although, to be 
sure, lesser-scale conspiracies to corner a market, steal an election, or derail 
legislation have periodically been exposed.'4 Rather, I assume the obvious: 
that businesses are not democratic organizations, and that the strategies that 
work within business organizations to ensure efficient hierarchical control 
also "work" when business values and systems of authority colonize spaces 
vacated by civic values. The old metaphor of"the authorless theater" still ap
plies to these large-scale, industry-wide patterns of market censorship, de
spite the fact that within specific media organizations more overt and au
thored interventions in representational practices are now much more 
common than in the past.15 

POSTMODERN PAUSE OR FAILURE OF NERVE? 

Why have critical intellectuals and academics allowed themselves to be 
gagged? Indeed, why do we gag ourselves? Why have we traded courage for 
ulcers? 

Several explanations have been offered. First, some analysts attribute the 
failure to act or even to engage with political and social theory to postmod
ern paralysis. Cultural relativism has become a lived reality in a globally 
wired world. As a result, the Enlightenment's claims to universalism have 
been discredited; and the epistemological foundations of Western rationalism 
have lost their moorings. Speaking truth to power becomes a highly prob-
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lematic ente1prise when truth itself is an embattled epistemological construct. 
For some postmodems, this antifoundationalism is a cause for despair; others 
see it as a warrant for returning to faith-based cosmologies. Still others view 
it as a liberating move, which releases intellectuals from the burdens of re
sponsibility that Western rationalism imposed upon them. For the latter 
group, postmodemism provides, if only by default, a rationale for life devoted 
to the pleasure principle, for example physical, aesthetic, even consumerist.16 

Second, the failure of social and political theorists on both the left and right 
to anticipate the sudden collapse of communism, as well as the effective de
mise of Marxism as a viable public platfmm for critique, have contributed to 
the failure of nerve among intellectuals, especially on the left. Capitalism and 
socialism were dialectical partners of Enlightenment thought. The critical ten
sion between them kept them accountable to one another.17 This tension also 
opened up a dialogical space that allowed for expression of a fairly wide ar
ray of voices ranging from left to right. The end of the Cold War undennined 
the intellectual grounds that supported this tension. It did not, however, solve 
the structural problems, the systemic social inequalities of capitalism, which 
had called the socialist critique into being in the first place. The end of the 
Cold Wru: not only effectively muted the Marxist critique; it narrowed the en
tire spectrum of public political debate so that it now radiates around the cen
tral pole of neoliberalism. It thereby constricted the vocabulruy of critical dis
course. At a loss for words or out of the fear of being wrong again, many 
critical intellectuals remain silent.18 Whether this silence is merely a critical 
pause-a time for renewal, for observing rather than changing the world (to 
reverse Marx's charge to intellectuals)-or whether it is a symptom of a 
deeper political resignation and fatigue remains to be seen. My own contrar
ian perception is that there is now much more creative left-critical, intellec
tual ferment bubbling up within the culture than those who rely on main
stream media for their reportage suspect. For example, despite mainstream 
U.S. media's framing of antiglobalization protests as the mischief of fringe 
groups, many of the issues raised by this broadly based movement have in
ternational resonance. Nonetheless, neoliberal perspectives are dominating 
the cultivation of the public memo1y of the Cold War, engineering globaliza
tion, mobilizing unprecedented powers to insure its stability, and exerting 
hegemony over mass-mediated visions of the future. 

Third, given the consolidations of power and resources that now lie behind ne
oliberal visions of the future, pessimism is a rational response for critical intel
lectuals. Neoliberal governments have demonstrated an extreme reluctance to 
use their regulatory powers to constrain oligopolistic trends except in instances 
where the larger corporate good (e.g., stifling market growth) rather than the 
public good, is perceived to be at stake, such as the Microsoft intervention.19 
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Regulators have always been closely aligned with business interests. They 
have, however, been charged with serving the public interest, at least for
mally, and this quasi-fiction has periodically provided openings for demo
cratic interventions. The Global Crossings, Enron, World.com, Tyco, and 
other cmporate financial debacles, as well as the accounting scandals perpe
trated by the once-illustrious Arthur Andersen accounting firm, may create 
such an opportunity. At this point (September 2002), there is no definitive ev
idence that it is producing a wellspring of popular sentiment for radical re
form of the U.S. capitalist system, even though many middle-class Americans 
are angty and dismayed by the steep reductions in their retirement funds and 
other investments that such cmporate manipulations have produced. 

Critical intellectuals often do feel impotent as they contemplate the real 
world consequences of the consumerist future that the victory culture is ex
porting via globalization. Planet Earth cannot sustain global reproduction of 
U.S. consumer habits. Some responsible estimates indicate it would take 
eight planets of Earth's size and material resources to sustain that level of 
consumerism among the world's current population.20 Resource limitations 
will necessarily set material limits on which countries and which social strata 
within those countries can actually participate in globalization and which 
ones cannot. These material limits will not merely preclude effotts to redress 
current global structural inequalities between "haves" and "have nots," they 
will further exacerbate them. In the long te1m, it is highly unlikely that ne
oliberalism will be able to sustain such global economic inequalities without 
resorting to more ovett fmms of repression. The War on Terrorism, like the 
Cold War, mobilized in response to real threats to U.S. national security, may 
well become a medium for systemic repression as it becomes institutionalized 
and bureaucratized, and as careers come to depend upon a steady supply of 
enemies as they did during the Cold War. 

Fomth, for the present at least, the above developments have combined 
with the continued, if recession chastened, affluence of the victory culture, as 
well as a new vigilance regarding a dangerous and unpredictable world, to 
place an effective lid on utopian thinking. Proclaiming itself anti-ideological, 
neoliberalism continuously recycles "end of ideology" theses, which in effect 
mean the end of alternative ideologies.21 Throughout histmy critical tensions 
between what is, what is missing, and what might be possible have been 
sources of intellectual creativity and critical political ferment in societies 
where "the power of persuasion has not been extinguished by force."22 Alfred 
North Whitehead established this point decisively in his now neglected but 
still inspiring Adventures of Ideas (1933). Whitehead identified what he 
called "noble discontent ... founded upon appreciation of beauty, and of in
tellectual distinction, and of duty" as the fundamental dynamic of the socio!-
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ogy of knowledge in Western cultures.23 Noble discontent is what has kept 
these cultures and the ideas they have created vibrant and self-renewing. The 
decline of utopian thought, outside of the realm of technology, in our time has 
been widely documented and lamented.24 The apparent disappearance of 
democratic alternatives to neoliberalism has generated a disabling pessimism 
among many left intellectuals. Without the utopian impulse, Russell Jaccoby 
maintains, "A light has gone out. The world stripped of anticipation turns cold 
and grey."25 Without the utopian impulse, Thomas Jefferson could not have 
written the Declaration of Independence, and Martin Luther King Jr. could 
not have composed his "I have a dream" speech. And without the utopian im
pulse, noble discontent loses its nobility and degenerates into cynicism. Cyn
icism, wearing the mask of postmodern cool, has not only become a perva
sive quality of intellectual discourse today, it permeates popular culture, 
journalism, advertising, and even adolescent subculnlfes.26 This is why Pierre 
Bourdieu issued the following charge to critical intellectuals today: "[W]e 
must 'open our big mouths' and try to restore our utopia; because one of the 
defining qualities of these neoliberal governments is that they do away with 
utopias.',27 

Fifth, in the last half of the twentieth centmy, the structural positioning of 
critical intellectuals changed significantly, especially in America. It has be
come nearly impossible to live by the word, by publishing books and critical 
essays. Therefore, most intellectuals are now academics. With these institu
tional moorings, intellectuals have acquired relative financial secmity and the 
temptations that accompany security, including caution, conservatism, and 
consumerism. Through college- and university-sponsored retirement pro
grams, most American professors are now significantly invested in the stock 
market, and the stock market growth of the last quarter-century, especially the 
dot.com bubble of the 1990s, made millionaires of a small but significant 
number of senior professors. The top segment of the professoriate, prominent 
researchers at elite research institutions, can no longer be adequately de
scribed as "servants of power"; they are also part of the "power elite" of the 
information economy.28 In that sense, many of these academic elites are also 
implicated in what Christopher Lasch called "the revolt of elites": the abdi
cation of a sense of responsibility to community, to historical continuity, and 
to democratic values.29 

Sixth, the institutionalization of critique and its increasing dependence on 
profit-dependent forms of mediation have further contributed to the detach
ment of intellectuals from community and continuity by undermining the bo
hemian cultures that intellectuals have historically shared in large urban cen
ters at least since the nineteenth century. By scattering intellectuals to remote 
and often isolating outposts in Iowa, Wisconsin, Oregon, and so on, academic 
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employment has produced a much more fragmented, individualized, and spe
cialized form of intellectual discourse about public issues in America than, for 
example, was the case in the first half of the twentieth century, when New 
York intellectuals set the agendas for and dominated journals of opinion. This 
development has opened up and enriched the conversation in many ways by 
moving it beyond East Coast domination, but it has also Balkanized it into 
disciplinary-specific enclaves, and tamed it by separating it from shared ex
periences of community. The new intellectuals may retain bohemian values 
and tastes. But without a community base and shared politics, bohemianism 
becomes a lifestyle choice that frequently manifests itself in upscale "hip" 
consumerism.30 

Seventh, the structural shift described in the previous point has contributed 
to undermining the traditional gadfly concept of intellectual work by making 
it, in some significant senses, an avocation for academics. That is, the de
mands for professionalism and careerism in the academic's "day job" are of
ten different from and in direct conflict with "the duty of noble discontent."31 

A distinction drawn from the older tradition, when intellectuals on both the 
left and right still felt the moral authority of this duty, remains instructive.32 

The early twentieth-century French conservative Julian Benda, responding in 
patt to the Dreyfus Case, indicted what he saw as "the betrayal of intellectu
als."33 Benda distinguished between, "clerics," intellectuals who are bound by 
this moral authority, and "laity," who live in the world and pursue material 
advantage. Benda saw intellectual work as a sacred trust, a "vocation," that 
carries both moral authority and moral responsibilities. Benda cites Jesus's 
stricture, "My kingdom is not of this world;' to define the parallel seculm· 
moral obligation that, he believed, the intellectual must embrace. In his view, 
the intellectual has to stand apatt and to speak the truth to power with as much 
courage and eloquence as possible.34 For Benda, this duty requires sacrifice: 
even, in some situations, the ultimate sacrifice. 

In Representations of the Intellectual, Edward Said contemporizes 
Benda's distinction and applies it to an analysis of the current structural po
sitions of American academics. He distinguishes between professionals and 
intellectuals and underscores the tensions between the two roles.35 From the 
point of view of established institutions, including colleges and universities, 
those who embrace the moral/vocational approach are far more problematic 
than their nine-to-five professional peers. Although those who view intellec
tual work as a vocation may invest more of themselves in their efforts, they 
are, neve1theless, by definition, less predictable and potentially less loyal to 
the local agendas of their institutional employer than are the professionals. 
The gadfly vocation requires intellectuals to "deliberately not belong," to 
hold no allegiances to the media, governments, corporations, religions, par-
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ties, etcetera, in order to be free to "dissent against the status quo at a time 
when the struggle on behalf of underrepresented and disadvantaged groups 
seems so unfairly weighted against them."36 Dissent, as we know, often be
gins at home, in internal criticism of the operations of the institutions in 
which intellectuals work: today, more often than not, that means-or should 
mean-criticism of the corporatization of higher education. Snch criticism 
usually extracts high costs: costs that many academics today, like Benda's 
failed clerics, are unwilling to pay. Career-oriented academics prefer to do 
their day jobs, and retreat to the safety and comforts of the laity in the 
evening: to, in fact, enjoy the creature comforts of what David Brooks calls 
"bobos [bourgeois-bohemians] in paradise."37 

The cumulative weight of these developments is discouraging. In cata
loguing them, however, my intention is to encourage, not discourage. In vir
tually all of the trends explored here, critical intellectuals retain some agency. 
They can choose to remain silent, puzzled, conflicted, unsure, and unproduc
tive, or they can choose to act: to do their work, to open their big mouths, to 
risk being wrong. Within the present climate, we are not asked to put our lives 
on the line, only our ideas. Unlike the brave souls who faced imprisonment to 
advance and defend academic freedom in American higher education during 
the early part of the twentieth century and again during the McCmthy era, we 
face, at most, loss of our jobs. To be sure, this is no small price to pay in a job 
structure where new oppmtunities are mtificially repressed. As the ultimate 
price, it is, however, modest compared to what the great freedom fighters of 
the past paid. In reality, in the current litigious legal climate in the United 
States, very few will actually face this extreme sanction, especially if other 
big mouths rally to their support. More routinely, however, we do risk access 
to the perquisites of academic careers: desirable teaching schedules and 
course assignments, research subsidies, sabbatical leaves, promotions, colle
giality, and so on. 

Writing in 1996 on the occasion of the occasion of the twenty-fifth an
niversary of The01y and Society, the journal founded by Alvin Gouldner, 
Janet Gouldner says of her deceased husband: 

Gouldner would have been saddened by the turn recent theoretical debate has 
taken among intellectuals. Not saddened at the challenge to objectivity and 
representation claims-he had long since challenged them hhnself. Not at the 
institutional constraints to intellectual life-he assumed that challenging 
those was part of the job. But saddened at the pessimism among contempo
rary intellectuals that theory is possible at all. He wanted intellectuals to be 
brave, profoundly passionate, daring to reach for the big picture, and bold 
enough to be wrong. Keep going, he would have said, do your work; people 
need it.38 



246 Chapter Ten 

Sound advice for us all! To it I would add that it is just possible that people 
need critical intellectual work now more than ever. Our pessimism may be ra
tionally grounded, but our paralysis is an abdication of responsibility. Even in 
a post-Marxist world, Gramsci's dictum of "pessimism of intellect" but "op
timism of spirit" remains a reliable motto for critical intellectuals.39 

"NOBLE DISCONTENT" 

Imputing moral authority and moral obligations to the role of the intellectual 
is, of course, a vestige of the origins of modern Western scholarship within 
the monastic tradition. The concept of vocation is also directly derivative. 
Max Weber presented one of the most comprehensive and emotionally tor
tured explorations of the secularized conception of intellectual vocations in 
his t\vo prescient essays, "Science as a Vocation" and "Politics as a Vocation." 
Both of these works merit careful rereadings today.40 Most publicly visible in
tellectual opposition to established institutions in the West in the last 100 
years has been associated with left or left-liberal positions. There is, however, 
no necessary relationship between "noble discontent" and left political loca
tions, as the history of dissent in the former Soviet Union amply demon
strated.41 Since the 1960s, for example, conservative intellectnals in the U.S., 
despite the generous external funding that has been mobilized to support and 
publicize their views, have nevertheless seen themselves as an embattled in
tellectual minority within the academy. This may, in fact, be an accurate as
sessment at least in some institutional contexts some of the time, especially 
when conservatives take on such issues as speech codes, affirmative action, 
and multiculturalism. 

Many, perhaps even most, academics, regardless of their political sympa
thies, probably feel some sense of existential, as opposed to purely careerist, 
commitment to their work; probably most academics, at least in the social sci
ences and humanities, privately aspire to be intellectuals. Many may com
mute between the poles of professionalism and intellectualism, in Said's 
sense of those teims. The distinction between career and vocational commit
ments is usually one of degree rather than kind, and where one is positioned 
along this continuum may vary in different seasons of one's personal and 
work life. Young faculty members with the double binds of the time-intensive 
responsibilities of young families and ticking tenure clocks, for example, nor
mally have less time and leverage within the current institutionalization of in
tellect than do senior faculty members. So, noble discontent need not be a 
zero-sum game. For those who embrace the role, it imposes different, but usu
ally incremental, responsibilities in the typical academic career cycle. 
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Historically, noble discontent has been a male prerogative: certainly We
ber, Whitehead, Benda, and most other sociologists of knowledge conceived 
of it that way. The personal costs of dissent for women are still higher than 
the costs for men, although no longer out of reach.42 For all historically mar
ginal groups, women, racial and ethnic minorities, and others who still have 
not been fully integrated into academic cultures, the decision to stand apart 
requires greater courage and carries more tisks than for those who fully en
joy the entitlements of membership in the academy. Said sees Virginia Woolf 
and Simone de Beanvoir as exemplars of female gadflies. I might add the 
names of Sojourner Truth, Emma Goldman, Margaret Sanger, Mother Jones, 
Alice Paul, Dorothy Day, Hannah Arendt, Bernadette Devlin, and Lani 
Guinier, among many others. The feminist movement (or, more accurately, 
movements) of the last quarter4:entury have decisively demonstrated that 
women can speak truth to power and with global consequences. Indeed, de
spite mainstream U.S. media's repeated requiems for feminism, the global 
feminist movement has weathered the end of the Cold War better than other 
Enlightenment based social movements. In fact, the end of the Cold War has 
significantly advanced the prominence of women's equality on the agendas of 
international human tights organizations. 

Despite Said's gestures of inclusiveness and his own lived expetience of 
marginality, I do not think he fully appreciates the personal and professional 
complexity that accompany embrace of the gadfly role by women, minorities, 
and academics and other intellectual workers at non-elite institutions. Not 
only must they, like Said, take on the world and their own institutions, but 
they must also confront the gadfly tradition itself, which is histotically impli
cated in silencing and marginalizing the voices of women, minorities, les
bians, gays, and others. That is, these recently and still only partially enfran
chised gadflies must ctitique the ongoing practices of their would-be (and 
should-be) ideological allies: gadflies like Said et al. 

The record of the last forty years of internal, often disabling, strife within 
and among movements for social justice attests to the hazards of these inter
nal confrontations. More often than not, they have splintered, factionalized, 
and inflamed; often they have done the enemy's work of dividing and con
queting better than any enemy could. Yet, without these confrontations, the 
disenfranchised remain disenfranchised. Internal "semiological guertilla" en
gagements among critical intellectual camps must continue. For these en
gagements to succeed, both old and new gadflies will need to rethink their 
goals and discursive strategies. "Old" gadflies will have to come to terms 
with the fact that "new" gadflies really are proposing a radical transformation 
of the tradition, not simply seeking accommodation or assimilation: a trans
formation that will require the old as well as the new to change. New gadflies, 
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in tum, will, for the foreseeable future, have to continue to bear the exhaust
ing burden of critiquing from within as well as from the trenches. 

To reverse the polarization of the so-called culture wars and political cor
rectness debates, stoked by conservatives, gadflies need to reclaim their own 
once-ironic language and restore community and solidarity building by build
ing self-reflexivity and even humor into their internal self-criticisms. Internal 
criticism is, after all, a means, not the end of critical theory: it should start 
conversations, not finish them. An example from the art world, which joins 
serious critique, campy humor, and self-parody, may be instructive. The 
Guerrilla Girl Movement has captured the attention of art critics, garnered ex
tensive press coverage, and mobilized women artists in several countries by 
using poster and perf01mance att to critique discrimination, based on gender 
and color, in museums, among art critics, and in att markets.43 The tools of 
the scholar's craft are, of course, different from the attist's or the actor's. I am 
not recommending impotting performance att into our toolkits, although it 
may have a role to play in some disciplines, especially in the humanities.44 I 
am, however, recommending that we take seriously the "new humility" that 
contemporary epistemologies mandate: that we use that humility to infuse our 
scholarly conversations with a new openness to discovery, and that we allow 
ourselves to enjoy, rather than fear, the unexpected turns that those conversa
tions will take as they are enriched by a broader range of interlocutors. We 
might, for example, revisit the kinds of dialogic experimentation and intel
lectual playfulness that animated some of the more creative explorations of 
postpositive inquiries in and at the margins of the social sciences in the late 
1960s and early 1970s before the sclerosis of angty factionalism shut down 
so many promising conversations. 

In the previous chapters, I have discussed some of the ways in which dis
cursive practices, paradigms, and models of critical reason have been impli
cated in enforcing socially structured silences. I have also stressed the neces
sity of radically rethinking, reinventing, and richly expanding the concept of 
rationality in light of what we now know about the limits of the Enlighten
ment model of rationality. Yet, like Said, Harding, Keller, Bordo, Haraway, 
Bourdieu, Grass, Habermas, Mamlheim, Weber, and many others, I retain a 
belief in the constmctive powers of critical scholarship. I believe in the pos
sibility of crafting more adequate forms of substantive rationality, which can 
encompass models of complexity, incorporate ongoing epistemological work, 
retain sensitivity to context and community and to the communicative con
stituents of sense-making and knowledge constrnction, and give voice to the 
full panoply of human experience. In sum, I think that "discontent" begins at 
home, but that it achieves "nobility," in Whitehead's sense, through responsi
ble engagement in the world. 
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Nobel discontent can be occasionally expressed, with significant results, 
within systems of power, although it is always difficult to stand apa1t in in
stitutional contexts where pressures to close ranks are strong.45 Neve1theless, 
some exceptionally talented insiders have successfully negotiated this per
ilous line. Most dissenters are, however, destined to exile, to living their lives 
on the margins of organizations, because their primary commitment is to crit
icism, not to governments, corporations, religions, or even to political or so
cial movements with which they may identify. Said desctibes what he char
acterizes as the "romance" of this commitment: 

This is not ahvays a matter of being a critic of govenunent policy, but rather of 
thinking of the intellectual vocation as n1aintaining a state of constant alertness, 
of a perpetual willingness not to let half-truths or received ideas steer one along. 
That this involves a steady realism, an almost athletic rational energy, and a 
complicated struggle to balance the problems of one's own selfhood against the 
demands of publishing and speaking in the public sphere is what makes it an 
everlasting effort, constitutively unfinished and necessarily imperfect.46 

In embracing Said's notion of "almost athletic rational energy," I am not 
aligning myself with the Promethean claims of what Georg Lukacs called 
"phantom objectivity," nor am I reviving the imperialistic God's eye ofWest
e111 rationalism.47 Rather, I am endorsing the fully human and humane stance 
of critical realism that recognizes the powers and pleasures as well as the lim
its of the human capacity to know. Nor, it should be clear, am I suggesting 
that the intellectual cannot be a political activist or a paitisan, but rather that 
the intellectual's fn'st commitment, her or his moral imperative, is to be re
sponsive to the demands ofreason. To remain silent in the face of abuses of 
power-to invoke the false gods of objectivity and neutrality-is, as Benda 
argued, a betrayal of the duty of the intellectual, not just a personal failure of 
courage. There are, however, always tensions built into alliances of reason 
and organized action. That is why reasonable people can disagree profoundly, 
and that is why intellectuals are often contentious allies. 

Yet, there are historical circumstances and causes that are so desperate that 
the responsible exercise of intellect may compel some intellectuals to conunit 
their whole beings to action because there are no viable alternatives. In Between 
Hell and Reason: Essays from the Resistalll Newspaper Combat, 1944--1947, 
Albert Camus describes such a context when he writes that "the men who 
joined the Resistance found themselves in the solitary position of choosing 
shame or action."48 Assuming the dual roles of intellectual and partisan does, 
however, carry special intellectual and moral responsibilities. Reflexive self
criticism, the obligation of all intellectuals, is a special obligation of paitisan in
tellectuals; although, unf01tunately, the hard realities of contemporary political 
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struggles almost always preclude public displays of reflexivity, doubt, or re
gret. Yet, doubt is a precondition for critical reason, and self-doubt is a hall
mark of wisdom. 

The demands that intellectual vocations place on those who accept them 
are not always, or even usually, as dramatic as the roles that have been played 
in the public sphere by the intellectuals I have cited in this essay: Weber, 
Benda, Woolf, Brecht, de Beauvoir, Bourdieu, Grass, Said, et al. For many, 
noble discontent may mean consistently and perhaps even inconspicuously 
practicing and enjoying what C. Wright Mills called "intellectual craftsman
ship" in teaching, research, and writing.49 Nevertheless, intellectual vocations 
are not for everyone. Here is one more place where I prut company with 
Benda. Not everyone has the interests, convictions, spleen, stamina, or a big 
enough mouth to take on the gadfly role. In most scholarly fields in the U.S. 
today, the choice is not, as it was in Camus's time, between shame and action. 
The time may come when that is the choice; it may come sooner, and with 
greater intensity, in some areas of scholarly specialization than in others. At 
present, however, it is still possible for scholars in most fields to live lives of 
moral responsibility and personal satisfaction as a members of the laity.50 

For those who believe "something is missing," however, discontent can 
only be ennobled by opening their big mouths and speaking truth to power. 
Yes, the postmodern anxiety over truth that is made, not discovered, is war
ranted. Stripped of the authority of Promethean theories of knowledge, we 
must now stake more modest claims.51 We must recognize that our methods 
for converting the evidence of our senses, the testaments of our reason, and 
fruits of our conversations into knowledge are always fallible, incomplete, 
and prone to error. But we must also recognize that they always have been, 
and that, in the past, we were ignorant of, deluded by, or willfully denying 
these contingencies. The wings of Prometheus have taken the Western mind 
far. The adventures of this lesser god have given us great art, literature, phi
losophy, and the wonders of modem science, but Promethean illusions have 
also been responsible for many tragic misadventures. 

The loss of a false sense of ce1tainty is, however, also a gain: perhaps even 
a step forward in the history of human consciousness. Viewing knowledge as 
a wholly human constrnct recognizes the awesome powers of our species as 
well as our mortal limits. If gods have not walked among us or stolen fire 
from the heavens for us, some ve1y powerful human intellects have never
theless illnminated our world for us. And some of them, sensing that some
thing was missing, have used their noble discontent to launch some amazing 
"adventures of ideas."52 

Now that we humans are forced to face our problems alone, with "steady re
alism" rather than with Promethean delusions, we are, in fact, far better posi-
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tioned than ever before to avoid misadventures in ideas and in society. When 
imagining something better, we are now forced to do so without invoking su
perhuman powers or principles-divine rights, laws of historical immanence, 
racist perversions of evolutionary themy, concepts of compulsory heterosexu
ality, and so on-which have too often tragically twisted our utopian human 
impulse to do better into a totalitarian impulse, which has invariably done 
worse. The new humility requires us to recognize that all of our efforts to build 
better theories and better worlds must always remain works in progress, that 
all of our solutions to intellectual and social problems are necessmily tentative, 
and that every extension of the franchise of democracy is easily reversed. 

Those who imagine that their victories are pe1manent -that they have powers 
to end ideology or freeze history-entertain dangerous Promethean fantasies. 
Immanuel Kant warned, 

Out of the crooked tin1ber of humanity, no straight thing \Vas ever n1ade. And for 
that reason no perfect solution is, not 1nerely in practice, but in principle, possi
ble in htnnan affairs, and any detennined attempt to produce it is likely to lead 
to suffering, disillusiorunent, and failure.53 

Better to reclaim the steadying stick of critical realism, to recognize our lm
man limits as well as our opportunities, and to do our work. The world still 
needs it. 
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Knowledge (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 250, n. 6. 
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16. For a survey of the range of postmodemisms, see Walter Truett Anderson, ed., 
The Truth about the Truth: De-confusing and Re-constructing the Post111oden1 lVorld 
(New York: Putnam, 1995). 

17. Grass in Grass and Bourdieu, "A Literature from Belo\v," 26. 
18. In the former Soviet Bloc nations, the reinvention of the acade1ny in the wake of 

the collapse of comn1unism has been ongoing. For example, it ended 1nany careers and 
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opened up academic opportunities for former dissidents. In the West, the rupture has 
been less wrenching, although some scholars have seen Utterest in their specialties \vane 
(e.g., Russian Studies), research funding and publishing opportunities dry up, aud new 
job opportunities or job mobility decline or disappear. The sting of the conservative or
chestrated "political correctness" debates should not be underestimated either, despite 
the fact that many of the arguments are lightweight or inaccurate. University adminis
trators, \Vho are increasingly drawn from bush1ess rather than academic backgrounds, 
have brought with them corporate, top-do,vn authority n1odels. In some institutions, 
they no\v have significant voice in academic affairs, including curriculum directions and 
hiring. For a trenchant account of the malaise that has infected the communication field, 
see Robert W. McChesney, "The Political Economy of Communication and the Future 
of the Field," Media, Culture, and Society 22, no. 1(January2000): 109-116. 

19. This example demonstrates the effects of the conflation of the public good with 
the corporate good, in this case, defined as the good of corporations disadvantaged by 
Microsoft's exercise of its monopolistic muscle. 

20. The present course would therefore appear to be leading almost inescapably to 
unprecedented global environmental crises. Without sustained, cooperative, interna
tional planning and interventions, this course will not only produce further destruction 
of the rain forests and exacerbation of global \Vanning. It \Vill also accelerate rates of 
extinction of species and the exhaustion of nonrenewable resources, \Vhich not only in
clude the fossil fuels that keep the engines of the developed world running, but also 
fresh water supplies upon which life itself depends. In the poorest countries in the 
\Vorld, it \Vill also contribute to increasing population pressures that result in genocidal 
regional \Vars, disease, starvation, and the creation of large refugee populations. 

21. Russell Jaccoby traces the academic lineage of the "end of ideology" thesis in 
social science and historical \Vriting. Those \Vho have arrived, including acadentlcs, it 
seems must convince themselves that their good fortune is permanent and invincible. 
See Russell Jaccoby, The End of Utopia: Politics and Cnlture in an Age of Apathy 
(New York: Basic Books, 1999). 

22. Alfred North Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas (New York: The Free Press, 
1967, original 1933), 20. Bertolt Brecht's famous line from Mahagonny, "Something 
is missing," is cited by Jaccoby, through the intermediary of Ernst Bloch, as the key 
to the utopian impulse. Jaccoby, The End of Utopia, 181. 

23. Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas; Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia (New 
York: Harvest Books, 1936); and Karl Mannheim, Essays on the Sociology of Knowl
edge (London: Kegan Paul, 1952). 

24. Jaccoby, The End of Utopia; Ishaiah Berlin, ''The Decline of Utopian Ideas in 
the West," in The Crooked Timber of Humanity, ed. Ishaial1 Berlin (Princeton, NJ.: 
Princeton University Press, 1990). This Western atrophy of optimism is exported to 
the rest of the world through media; yet, it may be the ideology of victors, which, as 
you read this, maybe calling forth utopian reactions-in Mannheim's sense-in other 
parts of the world. See Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia. 

25. Jaccoby, The End of Utopia, 181. 
26. I recently witnessed a generational difference in idealism versus cynicism in 

audiences responses to a talk on political campaign reform. Paul Taylor, founder of 
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the Alliance for Better Can1paigns, evoked a nostalgic spark of idealism among fac
ulty, while students responded with cynicism by claiming Taylor must have an angle, 
must be a front for some interests, or 1nust be profiting personally from his efforts. 
Paul Taylor, "Campaign Reform," lecture, Muhlenberg College, Allentown, Pa., Oc
tober 17,2000. 

27. Bourdieu in Grass and Bourdieu, "A Literature from Belo\v," 26. 
28. One could argue that elite scientists and intellectuals in corporate and univer

sity research centers and think tanks UO\V comprise a ne\v presence in what C. Wright 
Mills called "the power elite." Alvin Gouldner forecast the value of intellech1al capi
tal in the \Vorld that was evolving in the last quarter of the t\ventieth century. His fore
cast was, however, far more optimistic than the reality that actually has, to date, taken 
forni. That is, he saw intellectuals forming a "new class" and advancing a culture of 
"critical discourse" that \vould displace the "old class" of both capitalist and socialist 
do1nination. His faith in the relative intellectual autonomy of the intellectuals has not 
yet proven warranted. Yet, one can cite some examples of noble discontent among the 
ne\v class of information intellectuals. See, for example, Bill Joy's "\Vhy the Future 
Doesn't Need Us," Wired (April 2000): 1-30, which is discussed more fully in chap
ter 6 of this book. See also C. Wright Mills, The Power Elite (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1956). Gouldner attributes the term "servants of power" to Loren 
Baritz. See Alvin Gouldner, The Future of Intellectuals and the Rise of the Ne1v Class 
(New York: Seabmy Press, 1979), 40. 

29. Christopher Lasch, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy 
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1995). 

30. David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise: The Netv Upper Class and Ha1v They Got 
There (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). 

31. The 0 day job" reference is fron1 a talk given by Andrew Ross, who was con
trasting his job as a professor in Ne\v York \Vith his job as a \Vriter who \Vanted to 
spend a year gathering material on Disney's planned community, Celebration, in Or
lando, Andrew Ross, "Celebration," lecture, Muhlenberg College, October 18, 2000. 
Since then, I have also noticed this flippant dichotomy used in the Chronicle of 
Higher Education in reference to other acadentlc celebrities, who \Vithin the Chroni
cle's take, are often English professors, for example Scott Heller, "Harold Bloo111 
Plays His Biggest Role," Chronicle of Higher Education (JO November 2000): 8(A). 
Disciplinaty differences may be at play here; it is hard for me to imagine social sci
entists, \Vho still carry the burden of the direct and indirect influences of Max Weber's 
ascetic approach to scholarship, finding this kind of verbal play 41Cool." 

32. Julian Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals (New York: Norton, 1969, orig
inal 1928). Edward W. Said 1nakes extensive use of Benda's \Vork in his Representa
tions of the Intellectnal (New York: Vintage, 1994). I, in turn, draw heavily on both 
Said and Benda's \Yorks. 

33. Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals. 
34. Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals. 
35. Edward Said,Representations of the Intellectual. 
36, Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual, xxii. 
37. Brooks, Bobos in Paradise. 
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38. Janet Gouldner, "Opening Remarks: Alvin Gouldner's Theory and Society," 
The01y and Society 25, no. 2 (April 1996): 165. 

39. Antonio Gramsci, The Antonio Gratnsci Reader (Ne\v York: New York Uni
versity, 2000). 

40. Both essays are in Weber, Flvm Max Weber. 
41. While the Western press used Western liberal/conservative labels to describe 

Soviet intellectuals during the period of Cold War detente, the Western press 's and the 
Western left's responses to Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's demonstrates the limits of these 
categories. American conservatives who etnbraced his denunciation of Soviet totali
tarianism reframed him as eccentric when he criticized \Vesten1 materialis1n. 

42. Weber was sympathetic to the feminist arguments of his time, and supported 
\Vomen, including his wife, Marianne, in intellectual pursuits. The language and as
sumptions of his o\vn \Vritings on intellectuals are, however, classically masculinist. 
Said strives for greater gender inclusiveness in his discussion of intellectuals; how
ever, he does not consider the by-now vast literature on the special challenges that 
most won1en academics and intellectuals still face in adopting a vocational approach 
to scholarship. 

43. The Guerrilla Girls movement demonstrates that it is not enough for \Vomen to 
have access to clay, brushes, or art juries \Vhen the criteria the judges use preclude 
subjects, forms, and sensibilities drawn fro1n \Vomen's experiences. Characterizing 
themselves as "the conscience of the art \Vorld," these feminist activists see them
selves as the counterparts of the male tradition of anonymous do-gooders like Robin 
Hood, Batman, and the Lone Ranger. The Guerrilla Girls began in 1985 when the Mu
seum of Modern Art (MOMA) in New York held an exhibit entitled, "An International 
Survey of Painting and Sculpture," which touted itself as a definitive inventory of the 
most significant contemporary art in the world. Of the 169 artists exhibited, only thir
teen were \Vomen. All were white, either European or American. The curator advised 
any artist who \Vas not included in the show to rethink "his" career. A protest by 
\Vomen artists in front of the museu1n \Vas ignored. Follo\ving the example of the gay 
activist group, Act Up, the Guerrilla Girls decided to use their art to distnrb, shock, 
outrage, and implode the masculine hegemony of the art world through posters, bill
boards, bus ads, magazine spreads, protest actions, letter \Vriting ca1npaigns, broad
sheets in the bathroo1ns of major museums, interviews, and, niost recently, books. 
Adopting the names of dead women artists, members of the group sought to both protect 
themselves from blacklisting by museun1s and from the einergence of a self-serving star 
system within their own ranks. A fairly typical example of their efforts is a 1997 
poster protesting another MOMA exhibit, which reads, "3 \Vhite \Vomen, 1 \Voman of 
color and no men of color-out of71 artists." The poster shows six gorillas in a hairy 
teacup on a hairy saucer. Detachable postcards congratulate the curator of the show 
on n1anaging to "redefine the still life to exclude \Vomen and artists of color from the 
practice"; it advises MOMA to change the name of the exhibit from "Objects of De
sire: the Modern Still Life" to "The Objects of MOMA's Desire are Still White 
Males." Supporters sent the museun1 thousands of the postcards; according to the 
Guerri11a Girls, all of the revie\VS of the exhibition commented on its discrhninatory 
aesthetics. In art, a practice that bears the self-parodic legacy of Marcel Duchamp, the 



256 Chapter Ten 

Guerrilla Girls strategies are, insofar as the \Vords are elastic enough to apply, both logi
cal and rational. As a result, the group has attracted world\vide attention, and its tactics 
have been emulated by won1en rutists in several countries. See 111e Guerrilla Girls Bed
side Companion to the History of Westem A1t (New York: Penguin, 1998) and the 
movement's \Vebsite <\VW\v.guerillagirls.com/interview/index.hhnl> (accessed Febru
ary 11, 2002). 

44. Here I fmd myself a1nbivalent about Martin Jay's controversial essay, "The 
Acadentlc Woman as Performance Artist." I share Jay's collllnihnent to Gouldner's 
ideal of cultures of critical discourse: a form that I believe retains promise, if it still 
eludes us in practice, in the social sciences,history, philosophy, and public life. I even 
share, \Vith some minor reservations, his conclusion that the won1en "performers" that 
he discusses do not meet that ideal, and probably do not aspire to. Yet, there is a scold
ing quality about Jay's essay that I reject. Performance, as opposed to rational-critical 
models, are on the ascent in many areas of the hun1anities and even in interdiscipli
nary studies; \Vithin their assumptions, shock, absurdity, street theater, parody, inver
sion, and other nonlinear discursive fonns have achieved legitimacy. Perhaps Jay's 
o\vn interdisciplinary fence-sitting, \Vhich has enriched so much of his \Vork, is a lia
bility here. See Martin Jay, Cultural Semantics (Amherst: University of Massachu
setts Press, 1998). 

45. For a recent chronicle of a critical intellectual's "insider" attempts to speak 
tn1th to po\ver, see Benjatnin Barber, The Truth of Polver: Intellectual Afj"airs in the 
Clinton White House (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001). 

46. Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual, 23. 
47. Georg Lukacs, Histo1y and Class Consciousness (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 

Press, 1971, original 1922). 
48. Albert Camus, Bellveen Hell and Reason: Essays fron1 the Resistance Nelvs

paper Combat, 1944-1947 (Hanover, N.H.: Press of New England for Wesleyan Uni
versity Press, 1991). 

49. Without taking on the full \Veight of a vocational cormnitment, one can strive 
for "intellectual craftsmanship" in C. Wright Mills's sense, or a similar construct, 
\Vhat Alasdair Macintyre calls excellence in 11practice." See C. \Vright Mills, "On In
tellectual Craftsmanship," in The Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1959), appendix; and Alasdair Macintyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981). 

50. Here I not only part company with Benda, but with uncon1promising traditions 
on both the left and right that assume that one size fits all. I do, ho\vever, conversely 
hold those who profess commitments to the vocational model to the standards of that 
tradition, \Vhich on some issues, find little room for compromise. In short, I expect 
more fidelity to noble discontent from clerics than laity. 

51. Polanyi, Personal Kno1vledge. 
52. Whitehead, Adventures of Ideas. 
53. Immanuel Kant, quoted by Berlin, The C!voked 1lmber of Humanity, 48. 
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