CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Lest We Think the

Revolution is a Revolution

Images of Technology and the
Nature of Change

Cynthia L. Selfe

HEN ENGLISH STUDIES TEACHERS GET TOGETHER TO TALK ABOUT TECH-
Wnology, we generally end up talking about change. It is common
sense, after all to link computers with change when microprocessors, accord-
ing to Moore’s law, double in speed every eighteen months, when biomem-
ory, superscalar architecture, and picoprocessors become feature stories for
National Public Radio; and when media generations flash by in less time
than it takes to uncrate a faculty workstation and get rid of the styrofoam
packing.

And, at some level, English Departments have come to terms with techno-
logical change—we have adjusted diminishing supplies and equipment bud-
gets to accommodate an ongoing program of purchases and upgrades,
accepted computer studies as a new area of scholarly focus, integrated technol-
ogy into various curricula, and modified many programs to include technol-
ogy training and use (c.f., Selber, 1994; McDaniel, 1990; Schwartz, Selfe,
Sosnoski, 1994; Wahlstrom and Selfe, 1994).

Like most Americans, however, even though educators have made these
adaptations, we remain decidedly undecided about technology and change. At
one level, we believe in the pairing; we believe in the computer’s power, and we
believe strongly in the beneficial ways that technology promises to improve
our lives (Bump, 1990; Delany and Landow, 1991; Snyder, 1996). At other lev-
els, we fear the effects of technology, and the potent changes that it introduces
into familiar systems. (Apple, 1986; Kramarae, 1988; Hawisher and Selfe, 1993;
Selfe and Selfe, 1994)

These contradictory impulses are the focus of this chapter, especially as they
affect the work of English studies specialists and educators. In addition, these
attitudes shade subtly into one another at multiple levels of a larger collective
social experience, and they are worth exploring for that reason as well.
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CHANGE, TECHNOLOGY, AND THE STATUS QUO: SOME
BACKGROUND

Because our culture subscribes to several powerful narratives that link tech-
nological progress closely with social progress, it is easy for us—for Americans,
in particular—to believe that technological change leads to productive social
change.

Indeed, the narratives linking technological change to social change are part
of the reason that English studies teachers—Iike many other educators—have
come to embrace computer technology so enthusiastically over the past decade.

Quite simply put, like many Americans, we hope computers can help us
make the world a better place in which to live. In the profession of English
studies, for example, we hope computers can help make us, and the students
with whom we work, more productive in the classroom and other instruc-
tional settings (Hafer 1996; Coogan 1995; Clark 1995; Tornow 1997; Sirc 1995)
more effective as communicators (Blair 1996; Minock and Shor 1995; Sproull
and Kiesler 1991), and more responsibly involved as literate citizens in world
affairs (Schuler 1994; Selfe 1996; Geren 1996)

We are not alone in these stories that we tell ourselves—indeed, they are
echoed for us constantly and in a variety of versions. Vice President Albert
Gore (1994) has noted that the Global Information Infrastructure (GII) would
increase opportunities for intercultural, communication among the peoples of
the world. Howard Rheingold, in The Virtual Community (1993), describes
how computer networks can support more citizens in their efforts to commu-
nicate with government agencies, corporations, political groups, and informa-
tion resources. Nicholas Negroponte, in Being Digital (1995), sketches a
picture of electronic landscapes that provide individuals new ways of making
personal contributions to public deliberations and decision making. Dale
Spender, while more careful in her perspective in Nattering on the Nets (1995),
speculates on what it will take to establish new kinds of electronic forums that
will support women and other groups now often left out of—or kept out of—
public discussions in other venues.

This optimism about technology often masks in a peculiar way, however, a
contrasting set of extremely potent fears. Moreover, and perhaps more impor-
tantly, an exclusive focus on the positive changes associated with technology,
often serves to distract educators from recognizing how existing social forces
actually work to resist change in connection with technology; how they sup-
port the status quo when technology threatens to disrupt the world in any
meaningful way; how our culture, and the social formations that make up this
culture, react with a special kind of conservatism to technology, even as we
laud the changes it promises to bring.

This chapter will attempt to illustrate the ways in which change is modu-
lated and complicated by forces of stasis by focusing attention on a series of
images that come from commercial advertisements about technology. These
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advertisements reflect a portion of our collective American cultural imagina-
tion about technology. Like most images, they tell rich and powerful stories
about the social contexts in which they are produced. Like snapshots—of wed-
dings and graduations, of Christmas and family reunions, they reveal us, as
Americans, to ourselves. They are laden with cultural information, shot
through with the values, ideological positions, and social understandings that
comprise our shared experience. Indeed, it is because we recognize the com-
mon cultural symbols in these snapshots so clearly, because we commonly
construct meaning with and through them, because they are so loaded with
social significance to us, that such images are powerful communication
devices.

These are also the reasons that the ads included in this chapter can reveal to
us the complications of our feelings toward technology and illustrate how
these feelings are played out in the shared landscapes of our lived experience.

NARRATIVE #1: THE “GLOBAL VILLAGE” AND THE
“ELECTRONIC COLONY”

One of the most popular narratives Americans tell ourselves about comput-
ers is that technology will help us create a global village in which the peoples of
the world are all connected—communicating with one another and cooperat-
ing for the commonweal. According to this popular social narrative, the com-
puter network that spans the globe will serve to erase meaningless geopolitical
borders, eliminate racial and ethnic differences, re-establish a historical famil-
ial relationship which binds together the peoples of the world regardless of
race, ethnicity, or location. As Nicholas Negroponte (1995) re-tells the story to
us, “a new generation is emerging from the digital landscape free from many of
the old prejudices. . . . Digital technology can be a natural force, drawing peo-
ple into greater world harmony” (230) within a landscape where “we are
bound to find new hope and dignity” (231).

This story, as you can imagine, is appealing at a romantic level to many
Americans. It is also, incidentally, quite terrifying. Becoming just another mem-
ber of the tribe, just another citizen of the global village, suggests the possibility
that Americans could be asked to relinquish their current privileged status in
the world where, as Negroponte (1995, 230) also reminds us, twenty percent of
the population currently consumes eighty percent of the resources. Being just
one among many village members also suggests the possibility of losing the
economic benefits that have accrued to us as citizens in one of the most highly
technological nations of the world and the possibility of functioning within a
new global context in which classism and racism are unacceptable because so
many members of the connected human family are poor and of color.

In fact, we find ourselves, as a culture, ill equipped to cope with the
changes that the “global village” story necessitates, unable, even, to imagine,
collectively, ways of relating to the world outside our previous historical and



Lest We Think The Revolution is a Revolution 295

cultural experiences. As a result, in the advertisements included here, we
revise the script of the narrative to fit within the historically determined con-
texts that are familiar and comfortable. In doing so, we also limit our cultural
vision of the technological changes that are acceptable and possible for us as a
culture.

The first series of images presented in this chapter reveals how our cultural
imagination deals with the radical changes that the Global Village Narrative
implies, by re-constituting technological change within the boundaries of
these more historically and socially familiar contexts. In the global village nar-
rative, for example, while we maintain the vision of linking peoples around the
world, we imagine ourselves, not as simple members of this electronically con-
stituted village, but rather as discoverers of the village, explorers of its remote
corners, and even colonizers of its exotic peoples.

In the revised narrative, the global village retains its geographical reach, but
it becomes a world in which different cultures, different peoples, exist to be
discovered, explored, marveled at—in a sense, known and claimed by—those
who can design and use technology. Inhabitants of this electronic global vil-
lage, in turn, become foreigners, exotics, savages, objects to study and, some-
times, to control.

This revision is a familiar imaginative context for us—we have, after all, a
history of experiencing the world as missionaries, as colonists, as tourists, as
representatives of multinational companies. The revised story leaves no doubt
about our own role——Americans are the smart ones who use technological
expertise to connect the world’s peoples, to supply them with technology and
train them to use it. Nor does the revised story leave us in doubt about the
roles of other peoples in the world—they are the recipients of technology and
its benefits, those who use the technology that we control. This story is so
familiar because it has happened before and in ways that Americans like to
remember. We have a long and admirable history of exporting technological
expertise to less fortunate neighbors—through the Lend-Lease, the Peace
Corps, and the Space Program among other routes.

This re-telling or re-vising of the Global Village story—we can now call it
the Electronic Colonial narrative—happens very naturally within the discur-
sive venues available to our culture—on television, in our classrooms, in
books, and articles, and in corporate settings—often without anyone noticing
because the elements of revised Electronic Colonial narrative are so much
more familiar and acceptable to us than were those of the original Global
Village story.

The following pair of images reveals these themes (figures 1 and 2).
Especially fascinating in terms of this revised narrative is the use in these two
ads, by Virgin Sound and Records, of the “one tribe” motto.

In the first image (figure 1) we get a glimpse of both stories we have
described. The text here narrates the Global Village story, “For the world to have
a future, we must work together as one tribe” because “encroaching civilization,”
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“disease,” and “epidemics” are threatening some of the world’s people with “near
extinction.” Virgin, the ad tells us, has donated a portion of their profits from
their CD Atlas, entitled One World, to assist the Yanomami tribe in the Amazon
Basin as they establish health care programs in their villages.

The second, revised story—the Electronic Colonial narrative—is revealed
most clearly in the visual image represented in the ad, the picture of the
Yanomami man. In accordance with the themes of the revised narrative, the
Yanomami is shown in ritual dress with feathers and face paint, presented as a
wondering savage, vulnerable to the crueler effects of civilization, and obvi-
ously unaware, in a critical or informed sense, of the power of the technology
being used to his benefit. He is connected to Americans as “a member of the
tribe,” but he also remains a world away from us—the people who are creating
the CD technology and donating the money to health care projects.

The second ad (figure 2), again for Virgin Sound and Records, announces
two products and provides us another version of the revised Electronic
Colonial story. In this story, Americans use technology to become world trav-
elers, to learn about—and acquire knowledge of—other cultures, while
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remaining comfortably situated within their own living rooms and, thus,
comfortably separated from the other inhabitants of the global village.

On the left side of the page, the One Tribe CD is described, in which “MTV
star Pip Dann takes you on a journey exploring the people and cultures of our
world, from the origin of the Maori islanders to the rituals of a Tibetan monk.”
As the ad says, “One Tribe takes you further than you can imagine—right from
your own Home.” On the right side of the page, the One World Atlas offers “A
stunningly rich trek around the earth,” and a “wealth of maps and information
all set to a culturally rich music track.” The non-Americans featured in this ad
are identified as exotic, albeit inviting, co-habitants of the global village. At the
top left, are representations of two youngsters, spliced together to present a
bizarre tribal image; on the left margin scattered among postcards from exotic
destinations and lists of foreign vocabulary words, two picturesque French
men sport the requisite berets and a veiled Middle Eastern woman with myste-
rious eyes is portrayed.
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To complement the textual representation of the electronic colony narra-
tive, the picture in the bottom left of this ad reveals the source of this world
gaze—a white, blond woman sits in a well appointed living room that is chock
full of artifacts from around the world; several big-screen viewing areas in
front of her feature images of exotic peoples and far-off locations, a large com-
puter with a world map on the screen, and a globe complete the representa-
tion. Virgin provides an interesting case study of the Electronic Colonial
narrative. As a company, it has roots in Great Britain, but, given its marketing
and advertising targets, it has acquired a decidedly American flavor, thus, join-
ing the two countries under the potency of a single colonial gesture.

And, these are the tasteful and more subtle advertisements that are associ-
ated with the Electronic Colony narrative. The other end of the spectrum is
represented in the next two images (figures 3 and 4).

Figure 3, entitled “Unexpected” shows an Indian woman, bone picks
through her nose, feathers attached to her ear, beads around her neck, nurs-
ing a baby on one breast and a monkey on the other. The ad, for a color scan-
ner, begins with a large dollar sign. The person in the image, the message
suggests, is another inhabitant of the global village, but one important to
Americans only as the unexpected exotic, an image that we can use to sell a
piece of technology.

The next ad (figure 4), for Polyglot International software, provides yet
another version of the electronic colony story. In this image, a male, of unde-
fined indigenous origins, with gold teeth, a broad smile, and a Carmen
Miranda kind of bonnet made up of roses and topped by either a radio
antenna or a birthday candle. The ad’s designers have superimposed a set of
aviator’s goggles over the man’s eyes, and, across these goggles, are printed a
series of 1s and 0s, denoting binary code.

In this ad, the text provides the background story for the image, “You need a
team of software . . . experts who can help you culturally adapt every aspect of
your software for global markets. What you need for what they want” The
members of the global village, the ad implies, are indeed different from
Americans, and strange, but we can, given the know-how that characterizes the
American free enterprise system, identify what these people are seeking in
terms of desirable software and provide it to them in a language that they can
understand, even with a simplistic notion of our technology products.

These four advertisements—like the travelogue images we look at in
National Geographic, like the tourist brochures we pore over in the travel
agency, like the slides we view after a friends’ trip abroad-—are representations
of exotic places and exotic peoples now available to Americans as new global
markets, multiplied, as Fredric Jameson (1991) and Jean Baudrillard (1983)
would say, to the point of dizzying accessibility and specificity. And it is the
wondering native, the silly Indian, the veiled woman that is the object of our
collective technological, cultural, and capitalist gaze. Americans, in these four
ads, you'll notice, go almost un-represented in terms of images. Instead,
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Figure 3 Figure 4
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Americans are the canny and sophisticated minds behind the text, behind the
image, behind the technology. We are the designers, the providers, the village
benefactors. We are cybertourists and cybercapitalists who both understand
and represent the world as a private standing reserve.

This next pair of advertisements (figures 5 and 6) from IBM entitled
“Solutions for a small planet” also tells the electronic colony story, illustrating
how generous Americans can be in providing other needier countries with
useful technology, and providing the story a potent cumulative power. A small
map portrayed in each ad helps to orient viewers to the particular area of the
world that IBM and American influence have reached.
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In the first ad (figure 5), for example, with the tone of an old master, IBM
provides the 3-D rendering technology needed to rebuild the Frauenkirche, a
church destroyed during the allied firebombing of Dresden in 1945. The ad
notes that this technology, along with the experience of talented stonemasons,
allows the reconstruction to proceed, linking the power of a “21st century
tool” with the imagination of “18th century craftsmanship.”

In the next IBM ad, this set in South Africa, IBM helps the smiling driver of
a South African Breweries truck “slake the thirst of . . . far flung customers. . . .
so precisely that no one’s ever short a drop.”

If the previous series reduces the world to a series of tourist destinations, this
pair of ads—representative of a much more extensive series of technological
“solutions for a small planet”—reduces the worlds’ problems to a set of embar-
rassingly quick fixes. American technology and technological know-how, these
images imply, can provide reparations for the cultural damage caused by the
firebombing of Dresden, recreate the painstaking artistic achievement of a
destroyed eighteenth-century cathedral, and serve as a corrective for decades of
apartheid. These implications, of course, are not only absurd; they are humiliat-
ingly small-minded. Nothing can provide redress for the millions of human
lives, the art, the history, the beauty lost in Dresden; nothing can totally amelio-
rate the pain and the lingering inequities of South African apartheid. As much
as Americans might like to think it; technology is not the solution for all of the
world’s problems—and, indeed, it might well be a contributing cause to many
of them.

Technology, in these ads, is an American tool. And what we use this tool for
reveals all too clearly our values as homo faber—the tool maker. In these
images, I'm afraid, we see reflected not those fundamental and much needed
changes we talked about pursuing earlier; not improvements in the world situ-
ation, nor the elimination of hunger or pain or suffering or war; not, in other
words, an improved life for our fellow inhabitants in the global village or an
improved understanding of their cultures and concerns, but, rather, the all too
familiar stories of how to multiply our own markets, how to increase our own
cultural profits at the expense of others, how to take more effective advantage
of need and difference whenever we identify them, and how to reduce the cul-
tures of other people to inexcusable simplifications.

NARRATIVE #2: “LAND OF EQUAL OPPORTUNITY” AND “LAND
OF DIFFERENCE”

A second favorite cultural story that we tell ourselves in connection with
computers and change focuses on equity, opportunity, and access—all charac-
teristics ascribed to the electronic landscape we have constructed on the
Internet and to computer use, in general.

This landscape, Americans like to believe, is open to everybody—male and
female, regardless of color, class, or connection. It is, in fact, at some level, a
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romantic re-creation of the American story and the American landscape
themselves—a narrative of opportunity in an exciting land claimed from the
wilderness, founded on the values of hard work and fair play. It is a land avail-
able to all citizens, who place a value on innovation, individualism, and com-
petition, especially when tempered by a neighborly concern for less fortunate
others that is the hallmark of our democracy. If you recognize this story, it is
because it has been told so many times. It is the same story that Alexis De
Toqueville (1735) told us in Democracy in America and one that we’ve been
telling ourselves ever since—in Horatio Alger and Huck Finn, in Nancy Drew
and in episodes of “Father Knows Best.”

This next series of advertisements play on this narrative, emphasizing, in
particular, our fascination with—and strong faith in—these traditional
American values; in this case, specifically as they have the enduring power to
inform and temper technological innovations. The first is an ad (figure 7) for
Bob, Microsoft’s friendly operating system. These images are all ripe with ref-
erences to the 1950s, a time when America was entering the very beginning of
an accelerated push toward technological growth and innovation. Although
Sputnik, launched by the Russians on the 4th of October in 1957, weighed
heavily on our collective minds, the fifties were chock full of optimism. We
were still fresh from our successes in World War 11, invigorated by the promise
of the space program, tantalized by the bright future that the new world order
seemed to hold for those who were innovative and farsighted, ready to help the
world realize the promise of democracy and technology through special pro-
jects like the Peace Corp.

This cultural memory is a potent one for Americans, and these ads resonate
with the values that we remember as characterizing that golden time—recall-
ing for example, the down-home, no-nonsense comfort associated with a good
dog, a good pipe, a warm fire, a comfortable pair of shoes (figure 7), and the
other very American comforts accruing from a good salary and hard work in a
culture where effort is rewarded with capital gain, regardless of race, color,
creed, or class.

Indeed, we tell ourselves this clearly American tale—which I'll refer to as
the Land of Equal Opportunity narrative—often and in many different ver-
sions. The next two images (figures 8 and 9) also play on it, for instance.

The first, for Cisco Systems, uses a picture that could have come right out of a
Dick and Jane reader (figure 8). It shows another very American scene, also
harkening back to the magic time of the fifties. This time, the focus is on land-
scape inhabited by smiling people who point to airplanes as evidence of the tech-
nological progress because these machines characterize what American
know-how can accomplish in the land of equal opportunity when circumstances
are right. The text notes, “With wide-eyed optimism, you thought technology
was going to let you set information free. You were going to put power into the
hands of the people.” The ad goes on to explain that technology uninfluenced by
traditional American values can run amuck, especially in a postmodern world
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Figure 7
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characterized by “conflicting standards,” “rival companies,” “incompatibilities,”
and inefficient work habits.

The second image (figure 9) tells a bit more of the Land of Equal
Opportunity narrative. It speaks for a piece of software by CINet called “The
Ultimate Internet Tour,” showing what looks like a frame from an old home
movie. From a wide angle shot of a fifties suburban tract home development,
we get a magnified perspective on a typical American family—three smiling
kids, two smiling, upwardly-mobile parents posing in front of a spanking new,
functionally designed, split-level home, with all the optimism characteristic of
the Eisenhower era. The message, which urges readers to “keep up with the
Joneses, the Gates and your kids,” suggests that citizens of the twenty-first cen-
tury can achieve the same kind of happy security and personal well being that
was enjoyed by citizens of the fifties—by purchasing a software package rather
than a new home.



304 Cynthia L. Selfe

Figure 8

REMEMBER WHIN

You Wire Goung To

CHangE THF WoRLD?

Litrie Dip You Susrect

MNETWORE INCOMTATIBILITIES

Woulp CLoun Your

Vision.
o i oo B i i, i T ———T . W bl pr o v
vou thought trchnudagy  Rirel compunies wore cunhostng i bamropersir a oot I¥ e new P = seiahoun hundrunor ou dellay. Aeaulvble on & lending i i
s g 10 bt i s each mther with prramiom of open [’ prides 4 wide s, i _
eing i Bor  Srmem™) Ches 105™ ing, # wenlable, -
” nevwork =Y nd optirnines  deliverel. Farpe 3
in, Cradicng ik oo euch ocher beeame 3 amsly oo, 10 yoor " your WAk, mday  Medy r champe she workl? Give
rvcty, scrom LAN and WAN, peasiers b incrrasng merwork theoughat ard a2 call soday at 1600 B43- 174 LIL Y]

Unfortunately, if Americans have no collective imaginary context for, or his-
torical experience of, a real global village, nor do they have any real experience
with an undifferentiated land of opportunity. Qur cultural experience, indeed,
tells us something very different—that America is the land of opportunity only
for some people. The history of slavery in this country, the history of deaf edu-
cation, women’s suffrage, immigration, and labor unions remind us of this fact;
as do our current experiences with poverty, the differential school graduation
rate for blacks and whites and Hispanics, the fact that we have never had a
woman President, and the presence of border guards and the razor-wire fences
over the Rio Grande. All these things remind us that opportunity is a commod-
ity generally limited to privileged groups within this country.

Thus, the revised story in the case of these last five ads—which we can call
the Land of Difference narrative—is present not in what they show, but what
they fail to show. These ads are what my grandmother would call “mighty
white” There is a remarkable absence in all the images of people of color, and
poor people, and people who are out of work, and single-parent families, and
gay couples, and foreigners. If citizens of all kinds are to have access to technol-
ogy and the opportunities it provides, we do not see such a narrative imagined
in the Land of Difference narrative; if technology is to improve the lives of all
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Americans regardless of race and class and other differences, our collective
ability to envision such a world is not evident in these images.

NARRATIVE #3: “THE UN-GENDERED UTOPIA” AND “THE SAME
OLD GENDERED STUEFEFE”

A third potent narrative that Americans tell ourselves about technology and
change focuses on gender—specifically, this story claims that computers and
that computer-supported environments will help us create a utopic world in
which gender is not a predictor of success or a constraint for interaction with
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the world. This narrative, the Un-gendered Utopia story, encourages educators
to see and understand computers as educational allies that can support efforts
to create new kinds of educational and economic opportunities for students—
regardless of gender. The potency of this narrative persists despite evidence to
the contrary. It is clear, for instance, that fewer girls use computers in public
secondary schools than do boys, especially in the upper grades, fewer women
enter the advanced fields of computer science than to males, that the computer
industry continues to be a space inhabited by and controlled primarily by
males. Computer games are still designed for boys; computer commercials are
still aimed mainly at males; computing environments are still constructed by
and for males (cf., Spender 1995; Kramarae 1988; Jessup 1991). Computers, in
other words, are complexly socially determined artifacts that interact with
existing social formations and tendencies—including sexism, classism, and
racism—to contribute to the shaping of a gendered society.

This situation, complexly overdetermined as it is within our cultural con-
text, is nowhere more visible than in gendered images of technology use—
especially, but not limited to, commercial images. In these richly textured
images, the elaborately woven fabric of social formations that supports the
male focused computer industry is coded ideologically at numerous visual and
discursive levels for consumers and users. This fabric is so tightly woven, that
for many computer users and consumers, for many students in our schools, it
represents what Pierre Bourdieu (1977) would term “doxa”—ideological sys-
tems of belief so consistent with popular beliefs, and therefore so invisibly
potent, that they preclude the consideration of other positions altogether. At
the same time, all such fabrics have gaps, lacunae, that provide the space for
resistance; and this one is no exception. Indeed, it is exactly because this ideo-
logical system is so densely and consistently coded that these images provide
such rich sites of analysis and strategic information. In Andrea Dworkin’s
(1974) words, an analysis of these images can provide us the chance to unthink
current discourses about technology and to transform the dialogues we hold
with ourselves about gender and computers in new and productive, hetero-
doxic ways.

Like the Land of Equal Opportunity narrative, the Un-Gendered Utopia
story can appeal at a romantic level to many Americans, while, at the same
time, terrifying us on a practical level. Creating an electronic ungendered
utopia means that we might have to learn how to understand people outside of
the limited gender roles that we have constructed for them in this country, that
we may have to abandon the ways in which we have traditionally differentiated
between men’s work and women’s work in the market place, that we may have
to provide men and women with equitable remuneration for comparable jobs,
that we may have to learn to function within new global contexts that
acknowledge women as Heads of State as well as heads of households.

In fact, we find ourselves, as a culture, ill equipped to cope with the changes
that this Un-gendered Utopia narrative necessitates. We cannot, indeed, even
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imagine, collectively, ways of relating to gender outside the context of our
familiar historical and cultural set of experiences. As a result, revise the script
of the narrative to fit more snugly within the historically determined contexts
that are familiar and comfortable to us. In doing so, however, we also limit our
cultural vision of gender within technological landscapes—constraining roles
and expectations and possibilities to those we have already constructed as a
culture, limiting the potential for change by subscribing to a conventional
framework for our imagination.

In this revision, for example, while we maintain the vision of an electronic
landscape that is open to all innovative and hardworking people, regardless of
their gender, we also limit the actual participation of women and men within
this landscape to the more traditionally determined gender roles we have
already constructed within our culture. In the revised narrative—the Same
Old Gendered Stuff narrative—the new electronic landscape retains a value on
innovation, hard work, and the individual contributions of people of both
genders, but only as they are practiced appropriately—within the traditionally
gendered contexts we have historically and culturally ratified for women and
men in our culture.

In such a landscape, women use technology within a clearly constrained set
of appropriate settings: to enrich the lives of their family and to meet their
responsibilities at home—as wife, as mother, as seductress, as lover; within a
business setting, women use computers to support the work of their bosses—
as secretaries, executive assistants, and loyal employees. There are, of course,
exceptions to this story, as we shall see, but this narrative, as Anthony Giddens
(1984, p. 22) would say, is “deeply sedimented” in habit, historically deter-
mined practices, in tradition, in our imaginations, and, thus, it exerts a strong
influence on even these alternative stories. Men, in contrast, use computers at
home to expand their personal horizons beyond current limits—for excite-
ment, for challenge, to enhance their own private lives as explorers, pioneers,
and builders. Within the business world, men use computers to support their
historically constructed roles as bosses, leaders, decision makers.

This re-telling or re-vising of the Un-Gendered Utopia story happens very
naturally. A good portion of our collective imagination is constructed by his-
tory and sedimented in past experience and habit. Indeed, many of the images
appearing in the next series have a distinctive “retro” look that harkens back to
the fifties—for many of the same reasons as those ads telling the Land of Equal
Opportunity narrative discussed earlier in this chapter.

In that optimistic time, women were no longer encouraged to maintain a
presence in the workplace. At the close of WWII, they were displaced from the
workplace by men returning home from the European and Pacific theaters
(May, 1988). Women, faced with this eventuality, became the savvy managers
of the private sphere—especially when they were assisted by technological
innovations. These women, were urged to serve their families frozen foods and
TV dinners, and to acquaint themselves with the scientific principles of eating
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so that they could be effective nutritional advisors to the family; they were
expected as well to heed the advice of Dr. Spock, take advantage of the Salk
vaccine for polio, and keep abreast of advances in antibiotics and modern the-
ories of behaviorism to become effective health advisors; and they were
expected to use the newly developed and improved technologies of electric
vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, washing machines, televisions, cleaning prod-
ucts, and station wagons to be increasingly effective housekeepers.

The fact that this previous era of technological optimism provides the context
for Americans’ collective imagination about the current cultural project of tech-
nological expansion is both interesting and important. The results are evident in
numerous advertisements about computers and women that use a retro look to
link women’s roles in the 50s to those in the 90s—in which each gender assumes
their appropriate role in connection with technology. Men use technology to
accomplish things; women benefit from technology to enhance the ease of
their lives or to benefit their families.

And to understand how these traditionally gendered roles of the fifties are
projected directly on the technological context of the nineties, readers can focus
on the living room in figure 10, where images from the television-era of the
fifties are overlaid by those of the computer-era of the nineties. Despite this fact,
however, despite the fact that families in the nineties must maintain a dual pres-
ence in the work force, despite the fact that the rising incidence of divorce at the
end of this century makes single-parent families the norm rather than the excep-
tion, despite the fact that the optimism of the fifties and sixties as articulated by
John Kennedy has given way to the paranoia of the nineties as expressed by Pat
Buchanan—the images of gender, the narratives they tell in connection with
technology remain relatively stable, disturbing intact except for the imposition
of a computer keyboard—held and operated by the father—and a computer
menu—admired and enjoyed by the woman and children.

And so the revised narrative—the Same Old Gendered Stuff narrative—
remains current. Its resonance is also demonstrated in figure 11 (see page 310),
an advertisement for Reveal, and in figure 12 (see page 311), where we meet a
thoroughly modern woman, Celeste Craig of Pontiac Illinois. Celeste, we learn,
is finally achieving her dream of “going to college by staying home.” The inven-
tion of a sophisticated distance-education computer network has allowed
Celeste to undertake a course of study from her home in Pontiac lllinois while,
at the same time, continuing to fulfill her role as a single mother supporting a
family, parenting her children, and maintaining a household.

The gender roles of the fifties also translate into workplace roles for women
in the nineties. In figure 13 (page 311), for example, [Irma—Ilike a good,
upscale, personal business assistant in the nineties—speaks “fluent Internet”
much like her fifties counterpart would have spoken French. In figure 14 (page
312), Fran, a fifties secretary with “just another pretty face” has been transmo-
grified, into a “multi-talented” nineties cyborg/robot assistant that “makes
your website look good.” And finally in figure 15 (page 313), which suggests
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Figure 10

only a slightly revised version of the Same Old Gendered Stuff narrative, a
nineties woman-as-boss, also portrayed in sepia tones against a fifties-style
restaurant banquette, remains as decidedly cool, relaxed, and elegant despite
the fact that she has also required the title of “hotshot,” “collector,” “work-
horse,” and “nomad.”

But the roles of parent, housewife, and secretary/boss are not the only
ones open to women in the new cyberlandscape represented by the Same Old
Gendered Stuff narrative. Figure 16 (page 314), for example, shows an ad for
Nokia monitors, and in doing so, portrays a woman in the traditional role of
“beauty.” In the advertisement, a sophisticated woman draped with jewels,
decked out in a chic black dress, washed in sepia tones and softened by a
grainy texture gazes into a computer monitor. Although the text accompany-
ing this image ostensibly outlines the capabilities and design of the monitor,
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Figure 11
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Figure 12
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Figure 14
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Figure 15
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Figure 16

EUROPEAN ART COMES TO THE SCUREEN,
WLIHOUT THOSE ANNOYING SUBTITLES.

lechnical pertechion is embodied n e
VCrefy Ong sensiiahy Gf Mok s Soet.
ard compenents. And he contingntol
fuyst Fae life ond good healh i eiden
in the exhoodinony MPR lkcomphum
BMIES0Ns CONNDE MNowc inveanias

A 1o s tne sneer elagonce of
tha kaoling. and even the gvailabiing
of dasgne: colors. A Mokio momnex 3
moie han elachonrs IS on. Bt a8
an ovam govoe

that's aulte easy

0 appreciols,
rrom the continent that gave us museums  monitors are quickly winaing the hearts  Espacially when

wind IUXUTY CREOMCTIEs Comas thest oG ayas o1 AMBOCONS 1. i moes Pidin A da bbny hewd A
musdens = Euenpe. anl on ey

wetbirad spiitual equivelent MNoxio ihe European posson tor baouly  hase hale _ tTAmeirtesl

cmalts Nokia s already o household Is ewgrassed in the magnilicant clasty whiities ¥ muth aasier to recd

v fand coté and office rome leg) of the scraens and the soothing refresh Please coll 1.800.BY NOKia
throughout Eviope. And now MNokio rowes? The Mordic obsession with or morg ntoImatiue.,

NCIKIAg

MONITORS

e s e Aot S e+ e S S S s et i L7 e e S0 g i A
B 1905 “choDlistn b, 4 Hosen, ke N v aevichnan R AT Fon e
AR by e e S v TR T R e e TV




315

Figure 17

the language itself leaves no doubt of picture’s focus or intent. As it notes, the
“European passion for beauty” is quickly “winning the hearts and eyes of
Americans too” by seductive means. The woman pictured in this advertise-
ment, it should be noted, gazes longingly into a monitor, but lacks a key-
board with which she could act on the computer.

Finally, the 1990s retro series offers Americans the role of seductress—also
a traditionally defined role for women, and one that has retained enormous
strength even in cyberspace where change is expected to affect so many areas of
our lives. Figure 17, representing a narcissistic seductress for Samsung, illus-
trates the potency of these traditionally constrained roles.

In these ads, we see reflected the roles that our culture can imagine women
playing in relation to technology. And they are familiar roles—the seductress,
the beauty, the mother—all relationships ratified by our historical experience,
easily accessible to our collective imagination, and informed by traditional
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Figure 18
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social values. These roles exist, and are reproduced, within a set of over deter-
mined social formations that makes radical change hard to imagine and even
harder to enact—especially when technology is involved.

The revision of the Un-Gendered Utopia narrative into the Same Old
Gendered Stuff narrative deals no less traditionally with men’s roles, it should
be noted. In connection with workplace technologies, men are allowed essen-
tially the same tie-and-oxford-cloth look in the nineties (figure 18) as they
were in the fifties (figure 19), although slight variations of this role—the
impatient-and-rebellious young entrepreneur on the go sans tie (figure 20,
page 318) or the successful architect-net-cruiser (figure 21, page 319) sport-
ing a turtle neck—are also permitted. Out of the workplace (figures 22-24,
pages 319-321), men are shown to adopt the equally traditional and retro-
grade roles of bikers, nerds, and sex maniacs.

These ads, of course, are only one expression of our collective experience—
and I would not want to claim that they tell a totalizing story. They do indicate,
however, that it will be exceedingly difficult for Americans to imagine an elec-
tronic landscape in which individuals enjoy new kinds of opportunities to
relate to each other and new kinds of opportunities to make positive changes
in their lives. It takes energy and careful thinking to create a landscape in
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Figure 19
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Figure 20
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Figure 21
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Figure 23
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Figure 24
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which women can participate in roles other than those of seductress, beauty, or
mother; and in which men don’t have to be bikers or abusers or rabid techno
geeks or violent sex maniacs. It is far easier and more comfortable simply to
re-construct for ourselves those traditional narratives that tell the same old
gender stories over and over again, and that re-create the status quo ever more
clearly in their re-telling.

CONFRONTING REVISED NARRATIVES

The images in this chapter illustrate the richly textured narrative fabrics
within which computer technology and other communication technologies
are situated in the American cultural scene. Our work as teachers, the curric-
ula we fashion, the corporate and public environments our students enter as
professionals, the schools that make up the educational systems—these social
formations are also shaped by the same sets of culturally determined values,
the same complexities, the same ambiguities, the same contexts for our
imaginations.

Such a realization can serve to remind teachers that technology does not
necessarily bring with it social progress, and that educators had better make
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sure that students recognize and understand this fact if we want them to be
able to make contributions of which they can be proud. Within the English
studies programs that we design and administer, and participate in, we place
everyone in jeopardy if we limit our understanding of technology and
change to one dimension, if we teach students only one part of this compli-
cated picture.

A good English studies curriculum will educate students robustly and intel-
lectually rather than narrowly or vocationally. It will recognize the importance
of educating students to be critically informed technology scholars rather than
simply expert technology users. Graduates of English studies programs will
face an increasingly complex set of issues in the workplace and in the public
sphere, and our failure to provide the intellectual tools necessary to under-
stand and cope with these issues at multiple levels signals our own inability to
lead productively as professionals and as citizens.

Finally the images can serve to remind educators that even though produc-
tive changes are hard to make-—with or without technology—our responsi-
bility to work for change, especially as educators, remains undiminished in its
urgency and importance. Like Paulo Friere, we need to be optimistic enough
to believe that in teaching ourselves and others to recognize the inequities
that challenge humanity in our world—the ethnocentrism, racism, classism,
sexism—we have begun the difficult work of addressing these problems.

NOTE

The images used in this chapter are included for the purpose of scholarly review,
study, and critique, as permitted by the Fair Use Exemption of the U.S. Copyright Act.
As a courtesy, the author notified all copyright owners about the use of these images;
some have offered pro forma grants of permission; some have not replied; others are no
longer in business and have returned the author’s letter.



