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companies embody the theme of erasing boundaries such as geography,

race, and culture. Many of these ads, particularly the lead ad in MCI's “Is
This a Great Time or What? " campaign, appear to parallel a postmodern politi-
cal program based on the deconstruction of “common sense” binary opposi-
tions. Closer analysis of these ads, however, reveals a move to transcend the
mind/body binary by eliminating embodied action and identity, thereby repro-
ducing an ascetic attitude that negates the value of humans’ physical existence.
Presented as promotions of human diversity, these ads work ideologically to
deny the value of diversity by promising that computer mediated communica-
tion can create an ascetic utopia in which people become disembodied minds.
Instead of opening up new possibilities for human social interaction, these ads

Several recent television advertisements for computer and communications

serve to reinstate Platonic and Enlightenment ideals.

The world is information.
Information can be digitalized.
Digital information can be transmit-
ted.
Every book, every movie, every piece
of knowledge in the universe: right
here,

-MCI television advertisement (1992-93)

Many computer and communica-
tions companies emphasize a global
view of information technologies in
their advertising, as with IBM’s “solu-
tions for a small planet” and NEC’s
“empowering the planet” campaigns.
MCI plays off the other side of the dia-
lectic: the global made local, “every
piece of knowledge in the universe right
here,” right now. The ultimate dream
of control takes form as a synthesis of
the dialectical opposition: The global

is now intimately local, instantly ac-
cessible through a home computer. The
individual’s boundaries expand so that,
as AT&T’s 1997 television campaign
promises, “It’s all within your reach.”
The constraints of cultural boundaries
and physical embodiment can and will
be transcended by reducing everything
to digital code. A 1994 AT&T ad asks
whether we ever thought we could be
in instant contact with anyone in the
world through a watch-sized device. Its
prediction—‘you will”—sounds suspi-
ciously like a command (Krulwich,
1995), Students, teachers, workers,
managers, parents, citizens, activists—
everyone is being fold that computers
will be the easiest, most efficient way
to accomplish their needs, whether
learning, marketing, decision-making,
researching, networking or community-
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building. Everything is being touted
and routed through computer terminals,
fiberoptic cable, and the all-encompass-
ing, socially transforming trope of “in-
formation.”

Technology has become a central ac-
tor in the “new world order.” It is some-
thing we must “keep up with,” “adapt
t0,” and predict “where it is headed,”
wnerc it is “taking us.” Information is
ihe new commodity, the postindustrial
fetisti. It has been given almost tran-
scendent powers to place us in control,
diminish cultural barriers, maximize
human potential, to “set us free” while
keeping us “in touch.” AT&T's 1996
Olympics ad promises that “When
peopiec communicate [through
fiberoptic cable, of course] there’s no
Timit to what they can do.”

As feminist philosopher of science
onna Haraway (1985) put it, “Our
dominations don’t work by
msdicaiizaiion and normalization any-
/ work by networking, com-
icaiions redesign, stress manage-
w©ai” (p. 69n). Haraway suggests we

saving the social formation Michel
i‘oucault (1977) termed “discipline,” in
which institutions such as the prison,
ine hosplfa! the asylum and the school

raduce and configure the body and the
. n;m with the aid the discourses of
science and statistics. Not only our
nmaph.ers but our mstltutlons, struc-

Tgoing radlcal transformations.
v are not merely facing an increase
i ihe speed and efficiency of commu-
“ieation. Dan Schiller (1994) argues
o despxte its aura of objectivity and
“-Z4: insirumentatity, “information” is
“»i acultural; information as a trope
R B mfonnatnon technologies as social

-atities imply new cultural forms and
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hence new political structures (see also
Oravec, 1996).

As with previous communication
media, the global information network
promoted through corporate ads, sci-
ence fiction and pop socioeconomic
theory will be built on existing media
structures while simultaneously trans-
forming human interaction. New forms
of thought, behavior, and social orga-
nization will be enabled while others
are constrained. Historical research
into previous media revolutions indi-
cates that profound psychological, epis-
temological, social, cultural, and politi-
cal changes are inevitable (e.g., the
shifts from primary orality to literacy
and typography chronicled by Ong
[1982]; see also Couch [1996],
McLuhan [1964], and Postman
[1992]). David Tomas (1991) argues
that cyberspace “has the potential to not
only change the economic structure of
human societies but also overthrow the
sensorial and organic architecture of
the human body” (p. 32). As with pre-
vious technological and communica-
tion revolutions, significant resistance
will have to be overcome through ideo-
logical indoctrination and the entrain-
ment of youth into new technologies
through advertising, video games, and
computer literacy programs (Postman,
1992).

Given the enormous economic in-
vestments, political implications, and
cultural transformations entailed in
new communication and information
technologies, an examination of the
structures of meaning being utilized to
sell those technologies and related ser-
vices is imperative (Kaplan, 1990).
While analyses of the television adver-
tisements of companies such as AT&T,
Digital, IBM, MCI, and NEC will not
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reveal the current and future social and
economic structures that accompany
new information technologies, such
analyses can reveal the ideological
bases for the appeal of these technolo-
gies. As Paul Edwards (1995) argues,
“We can make sense of the material role
of computers as tools only when we si-
multaneously grasp their roles as cul-
tural metaphors” (p. 70). Put in other
terms, “common sense” is always a cul-
tural and communicative construct; a
structure of meaning achieves the sta-
tus of “common sense” when it becomes
a taken-for-granted part of a particular
cultural context. At that point, it func-
tions to achieve the de facto consent of
those who have internalized it
(Gramsci, 1971; Williams, 1977) and
frames their experiences (Goffman,
1974; Kaplan, 1990). How are we be-
ing guided to interpret the social role
of computer technologies? How do
those structures serve to gain our con-
sent to the pervasiveness of such tech-
nologies? How will the articulated
forces of globalization and computer-
mediated communication (CMC) affect
our understanding of the role and im-
portance of race, gender, ethnicity and
culture in the “new world order”? How
is the nature and role of human diver-
sity being altered by digital communi-
cation and technofantasy?

Data Set and Methodolog

I will address these questions
through a close reading of six computer
and communication technology adver-
tisements aired on U.S. television from
1997-1998 with particular focus on
MCI’s 1997 “Is This a Great Time or
What? :-)” campaign.! These adver-
tisements appeared across several cable
and broadcast networks, during a wide
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range of programming, and in a vari-
ety of time slots. While I do not claim
that these ads are entirely representa-
tive of all advertising for computers and
advanced communication technologies,
I do hold that the themes they embody
are prevalent in advertising as well as
other discourses (e.g., science fiction)
that frame our understandings of CMC.
That is, these ads are not representa-
tive of all ads for CMC, but they exem-
plify one set of recurrent themes (eight
additional ads will be referenced to fur-
ther evidence the typicality of the
themes identified).

Additionally, I believe television ad-
vertisements are particularly important
insofar as their “target audiences”
within the U.S. are diverse, ranging
from those intimately familiar with
CMC to those with no direct experi-
ence. Therefore, unlike promotional
texts found on the internet or in spe-
cialized publications such as computer
magazines, these ads have the poten-
tial to contribute to a cultural framing
of CMC across many demographic cat-
egories. Finally, as many critics and
theorists of advertising have pointed
out, ads sell much more than products
and services; they sell values, ideolo-
gies, pleasures, and ways of living (e.g.,
Berger, 1972; Ewen, 1989), Therefore,
these ads have significance that extends
beyond one particular type of economic
activity or target market into diverse
arenas of culture,

These ads were selected because they
manifest certain common themes re-
garding computer and communications
technology. “Anthem,” the premier ad
in MCI’s “Is This a Great Time or
What?” campaign, as well as Oracle’s
“A Revolution Is in Qur Destiny” ad-
dress issues of discrimination, violence-
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and economic disparity while promis-
ing a world that will go beyond such
oppressive structures. Other ads in
MCI's campaign also reference current
social problems, but only implicitly, as
their explicit messages focus on the
empowerment offered by computers
and other new communication tech-
nologies. Racism, sexism, and eco-
nomic deprivation are constructed as
relevant only to the world before the
current “information revolution.”
While these ads utilize both traditional
narrative formats as well as “music
video” style collages of words, images
and music, they all offer the promise
of erasing lines of social, economic,
cultural and/or racial difference as well
as liberating humans from the con-
straints of the material world.

My close readings will proceed by
identifying the binary oppositions
which the ads name, assume and/or
promise to erase. Following one style
of “postmodern™ or poststructuralist
critique, these close readings assume
that dominant Western ideologies are
based on an interrelated series of bi-
nary oppositions. The reinforcement
of such dualisms is understood as main-
taining oppressive social structures
while the erasure or deconstruction of
such oppositions is assumed to have
liberatory potential (Kaplan, 1988;
Nicholson, 1990). Therefore, my cen-
tral focus is on how these ads reinforce
and/or deconstruct lines of difference
such as mind/body, ideal/material and
public/private. The structures of mean-
ing these close readings reveal will pro-
vide a foundation for my discussion of
the larger significance of the ideologi-
cal interpretation of the social role of
CMC and other communications tech-
nologies.
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The Erasure of Boundaries

Two recurrent themes in computer
and communications advertising are
the inevitability of computers and the
erasure of boundaries. AT&T’s “You
Will” and Digital’s “Whatever It
Takes” campaigns imply—as does
much of the discourse about “the in-
formation age”—that computers are an
independent, unstoppable force to
which we will have to adjust (Kaplan,
1990). This sense of inevitability re-
lates to the second theme because if
computers are going to be everywhere
then traditional boundaries will have
to be transgressed. This erasure of
boundaries theme is manifested in sev-
eral ways. IBM’s “solutions for a small
planet” series plays off the boundary-
dissolving oxymoron of a “global vil-
lage” popularized by McLuhan (1964).
AT&T’s 1996 “Global Olympic Vil-
lage” ad shows athletes dressed in
stereotypically “ethnic” attire from
around the globe (Japanese, African,
Spanish, western U.S., southeast
Asian) competing in various events
while the voice-over speaks of the
Olympics and AT&T as promoters of
“a world without boundaries.” MCI’s
1992 ad quoted at the beginning of this
essay similarly erodes spatial bound-
aries by putting everything in the uni-
verse “right here” via digital commu-
nication, by erasing the boundary be-
tween “the world” (the real) and “in-
formation” (the symbolic).

As with this earlier ad, MCI’s era-
sure of spatial boundaries in the “Is
This a Great Time or What?” campaign
does not limit itself to the confines of
the earth. In “Kids in Space,” children
in an elementary school classroom
communicate with an astronaut via
computer, posing questions such as
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“What’s it like floating in space?” and
“What is zero gravity like?” After al-
ternating scenes of the classroom and
the astronaut floating inside a space
craft, the two merge visually as the chil-
dren begin to float and move about as
if weightless, eventually flying out the
window of their classroom. The nar-
rator tells us, “It used to be we just
launched rockets into space. Today,
through distance learning, MCI can
launch entire classrooms.” Microsoft’s
version of the promise of the irrel-
evance of distance is simple and direct:
“Where do you want to go today?”

Naming Disparity, Defining
Revolution

A particularly interesting CMC ad
heavily reliant on images of global di-
versity begins by proclaiming “a revo-
lution is in our destiny.” Similar to
AT&T’s 1996 Olympics ad, this ad
from Oracle relies on stereotypical eth-
nic imagery based on attire, phenotypic
traits and architecture to metonymically
represent culture. As we are told that
a “revolution is in our destiny,” scenes
of violent unrest in urban Southeast
Asia and South America cue a “tradi-
tional” sense of armed revolution. But
the revolution offered by Oracle “will
not be fought with guns or swords. It
will not be a war of words or of coun-
tries. For this revolution will be about
knowledge and access, about progress
and opportunity.” Specific images are
synchronized with these goals of the
information revolution: a young Asian
boy, dressed as a Buddhist monk, rep-
resents “knowledge” while a young
African-American boy in a ghetto rep-
resents issues of “access.” “Where do
we come in?” asks Oracle. “We make
the software that manages information
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that will enable anyone, anywhere to
sit at the seat of knowledge.” To rep-
resent “anyone, anywhere” we are
shown a Southeast Asian girl dressed
in a European-style white blouse and
dark skirt. The “seat of knowledge” is
a bright red chair sitting inside what
earlier images lead us to believe is an
ancient Buddhist temple. In this ad,
“information” will serve to give every-
one knowledge, access, progress and
opportunity, implying (but never di-
rectly stating) that the economic divi-
sions of the world will be eliminated.
Oracle highlights ethnic differences,
but the earlier images of armed revolu-
tion give way to a harmonious collage
of global diversity.

However, choices about which
ethnicities represent which issues high-
light enough of our hierarchical differ-
ences to create a need for change. Af-
ter the initial images of Khmer Rouge-
style armed conflict, Asian images con-
sistently come to be associated with
knowledge, enlightenment and har-
mony through the music and words
linked to them. Peace movements
working to halt armed conflict are rep-
resented by “first world” Caucasians
holding a candlelight vigil. Lack of
access is represented by an African-
American child residing in the inner
city while affordability is linked to a
white mother and daughter standing in
front of their suburban home. These
images of fragmentation and economic
separation give way to the promise that
“anyone, anywhere” can “sit at the seat
of knowledge.” This promise is mani-
fested by an Asian girl and ancient
“eastern” religious buildings preceded
by images of modern offices and build-
ings in an apparently Asian setting,
Global unity is achieved through the
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“simpler, more efficient, and vastly
more affordable” computer technology
developed by Oracle. This ad is no-
table for its relatively explicit focus not
just on cultural differences but eco-
nomic divisions, The primary bound-
ary this ad promises to dismantle is the
one between the haves and the have-
nots.

A more recent and not overtly “eth-
nic” ad that also addresses economic
divisions is “Hackers,” part of IBM’s
1998 “e-solutions™ campaign. In this
ad we see two presumed hackers, a man
and a woman apparently in their twen-
ties, the male with long, dark hair and
several days’ growth of beard.

The man announces, “I’m in.”
The woman replies, “I can’t
believe you got in—you’re in
personnel!”

“This is the salary of everyone in
the company.”

“Look, this senior vice president
makes twice this one. I'd bethe’d
like to know that.”

“They all know now—I just e-
mailed everyone in the company.”

The ad concludes with the statement
“Stop hackers. Get IBM e-solutions.”
However, aside from this last statement,
this ad embodies a fundamentally class
theme about corporate unfairness.
While the distinction between corpo-
rate vice presidents and CEOs may
seem economically insignificant when
placed in a larger context, the ideologi-
cal pleasure this ad can evoke for some
of its viewers is nonetheless one of em-
powering those with less in order to as-
sist in the equalization of wealth; this
is accomplished by making private in-
formation public through the use of
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CMC (both “hacking” and e-mail).
While IBM may be selling corporations
tools to stop hackers, the ad nonethe-
less articulates the democratic impulse
embodied by some hackers and
cyberevangelists as well as the larger
project of opening up access to_infor-
mation (e.g., Rheingold, 1993). The
bulk of the ad is a narrative of class
warfare; this narrative is only briefly
framed in an antihacker, corporate ide-
ology. While this ad may have been
directed at high-level managers and
Chief Information Officers, it presents
an oppositional ideology that can be
enjoyed by many others lower on the
corporate or social ladder.

The profound ambiguity of this ad
(is it supportive of or critical of hack-
ers?) can be understood as blurring the
lines between public and private and
between those higher and lower on the
hierarchy, offering its viewers the si-
multaneous possibilities of identifying
with and fearing hackers, Oracle’s
“Revolution” and IBM’s “Hackers”
present audiences and critics with
polysemic possibilities that challenge
simple ideological evaluations. Cer-
tainly, each ad can be critiqued for its
channeling of oppositional ideas in the
service of corporate wealth and control,
but the potential polysemy of the ads
complicates such evaluations. This
kind of indeterminacy is part of what
makes careful and sustained analysis
of these ads so important.

Parallel Shifts

Spatial, cultural, and economic
boundaries are not the only ones erased
by contemporary computer advertise-
ments, At least two of the ads in the
“Is this a Great Time or What?” series
play off the distinction between the
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public and private spheres. In “Con-
fessions of a Telecommuter” MCI pro-
motes telecommuting by juxtaposing
activities from the private (home) and
public (work) spheres: An apparently
single mother (we see a child but no
spouse) tells us that “I don’t shower
before I work, I e-mail over oatmeal. 1
take conference calls in my pajamas.”
The ad’s playful language is predicated
on viewers understanding the oddity of
juxtaposing the “serious” world of
work, e-mail and conference calls with
the private and (as cued by the music)
frivolous world of bodily maintenance
(eating, showering and sleeping). The
use of the metaphor of the confessional
further cues the viewer’s sense of the
private being made public or, alterna-
tively, that what is being confessed to
is the “sin” of blurring the private and
professional realms.

In another MCI ad entitled “Storm
Clouds,” a group of young siblings are
threatened by an incoming storm. By
calling a single number, they are con-
nected to their mother’s office phone,
then her cell phone, then to her pager—
“and mom rolls in right before the
storm.” One important theme mani-
fested here is that nature is outmaneu-
vered with technological creativity. In
terms of the public/private distinction,
both of these ads claim that new com-
munication technology allows women
to pursue a career in the traditionally
male public sphere. However, they as-
sume that while the gendered nature of
the public sphere is altered, the private
sphere continues to be the province of
women.2 Communication technology
opens up the world of work to women
while allowing them to continue to ful-
fill their traditional obligations in the
private sphere of the family. Therefore,
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these ads confirm the earlier findings
of Rakow and Navarro (1993) regard-
ing the gendered meanings circulating
around communication technologies
such as cellular phones, specifically the
ideas of “remote mothering” and “the
parallel shift.”

The erasure of these various types
of boundaries—social, cultural, eco-
nomic, gendered, and geographical—
can be interpreted and evaluated in sev-
eral ways. It can be understood as em-
powering, the ultimate extension of the
human nervous system, the transcen-
dence of geography and space as taken-
for-granted limitations on human ex-
istence. This erasure can also be un-
derstood not as liberating, but as the
ultimate mechanism of control.
Telecommuting, for example, not only
saves one from having to go to work, it
means that work and the corporate
structure invade one’s home, privacy,
and family life. In another vein, the
erasure of boundaries can be seen as
the transcendence of culture, the unit-
ing of humans by increasing cross-cul-
tural communication and understand-
ing, or as the ultimate tool of cultural
imperialism, infusing all cultures with
a dose of Western digital logic. Per-
haps most interestingly, the erasure of
boundaries can be understood as par-
alleling many liberatory discourses
such as postmodernism and some forms
of feminism.

Postmodernism/Feminism
The term postmodern and its deriva-

tives (postmodernism, postmodernity)
are polysemic, contested, and unstable.
They have been used to refer to vari-
ous artistic, media, literary, and archi-
tectural styles; to an era or condition;
and to a set of diverse theoretical or
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philosophical perspectives (see the col-
lections of essays edited by Kaplan
[1988], Nicholson [1990] and Foster
(1983]). Some use the term
postmodern to reference a disturbing
loss of stability or morality while oth-
ers use it to refer to new and
emancipatory possibilities for thought
and social organization (Kaplan, 1988).
Nevertheless, a roughly defined clus-
ter of meanings or implications can be
associated with the term: a rejection
of master narratives, a desire to
deconstruct the binary oppositions
which pervade Western thought, and a
celebration of indeterminacy and mul-
tiplicity. Interestingly, this cluster
seems to be finding its way into popu-
lar discourses such as the ads discussed
above.

Postmodernism is often defined as
a reaction against modernism, which
in this context is positioned as synony-
mous with the enlightenment project
(Foster, 1983). The enlightenment
project is understood as the exercise of
rationality as the legitimate means of
attaining a fixed and objective truth that
can lead to progress for “mankind.”
The concepts of truth, rationality and
progress form “grand narratives of le-
gitimation” (Lyotard, 1984) such as
“science” that present a framework for
understanding all domains of human
activity.

Many versions of postmodernism
understand these master narratives as
based on a cluster of interrelated binary
oppositions: true/false, reality/illusion,
mind/body, rational/emotional, civi~
lized/primitive, culture/nature, male/
female, public/private. If the links be-
tween these oppositions were put in
propositional form, they might read
something like this: Truth is achieved
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by exercising the rational capacities of
the mind of man, in exchange with oth-
ers in the public sphere, thereby culti-
vating civilization. Emotion, originat-
ing in the uncivilized body, if left to its
own, unmitigated by reason (as with
women such as Eve and Pandora), will
deceive and be our downfall, pulling
us back toward a primitive, natural
state.’

Postmodernists argue that such bi-
nary oppositions perpetuate an inter-
locking system of oppressions and con-
strain the range of possibilities for hu-
man social and cognitive life. These
binaries propose a fundamental divi-
sion in existence that is also, inescap-
ably, hierarchical. By transgressing or
deconstructing these binaries—show-
ing that they are not real, coherent or
even conceptually defensible (Derrida,
1989)—the escape from the
prisonhouse of modernism is made pos-
sible (Foster, 1983). Given the oppres-
sive and gendered nature of these du-
alisms, many feminists have appropri-
ated postmodernist critiques and meth-
ods (Nicholson, 1990). Donna
Haraway (1985), for example, argues
that the “cyborg” is potentially
emancipatory as a trope and as a real-
ity of the postindustrial world precisely
because it violates, and hence makes
untenable, many of these binaries.
Technology and biology interpenetrate,
cohabitate, blur, As aresult, the social
systems and ideologies built on the
taken-for-granted, absolute nature of
those binaries are undermined. When
humans become part human, part ani-
mal, part machine and when machines
can “think” then the exclusion of ani-
mals and machines from the category
of the ethically protectable becomes less
tenable. While not everyone under-
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stands the cyborg as emancipatory, see-
ing instead a frightening extension of
the technocratic dream of control
(Edwards, 1995), the loss of clear and
absolute distinctions is an underlying,
unifying theme among many
postmodernists and some feminists.

Another important theme among
postmodern theorists is multiplicity.
Modernism rests upon a meta-ideology
of singularity—single truths, master
narratives, stable meanings, singular
identities for self-contained, internally
coherent individuals (Nietzsche, 1967).
Multiplicity is often invested with
emancipatory or counterhegemonic po-
tential, as with the appropriations of
Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogic theory of dis-
course (see, for example, Kristeva,
1980; Stam, 1988). Bakhtin argues that
authoritative discourses (i.e., master
narratives) legitimate themselves by ap-
pearing monologic: singular, stable, in-
ternally coherent, and objective. While
all discourses are polyvocal, dominant
discourses work to conceal their under-
lying multiplicity while “other” dis-
courses celebrate the state of
heteroglossia: composed of multiple
and competing voices, resisting any
closure. Postmodernists generally be-
lieve that texts are ultimately indeter-
minate, and since “reality” is textual,
reality itself is multiple and indetermi-
nate. There is no anchor, no founda-
tion upon which reality, identity or any
social order rests.*

The pervasiveness of the theme of
dissolving boundaries (and therefore
existing forms of sense-making and so-
cial organization) in computer and
communications advertisements raises
questions as to whether “postmodern”
academic discourses and “popular” dis-
courses have influenced each other and/
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or whether the manifestation of these
themes in both academic and popular
discourses is a symptom of a deeper cul-
tural current.® If any of these possi-
bilities is close to the mark, then an
initial response may be that these ads
point to a potentially liberating trans-
formation in dominant, Western ideolo-
gies. To examine whether the
liberatory impulses of postmodernism
are operating in these ads, I turn to an
examination of the advertisement that
perhaps most embodies these impulses,
the premier ad in MCI’s 1997 “Is This
a Great Time or What?” television cam-
paign.

Or What?

The voice-over in this ad consists of
multiple voices, often overlapping or
echoing each other, creating a
polyvocal narration in opposition to the
conventional monologue (Bakhtin,
1981). The opening line, for example,
is voiced almost simultaneously by an
old man and a young girl. The aural
linguistic message in the ad is as fol-
lows:

People can communicate mind to
mind. [There is no race.] Not
black to white. There are no gen-
ders. Not man to woman. There
is no age. Not young to old.
There are no infirmities. Not
short to tall. Or handsome to
homely. Just thought to thought.
Ideato idea. Uninfluenced by the
rest of it. There are only minds.
What is this place? Utopia? No.
No. No. The internet. Where
minds, doors and lives open up.
A nice place this place called the
internet. Is this a great time or
what?®
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MCI offers an appeal to transcend
certain social axes of binary difference,
and thereby posits an implicit critique
of the oppressions those differences
have supported and justified.

The themes of diversity and the jux-
taposition of differences are manifested
in the visual construction ofthead. The
people in the ad, many of whom voice
some of the lines transcribed above, are
a mixture of young and old, male and
female, “able” and disabled, black,
white, brown, and yellow. The footage
is a mixture of black and white and
color; the color scenes (which are in
the minority) emphasize bright, mostly
primary colors. The scenes often com-
bine apparent opposites: a father and
daughter at a kitchen table working on
a laptop with an old white enamel stove
behind them; an elderly black woman
sitting on a bench while children dance
around her; children in a conventional
classroom praising the internet; words
written on traditional greenboards
(“age” and “race,” the latter crossed
out) and others typed on a computer
screen (“there are no genders,” “there
is no age,” “there are no infirmities,”
“there are only minds,” “Utopia?”).
Amidst the book stacks of a library, a
presumably Deaf? girl signs “there are
no infirmities” while that line is being
spoken and the last image of the ad is
her signing “MCL.”

While the linguistic text (both au-
ral and visual) calls for an erasure or
transcendence of the binary opposi-
tions, the visual images seem to cel:
ebrate those differences. In addition to
the contradiction between the visual
celebration and linguistic erasure of
difference, several elements of this ad
seem to resist any fixed or singular in-
terpretation of its meaning. The title
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of this ad campaign is itself open, not
a proposition but a question: “Is thisa
great time or what?’ During the ad,
when the “or what?” is voiced, we see
the older black woman surrounded by
dancing children shrug her shoulders,
her arms beside her shoulders,-hands.
palm up. “Who knows?” she seems to
say, “not me.”

What sense can we make of this ad
beyond saying that it is designed to be
catchy and memorable, that its diver-
sity may be designed to appeal to de-
mographically diverse target audiences,
that it is a manifestation of a
“postmodern” televisual style (as the
“MTV” style of editing is sometimes
called)? Is this a liberating message as
some postmodernists would define
that? The ad appears, at least initially,
to play off a critique of the dominant
social system: we need to get beyond
race, gender, age and infirmities be-
cause those categories have been used
to justify oppression and exploitation.
In other words, the elimination of race
and gender can be interpreted as the
elimination of racism and sexism.
While discrimination is never named
directly, it is given a residence in the
ad in the latter part of the phrase “un-
influenced by the rest of it” (accompa-
nied by two images, one of young black
children and the other of neat and or-
dered mobile homes).

This MCI ad uses a rhetorical strat-
egy common in advertising. In his
analysis of the development of adver-
tising, Stuart Ewen (1989) argues that
ads must be understood as products of
their historical circumstances. Ads not
only inevitably reflect their historical
context, they comment on and often
critique it. Advertising
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historically addresses the transfigu-
ration of survival. It provides a so-
cial commentary, a sympathetic
voice, even a critique, of the very
historical conditions of which it is
an inextricable part. While rein-
forcing the priorities of corporate
production and marketing, adver-
tising offers a symbolic empathy to
its audience, criticizing alienation
and offering transcendent alterna-
tives. (Ewen, 1989, p. 86)

Ewen cites IBM’s “little tramp” ads
from the early 1980s which drew on
the imagery of Charlie Chaplin’s 1936
film Modern Times. In these ads, a
Chaplin clone is “a victim of industrial
chaos, overwhelmed by the assembly
line” (Ewen, 1989, p. 87). But instead
of taking that critique to its logical con-
clusion, additional technology—an
IBM PC—is offered as the means of
getting things back under control. This
advertising strategy is an example of
the raising and channeling of utopian
desires toward ideological ends. Mass
culture texts, Fredric Jameson (1990)
argues, cannot simply impose the domi-
nant ideology upon a passive audience.
Instead, mass culture must work dia-
lectically, raising utopian desires
(whether in the positive form of uto-
pian imagery or the negative form of a
critique of the social order which im-
plies a utopian vision) and then chan-
neling those desires in such a way as
to reinforce the very social system be-
ing critiqued. :

Clearly the vision the MCI ad offers
us is utopian: a world without discrimi-
nation. Does it stop there or is there a
channeling or containment of that uto-
pian impulse? This particular utopian
promise concerning CMC is not unique
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to MCI or this particular ad. Howard
Rheingold, in his bestselling The Vir-
tual Community: Homesteading on the
Electronic Frontier (1993), offers the
same promise. In a society rife with
discrimination, CMC offers a new kind
of public sphere where everyone can
speak without being judged by their
bodies—color, sex, age, (dis)ability.
However, Rheingold also addresses the
flipside of this freedom from the body:
“The authenticity of human relation-
ships is always in question in
cyberspace” because people can misrep-
resent their “real” identity (p. 147).
While Rheingold refers to this as the
“ontological untrustworthiness of
cyberspace” (p. 172), some
postmodernists might see it as a lib-
eration from the constraints of ontol-
ogy—ifrom the fixed, essential charac-
teristics (race, sex, age, ability) posited
by science and other modernist dis-
courses. Postmodernists often celebrate
the idea that everything is image, ev-
erything is text, unconstrained by any
sense of an underlying, anchoring,
fixed, constraining “reality.” CMC of-
fers the possibility of the “free play” of
image and identity that postmodernists
often promote in the abstract.

While the MCI ad appears to offer
us this kind of postmodern utopia, it
denies that it is doing so. In response
to the questions “What is this place?
Utopia?” we are given a seemingly un-
ambiguous answer: “no” repeated three
times by three different voices, then the
answer “the Internet.” This, in some
ways, furthers the sense that this ad rep-
resents a version of postmodern
thought. Utopia is understood by
postmodernists as a quintessentially
modernist idea: a perfect place that
resides at the end of the ongoing march
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of human progress, the embodiment of
a single and stable set of universal val-
ues, the product of a master narrative.
The nonexistent ideal (utopia) is denied
in this ad and replaced by a communi-
cation medium that substitutes image
and text for physical reality (as MCI’s
earlier ad put it, “the world is informa-
tion™).

However, does this ad really argue
for taking us into a new era, a new form

of social relations? In Virtual Commu-

nity, Rheingold (1993) argues that com-
puter mediated communication will not
so much take us forward but return us
to something we have lost. He appeals
to a nostalgia for community and ar-
gues CMC can enable community not
only better than we do now but better
than when we had “authentic” commu-
nities at some mystical point in the past.
In somewhat narrower terms, CMC can
revitalize “the public sphere” and hence
democracy by creating an electronic
agora, an international town hall meet-
ing (Rheingold, 1993)—metaphors
hearkening to the “birthplaces” of, re-
spectively, Western (Greek) and North
American democracy.

Ultimately, I believe the MCI ad
pushes us not forward into the
postmodern world (“where minds,
doors and lives open up™) but backward
into an all-too-familiar one. To dem-
onstrate what world MCI promotes and
how it does so, I turn to Kenneth
Burke’s (1969) discussion of the nature
of dialectical oppositions and their role
in persuasion. In 4 Rhetoric of Mo-
tives, Burke argues that persuasion is
synonymous with identification: over-
coming the fundamental divisions be-
tween people and fostering an aware-
ness of their commonalities. MCI of-
fers the internet as a place where people
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can overcome their differences in or-
der to communicate their ideas “mind
to mind,” thereby working to create
identification based on their common
nature as thinking beings.

The concept of identification is
closely linked to Burke’s understand-
ing of the nature of dialectic. Burke
(1969) posits a difference between two
types of dialectical relations: “an un-
resolved, parliamentary jangle” in
which competing voices have nothing
in common and are therefore reduced
to “horse-trading” (p. 195), and an ul-
timate dialectic in which competing
voices are “like successive positions or
moments in a single process,” such that
they can be united by their common,
underlying principle (p. 187). In other
words, in the first type of dialectic dif-
ferent voices are irreducible while in
the second the differences are steps in
a progression toward an “ultimate” or
transcendent term. This second form
has “rhetorical advantages,” Burke ar-
gues, in that it provides a means for
identification—for a transcendence of
the divisions among the voices (p. 197).
Identification, for Burke, “is a kind of
transcendence” (p. 326).

A crucial concern, however, is not
just that identification occurs, but on
what basis. How is the commonality
(i.e., the ultimate or “god term™) de-
fined and what interests does that defi-
nition serve?® Many postmodernists
would critique Burke’s valorization of
the “ultimate dialectic” over the irre-
ducible wrangle of the parliament, see-
ing “ultimate dialectic™ as synonymous
with “master narrative”—singular, ex-
clusionary and hegemonic. Any tran-
scendent term will serve, in effect, as
the positive term in another binary op-
position. ‘
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Postmodernists argue that the binary
oppositions with which we structure
our social and psychological existence
must be deconstructed, opening up new
and multiple forms of social organiza-
tion and identity. What MCI offers us,
however, is a transcendence, the
achievement of one half of the binary
at the expense of the other. Transcen-
dence is not a deconstruction of the bi-
nary but the binary taken to its logical
extreme, to its ultimate or “god” term.
This ad’s offer, in other words, is the
modernist utopia whose roots can be
traced back to Plato: the attainment of
pure thought (enlightenment) by escap-
ing the constraints of the body (Schott,
1988). Platonic idealism and its sub-
sequent mutations in Western thought
and philosophy are based on a pro-
foundly ascetic world view: The truth
is out or up there somewhere, and hu-
mans are trapped by their material ex-
istence in what amounts to, at best, an
illusion or, at worst, hell (e.g., Plato’s
allegory of the cave). Only through de-
nial and discipline can we transcend
the limitations of our earthly and bodily
existence and gain a glimpse of Truth/
God. This ascetic ideology is clearly
manifested in the MCI ad: “People can
communicate mind to mind . . .
thought to thought. Idea to idea. Un-
influenced by the rest of it. There are
only minds.” What the Internet offers
us is an imagined purity “uninfluenced
by the rest of it.” We are not being
asked, therefore, to reject racism, sex-
ism and the rest, but to reject what race,
gender, age and ability are taken as
markers of: our physical existence.’

The difficulties with these
neoplatonic promises and appeals are
twofold. First, they obscure the ways
racism, sexism, and other oppressive
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structures systematically exclude the
vast majority of the world’s population
from accessing the Internet. Second,
the underlying ascetic ideology negates
what the ad appears to promote. Pla-
tonic idealism and its descendants have
been convincingly demonstrated to per-
petuate certain destructive systems of
thought and behavior. Plato and his
intellectual descendants privilege
men’s ability to access the “ideal realm”
by granting them the requisite disci-
pline while associating women with the
body and its pollution (Schott, 1988).
Woman’s status as “Other” in Western
thought is built upon her stronger as-
sociation with the body, sexuality and
emotion. In addition, the negation of
the value of the material world in fo-
vor of a higher realm is understood as
an ideological basis for its mistreat-
ment—nature’s destruction and refor-
mation into an approximation of the
ideal (Diamond & Orenstein, 1990).
The way out of racism, sexism, ageism,
and environmental destruction, in other
words, is not by denying that physical
differences exist but by embracing those
differences as valuable in and of them-
selves.

Cyberspace:
Escape from Flesh

The appeal of cyberspace as a place
where bodies no longer matter is not
unique to MCI’s recent ad campaign
(Springer, 1996). One of the most in-
fluential texts in framing understand-
ings of the Internet is William Gibson’s
(1984) science fiction novel
Neuromancer. Gourgey and Smith
(1996), for example, have demon-
strated the rhetorical impact of
Neuromancer on the “cybertech” com-
munity by tracking the use of the meta-
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phiors provided by Gibson. At the cen-
ter of Gibson’s novel is a construct
known as “cyberspace” (a word coined
by Gibson), a new frontier of sorts tra-
versed by, among others, “cowboys:”

Case was twenty-four. At twenty-
two, he’d been a cowboy, a rustler,
one of the best in the Sprawl. He’d
been trained by the best . . . in the
biz. He’d operated on an almost
adrenaline high, a byproduct of
youth and proficiency, jacked into
a custom cyberspace deck that pro-
jected his disembodied conscious-
ness into the consensual halluci-
nation that was the matrix. A
thief, he’d worked for other,
wealthier thieves, employers who
provided the exotic software re-
quired to penetrate the bright walls
of corporate systems, opening win-
dows into rich fields of data.
(Gibson, 1984, p. 5)

Case stole from one of his employ-
ars, so they made sure he would never
work as a cowboy again: “They dam-
aged his nervous system with a war-
° time Russian microtoxin. . . . The dam-
: age was minute, subtle, and utterly ef-
: fective” (Gibson, 1984, p. 6). Case
- could no longer enter cyberspace, but
i this meant much more than a loss of
. his vocation. Case lost access to the
. “rich fields of data”—that is, to what
: repiaced the earth and materiality in
* his social reality:

For Case, who’d lived in the bodi-
less exultation of cyberspace, it
was the Fall. In the bars he’d fre-
quented as a cowboy hotshot, the
elite stance involved a certain re-
laxed contempt for the flesh. The
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body was meat. Case fell into the
prison of his own flesh. (p. 6)

This is the prison from which MCI
promises an escape. Recall, for ex-
ample, the “Kids in Space” ad de-
scribed above. Because they can com-
municate with astronauts, the school
children obtain the power to share in
the experience of weightlessness and
flight but without the brute force tech-
nology normally involved (as AT&T
tells us, “when people communicate
there’s no limit to what they can do”).
Yaakov Garb (1990), in an essay ex-
ploring the “whole earth image,” ar-
gues that space exploration is motivated
by a desire to escape—not simply the
earth, but the confines of materiality.
Among other evidence, he cites the
titles of books on space exploration
such as Out of the Cradle and Break-
ing the Bonds of Earth. This ad makes
explicit MCUs affiliation with idealis-
tic (anti-materialist) ideologies, as it
promises its viewers the dream of es-
caping the fundamental constraint of
gravity by means of computer and com-

munication technologies.

Incorporation
Decoding the meaning(s) of MCI’s,

Oracle’s and IBM’s ads is important
beyond determining the particular mes-
sage they attempt to send their audi-
ences or the hook they use to get them
to buy their products or services.
Howard Rheingold (1993) and other
observers of our emerging “cybertech”
culture have argued that the PC and the
internet are not only products of the
military industrial complex, but are
tools that emerged from the
countercultures of the 1960s and 1970s,
designed for empowerment and
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grassroots activism. Their origins are
not singular, and their uses are not pre-
determined.’® While it has been quoted
to the point of becoming cliché,
Gibson’s line that “The street finds its
own uses for things” has some validity
(e.g., Fiske, 1989). As Douglass
Rushkoff (1994) documents, comput-
ers are being used by oppositional sub-
cultures who combine them with drugs,
fractal geometry, music, and
neoshamanism in order to resist domi-
nant ideologies and construct new re-
alities.

Therefore, the use of “postmodern”
appeals—transgression of boundaries,
celebration of multiplicity and indeter-
minacy—imay be particularly effective
in tapping into elements within the
communication technologies market.
The danger in such a strategy—not for
MCI, but for those interested in the
liberatory aspects of CMC and of
postmodern theory—is that MCI can
begin to “rework” what these
“postmodern” appeals are about. This
is the strategy of incorporation, the re-
defining of oppositional discourses in
order to sap their oppositional poten-
tial and turn them toward the reinforce-
ment of the dominant order (Fiske,
1989). In the case of MCI’s “Anthem”
in particular, “postmodern” style and
content are used to associate its prod-
uct with critique and social transfor-
mation when what it promotes in this
ad is the continued negation and ob-
jectification of our bodies and of na-
ture by means of digital technology.

Placed in a global context, the ide-
ologies promoted by these advertise-
ments—both  the apparently
“postmodern” (MCI’s “Anthem™) and
more overtly “enlightenment” variet-
ies (Oracle’s “Revolution”)—have pro-
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found implications. They sell their
viewers the belief that information tech-
nology is the solution to global frag-
mentations rooted in cultural barriers
and economic inequalities. AT&T’s
Olympic ad implies that increased tele-
communication across the globe will,
in itself, bring about cooperation and
understanding. Oracle’s “Revolution”
ad implies that CMC will remove bar-
riers to universal economic opportunity.
While MCI’s “Anthem™ overtly argues
for the erasure of cultural and other
differences, ads such as Oracle’s and
AT&T’s do so implicitly by reducing
culture to little more than colorful, aes-
thetic attire and by defining “knowl-
edge,” “information,” and “progress”
as acultural ideals instead of fundamen-
tal points of difference and struggle.
The forces of homogenization are ob-
scured in a cloak of “diversity” while
“diversity” simultaneously becomes
superficial or irrelevant. Desires for a
global unity structured in diversity are
redirected toward the construction and
maintenance of a transnational corpo-
rate structure based on the power of
digital information.

However, Oracle’s “Revolution” re-
sists any simple evaluation and stands
out in contrast to the images of harmo-
nious global diversity presented by ads
such as AT&T’s “Global Olympic Vil-
lage.” Few advertisements are so will-
ing to name the fundamental unfairness
of the current global distribution of
wealth, let alone name it so directly.
The images associated with certain
themes—Asia and Latin America with
armed revolution, African American
children with urban despair, Cauca-
sians with North American suburban
prosperity—can be argued to be them-
selves a revolutionary form of “truth
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telling” in the context of mainstream
advertising and thereby something to
be applauded. However, as with the
IBM Charlie Chaplin ad from the
1980s analyzed by Ewen, the difficulty
here is not so much with the critique
the ad presents but how that critique is
channeled. What is being offered as
the revolutionary means to achieve
some form of utopia—CMC—can it-
self be critiqued as a key element in
the global maldistribution of wealth
and power. In addition, the ad conflates
access to technology and information
with access to knowledge, power and
capital, thereby complicating its appeal
to “access” and “opportunity.” Access
to what? Opportunities for what?

This conclusion also points to a dif-
ficulty with the critical framework [ am
using to analyze these ads. When
looked at from the perspective of
commodification, hegemony and the
rechanneling of utopian impulses, al-
most any ad is likely to produce the
same evaluation: by perpetuating capi-
talism, specifically the fetishization of
products and services, the ad is inher-
ently problematic; it hides the “real”
conditions involved in the production
and dissemination of a commodity. If
the evaluation of any ad is, in this sense,
guaranteed in advance, then what value
comes from analyzing any specific ad
from this perspective?

My critique is not centered on ad-
vertising per se, but on the specific
structures of meaning being circulated
around and attached to computer and
communications technologies. Adver-
tising is one of several important means
for these meanings to be cultivated,
along with other discourses I have ref-
erenced (science fiction and “pop” so-
cial theory). Oracle’s “Revolution” is
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distinguished from MCI’s “Anthem”
not only by its direct critique of the
contemporary situation, but by its overt
embracing of a modernist narrative of
progress and enlightenment through
knowledge. It draws on deep cultural
stereotypes (e.g., the Far East as a_
source of mystical enlightenment), but
it does not overtly call for the erasure
of cultural and other differences—in-
deed it celebrates (certain) metonyms
of cultural diversity. In other words,
in many ways the ad is more “honest”
in its descriptions of the contemporary
situation and its affiliations with the
enlightenment project. Unlike MCI’s
“Anthem,” it isn’t modernism cloaked
in superficial postmodern appeals—it
is the quintessential enlightenment
dream presented in a straight-forward
fashion. It celebrates global cultural
diversity, though it could still be
charged with hiding its underlying
monologic agenda in a kind of integra-
tionist (i.e., illusory) pluralism.

lm‘e!]ications

ile there may be significant va-
lidity to technological determinism (the
theory that the uses and implications
of technologies are structured into the
technologies themselves), it would be
dangerous to use such a theoretical
stance to dismiss the significance of the
ways in which we are being guided to
interpret the social role and economic
implications of new information tech-
nologies. Advertisements, science fic-
tion films and novels, and technophilic
social theory predispose us to experi-
ence CMC through particular meta-
phors, metonyms and other ideologi-
cally loaded symbols. Even if the tech-
nological determinists are correct that
the implications of a particular tech-
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nology are structurally inherent in the
technology itself, there is still the ques-
tion of whether a particular technology
will be embraced and become ubiqui-
tous. The “consent” of at least certain
groups of people will have to be ob-
tained and maintained; therefore analy-
ses of the hegemonic potential of ads
such as these are essential if we are to
make meaningful and informed choices
about whether and how certain tech-
nologies will be used.

The insights of this analysis do not
add anything substantially new to our
understandings of the rhetoric of ad-
vertising and the creation of commodi-
ties. In this essay, I am less concerned
about advertising as a unique medium
than I am about how ads for computer
and communications technologies are
promoting ideologies that guide our
interpretations of those technologies. I
donot believe that these ideologies and
appeals are unique to these ads. T have
atternpted to show instead how these
ads further sharpen and disseminate
ideologies developed in other dis-
courses (such as Gibson’s Newromancer
and Rheingold’s Virtual Community),
thereby working to make the ideas of
science fiction fans, computer geeks
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and information specialists the ideas of
the general population. As Bill Gates
once said of CMC, “saturation is part
of the design” (Harrison).

Our understanding of CMC is not
the only thing being shaped by these
ads. Insofar as CMC is linked with
internationalization, economic struc-
tures and identity, our understandings
of power, culture and diversity are be-
ing (re)shaped as well. If cultural di-
versity can be used by MCI, AT&T and
Oracle to sell CMC products and ser-
vices, then what counts as cultural di-
versity can also be redefined. “Diver-
sity” is defined in many of these ads as
something superficial: as colorful cos-
tumes or, perhaps more importantly, as
something located in the body and
thereby something to be transcended
through the mind (knowledge, ideas
and information). “Diversity” can be
celebrated because its celebration does
not challenge the supremacy of the
mind, and hence of CMC. Diversity’s
celebration by the forces of global capi-
tal and digital communication works
to remove meaningful resistance to
their homogenizing tendencies. Only
by defining diversity as insignificant
can its celebration be licensed.
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11n addition to the six ads that will be analyzed in detail, eight ads or campaigns
with similar themes will also be referenced.

Company
IBM
MCI
MCI
MCI
MCI
MCI
Oracle

Company
AT&T
AT&T
AT&T
Digital
IBM

MCI
Microsoft
. NEC

Primary Ads Analyzed

Title/Description Year (approx.)
Hackers (in the “e-solutions” campaign) 1998

Is This a Great Time or What?* 1997

Anthem 1997
Confessions of a Telecommuter 1997

Kids in Space 1997

Storm Clouds 1997-98
Revolution Is in Our Destiny 1998

Secondary Ads Referenced

Title/Description Year (approx.)
You Will 1994

Global Olympic Village 1996

It’s All Within Your Reach (Rocket Man) 1997
Whatever It Takes (Escher) 1996
Solutions for a Small Planet* 1996-97

The World Is Information 1992-93
Where Do You Want To Go Today?* 1997-98

Empowering the Planet

1996-97

*Indicates a general campaign rather than a specific ad.

i 2 For a discussion of the gendered na-

ture of the public/private distinction,
see Griffin (1996).

* Admittedly, the views of both mod-
ernism and postmodernism I have pre-
sented are oversimplified. However,
for my purposes here I am less inter-
ested in the “reality” of, for example,
enlightenment era philosophy and
practice than I am in how these ideas
are cultivated and cued in the contem-

porary popular imagination.

Countless critiques of this position
have been elaborated from a variety
oftheoretical and ideological perspec-
tives. See, for example, Cloud (1994)

for a materialist critique of
antifoundationalist theories of dis-
course.

For a discussion of other possible re-
lationships between CMC and
postmodernism, see Springer (1996).

There are two versions of this ad, one
thirty seconds and one sixty seconds.
While I am relying on the sixty sec-
ond version here, both are substan-
tively the same. The “thereisnorace”
line I included in the transcript of the
voice-over, however, is voiced only in
the thirty second version, though it ap-
pears visually (in writing) in both ver-
sions.



Page 44

7 My use of the capitalized label “Deaf”
follows Padden and Humphries’
(1988) distinction between “deaf” (a
physiological condition) and “Deaf”
(a cultural and linguistic identifica-
tion). I use the latter because we are
not shown a hearing impaired person
using adaptive technologies but some-
one using sign language, a key fea-
ture of Deaf culture.

¢ For arelevant discussion of this ques-
tion in relation to Burke, see
Lentricchia (1983). For similar dis-
cussions regarding essentialism in the
context of feminism, see Spivak
(1987), Fuss (1989) and Butler (1990).

® An unintended but potentially impor-
tant issue raised this analysis concerns
cultural currents and academic theory.
Postmodern theory and criticism pre-
sents itself as a radical alternative to
modernist ways of sense-making. Yet
my analysis of MCI’s “Anthem” as
well as many ofthe other ads discussed
here demonstrates the relative ease
with which not just postmodern
“style” but postmodern “theory” can
be incorporated into enlightenment
narratives and global corporate dis-
courses. While the force and ingenu-
ity of ideological incorporation should
not be underestimated, the apparently
seamless ease with which this move
is made should perhaps call for addi-
tional attention to the affiliations be-
tween enlightenment and postmodern
thought. Are the differences between
postmodernism and modernist con-
cepts such as strategic ambiguity as
clear as postmodern theorists would
like to think?
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1o This is comparable, to some degree,
to Haraway’s (1985) argument that the
cybarg is not just a technocrat’s dream,
but a potentially emancipatory image.
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