Where is an Author?

Absiract: The convergence of once-separate paths of innovation in information and
communications technologies and everyday social practice has precipitated a ‘Gutenberg
moment” in education at a pivotal moment in trajectories of global financialization. While there
Is now a significant literature devoted to the institutional and technocratic evaluation of the
processes and outcomes of technologies deployed in education, the geographical implications of
new cultures of teaching and learning remain dangerously under-theorized. Reading and writing,
in particular, are being reconstituted through partially automated constellations of socio-technical
practices of authorship. In this article, an intertextual synthesis of key works of Comte, Marx,

and Foucault is deployed to reconstitute a theory of authorship for the digital age.
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It’s early in the twenty-first cenfury of the Western calendar. If you’re reading these
words, there is a very high probability that the characters, words, and sentences are delivered to
you on a screen, on a digital device connected by wire or wavelength to a vast, evolving
ecosystem of information and algorithms. This empowers you as a reader, like no generation of
readers who has ever lived before. With a few slight physical gestures, you can ask your device
to search for information about the author of the words you’re reading. You can easily obtain a
variety of statistics and rankings that (presumably) measure the popularity or ‘impact’ of the
author’s words, or the publication where the words appear. You can find other collections of
words written by other authors that manifest some kind of correlation with the authors’” words. If
the author smuggles a strange word like “transdiscursive” into the text without providing a clear
explanation, you can search for a definition across a wide array of blogs, wikis, Twitter feeds,
and other phenomena yet to be named. Yet at this point the empowerment of search collides
with the radical democracy of meanings. Among all the different ways that “transdiscursive™ has
been or will be used in digitally available written works, which one best captures the author’s
intended meaning? At this point you may well feel offended and violated by the author’s refusal
to honor the implicit social contract of authorship as it has been negotiated across the centuries of

aM S(/W'\HP' ©) _ .
odernity. #2gpad author has an obligation to try to make meanings clear, and, where
appropriate, to explain where other authors’ words or ideas have been borrowed. Thou shalt not
steal.

Some of the words you’ve read thus far were inspired by the preface to Jaron Lanier’s
(2010) cyber-manifesto, You Are Not a Gadget; other words were shaped by Nadine
Schuurman’s (2013) analysis of the Gutenberg effects of neuroplasticity in creating a new era of

“Geographical Knowledge Production 2.0;” and “transdiscursive” is the English translation of



Michel Foucault’s (1969, p. 386) meaning for the position of an “author of a theory, tradition, or
discipline in which other books and authors will in turn find a place.” It is the burden of my
argument in this essay to demonstrate that Foucault’s conceptualization, first introduced in a
lecture in Paris in February, 1969, exposes a fundamental re-scaling of the relations between
authors and readers -- and especially between students and educators -- in a world of nearly-
ubiquitous circuits of Internet communication, production, and surveillance. Adapted and
updated through a genealogical technique that Foucault called “discursive instaurations,” and put
into a dialogue with some of the more obscure, neglected parts of the works of Kark Marx and
Auguste Comte, Foucault’s perspective on individual authorship provides crucial insights into

the new spatialities of contemporary reading, writing, and education.

Plagiarism Frontiers

We need a new theory of authorship. To appreciate why, it is worth considering the frustration
voiced by Mark Bauerline, a Professor of English at Emory University. “When students take on

research tasks,” Bauerline writes in a commentary on college-level term papers, “here is what

they don’t do:
e Visit the library and browse the stacks.
e Find an archive and examine primary documents.

e Read widely in the subject before identifying a topic.

Instead, they
e Type aterm into Google.

e Consult Wikipedia’s entry on the subject.



e Download six web pages, and cut and paste passages.
e Summarize the citations and sprinkle in commentary of their own.

e Print it up and hand it in.” (Bauerline, 2011).

For Bauerline, the disciplined crafts of authorship traditionally associated with the
student research paper -- sustained curiosity, deep reflection, and critical judgment -- are being
destroyed by the false promises of a universe of informational tools that “offer too many
shortcuts, conveniences, and well-digested materials.” “Teachers demand better usages (‘Don’t
just rely on Wikipedia!’),” Bauerline laments, “but they’re up against 19-year olds who love
speed and effortlessness. Good luck.” Yet if the “free-ranging intimacy” (Walker, 2010) of the
net enables more widespread plagiarism among students, educational institutions are now able to
respond with an unprecedented arsenal of powerful surveillance technologies. In the emergent
field of “plagiarism detection,” the Turnitin.com service has quickly become the industry leader;
the cloud-based service creates a “digital fingerprint” for each student paper submitted to the
system, and compares the results to an evolving database of more than 110 thousand
publications, 300 million archived student papers, and more than 40 billion web pages -- all
across 18 languages in more than one hundred countries (iParadigmsi gg}]/gg,_kz_o__lgb, 21
Barrie, 2008). m@;j""b le- major” W

Turnitin.com was developed by John Barrie, who fgi rhetoric and neurobiology in

what he describes as “a less than ideal undergraduate experience” at Berkeley. Continuing at

Berkeley for doctoral work in biophysics and neurobiology, Barrie specialized in research on



“how spatiotemporal patterns of the EEG (electroencephglogram) over the
primary sensory neocortices could help one understand how the brain encoded the
sensory world into the neuro-world, how those patterns changed with time and
ultimately how those patterns came together to form our conscious representation

of the world.” (Barrie, 2008, p. 16).

At the same time he was refining observational experiments and analytical algorithms for
his doctoral research, Barrie served as a Teaching Assistant for several large undergraduate
courses, where he saw his own undergraduate experience from a new vantage point: “class sizes
approaching the ridiculous™ made it impossible for students to get any detailed feedback on their
work, creating “a cold and impersonal environment that was exacerbated by a brutal grading
curve” (Barrie, 2008, p. 16). In 1994, Barrie (2008, p. 16) realized he could “use these new
things called the ‘web’ and the ‘browser” to facilitate a completely digital version of class
manuscript peer review” to provide rich, thorough feedback for enhanced student engagement.

Unfortunately, Barrie soon discovered that many students were taking papers from his
new peer review system and submitting them for other classes. “I had inadvertently created a
mini-cheat site,” Barrie (2008, p. 17) realized. Barrie came to a decisive turning point:

“Now things began to change. [ was more than a little irritated that a significant

minority of students were cheating their way to an unfair competitive advantage

over their peers. And I was aiding and abetting by providing hundreds of students

with their peers’ manuscripts via the class website. I felt a need to put a stop to

that problem....



...areal deterrent would require the real threat of getting caught doing the wrong
thing. In my analysis, the only real threat would involve creating a database so
massive that, when a student is told that their paper will be compared with
documents in that database, a student is deterred from cheating. That database
would have to include all of the sources a student might use to cheat: the Internet,
things in the library and millions of student papers ... The only problem was: how

does one search those billions of documents in real time?

The solution was to use algorithms designed to detect regularities in large
databases of brain waves and apply the same strategy to detect regularities (i.e.,

unoriginal work) in large databases of text.”” (Barrie, 2008, pp. 17-18).

Barrie’s vision required a decade of refinement, as well as backing by a $40-billion
private equity firm (Warburg Pincus), but the service eventually grew to become one of the most
widely used educational applications in the world. Turnitin.com processed more than 80 million
student papers in 2012, and maintains contracts with more than ten thousand educational
institutions -- including 130 of the top 200 universities ranked by the 7imes Higher Education

World Rankings (iParadigms, 2013). The service has withstood several legal challenges by

students forced to submit their work to (and thus enhance the proprietary data assets of) a private

“Turnitin® for Admissions’ is marketed to admissions offices deluged with
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publishers and editors of books and scholarly journals. Turnitin.com’s plagiarism detection
functions, moreover, are seamlessly integrated into the comprehensive “SmarterGrading™ with
GradeMark” interface, allowing educators to provide a wide range of different kinds of feedback
on students’ writing. QuickMark® Sets allow teachers to “save time and provide better feedback
by quickly dragging standard or custom marks and comments directly on the paper”; the Voice
Comments function allows teachers to “guide students with personalized audio feedback that
conveys your ‘tone” and clarifies QuickMark® comments™; and with Grade AnywhereSM on
Turnitin for iPad®, teachers can provide all of this rich feedback from anywhere, anytime
(iParadigms, 2013). In October, 2013, Turnivtin.com launched “Cloud Submit,” an interface
allowing direct submission of papers from Google Drive and DropBox.
iParadigms’ innovations are only one small part of a fast-expanding universe of
educational technologies premised on the synthesis of support and surveillancé. These
technological developments have been driven by anticipations of the infinite “scalability™ of
massive open online courses (MOOCs) (Heller, 2013). The array of innovations includes
authentication software for MOOC remote-testing facilities that analyze the keystroke typing
rhythms of students taking examinations (Eisenberg, 2013), “machine learning” algorithms for
automated grading of student essays (Markoff, 2013), and tracking systems designed to mo 2,0;3 X 22
kY
online reading activities by counting page views and click-throughs to calculate W
index” for each student (Streitfeld, 2013). There is now a significant scholarly literature
analyzing how these transformations are enmeshed in the neoliberalization of education, and
how individual students and educators are being enrolled into accelerated -- and partially
automated -- circuits of digital governmentality (e.g., Castells et al., 1999; Noble, 2001;

Brinkman, 2012; Boler, 2007; Smith and Jeffery, 2013). Nevertheless, despite the valuable



critical insights in this literature -- from David Noble’s (2001) early diagnosis of “digital diploma
mills” to Megan Boler’s (2007) feminist theorization of the false promises of “digital
Cartesianism” -- a case can be made that research in this area has remained too modest, and too
deferential. Most of the literature remains focused on the effects of technological change on
familiar, discrete social roles -- (students, teachers, administrators) or social practices (reading,
writing, teaching) -- as if these words carry the same meanings we’ve all been taught to
recognize. They do not. Each of these social positions has been redefined through radical
technological contingency, etching fine-grained divisions of working conditions, learning
experiences, audit and surveillance capabilities, and implications for knowledge production.

“We are in a Gutenberg moment in which we are migrating from book reading to Internet
browsing,” Nadine Schuurman (2013, p. 396) reminds us, and it is worth considering the
stunning acceleration of changes that have diffused widely in just the past few years. If the latter
half of the twentieth century came to be defined by the gathering momentum of computerization
and automation in a mechanical, wholesale sense, the twenty-first century brought a sudden
phase shift in the role of digitized information in the cognitive, retail experience of capitalist
culture. We suddenly find ourselves in a world of information that is fast evolving into a
proliferation of informational worlds. By the most authoritative estimates available, the share of
all of humanity’s recorded information stored in digital form increased from 25 percent in 2000
to 98 percent in 2013; there is now about 1,200 exabytes worth of information in the world
(Hilbert and Lopez, 2011, updated in Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier, 2013, p. 9).

This flood of information is rapidly redefining the meanings and functions of
communication in contemporary human culture -- in the dynamic, shifting, and blurred

boundaries among news, politics, entertainment, and education. Precisely the same sudden ease



of access to a world of information that encourages the student’s quick search and cut-and-paste
now enables the real-time deployment of corporate neurological software to compare an
individual’s writing to an expanding database of human communication that is rapidly becoming
planetary. A growing share of today’s new human expression is taking place in digital form,
while initiatives like Project Gutenberg, the Wayback Machine and Internet Archive, and
Google’s monumental book-scanning project are quickly digitizing all possible traces of the
cultural past. Not long ago, Trevor Barnes (2013, p. 297)

“heard the all-around American philosopher scientist, James Owen Weatherall,

say on a podcast that for every individual in America there are 200 Ancient

Alexandria Libraries worth of information that have been collected and stored

about them. The Library at Alexandria contained everything worth knowing in

the ancient world. So, we now have 200 times what was worth knowing about the

ancient world for every living American, and likely a few dead ones too.”
No generation in human history has ever lived in such an environment of planetary digital
information. Teachers and students are thrown into new digital worlds. The meanings -- and the
spaces and times -- of reading, learning, and teaching are in flux. So are the meanings of the
Latin word for a writer, a maker, an originator -- the term that eventually became the Anglo-

French autour.

Comte, Marx, and Foucault
In an age when an author’s words can instantly be combined or compared with a global
corpus of the words of all authors, what does “authorship” mean? The enigmatic position of the

author is certainly nothing new: the conditions of possibility of collective human knowledge



advanced and transmitted through individual action have always been a central concern of
philosophy. We can gain a fresh perspective on the matter, however, if we consider key
moments of revolutionary instability in the philosophy of human knowledge at the juncture of
science, politics, and theology. This requires consideration of an odd combination: Auguste
Comte, Karl Marx, and Michel Foucault.

No other trio makes for a greater sense of theoretical cognitive dissonance: at first glance
it might seem a fool’s errand to search for common ground between the austere father of
positivism who later became the “High Priest of the Religion of Humanity,” (Mill, 1891, p. 125)
the historical materialist analyst of capitalism, and the archaeologist of knowledge whose
inquiries into the ‘limit experience’ of human philosophy involved N»Q/intense readings of
and Heidegger as well as LSD trips in Death Valley and the “entirely different truth”
of gay liberation in San Francisco in the 1970s (quoted in Miller, 1993, p. 28, p. 245). Comte,
Marx, and Foucault were each discursively enigmatic and politically radical -- but in starkly
different historical and geographical circumstances of what radicalism meant. Most of the few
fragments of their direct engagements with one another are reflexively negative. “I am studying
Comte on the side just now,” Marx wrote in a letter to Engels in the summer of 1866,

“as the English and French are making such a fuss of the fellow. What seduces

them about him is is encyclopaedic quality, la synthése. But that is pitiful when

compared with Hegel (although Comte is superior to him as a mathematician and

physicist by profession, i.e. superior in the detail, though even here Hegel is

infinitely greater as a whole). And this shitty positivism came out in 1832!”

(Marx, 1866, p. 289).
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But Marx was late; the shitty positivist himself, “the thinker of Humanity in place of
God,” (Wernick, 2001, p. 220) had been dead for almost a decade. Foucault, working to think
outside and beyond the lineage of Marx, Husserl, Hegel, and Sartre in what Gilles Deleuze called
the “malicious gift” of The Order of Things, refused to exempt Marxism from the “archaeology
that smashes its idols” (quoted in Miller, 1993, p. 152). Marxism “introduced no real
discontinuity” in human understanding “at the deepest level of Western knowledge,” Foucault
(1966, p. 285) declared, because European modernity’s conceptualization of History established
its conditions of possibility. “Marxism exists in nineteenth century thought like a fish in water:
that is, it is unable to breathe anywhere else.” Foucault certainly admired the oppositional
aspirations of Marx’s “nineteenth century revolutionary economics™ against “nineteenth century
bourgeois economics,” but Foucault’s archaeology was unforgiving: “Their controversies may
have stirred up a few waves and caused a few surface ripples; but they are no more than storms
in a children’s paddling pool.” (Foucault, 1966, p. 285).

Yet such quotes are deceptive. Comte, Marx, and Foucault shared a panoramic, critical
view of the development of human scientific thought in and through the constitution of
modernity. All three were deeply concerned with the relationship between individual and
collective knowlege, and with the implications of changes in knowledge in the physical sciences
for the domain of social relations and politics. Marx admired /a synthése of Comte’s attempt to
apply the advances of the physical sciences to the problems of politics and society precisely
because they shared a revulsion to the stubborn, atomistic individualism of economic liberalism
backed by military force and theological politics; both were obsessed with the “species-specific
capabilities of man™ (Lenzer, 1972/1973, p. lv) through collective work and knowledge. And

Foucault (1966, p. 346) saw the connection too, even as he mercilessly dismantled the,
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materialism of Marx’s “species being” and the secular scientism of Comte in favor of an
ontology of discourse. Foucault (1966, p. 347) begins his inquiry into the “strange empirico-
transcendental doublet” of man at the Cartesian, individual scale: “he is a being such that
knowlege will be attained in him of what renders all knowledge possible.” But then Foucault
takes an unusual approach to get to the scale of societal knowledge, arguing that Comte and
Marx established (albeit in contradictory ways) the fundamental importance of theory and
discourse as constitutive of, and not only reflective of, the “real™:

“Comte and Marx both bear out the fact that eschatology (as the objective truth

proceeding from man’s discourse) and positivism (as the truth of discourse

defined on the basis of the truth of the object) are archaeologically indissociable:

a discourse attempting to be both empirical and critical cannot but be both

positivist and eschatological; man appears within it as a truth both reduced and

promised. Pre-critical naiveté holds undivided rule.” (Foucault, 1966, p. 349).

The very conditions of possibility of human knowledge, in other words, rest on “a truth
that is of the order of discourse -- a truth that makes it possible to employ, when dealing with the
nature or history of knowledge, a language that will be true.” (Foucault, 1966, p. 348). But the

“status of this discourse,” despite all the advances of science in the nineteenth century, “remains

ambiguous” (Foucault, 1966, p. 348).




the generations at a time in human history when science is suppressed by religious
authoritarianism; for Marx, the decisive issue is the question of class consciousness as human
consciousness itself becomes interwoven into capitalist relations of production; and for Foucault,
the dilemma involves the “empirico-transcendental” tensions of human knowledge constituted
within individual consciousness and among humans.
Consider Comte’s view first. Today, Comte is mostly remembered for the six-volume
Course in Positive Philosophy, published between 1830 and 1842. Yet the Course was only the
first half of a grand vision Comte had outlined in an essay written in 1822. The second half of
Comte’s project resulted in the four-volume System of Positive Polity, published between 1851
and 1854. The Course formalized and consolidated the methods of empirical science against the
medieval repressions of Catholic theocracy -- and, through the influences and transformations of
John Stuart Mill and then the Vienna Circle, established the foundations of the twentieth
’s various strains of logical empiricism, logical positivism, and methodoligi@
((,eneuj (432 11?3)')
v positivism @charft, 1995; Steinmetz, ZOOSW was very different, and in fact was

widely dismissed as the product of a nervous breakdown and heartbreak after “the extraordinary

episode” of Comte’s “brief, passionate, but ‘morally pure” affair with the ineligible Clotilde de
Vaux” (Wernick, 2001, p. 24). Clotilde died in 1846.

The System was an outline for a comprehensive, secular “Plan of the Scientific
Operations Necessary for Reorganizing Society.” This was the title of the essay Comte wrote in
his early twenties and spent the rest of his life elaborating. The Course was intended to end,
once and for all, the reign of religious and metaphysical dogmas that were suppressing the
advance of human scientific knowledge. The System was the next, positive, step. As the

illusions of theological knowledge and metaphysical philosophy succumbed to the achievements



of positive science, Comte redirected scientific inquiry to the most complex phenomena of all:
human politics and human subjectivity. “Social physics” served as the unifying framework for
Comte’s brilliant yet monomaniacally authoritarian attempt to master-plan a new political order
for post-Revolutionary France (and then the entire world). The System also outlined a detailed
science of ethics. The entire scientific manifesto came with a corresponding political program to
spread positivist scientific knowledge through “revolutionary schools™ and a full-fledged
“Religion of Humanity to re D lace Christian dogma with a catechism honoring successive
generations of%cientists who had led the advance of human progress and development. The
clearest summary of Comte’s motivation comes from Robert Park, who sought old-world
philosophical legitimacy when building the young field of sociology at the University of Chicago
in the 1920s. In “The Social Organism and the Collective Mind,” Park defined ‘society’ with
Comte’s conceptualization of a “collective organism™ sustained by consensus:

“The individual, as Comte expressed it, is an abstraction. Man exists as man only

by participation in the life of humanity. ... the individual man was, in spite of his

freedom and independence, in a very real sense “an organ of the Great Being’ and

the great being was humanity. Under the title of humanity Comte included not

merely all living human beings ... but he included all that body of tradition,

knowledge, custom, cultural ideas and ideals, which make up the social

inheritance ... an inheritance into which each of us is born, to which we

contribute, and which we inevitably hand on through the processes of education

and tradition to succeeding generations. This is what Comte meant by the social

organism.” (Park, 1921, p. 2).
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Now consider Marx. In a brief passage in the Grundrisse, Marx foresaw human
knowledge and experience materialized into the infrastructure of capitalist production:
“Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-
acting mules, etc. These are products of human industry, natural material
transformed into organs of the human will over nature, or of human participation
in nature. They are organs of the human brain, created by the human hand; the
power of knowledge, objectified. The development of fixed capital indicates to
what degree general social knowledge has become a direct force of production,
and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have
come under the control of the general intellect and been transformed in
accordance with it. To what degree the powers of social production have been
produced, not only in the form of knowledge, but as immediate organs of social
practice, of the real life process.” (Marx, 1857/1858, p. 706, emphasis in

original).

The “organs of the human brain” and the “general intellect” were portrayed in Volume III
of Capital in terms of those processes that could achieve economies of scale in the use of fixed
capital:

“These savings in the use of fixed capital ... are the result of the way the

conditions of labour have been applied on a large scale. In short, the way in

which they serve as conditions of directly social, socialized labour, of direct

cooperation within the production process. ...” (Marx, 1894, p. 198).
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Marx highlighted three key features of “directly social” labor -- the capacity for

mechanical and chemical inventions to unfold “without increasing the price of commodities,” the

economies of scale attained through “productive consumption in common,” and then a crucial
third dimension:
“Finally, however, it is only the experience of the combined worker that discovers
and demonstrates how inventions already made can most simply be developed,
how to overcome the practical frictions that arise in putting the theory into
practice -- its application to the production process, and so on.” (Marx, 1894, pp.

198-199).

“We must distinguish here, incidentally,” Marx adds,
“between universal labour and communal labour. They both play their part in the
production process, and merge into one another, but they are each different as
well. Universal labour is all scientific work, all discovery and invention. It is
brought about partly by the cooperation of men now living, but partly also by
building on earlier work. Communal labour, however, simply involves the direct

cooperation of individuals.” (Marx, 1894, p. 199).

Within the vast contemporary Marxist literature, we can find work that directly extends
and refines some of Marx’s original ideas on the “general intellect.” Harvey (2012, p. 4), for
example, puts Henri Levebvre’s “right to the city” theorization into a dialogue not only with

Marx, but also with Robert Park’s memorable quip that “in making the city man has remade
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himself,” while Allen Scott (2011, p. 846; also Scott, 2013) diagnoses a new frontier of
globalized “cognitive-cultural capitalism” defined by
“(1) the new forces of production that reside in digital technologies of computing
and communication; (2) the new divisions of labor that are appearing in the
detailed organization of production and in related processes of social re-
stratification, and (3) the intensifying role of mental and affective human assets
(alternatively, cognition and culture) in the commodity production system at

large.”

Comte’s Great Being of humanity is not theoretically incompatible with Marx’s
conceptualization of the general intellect. The heritage of social knowledge in the “social
organism” in industrial modernity is manifest as the immediate organs of social practice on the
shop floor: the power of knowledge, objectified in the increasingly complex rhythms of human
divisions of labor of expanding capitalist enterprise. This brings us to Foucault’s “most
fiendishly intricate text,” (Miller, 1993, p. 18), The Order of Things. Foucault (1966, p. xxiii)
sought to analyze the collective human experience through the evolution of “ordering codes™ and
“reflections upon order itself” in the development of scientific knowledge since the sixteenth
century; he investigated “in what way ... our culture has made manifest the existence of order”
and how “modalities of order have been recognized, posited, linked with space and time, in order
to create the positive basis of knowledge” as we find it in the emergence of contemporary
scientific modernity (Foucault, 1966, p. xxiii). The endeavor is “an enquiry whose aim is to
rediscover on what basis knowledge and theory become possible” and how sciences and

philosophies could be established, “only, perhaps, to dissolve and vanish soon afterwards.”
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Foucault had no desire to “describe the progress of knowledge towards an objectivity in which
today’s science can finally be recognized,” but instead focused on the epistemic field in which
human knowledge grounds its “positivity” not only in rationality and objectivity, but its
“conditions of possibility” within the “space of knowledge™ as it is created and negotiated across
the generations of human inquiry. “Such an enterprise is not so much a history in the traditional
meaning of that word,” Foucault (1966, p. xxiv) emphasizes, as an “archaeology.”

The “space of knowledge,” and any corresponding archaeology. is defined through

verq phenomenoleq
generations of human inquiry, communication, and indeed thefconceptualization of humanity

itself. This is where the ambiguity of a truth discourse matters, because “the threshold of our

modernity is situated not by the attempt to apply objective methods to the study of men™ -- this is

(Foucault, 1966, p. 347). This is the nineteenth century’s sudden flashpoint that separates

individual Cartesian empirical observation from the philosophical, cumulative scientism of

collective knowledge:
“Two kinds of analysis then come into being. There are those that operate within
the space of the body, and -- by studying perception, sensorial mechanisms,
neuro-motor diagrams, and the articulation common to things and to the organism
-- function as a sort of transcendental aesthetic; these led to the discovery that
knowledge has anatomo-physiological conditions, that it is formed gradually
within the structures of the body, that it may have a privileged place within it, but
that its forms cannot be dissociated from its peculiar functioning; in short, that

there is a nature of human knowledge that determines its forms and that can at the
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same time be made manifest to it in its own empirical contents. There were also
analyses that -- by studying humanity’s more or less ancient, more or less easily
vanquished illusions -- functioned as a sort of transcendental dialectic; by this
means it was shown that knowledge had historical, social, or economic
conditions, that it was formed within the relations that are woven between men,
and that it was not independent of the particular form they might take here or

there; in short, that there was a history of human knowledge that could both be

given to empirical knowledge and prescribe its form.” (Foucualt, 1966, p. 348).
’f’\ e
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wigh Kand, But it was Comte “who had first thought through the implications of

//:)articularly potent critical sensibility emerges if we engage Comte and Marx with Foucault’s

k 1969 lecture, “What is an Author?”
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What is an Author?

“The coming into being of the notion of ‘author,”” Foucault (1969, p. 377) begins in a lecture
presented to the Société Frangaise de Philosophie in early 1969, “constitutes the privileged
moment of individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the
sciences.” This privileged moment has been misunderstood, Foucault avers, and we can learn
much by reconsidering “the relationship between text and author” and the ways a written text
“points to this figure that, at least in appearance, is outside and antecedes it.” (Foucault, 1969, p.
377). Foucault’s lecture is a compelling blend of demanding antifoundationalist theoretical
challenges punctuated by clear, concise attacks on the simplistic conventions of “the man-and-
his-work criticism™ of literary modernism. The classical traditions of Greed Arabian
narratives, for example, achieved immortality for writers as well as heroes, yet now “our culture
has metamorphosed this idea of narrative, or writing,” in newly threatening ways. “The work,
which once had the duty of providing immortality, now possesses the right to kill, to be its
author’s murderer, as in the cases of Flaubert, Proust, and Kafka.” (Foucault, 1969, p. 378).
Here Foucault (1969, p. 378) offers a generous modesty -- “None of this is receg}ﬁ?i/éiga\and

philosophy took note of the disappearance -- or death -- of the author some time \ago --aga

N\

prelude to a more devastating critique: “A certain number of notions that are intended to replace
the privileged position of the author actually seem to preserve that privilege and suppress the real
meaning of his disappearance.” Preliminaries complete, Foucault has prepared his audience for
his broader purpose: a wide-ranging project of destabilization that induces theoretical and
literary vertigo. Foucault’s conceptually rich analysis defies casual, linear summary: here we

cannot avoid reading a transdiscursive continuity through Foucault into the more impenetrable
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thickets of Marx and Comte. For my purposes, however, it is necessary to tease out three distinct
elements of Foucault’s analysis of authorial modernity in order to illuminate today’s

technological metamorphosis of writing, teaching, and learning.

e -

The first matter is best described zéa "ihéor};"of the unbounded author -- an ambiguous,

W Halics
contingent extension of the Work@jgj/{hgifsi}(mgltaﬁeously erodes the self of authorship. If an
individual is not yet recognized nor respected as an authority, “could we say that what he wrote,
said, or left behind in his papers, or what has been collected of his remarks, could be called a
‘work’”? (Foucault, 1969, p. 379). Once the question is posed, other complications are
apparent:

“Even when an individual has been accepted as an author, we must still ask

whether everything that he wrote, said, or left behind is part of his work. The

problem is both theoretical and technical. When undertaking the publication of

Nietzsche’s works, for example, where should one stop? Surely everything must

be published, but what is “everything’? Everything that Nietzsche himself

published, certainly. And what about the rough drafts for his works? Obviously.

The plans for his aphorisms? Yes. The deleted passages and the notes at the

bottom of the page? Yes. What if, within a workbook filled with aphorisms, one

finds a reference, the notation of a meeting or of an address, or a laundry list: is it

a work, or not? Why not? And so on, ad infinitum. How can one define a work

amid the millions of traces left by someone after his death? A theory of the work

does not exist, and the empirical task of those who naively undertake the editing

of works often suffers in the absence of such a theory.” (Foucault, 1969, p. 379).
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As you read these words in the retina-resolution pixellated aura of the latest wireless

device du jour, such expressions from February of 1969 may arrive with a resonance of quaint

who tweets a line of Nietzsche or Fou( jt wh ile cramming for a test has authored some kind of v
contribution to the expanding planetar}\/ﬁi‘gifization of Marx’s “general intellect,” enhancing the |
direct force of informational production for Google’s leveraged capitalization of humanity’s
inherited legacy of knowledge in Comte’s ‘Great Being’ of an evolutionary Internet.

Can today’s global social mediascape really be connected to authors of the past? A

second dimension of Foucault’s analysis demands that we give serious consideration to such

questions. There is ““a paradoxical singularity of the author’s name,” Foucault (1969, p. 381)

. This is because an author’s name “performs a certain role with
£ = e ™SS

AN
regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function” (Foucault, 1969, p. 381) that 1&(«.&(

R

“— "

separate from the matter of one-to-one personal, authentic identity. Wﬂm&wﬂ
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