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Computers in English Departments: 
The Rhetoric of Technopower 

CYNTHIA SELFE 

JTEOPLE who say that the 
last battles of the computer revolution in English depart
ments have been fought and won don't know what they're 
talking about. If our current use of computers in English 
studies is marked by any common theme at all, it is ex
perimentation at the most basic level. As a profession, 
we are just learning how to live with computers, just be
ginning to integrate these machines effectively into 
writing- and reading-intensive courses, just starting to 
consider the implications of the multilayered literacy as
sociated with computers. In our departments, we are just 
beginning to see possibilities for using computers to en
courage collaboration and communication among col
leagues, to ease secretarial burdens, to support research 
and publication projects, to make scholarship accessible. 

If we have learned anything about computers, it is that 
they can have a dramatic (some, here, would argue "dras
tic") effect on the social systems we call English depart
ments. Like other communities in which people are 
bound one to the other by close ties of language, com
mitment, shared interests, or living arrangements, En
glish departments are constituted of intimately networked 
components: people, facilities, curricula, computers are 
only a few. Each of these components, we know from per
sonal experience, are dependent on others; each in
fluences others in a dynamic dance of social and political 
interaction. 

And yet, when I get the opportunity to help faculty 
members and chairs integrate computers into their 
departments, seldom will these colleagues speculate with 
me about the social impact the new technology might 
have. Most of them want to talk about computers: about 
hardware and software, networks and configurations, 
monitors and memory, cost and space. Few colleagues 
are willing to plan for the people who use the machines: 
to think about how computers can and will affect depart
mental communications, change people's academic roles, 
alter productivity, modify traditional lines of power and 
interaction, or encourage different attitudes toward schol
arly involvement. 

And herein lies the topic of this paper: as a profes
sion, we have learned that integrating computers into 

English departments will have an immediate and signifi
cant impact on the social systems and the communica
tions that occur within our academic communities. As 
English educators, we would be well advised to plan 
deliberately and systematically for these changes. In fact, 
if our profession is visionary enough in our applications 
of computers, we can use the new technology to create 
changes in English departments that we have been want
ing to see for some time now; we can use computers to 
support, in an electronic sense, Art Young's notion of 
English departments as social collectives, intellectual dis
course communities that revolve around a common set 
of goals.1 

If we are not so visionary, if we do not answer some 
of the more difficult questions about computers, our use 
of these machines will precipitate petrifaction of the ex
isting system rather than change. In this case, computers 
can support those characteristics of English departments 
of which we are not so proud: the unproductive compe
tition, the political hegemony, the abuse of part-timers 
and secretaries, and the segmentation of information and 
communication. 

Computers and Technopower in English Departments 

I can begin my support of these statements by iden
tifying a second important piece of information our 
profession has discovered about computers: there is great 
power associated with their use. Academics who are new 
to computers and see only the positive aspects of this 
phenomenon generally refer to this issue as one of 
"empowerment"—implying that if individuals can learn 
to use computers, to master the intricacies of a particu-
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lar word-processing package or a spreadsheet program, 
they will have gained important and valuable access to 
information. 

Indeed, many departments use this line of reasoning 
to sell their faculties and staffs on training programs in 
computer literacy. Faculty members are told, for instance, 
that if they learn to use a computer, they can tap into 
national conferences on Bitnet or Telenet, do online searches 
of libraries, and correspond daily with colleagues from other 
universities. Secretaries are told that they can revise docu
ments with ease, store records in less space, routinize per
sonnel and budget reports. All this is true, of course. 

But there is another, darker side to this issue as well. 
Technopower has a financial cost.2 In most departments, 
computers must be purchased piecemeal, one or two at 
a time, often at the expense of other educational resources 
our profession values—books, travel, release time. Tech
nopower has a social cost, as well. In a community, when 
one group is empowered, another may see itself as lack
ing power, especially when technology is involved. As 
early as 1980, Colette Dowling was writing about the de
veloping war between the "technocrats" and the "tech-
nopeasants": 

Technocrats speak to one another in a new language. They 
talk of chunking, of networking, of gigahertz. Like the 
philosophers of an earlier age, they are in the position of 
having to create new concepts to deal with radically different 
ways of perceiving things foisted on them by the new in
formation to which they're privy. . . . [They are] plan
ning our lives . . . accessing the hardware that will create 
your future . . . challenging our very definition of intel
ligence. (1) 

In English departments, computer technology also 
represents a form of power, and in this power there is, 
as Joseph Weizenbaum points out, the potential for great 
good and great evil. Nowhere is this potential more ap
parent than in the choices English faculties will be mak
ing in die next five years about how to integrate computer 
systems and individual computers into their academic 
lives. These decisions will determine whether depart
ments use computers to foster communication or to limit 
access to information, to connect department members 
or to isolate them, to inspire a recognition of the com
monweal or to support destructive competition. 

Defining Technopower in English Departments 

To help faculty members and chairs judge for them
selves how their department is faring in the allocation 
and use of technopower, I can sketch some general guide
lines for identifying and describing the distribution of 
such power in an academic community.3 Several issues 

are central in such a discussion, but I can begin with three 
questions about the issue of computer access: 

• Who has a computer in the department? 
• Where are computers located? 
• What are the priorities of computer use for individuals? 

The most useful answers to these questions about access 
to technopower, however, also require a close look at 
detail. 

Although the first question, "Who has a computer?" 
can be answered by compiling a list of individuals who 
have machines sitting on their desks or in their offices, 
we must also ask, "Why these individuals?" When a 
department purchases computers for faculty members, 
access is frequently, if unconsciously, tied to traditional 
hierarchies of rank or to implicit or explicit departmen
tal agendas for scholarship and research. As Edward West-
cott puts it, " . . . them that has gits." 

Similarly, in asking, "Where are computers located?" 
faculty members must look beyond a simple locational 
answer to determine who in a department has access to 
computers in their offices and who must use machines 
in public work spaces. The hours of access for these work 
spaces reveal who can use computers only during regu
lar business hours when there are many distracting in
terruptions and who can use computers after hours when 
the halls are quiet and the real work of a department 
gets done. 

For those individuals who do not have computers in 
their offices, priority of access becomes important. With 
a limited number of machines or printers, the method 
of determining priority of access, like the method of al
locating machines, reflects directly the value systems of 
a department. To learn more about these values, faculty 
members can explore how priorities are assigned and who 
in a department has responsibility for these decisions. 

And yet, immediate access to computers is only one 
kind of power associated with this new technology. 
Another, perhaps more important kind of power grows 
from access to information. Thus, in talking about power 
and computers, faculty members will have to describe 
the systems or netwotks to which specific computers are 
connected, asking questions such as the following: 

• To what systems or networks are individuals' computers 
tied? 

• How is membership to these systems or netwotks de
termined? 

• On these systems or networks, to what information do 
individual computer users have access? 

• How do individuals use information accessed through 
computer systems or networks? 
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• What is the purpose of the computer systems or net
works to which individuals have access? 

In answering each of these questions, faculty mem
bers might also make additional notations. They can 
identify whether individual colleagues have access to 
departmentwide, universitywide, or international net
works and how the cost of membership in connection 
with these networks is determined. When specific net
works are considered, colleagues can learn something 
about the distribution of technopower by finding out who 
in a department or a university controls access to infor
mation on networks and what criteria are used to con
trol this access. 

The last two questions in this series can help faculty 
members fine-tune their perceptions of technopower. As 
teachers we know that having access to information is of 
little use unless we can employ that information produc
tively. Many higher-level administrators have access to in
formation about low salary figures in our profession, but 
whether they use this information in a productive way 
is debatable indeed. Similarly, in defining technopower, 
we have to determine how individuals can use informa
tion that they access through computer networks: 
whether, for example, they can use this knowledge for 
their own work or scholarship, as a faculty member might; 
for the commonweal of the department, as an adminis
trator might; or only to complete other people's work, 
as a secretary might. Power involves control of informa
tion as well as access to that information. 

Looking at the purposes for which individuals can use 
computer networks also helps define the distribution of 
technopower in a department. While some individuals 
can use networks to engage in open dialogues with peers 
or to pursue academic exchanges with colleagues, others 
can use networks only to receive information that has 
been preselected for them. The more freedom of choice 
a user has on a network, the more power he or she will 
have. 

Finally, in describing technopower, faculty members 
can look at issues of training and education. Knowledge 
is power, as we often tell our students, and with tech
nology this equation remains stable. When we ask, there
fore, to what kind of training individuals have access, 
we also need to determine who controls access to train
ing in a department and what kind of training is 
available. 

Suggestions for Distributing Technopower in English 
Departments 

Because computers do carry with them the potential 
for such power, departments would be wise to consider 

the distribution and impact of technology on an ongo
ing basis. The following suggestions provide the basis for 
such work: 

Suggestion 1: Make computers an issue for depart
mental discussion and decision making. Instead of giv
ing the departmental "computer specialist" or the chair 
sole responsibility for the decisions made about com
puters, involve as many department members as possi
ble. Such a strategy will help eliminate a single-minded 
perspective on the complex issues surrounding computers 
and their use. 

Those who do not use computers can give excellent 
suggestions about how to set up training courses that 
would appeal to them directly, how to locate computers 
to ensure maximum use by all members of the depart
mental community, and how to distribute technopower 
most equitably. Staff members—secretaries, aides, 
computer-lab consultants—should be involved in all dis
cussions of hardware and software choices; they will be 
required to deal most consistently with the equipment 
purchased for the department. Faculty members who al
ready own computers can provide expertise on the choice 
of systems; on linking various brands of computers with 
electronic communications and compatibility software; 
and on the thorny ethical issues concerning software 
licensing, the protection of privacy, and health protection. 

Making computers the business of the department will 
also inform the community about the true cost of elec
tronic decisions. In discussions of budget allocations for 
computers, faculty members can learn that technopower 
is frequently purchased at the cost of other resources: 
books, travel, personnel. In these communal discussions, 
participants can set realistic limits to computer spend
ing: how much the department is willing to spend to 
purchase computers and update software each year, how 
much the department can spend on training faculty and 
staff members to use particular computer applications, 
how much the department will spend to provide its mem
bers access to national and international computer 
networks. 

Suggestion 2: Make computer decisions grow out of 
departmental goals and objectives. Instead of operating 
in a theoretical and philosophical vacuum, use existing 
departmental goals and objectives to inform decisions 
about computers and technopower. As a community, for
mulate a clear vision of how computers can support the 
mission of the department. Then, work to make sure that 
computer decisions, like all other departmental decisions, 
are based on consensual agreement about these priorities. 

A department may recognize as five-year priorities the 
related goals of building a graduate program and 
strengthening research in rhetoric. These goals, in turn, 
should shape the purchase of computers and the distri
bution of technopower. If the department can only af-
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ford to purchase one or two computers a year, hardware 
might be best allocated to those faculty or staff mem
bers working most directly on the graduate-program com
mittee or those actively engaged in rhetorical studies. 
Software purchases might also be made in support of 
these goals. For the graduate-program effort, the depart
ment might purchase a scheduling program for the direc
tor of graduate studies or a membership on a network 
that supports interlibrary loans. In support of current 
rhetoric scholarship, the department might purchase 
word-processing software that facilitates indexing, foot
noting, and bibliographic work; data bases that can store 
and sort research notes and quoted material; or transla
tion programs. 

This strategy of letting departmental goals inform de
cisions about computers also ensures that a program of 
technology integration is tailored specifically to a given 
community of scholars. Another department, which has 
as a primary goal increased communication among 
departmental members and other scholarly communi
ties, might make some very different hardware and soft
ware decisions. It might choose a networked system that 
would allow the faculty to have online conversations or 
to send electronic mail, modems to connect the faculty 
with colleagues from other departments, or hard-disk 
storage capacity that would accommodate departmental 
archives of public reports and memorandums for future 
reference. 

Suggestion 3: Keep a humanistic focus on technology. 
Technology and the lure of technopower can encourage 
a machine-centered mentality. Departments that suc
cumb to this view of the universe purchase computers 
for their features—RAM, ROM, high res monitors, 
twenty-megabyte hard disks—not for the people who will 
use them. 

In making departmental or committee decisions about 
hardware and software, think about the human beings 
behind the machines. Considering secretaries who must 
print or complete computer-supported work for a num
ber of faculty members may convince a departmental 
committee to adopt a standard word-processing package 
for everyone's use or to set aside a block of uninterrupted 
training time for staff members with each purchase of 
new software or hardware. Similarly, considering the var
ious scholarly requirements of individual faculty mem
bers may convince a department to invest in a library of 
software packages that will suit particular needs and to 
hire a pan-time consultant to train the individuals in 
the use of these packages. 

Considering the human beings who must use the 
machines will also remind most departments of the need 
to allocate money for ergonomically sound furniture for 
all computer users, public workstations available after 
hours for all members of the department, and ongoing 

training for both faculty and staff. 
Suggestion 4: Use computers to promote community. 

Technopower can be divisive. Lacking a humane, well-
thought-out plan for integrating computers into the life 
of an academic community, departments often fall back 
on a nonplan of allocating computers according to the 
traditional academic hierarchy—the first computers go 
to the dean and the department head, the next batch 
to full professors, and so on—thus exacerbating the ri
gidity and the hegemony of the traditional system with 
the added power of technology. 

In similarly well-intentioned, but less-than-effective, 
efforts, departments purchase individual microcom
puters, place them on every faculty member's desk, and 
fail to exploit the potential of networked communica
tion among departmental computer users and communal 
discussions of departmental computer policies. Such an 
approach, while distributing technopower evenly, only 
encourages isolation among faculty members and seg
mentation of information. 

But the picture need not look so bleak. If a depart
ment uses computers to support the notion of commu
nity, it can invest in an electronic network on which 
colleagues can share drafts of conference papers or jour
nal articles. Such a network can also be used to encourage 
the participation of marginal members of the commu
nity. Departments can set up electronic "conferences" on 
matters of governance, on curriculum changes, or on the 
use of part-time personnel; electronic polling places in 
which individuals can register their votes or comments 
on departmental direction; and electronic archives. 

The concept of building electronic community might 
also be used to inform the way in which departments 
deal with nonstandard equipment. Departments that 
place a high value on communication within the com
munity might publish compatibility guidelines for com
puters or software purchases by individual faculty 
members, allocate money to link machines from earlier 
purchase plans with current departmental equipment, 
and work closely with university administrators to make 
sure that gifts or grants of equipment provided by specific 
vendors are compatible with existing systems. 

Continuing Concerns about Technopower 

The four brief suggestions just outlined will not, of 
course, eliminate a department's difficulties in connec
tion with technopower; in fact, they may just open the 
door to increasingly complicated issues. The concept of 
linking departmental members with an electronic net
work raises as many problems as it solves. On such net
works preserving individuals' rights to privacy must be 
a top priority. Department members must be able to pro-
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tect personal documents, to tag some documents for cer
tain readers, to lock their schedules so as to prevent 
changes by others. Given such a publicly inclusive sys
tem, the private files a department head must keep or 
the private writing a faculty member wishes to guard may 
be best located in a filing cabinet rather than on the 
computer. 

Another departmental concern hinges on money. Cap
ital investment in connection with computers is still rela
tively high, as are maintenance costs, but these costs are 
no different with a well-planned program of computer 
integration than they are with a poorly planned program. 
And the cost of any system can be considered only in 
relation to its benefits. 

In fact, the value of any suggestions I can make about 
the distribution and use of technopower lies in a depart
ment's willingness to engage in frank and democratic ex
ploration of communal values. If a department were to 
follow the suggestions I have provided for integrating 
technopower, it would use computers to support the work 
that its members, a community of individuals, care about 
most. In this way, technology would be used to distrib
ute power beyond traditional hierarchical structures, to 
create collaborative opportunities, and to invite involve
ment, professional development, and communication. 
These kinds of community have no price. 

And it is for this reason that English professionals have 
to begin controlling technopower and using it for a 
greater good. Unless we begin to make decisions about 
computers, decisions that are shaped by our humanist 
training, informed by the values we would like to see at 
the center of English departments, these decisions will 
be made for us. Computers, by themselves, do not cre
ate a dualistic society of technocrats and techno-
peasants—it's the people behind the machines, those who 
imagine the systems and use them, who wreak this kind 

of divisive havoc. In the same way, it's the people be
hind the machines who can use computers constructively 
to suppon, again in An 'ibung's terms, a rebuilding of 
community in English depanments. 

Notes 
1 When Art Young's article first appeared in the ADE Bulle

tin (Spring 1984), composition faculties were calling for seces
sion from English departments controlled by literature faculties. 
His article endorsed "rebuilding community" in English depart
ments, dissolving "the tensions between writing and literature 
conceptually and emotionally" by making the "study of all dis
course" a common goal of these scholarly communities (24). 

21 thank Colette Dowling for her discussion of technopower 
as that advantage of influence which grows from the control 
and understanding of computer technology. 

31 designed these questions to look at technopower in con
nection with department-purchased and department-owned 
computers. The questions would have to be modified for situa
tions in which faculty members purchase their own computers 
for use in university offices. I have also purposely limited my 
discussion to technopower and its relation to faculty and staff 
members and administrators, leaving aside for the moment the 
important issues surrounding students and computers. 
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