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“change without its opposite,” an age wherein space and time (object and
subject) seem to be identical. Creating a new postmodern subject,
Jameson suggests, requires merely that one be willing to refurnish rooms
or “destroy them in an aerial bombardment.” A new identity will appear
in the “ruins of the old,” proving that subjectivity has become what
Jameson calls “an objective matter” (51-52).

What Jameson says about the shaping effects of “speed” on
postmodern culture is essentially correct and, for this, will inform the
closingmoments of thisessay. Butitisalso true that Jameson’sreified use
of “speed” to account for changes in the temporal, affective dispositions
of postmodern subjects, rather than “prosthetic upgrade, overwrite, and
erasure,” masks the way in which “change without its opposite” describes
the upgrading nikhic’s highly compressed cycle of computer “death” and
“life,” and “informational speed” translates directly into “communica-
tion between nikhics who grow old and young, at least in part, through
their specialized habit of ‘communicating’ software upgrades, over-
writes, and erasures throughout nikhic activity systems.” More impor-
tantly, because we, like Jameson, have grown accustomed to reifying
postmodern “speed,” we fail to recognize our hand in suppressing very
real differences between nikhic and human subjects, not the least of
which has to do with the manner in which nikhics grow old and young. In
other words, we force nikhics (read: ourselves) to participate in an age/
age oppositional system of domination and oppression, wherein nikhics
are constrained to age like “humans” and to discuss the speed-driven
formation of postmodern “human” subjectivities, when they might be
better off working to understand the nikhic aging process and to publicize
and politicize the more apt study of cyborg gerontology.

Surely, there can be no doubt that software is material to the nikhic,
that informational “speed” is a function of nikhic activity, and that nikhic
activity produces in part a highly compressed, regenerative cycle of
“death” and “life” through iterated patterns of program upgrade, over-
write, and erasure. The unshakable reality of the situation seems a
genuine, even pressing reason for compositionists to reestablish “the
body” at a new historico-discursive limit. But the question of “how” still
remains. How can we train ourselves to “see” this body long enough and
often enough to permit us to respond to it in our theorizing and pedagogy?
How, indeed, can we set our sights on the unbroken outline of the nikhic
body and, at the same time, convince ourselves that the compositionist’s
job must now expand to deal with the politico-ontological, as well as the
politico-rhetorical, compositions of composing cyborgs?
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In thisinstance, compositionists are fortunate to have aready solution
at the heart of contemporary composition theory. David Russell s activity
theory, when calibrated to work with the cyborg problematic, allows us
to perceive both the nikhic’s “body” and “lifespan” as social activity
genres, or “frames for social action.” According to Russell, the influence
of sociology and anthropology on composition studies has provided a
fresh way of looking at writing. While he maintains that genre in the
traditional sense of a static category of texts that share certain formal
features is still important to any principled analysis, he argues that
“genre” refers to something much greater than textual forms with defin-
able features—namely, “forms of life,” “ways of being,” or “frames for
social action.” Genres, he says, emerge out of activity systems, which, he
explains, are collectives (often organizations) that cohere for indefinite
periods of time; share common purposes, objects, and motives; and use
certain tools, both mechanical and discursive, in certain ways. Through
routine tool-use, individuals and collectives within activity systems
create, re-create, and temporarily stabilize arange of activity genres, from
identities. 1o objects, to motives, to material and discursive tools. Under-
stood 1 this context, “genre” is the result of social activities, or, the tool-
mediated ways that individuals in a discreet or linked social activity
system interact purposefully and dialectically with others in the same
discreet or linked activity system. Appearing as they do within diverse
environments, ranging from family units to corporate settings, genres
may be everything from grocery lists, to environments for learning
and teaching. to the socially constructed lifespan of heavily prosthetized
nikhics.

Cvborg-calibrated activity theory provides compositionists with a
useful tool for framing both the nikhic “body” and “lifespan.” It allows
us to see that someone sitting in front of an upgrading computer exists
within the nikhic frame ofbeing, replete with its “human age”/“computer
age” dialectic. It makes us fully capable of perceiving the wide range of
nikhics that take shape across ranges of both 1solated and linked nikhic
activity systems. It even sensitizes us to the fact that different activity
systems produce different versions of the nikhic’s “body” and “lifespan.”
On the one hand, we recognize that members of the technological
underclasses whorarely upgrade their prostheses will tend to forge casual
relationships to their nikhic bodies and lifespans. For their part, citizens
of the Third World who may have little or no contact with networked
computers will have no regular means of creating, experiencing, re-
creating, or annihilating whatis personally unavailable or unimportant to
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them: temporal and embodied frames of nikhic being. On the other hand,
we recognize the existence of a nikhic esprit de corps among those
economically privileged citizens who tend toreside in the technologically
advanced First World, who connectregularly to the Internet, who upgrade
their software prostheses frequently, and who experience the rhythm of
upgrade as amore or less stable genre that appearsacrossarange of highly
differentiated but nonetheless linked activity systems.

And, for our having gained the power to see such things, we, as self-
1dentified nikhic compositionists, can accept that the compositionist’s
jobmustnow expand to deal with the ontological, political, and rhetorical
compositions of composing cyborgs. That is to say, we must begin to
work with our nikhic students to help both them and us to recognize and
compose intelligently about, for example, the social oppositions that
constrain nikhics to suppress “computer” generated “accelerated de-
crepitude” and “resurgent youth”; to valorize “protracted human aging,”
“hiological death,” and “gradual decay”; in other words, to erase the
dialectical play of computer-human “age” genres that are at the core of
nikhic being and, for that, constitute such things as the nikhic’s ontologi-
cal, epistemological, and affective cultural dispositions.

Composing Answers and Reply

So, we return to the point of origin. Equipped now with tools, on the one
hand, for creating human and nikhic “bodies” and “lifespans” as frames
of being, or social activity genres, replete with historically constructed
arbitrary limits, and, on the other hand, for identifying the “human” age/
“computer’ age oppositional dialect that generates the nikhic’s sense of
life-in-time through the regular suppression of disqualified “computer”
age by aataral “human” age and the regular disruption of aatural “human”
age by disqualified “computer” age—we may attempt to quantify the
First World nikhic’s dialectical polyrhythms of “death and life” (read:
computer aging) and “life and death” (read: human aging) that, one night
not so long ago, disrupted my celebration of “biologic,” “gradual,”
“relentless,” “human aging and death.”

As I stated earlier, one’s answer to the question will depend entirely
upon whether one calculates nikhic age singularly, in terms of the
computer-specific rthythms of upgrade, overwrite, and erasure, or dialec-
tically, in light of the contradiction that exists between the nikhic’s
“computer” (read: compressed) and “human” (read: protracted) lifespans.
My understanding is that one has no choice but to read the nikhic’s
internalized age/age dialectic when attempting to quantify any nikhic’s
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age. Because, however, the singular approach produces an answer that
amounts to the quantification of postmodern schizophrenia and, as such,
resonates with critical assessments of postmodernism, not the least of
which is Jameson’s “Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism,” I would like to begin by solving for the nikhic’s “com-
puter” lifespan.

Taken by itself, the ongoing process of “computer” upgrade instills
a discontinuous private temporality in the living subject and, for that,
imparts a “schizophrenic” identity structure. If Jameson is correct in
suggesting that identity is a function of language and that coherent
1dentity occurs when living subjects are able to arrange statements about
themselves in unbroken chains of coherent syntactical units, then we may
conclude, with him, thatliving subjects become schizophrenic when their
syntactic relationship to themselves breaks down, when the links in their
personal signifving chain snap into “heaps of fragments”—that is, when
subjects can no longer unify the “past, present, and future” of their own
biographical experiences or psychic lives. When this happens and living
subjects appear amidst a “rubble of distinct and unrelated signifiers,”
these subjects exist in a time of the present that cannot focus itself on
“activities” and “intentionalities” over time. The present of the world,
Jameson explains, comes before schizophrenic subjects with heightened
intensity and engulfs them with overwhelming vividness, bringing with
it a “mysterious charge of affect,” either negative or positive. Typically,
schizophrenic subjects experience negative feelings of “anxiety and loss
ofreality” or positive feelings that come on with euphoric, “intoxicatory,”
or “hallucinogenic intensity” (“Postmodernism™ 71-73).

Viewed from this perspective, nikhics—composed through an ongo-
ing process of program upgrades, overwrites, and erasures—have, as a
matter of course, their own biographical signifying chains broken,
restarted, and broken again, resulting in a fragmentary, emotionally
charged practice that passes easily for postmodern schizophrenia. In this
context, nikhic age can never advance beyond “one” because frequent
upgrades force nikhics to set their prosthetic clocks back to zero. When
calculated in this way, a fair response to the nikhic question “How old am
177 might be “one-zero-one-zero-one-zero.”

Additional proof that a schizophrenic binary accounts for the lived
experience of upgrading mikhics comes from the additional fact that
frequent upgrades, overwrites, and erasures bring with them the height-
ened intensity, vividness, and charge of positive or negative affect that
Jamesonbinds to the experience of postmodemn schizophrenia. Intoxicatory
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or hallucinogenic intensity capable of freeing nikhics from their own
biographical experience or psychic life surfaces in a fascinating Usenet
post by Michael Soibelman, unabashed champion of the SuSE linux
operating system. In his post to alt.os.linux.suse, Soibelman writes
ecstatically about the revitalizing, hallucinogenic experience that comes
through a program of frequent upgrades, overwrites, and erasures:

Hey everybody,

Here I go again. . . . I finally got a paycheck and just bought 7.2
Professional. . .. ['ve been upgrading ever since 6.0 (gave up on RedHat
by then since its hardware detection wasn’t very good and didn’t care for
Gnome much). ... Now I'm just a SuSE junkie. ... Gotta get the next one
....and the next. . . . This stuff is great. . . .

It’s now about 1:00 P.M. and I'm rebooting to DVD. . ..

Since I always manually select my packages I should be back this evening
provided I don’ttake too many breaks . . . a 25 mile bike ride sounds good.

Mmmmmmmm. . . . Take a deap breath. . . . breath out. . . . breath in.
orelax. ...

REBOOTING>>>>>>>>1) 1)

Bv his own admission, Soibelman experiences the euphoric feeling of
resurgent youth that erupts out of the nikhic’s “computer age” genre. A
self-described SuSE junkie, he cannot wait to have his identity disrupted
with a new version of the same program. The experience is all the more
exciting for him because he likes to dig in and commit himself to
rebuilding himself: he always manually selects his packages (that is,
programs). This isnot the first time he has done this, nor will it be the last.
After all, rebooting for Soibelman 1s more than a little like sex, the little
death, with all the iconographic force of ejaculation “>>>>>>>>" and
tremulous satisfaction *:) :)”.

Yet, feelings of resurgent youth are only one side of the nikhic’s
“computer age” genre. The other side is dominated by feelings of
accelerated decrepitude, or, what Jamesonrefers to as “anxiety” and “loss
of reality.” In his “Too Old to Write Code?”” James Lardner makes a
strong case that counterbalancing charges of negative affect, concretized
as feelings of accelerated decrepitude, erupt when nikhics compose
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themselves through frequent upgrades, overwrites, and erasures. For
Lardner, the problem begins with the “critical shortage of computer
programmers” that seems to be haunting the computer industry. Having
noted that there seems to be a real shortage of software engineers, with
estimates that “core” jobs in the computer industry outnumber computer-
science majors 3:1, Lardner points to an anomaly in the system. Ageism
strikes software developers at a peculiarly young “human” age. Even if
new computer skill sets are comparatively easy for programmers to learn,
software industry careers tend to be short-lived, with the half-life of a
software or hardware engineer being only a few years and with careers
that have the “life expectancy rivaling that of a pro football player.”
Lardner brings this point home by quoting a twenty-seven year old
Hewlett Packard programmer, who says, “We're all scared.” “First
there’s a shortage—then people respond, and,” he says, “you get kind of
a glut with the particular skill.” The problem for this programmer 1s that
a newer technology always comes along and takes its place. “The new
skill may not be that hard to learn,” he says, “but the perception of the
industry 1s that you can’t learn it. There’s a whole marketing mantra that
soeswithit, evenifit’snotreally that new.” From this, he predicts, “only
half-jokingly,” there will be programmers out on the street a few years
down the road “carrying signs that read ‘Will Code for Food.””

The fact that Lardner’s interview reveals that programmers, with life
expectancies rivaling those of pro football players, are “scared” and
imagining the day when they will “code for food” demonstrates the power
of upgrade to break the signifying chain that composes the nikhic identity
genre and, in this instance, to produce feelings of panic in the face of an
inescapable, accelerated decrepitude.

The appearance of a predictable, double-faced, upgrade-related charge
of affect underwrites the logic behind adding resurgent youth (age 1) to
accelerated decrepitude (age 0) enroute to a schizophrenic solution (one-
zero-one-zero-one-zero) to the nikhic question, “How old am I?” The
problem with this solution, however, is that it is partial. Nikhics contain
not one but two “age” genres—the “computer” and the “human”—and
they “age” according to the dialectical play of these oppositional genres.
Nikhics, it would appear, compose their sense of life-in-time through
what I have already called the regular suppression of their disqualified
“computer” age by their aataral “human” age and the regular disruption
of their netural “human” age by their disqualified “computer” age. In
other words, nikhics privilege their humanity, believing as they often do
that fortieth birthdays deserve to be celebrated with a little too much
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drink, a little too much poetry, a little too much song. At the same time,
they cannot help but feel the disruptive charge—both positive and
negative—of their suppressed “computer age” genre wherever it erupts.
More importantly, they must tend to experience this charge as negative
affect 1n the concretized form of accelerated decrepitude whenever 1t
erupts in the increasingly computer-intensive work environments thatare
consonant with business practice in the age of late capital. That is to say,
computer upgrade, or the activity genre that produces nikhic feelings of
insurgent youth, is thrilling, but it cannot insulate even the nikhic esprit
de corps from the economic forces that drive the pace of “computer
upgrade” and the feelings of accelerated decrepitude that frequently
accompany the computerization of professions and work environments.

And whatis the upshot ofall this? Simply put, if trained professionals
in high-tech work environments cannot keep pace with the rate of
information exchange (read: nikhic communication) that forces reality to
“scramble” to keep up with representation and constrains postmodern
subjects to exist in a time of change without its opposite (see Jameson,
“Antinomies”), then what hope 1s there for the rest of us? What hope is
there for the collective of nikhic compositionists, who may well lose their
collective rights to tenure because tenure only “makes sense” when one
uses the human “age” genre as the basis for composing “life-time”
contracts; because schools and universities are being run increasingly
like and by corporations; and because “human” compositionists will
never be able to keep pace with the daunting corporate version of
“nikhic” upgrade, overwrite, and erasure that already haunts other
systemically linked members of the nikhic esprit de corps? Indeed,
what hope is there for our nikhic students when there may be little or
no hope for us?

The truth, finally, is that there is really only one viable, nonspecific
answer to the nikhic question, “How old am1?” We as nikhics are all born
“0ld.” Nikhicscan berendered obsolete, or atleast dislocated, at “human”
ages ranging from thirty-seven to twenty-seven to seventeen to seven.
Even worse, we are born “old” into the course of a protracted “human”
lifespan, an experience that cannot help but express the corporate driven
collision of incommensurate “computer” and “human” “age” genres
except through the eruption of schizophrenic moments that amount to
what Jameson calls the underside of culture, the “blood, torture, death and
horror” that mark all of class history (“Postmodernism” 57).

What then, given this, is a nikhic compositionist to do? There are no
easy answers to this next most basic of nikhic questions. But Ican suggest
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that we begin to work toward an answer by adapting a page from Witug’s
“book” and accepting this as our charge: nikhics must work to constitute
themselves as the subjects of their own history, one that liberates them
from the computer/human dualism that hides the system of social oppo-
sition and oppression that makes this shocking demand on reality: youth,
middle-age, and old-age must all be gray. We must accept that the
unshakable reality of our situation demands that we reestablish “the
body” at a new historico-discursive limit and, more importantly, that we
recognize that ageism has now become a pervasive, systemically mvis-
ible virus of epidemic proportions. We have no alternative but to dispense
with the notion that we have the right to be “young” on grounds that an
unjustified, systemically oppressive reverence for youth is tantamount in
theright cultural moment to suicide or murder. We mustacceptthe “fact,”
at least for now, that we have all become “o0ld”; that a profound and
unmarked social contradiction thrives in every nikhic frame of social
being; that “accelerated decrepitude” in this and then this and then this
schizophrenic moment, must unite against “resurgent youth™; that we, as
geriatric nikhics, must take an aggressive stand against the way that this
culture manufactures and disposes of its old/seung/old; that, finally, we
must identify ourselves as belonging to the Universal Order of Gray
Cvberpanthers, if for no other reason than that we would prefer to age and
die with protracted dignity.

Or. perhaps, we should simply look the other way, concede the battle,
have another drink, read a little poetry, and sing, once more, in still
faltering tones: “If l make you happy today / I’'m the perfect age./ As for
tomorrow, / turn the page.”

University of Massachusetts
Dartmouth, Massachusetts
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