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Abstract
This article offers the idea of voice as a way to think of
cyberspace and the internet. It is argued that web pages
represent the presence of individuals and institutions
representing what they have to say. Consequently, we
would argue that a robust construct such as voice might
offer an unique theoretical lens through which to examine
the internet and cyberspace phenomenon. This article
argues that cyberspace can be conceptualized as a
discursive space, and calls for a textual/discursive/rhetorical
analysis focusing on the eloquence of representation as a
principal means by which people and institutions voice
themselves in this space.

Key words
discourse • eloquence • ethos • internet • power • space •
voice

INTRODUCTION
The exponential growth of the internet and the increasing presence of
various segments of global society in cyberspace are beginning to provoke
questions regarding the internet’s capacity for transforming everyday life.
Although the penetration of the internet has followed an uneven path, with
people in developed countries having easier access to cyberspace, it is also
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the case that people in most nations are quickly beginning to leapfrog
towards a greater presence in cyberspace. As with the way in which radio
and television flourished, there are plenty of indications that the internet
will become a ubiquitous element of the 21st century global
communication. Such rapid growth opens up questions of the role and
effectivity of the internet in shaping current society.1 Unfortunately, at this
point in the evolution of theories of the internet and cyberspace, there are
no particularly good ways of conceptualizing what role the internet could
play in real and virtual life. Surely, there have been many different
discussions about the components of the internet (such as email and Usenet,
etc.), and issues surrounding the growth of the internet. For instance, the
idea of cyber community has gained significant attention (see, e.g. Jones,
1997, 1998a, 1998b), just as questions of identity (Turkle, 1984, 1995), and
ethics (Hyde and Mitra, 2000) have also been explored. However, we are
still struggling to find specific theoretical approaches to the way in which
the internet can be conceptualized as an emergent space colonized by the
intersection of humans and machines.

This article offers a way in which a specific construct from humanistic
scholarship – voice – can be mobilized to think of cyberspace and the
internet. We consider this to be particularly important because, for too long,
research on the internet has grappled with the need to find a specific
theoretical approach to the internet and cyberspace. Much of the work so
far has concentrated on the ways in which the internet has offered a space
for like-minded people to express their opinions and discuss shared issues.
Thus the confusion over the construct of cybercommunity and fan clubs
and other terms often used to describe these collectives. However, the idea
of voice, as will be elaborated shortly, provides an alternative theoretical lens
to consider how cybercommunities can and do operate within the discursive
space of the internet. This is particularly the case in the context of the
creation of identity narratives of marginalized groups, as evidenced in the
work on the web presence of people from South Asia (see, e.g. Mitra,
2001). Given the multitude of web pages, each representing what an
individual or an institution might want to say, we would argue that a robust
construct such as voice might offer an unique theoretical lens through
which to examine the internet and cyberspace phenomenon. This article
argues that cyberspace can be conceptualized as a discursive space and calls
for a textual/discursive/rhetorical analysis focusing on the eloquence of
representation as a principal means by which people and institutions voice
themselves in this space (Heim, 1993; Hyde and Mitra 2000).

To better understand the implications of mobilizing the idea of voice in
thinking of the internet and cyberspace, we first explore more fully what is
meant by ‘voice’. We intend to discuss how the dimensions of ‘voice’ are
both provocative and problematic for cyberspace. ‘Voice’ is largely a taken-
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for-granted concept in communication studies. For example, over the last 15
years, there are more then one hundred references to voice in rhetorical
scholarship.2 But, as one explores the conceptual features of ‘voice’, one
recognizes that it is conceived quite differently throughout the literature.
Moreover, this conceptual confusion has gone largely unnoticed until
recently (Watts, 2001). In rhetorical studies, ‘voice’ is presumed to be
present (singly or collectively) in persons and in texts. It is presumed that
dominant forces can mute voice. It is presumed that it can be recovered by
hermeneutic practice. But all of this begs the question of what is voice. And
more importantly, how the construct of voice can help us to think about
the internet and cyberspace. In the first section of this article, we will
review the literature regarding voice in communication studies, paying
particular attention to how notions of voice diverge in correspondence with
the difference in ‘speaking’ and ‘language’. Moreover, we offer a conception
of voice that not only resolves this tension, but also helps us to appreciate
the urgency with which voice needs trust. With the increasing presence of
the internet in our everyday lives, a perspective on the internet that
mobilizes a construct such as voice could be timely and informative. A
perspective based on the idea of voice can eventually lead to rethinking the
notion of cyberspace as a discursive space that is occupied by the interface
between humans and computers. This particular approach is somewhat
different from some of the ways in which the internet has been considered
in the past, either by focusing on the technology or by focusing on the user,
and not necessarily on the process that unfolds in the user meeting the
technology. In the end, we would hope to suggest a theoretical basis on
which to build further arguments about the role of the internet in everyday
life. Thus, this article first builds on the theories of voice and then
demonstrates how those theories become informative when considering
specific aspects of the internet.

VOICE
Generally, there are two diametrically opposed perspectives from which we
can begin to discuss voice in communication studies: as a capacity of human
being or as a function of the linguistic. The first refers to the ‘agency’
component of voice and the second, the ‘discourse’ component. If we take
up the question of human agency, voice can first be appreciated as a pre-
discursive, physiological phenomenon bound to the human body. David
Appelbaum considers voice as one’s capacity for ‘sound production’ and
argues that it is always ‘vibrationally experienced . . .’. (1990: 8) The human
voice announces one’s immediate relation to, and inseparability from, the
world and others. As a mode of understanding, however, the voice gives
way to cognition. The mind separates from the body as language constitutes
the subject ‘I’. From a hermeneutic standpoint, when ‘I’ speak, voice stands
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for the junction between my organic life and the symbolic world ‘I’ intend
to create and interpret. In rhetorical studies literature, this concept of voice
refers to an orator’s authority or agency. Historically, this perspective on voice
shapes a shared understanding of the significance of the Great Speaker or
the ‘Voice’ of History. Ever since Ed Black in Rhetorical Criticism: A Study in
Method (1978) issued a challenge to rhetorical critics to consider the
significance of the rhetoric beyond immediate persuasive effect on our social
world, communication scholars have become increasingly concerned with
the voice of the other. There is therefore a significant relationship between
voice and agency that becomes a key argument when considering the
relationship between voice and cyberspace.

In one sense, everyone’s voice is in danger of mutation by society’s strict
reliance on official discourse (Bakhtin, 1986) and over-rationalized coded
relations (Appelbaum, 1990). But, it is also the case that Aristotle had no
real conception of what we now refer to as alienation (Farrell, 1993).
Philosophically, then, one’s voice is a universally shared ‘original’ capacity of
human being. However, ideologically, voice emanates from the margins of
discourse. Meanwhile, the ‘center’ is tacitly treated as ‘voiceless’. Keeping this
distinction in mind, it is understandable why communication scholars have
been attentive to the task of allowing the dispossessed to find a voice.
Indeed, the reconstitution of voice has nearly become synonymous with the
emancipation of the racial, gendered, and ethnic other. As we invoke this
characterization of ‘voice’, we at once instigate discussions of ethical
responsibility and authenticity because, after all, whose voice are we
recovering? And why is it in need of rescue?

At this point, we have glimpsed the outline of voice as an autonomous
sound of the organic body and have considered its relationship to the
speaking subject. From this perspective, voice is a humanistic property. It
constitutes the subject’s attempt to ‘come into the world . . . to transfigure
experience into a universe of discourse’ (Gusdorf, 1965). And it is precisely
this ‘universe’ that is at issue. The creation of intersubjective space requires
the exchange of signs. As the subject’s desire to hear one’s primordial ‘sound’
is ‘supplanted by the desire to communicate signs’ (Risser, 1997), care for
the social body eclipses the care for the private body. This is so, as Jurgen
Habermas (1987) explains, because a higher value is placed on the
functional processes of symbolic exchange. Thus, our discussion brings us to
the cleave of voice. In communication studies, voice is also considered a
capacity of language.

Following the work of M.M. Bakhtin, communication scholars have paid
much attention to how the ‘utterance’ as a ‘primary genre’ of discourse is
responsible for polyphony and heteroglossia (1986). For Bakhtin, a text is
the site of multiple ‘voices’ because it animates culturally specific idioms,
vocabularies, and meanings of different interpretive communities. Since the
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text is a ‘secondary’ genre made up of utterances from the flow of lived
existence, voice operates as a sign of a set of cultural meanings at work in a
social body. From this semiotic perspective, voice has a virtually limitless
range of signification. And it is precisely this versatility that has excited
communication scholars, for as a trope voice need not be bound to any
geopolitical space or social location. It can be said to inhabit a text singly or
collectively; it can be argued to stand for a particular ideological
commitment or identity; it can be recollected from a diaspora.

Let us now return to the initial tension between ‘speaking’ and ‘language’
as it has an impact on how we think of voice. On the one hand, voice is
the capacity of the speaking subject to make their presence known in the
world. It is an organic, material property that has both physiological and
ontological components. The voice of the speaking subject is responsible for
oratorical authority and moral agency. It is localized within a particular
person and is a projection of that person’s living consciousness. On the
other hand, voice can be shifted from the sphere of the ontic to the domain
of the symbolic. As a function of linguistic processes, voice is synthetic and
digital. The text not only houses ‘voices’ in this conception, but it structures
their semantic possibilities. A critical hermeneutic is essential to disclose the
tonal variations of voice. Some scholars who treat voice in this way discuss
how texts address us (and not the other way around). By this time it should
be clear how voice is conceived differently in terms of speaker agency or
autonomy and critical interpretation – between the activity of speech and
the possibilities of signification. However, in all these different perspectives
on voice it still remains true that it is a contested commodity where the
speaker must be able to find a space (discursive and physical) where the
(agency) of the speaker can be concretized in the process of speaking.

Rather than conceive of voice as the property of the autonomous subject
or as an effect of the text, the proposition has recently been offered that
voice is a phenomenon constitutive of ethical and emotional dimensions that
make it a dialogic event (Watts, 2001). To say that voice is a happening, is
to highlight its essential status as a phenomenon that is actualized by public
acknowledgment, by the attendance of a genuine rhetorical audience
(reader). Understanding voice from this vista means that it is not a thing
owned by anyone at all. It is a public occurrence. Thus, a speaker can be
endowed with voice as a function of a public hearing/reading, regarding the
ethical entailments of public speech and the emotions constitutive of being
with others. This ‘hearing’, as Watts points out, is often intertextual and
mediated.

To say that a consideration of the ethical obligations and entailments of
community life invigorate voice is to note that speaking always already
presumes an addressee (Bakhtin, 1981). Moreover, the character of our
living with others is implicated by our speaking with others. Indeed, the
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term ‘citizen’ refers, in part, to a civic duty and civil right to care for
community through public speech. And so, a contemplation of voice brings
together for collective attention the rights and obligations that a rhetorical
culture offers and demands. Therefore, an examination of voice extends well
beyond the intentions or motives of a speaker. Voice calls upon us to
consider how a particular act of public discourse or how rhetoric in general
constitutes the ways in which a community sustains or reinvents itself.

Treating the social body in its full organic sense means that we may quite
reasonably ask how it feels. We may also meditate on how we feel about it.
These questions are far more realistic than figurative; an exploration of voice
compels us to attend to the breath of the body. Do we not perform this
task already when we take society’s pulse? But rather than treat the social
body like an object that we monitor at a distance, voice calls upon a more
sensual posture as we explore the dynamic range of emotions that are
animated as we work out our collective problems. Craig Smith and Michael
Hyde (1991) have argued that the ‘pathe’ orient us toward our public
character. Similarly, Roger Scruton (1983) contends that public rituals are
endowed with affective dimensions that condition our sentiment regarding
community. Thus, how we feel about our being with others has a direct
impact on the social practices that we endorse or condemn. It is in this
regard that the emotions edify voice.

The moment in which voice is actualized as an event, when it becomes
an answerable phenomenon, is when it is acknowledged. By ‘hearing’, Watts
means an active listening that makes up what he calls ‘specific experiential
encounters in civic life’ (Watts, 2001: 185). These meetings cultivate
dwelling places where an experience of the passion, joy, and pain of voice
arouses and is constitutive of the potential for dialogue (Hyde and Rufo,
2000). Thus, to speak of finding voice is to talk of a sort of collaboration or
transaction, not a discovery. African American folk wisdom conceives of it as
a kind of ‘magic’, a conjuring that is made possible by a communal will
(Pryse, 1985). For communication scholars in the 21st century, voice seems
in need of resuscitation. This is so because the very character of the ‘public’
has morphed; even as space and time have shrunk, the ‘public’ has expanded
to encompass virtually everyone, everywhere – and yet seems to exist
nowhere at all. Indeed this creates a new public ‘dwelling place’, thus
making it important to eventually focus on the ‘ethos’ of cyberspace.
However, the importance of voice as a phenomenon that gives the speaker
the opportunity to be the agent who shapes the public has not eroded
in the emerging public space of the 21st century. Indeed, the new century
witnesses the emergence of two distinct publics – one in real life and the
other in the virtual reality of cyberspace. Quite naturally, much of the
discussions of voice have focused on the way in which it operated in the
regime of the real. However, it is now necessary to consider how it may be
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possible to develop these theories in thinking about the role of voice in the
new dwelling space of virtual reality.

VOICE AND CYBERSPACE
In thinking about the role of voice within the virtual it is useful to briefly
recapitulate some of the key aspects of the virtual reality created in
cyberspace. Perhaps one of the most important aspects of cyberspace is the
disappearance of the boundaries that offer structure to real life. There is no
physical space in cyberspace; instead, there is a rhizomatic connection of
computers that span all known spatial boundaries. Witness, for instance, how
Benedikt envisions a possible version of cyberspace:

Accessed through any computer linked into the system; a place, once place,
limitless; entered equally from a basement in Vancouver, a boat in Port-au-
Prince, a cab in New York, a garage in Texas City, an apartment in Rome, an
office in Hong Kong, a bar in Kyoto, a café in Kinhasa, a laboratory on the
Moon. (Benedikt, 2000: 32)

While this description is somewhat fanciful, it emphasizes the
placelessness of this dwelling place. It is this paradox of cyberspace that
problematizes the idea of voice in cyberspace. One of the key components
in thinking about voice traditionally required the identification of a place
where the voice was uttered and answered. In the earlier discussion of voice
there is an implicit assumption that speaking and uttering take place; even
when voice is linguistic, it is understood to have been constructed
somewhere. Furthermore, the where had specific relations of power, and
speaking happened within those relations of power. For example, the
definition of the other and the dispossessed is often predicated upon where
they are and how they are placed within that real space. Indeed, the entire
body of discussion around diaspora is precisely predicated upon a rigorous
construction of space. Without distinct places there would be no diaspora
and no dispossession, and a virtual utopia would emerge which then finally
revokes the very notion of place, because utopia is indeed ‘no place’. Within
this circular logic lie the tensions of cyberspace, because no one has claimed
that cyberspace is any utopia. While the traditional boundaries might have
been clouded, there still remains a structure within cyberspace. Thus, the
tension in cyberspace between the effects of placelessness and the effects of
structures of place remain a key characteristic of this form of virtual reality.

A second key component of cyberspace is that the space is principally
composed of discourses. The network of computers that make up
cyberspace connect together millions of texts that add up to a global
discourse. When it is possible to focus on the discourses, it is possible to
argue that the notion of voice becomes particularly germane to the
understanding of cyberspace. This is important given the idea of voice-as-
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dialog that Watts points out. Through dialog, a discourse community is
produced by utterances and their reception. In many ways, the internet
makes that dialog possible, albeit in a space without a place. For instance,
discussions about cybercommunity have evoked this notion of dialog
without necessarily framing the argument within the notion of voice, dialog,
agency, and discourse. An essential consequence of taking the discursive
approach is the recognition that the authors of the discourse are always
already located in specific and well-defined geographic places. It is these
authors who, in their collective presence in front of computers, create
cyberspace. Until the science fiction of artificial intelligence comes true,
cyberspace would disappear without the humans sitting behind the millions
of computers and creating their discourses – personal and institutional. It is
these individuals’ voices that constitute the discourse and dialog of
cyberspace.

Focusing on these two characteristics, we define cyberspace as a discursive
space produced by the creative work of people whose spatial locations are ambiguous
and provisional. The notion of a discursive space is related to the way in
which specific discourses can create unique spaces and communities that are
built around the texts that are voiced in that space. Using the notions of
discourse and community as suggested in Foucault’s (1972) ‘discursive
formation’, Fish’s (1980) ‘interpretive community’, and Bizzell’s (1982)
‘discourse community’, it is possible to argue that these ‘communities’ and
‘spaces’ are produced around the discourses of the agents who are voicing
themselves. In making this conceptual connection, several ideas are related
because the notions of voice, agency, discourse, and space can now be
combined to claim that cyberspace is created when voices gain the agency
to speak in, and to, the virtual public. Using their voices these agents create
cyberspace where speaking agents can comfortably dwell, and create their
ethos or ‘dwelling space,’ which they inhabit and from where they can
address the public sphere. These liberating and empowering characteristics of
cyberspace make it a unique space where voices can engage in the dialogs
to which Watts refers.

Empirical evidence of the liberating and empowering characteristics
discussed here can be found in numerous studies that show how specific
groups are able to collapse geography (and time) in creating groups that
share a common voice and agency. Such collections have sometimes been
labeled as cybercommunities (see, e.g. Jones, 1997, 1998a, 1998b). Much of
that work can also be re-evaluated, and perhaps retheorized, from the
perspective of voice which allows for thinking of cyberspace as an
egalitarian space. Yet this egalitarianism is not free of specific structures of
power. We argue that the voice-based approach also helps to explore the
structures of power that construct cyberspace.
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VOICE AND POWER IN CYBERSPACE
It is important to note that in a discursive space, power structures are more
closely tied to the ability to create a voice than in real life where other
factors such as geographic location, military superiority, and financial capital
could become the sources of power. The question of power is related to the
way in which the internet offers certain unique characteristics where the
traditional legitimization of speaking power can be altered, particularly
because of its technological possibilities. The hypertext technology of the
internet has allowed the formation of a network of texts where the potential
meaning of any text, a world wide web page for example, is related to the
way in which the page remains connected with other pages that are invoked
by it, or invoke it. As a result of this interlinking within the space created
by the internet the definition of the ‘marginal’ has been problematized.
Indeed, within the hyperlinked discursive space created by the internet, the
marginal is difficult to define because it is impossible to locate the center.
Therefore, using the perspective of voice it is possible to claim that the
centrality of any voice is always open to challenge in the hypertextual spatial
construction of the internet. This claim can be made because of the unique
structure of hypertext, where any page or utterance is necessarily connected
with other pages and utterances without any particular page having an
intrinsic power over the other (Mitra and Cohen, 1999). However, in most
of the other forms of mediated expression the center–periphery split is often
well enunciated around the distribution of financial, cultural, and geographic
capitals. In the traditional organization of cultural production, it is relatively
simple to identify the central voice, and thereafter the peripheral and
marginal Other. For example, in traditional media, the marginal has to
constantly struggle to be heard whereas the power of the central either
drowns out the call of the marginal or co-opts the marginal voice and ‘claws
back’ the marginalized into the mainstream.

The movement that led to the adoption of the New World Information
and Communication Order (NWICO) can serve as a good example here.
The NWICO charter was used to argue for a way in which information
manufacture and ownership needed to be distributed more evenly in the
geographic space, dismantling the monopoly enjoyed by the West. Within
the traditional organization with which the crafters of the NWICO were
struggling, the center had been well defined with regards to traditional
media (Fortner, 1993). However, a more open-ended potentiality can be
pictured for the internet.

In the case of the internet, particularly the world wide web, however,
there is no necessary reason for any single web voice to claim to be the
center. Perhaps, the only way in which that claim can be sustained is by
referring to the traditional spatial organization of media, where the
dominance of Western organizations such as the Cable News Network
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(CNN) can carry over to the World Wide Web. But such categorization too
is provisional and impermanent in the placeless cyberspace where being
‘Western’ could be irrelevant. Indeed, within cyberspace even the CNN
page might merely be the starting point of the hypertextual exploration of a
large number of texts (Mitra and Cohen, 1999). The reader could easily
migrate to a page that could be considered marginal by conventional
relations of geography and power, but within the organization of the web
discourse, could remain as important, ‘central’, and as powerful as the CNN
page.

In other words, a fundamental shift is occurring with respect to
distribution of power between the center and the margin. The center,
which has traditionally been defined by the strength of its technology and
capital, is challenged precisely because of the way in which the texts on the
web are organized and interconnected. These shifts are related to the way in
which individuals and institutions are choosing to voice themselves, as well
as the way in which the dialogic potential of the discourse of individual
agents/speaker is being exercised. This can be seen in the ways in which
traditionally marginalized groups, such as gays (Shaw, 1997), ethnic
minorities (Mitra, 1997) and women (Dietrich, 1997) are able to seize the
internet as a space where they can express themselves and engage in a dialog
with the global audience of cyberspace. Indeed, such shifts are made more
meaningful when considered through the theoretical lens of voice-as-dialog.
Given the opportunity, people will voice themselves. This has been
witnessed in the way that marginal communities have always looked at the
process of voicing as collaborative activism. However, the ‘placeless’
discourse in cyberspace explodes the scope of such activism to global levels.
Communal voices can now be uttered without pressures from real-life
marginalizing forces.

Moreover, in this virtual space, voices are uttered at any time and can be
heard simultaneously. The power of this medium is utilized precisely at that
moment when the links between the texts become convergent and reflexive,
where the reader constantly encounters a consistent message by the
collapsing of space and time. Thus, when all the hypertexts say the same
thing, albeit using different rhetorical and representational strategies, the
reader can begin to see a consistent voice emerging out of the hypertextual
combinations. In cyberspace, the speakers also do not have to wait for their
turn, but can become powerful by releasing a web page or post a message
on a message board at any time they please, and anyone could read the
message as soon as it is released. The ‘sound’ of the virtual body in
cyberspace can be ‘heard’ at anytime whenever the specific publics engage in
the dialogic event of voicing themselves on the internet. Thus, the
thousands of pages produced and maintained by the traditionally
marginalized continue to grow as individuals add on pages to the global
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cyberlibrary on issues that would traditionally be ignored by an ethnocentric
Western media. Such alternative dialogic events are ‘right now, in your face’,
empowering the reader to read what they want, whenever they want.
Examples of such ‘movements’ can be found in numerous case studies
dealing with communities of music fans (Watson, 1997), hate groups
(Zickmund, 1997) and national groups (Mitra, 1997). Consequently, it is no
longer possible to relegate news about countries such as India and Sudan in
an obscure part of a Western newspaper because any page on the web can
be the ‘front page’ for a specific reader. Furthermore, the front page does
not have to be an institutional news page but, depending on the discretion
of the reader, it could be the personal home page of another non-
corporate/non-institutional, private individual.

These characteristics of the internet therefore have the potential of
altering some of the traditional structures of speaking power where the
marginal entities can now find a ‘place at the table’ and be able to challenge
the dominant voices. This possibility is not the result of a sudden shift in
global information power, but is fueled by the emergence of a technology
that is making space for a very primordial human desire to speak (Gusdorf,
1965). It is not as if the problems related to discursive and vocal power have
been suddenly wiped away, but the new technology offers the chance to
examine how ‘marginal’ people and nations can attempt to correct some of
the biases that have been inherent in the traditional structures of speaking
power. To what extent this process fully democratizes cyberspace is yet to be
known but, at least, the potentials exist and are being exercised to some
degree. People and organizations from developing countries are recognizing
the options provided by the internet and are beginning to utilize that
potential to offer their own perspectives on issues. So far, such perspectives
remained inaccessible to the global audiences who were held hostage by
profit-seeking media that were content with stereotyping the marginal.
Now, the same audience is witnessing more choice, and the shrewd players
in the global information space, as newly carved by the internet, can seize
this opportunity of reaching the global audience.

In summary, relations between power and spatial location are changing.
Whereas power used to be related to location, now in the internet space
power is related to the eloquence of the voice, the way in which a voice
can link itself with other voices and in combination garner power. This shift
is being made possible by the fact that a new space with different densities
and interconnections is being carved out by the speakers and their voices on
the internet. It is also important to point out that the shift in these relations
of power also signify an emerging relationship between voice and agency. It
is no longer the case that to gain voice one needs to demonstrate an alliance
with a powerful agent (or be the powerful speaking agent, as in the case of
CNN, for example) but agency becomes more distributed. Virtually anyone
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with internet access can now be an agent, and in many cases, that very
achievement is a determinate one. To be able to speak could, in cyberspace,
be more important than being widely heard in cyberspace. For many
marginalized subcultures, the ability to gain that agency, and the moment of
speech is perhaps more of a determinate moment than the moment when
the voice is heard. This is not to diminish the importance of the process of
hearing and being heard, but to suggest that the idea of voice opens up the
theoretical space to consider the speaking moment to be particularly
poignant and powerful. Yet, there must be specific ways in which the new
power needs to be legitimized both in cyberspace and in real life.

LEGITIMIZING POWER IN CYBERSPACE
The gaining of discursive power cannot, however, be taken for granted
because of the persistent seeping of traditional sources of power into the
internet. For example, it is likely that, for a global audience, the web pages
offered by organizations such as CNN can wield more power than the pages
offered by newspapers and news services of developing countries, or the
web discourse produced by individuals. When considering the tension over
legitimizing a voice, we would argue that the idea of authenticity becomes
critical in this new alignment of discursive power. We offer authenticity as a
multi-dimensional construct that includes notions of truth, accuracy,
eloquence, and an ontic connection with lived experience. An authentic
voice speaks of a lived experience in an ethical and accurate genuine way. In
this usage, authenticity is associated with eloquence because the proper
application of rhetorical strategies mobilizes the topoi that are most at stake
in an interpretive community. Eloquence, then, is not simply a well crafted
speech; it involves the proper arrangement and understanding of topical
material. The authentic is not just truthful, nor is it necessarily a complete
representation of the lived experience; rather, the authentic voice represents
lived experiences in such a way as to accent the ethical dilemmas and
emotional entailments of community building. However, the availability of
various information sources makes it imperative for the web user to
constantly judge the authenticity of voice. Traditionally, particularly for
organized mass media, the idea of authenticity has been associated with the
bastions of power and cultural capital. Consequently, CNN could be
considered authentic precisely because it is CNN, and neither because of
the quality of CNN’s discourse nor because of its ‘claims’ about connections
with lived experience.

However, when the legitimization of power is based in discourse and
texts, the speaker of voice in cyberspace is placed in a challenging position.
The eloquence of the voice becomes critical to gaining a wide acceptance
rather than the connection among speaker, place, and power. It is no longer
the case that being in the more powerful place in the globe authenticates
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voice. To appear truthful and trustworthy the speaker must be able to speak
eloquently, and the reader must be able to evaluate the rhetorical strategies
of the speaker. Meaning is now produced in a process of negotiation
between a speaker and reader where power is not a commodity held by
either of them. The way in which voice is constituted helps consummate
power. On one hand, the speaker has the ethical obligation to be genuine
and caring of the reader, remaining intelligible and responsible in their
utterances. On the other hand, the reader is compelled to consider the vast
history of the conditions of production of voice, as well as evaluate the
representational and rhetorical strategies of the speaker, so as to make
competent judgements about authenticity and trustworthiness. In some
cases, particularly for young duelers in cyberspace, ignorance of history can
make internet voices that ‘appear’ eloquent more trustworthy simply because
they are well presented. For example, the history of bigotry leads to the
unethical and emotionally repugnant declarations of anti-Semitism on the
internet, but there remains a danger that such utterances can appear
trustworthy simply because they are presented eloquently. Consider, for
example, Zickmund’s analysis of specific representational strategies that
utilize traditional Nazi literature as a foundation for the xenophobia that
cyberhate groups want to generate (Zickmund, 1997). Therefore, Watts’
declaration that voice is a phenomenon with specific ethical and emotional
dimensions becomes particularly important with respect to the internet.

Furthermore, the importance of the metaphor of the voice becomes
vibrant in the case of the internet, because unlike the centralized
organization of the traditional media industries, the internet offers
individuals, who never possessed any cultural capital or a geographic space, a
discursive space. It is no longer the case that the text is the careful
construction of television producers in Hollywood, it is inscribed with the
identity and emotions of the speaker whose voice can now be heard
globally. Thus the struggle over meaning and authenticity of a voice also
becomes connected to the individual identities (as opposed to the corporate
images of media moguls) of every single speaker in the discursive space of
the internet, making the discursive work of its citizens – netizens –
particularly important in the creation of the new virtual public.

In this new public sphere, netizens should ideally only speak when they
can ethically defend their voices; to do anything else would be to taint the
ethos of cyberspace and act in an unethical way. Since the conventional
relationship between space, authority, power, the ability to speak, and what
is being spoken is being dismantled, every speaker needs to become far
more careful and conscientious about what is being voiced. Yet, it should be
pointed out that there is nothing ontologically unique or novel about this
‘responsibility’ to cyberspace. Is it not the case that anyone who voices must
fulfill his or her own ethical responsibility? It should not matter if CNN
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decide to report a news story on television or a Hollywood producer wants
to make a movie, each must respond to the call of conscience and ‘speak’ in
an ethical way. How then does the internet change things? The change is best
understood in a brief comparison of the internet with traditional media.

In media such as radio and television it was impossible to question the
authoritative voices, especially those of news anchors. For instance, in the
United States, the news anchors starting with Walter Cronkite to the recent
American celebrities such as Dan Rather and others, tend to speak
‘authoritatively’ about the world around us. Most importantly, there was
little choice for the listener to question what was being said. At most, using
Hall’s (1980) notion of different kinds of reading, the reader could take an
oppositional position with respect to the preferred meaning of the text, but
there was little opportunity to test the authenticity of the speaker and the
message. The internet takes this power away from the spokespeople of
established media because there can always be another voice, one that
initiates a dialog challenging and questioning the preferred meaning of the
texts and discourse mouthed in cyberspace by the traditional ‘authoritative’
speakers. There are many more discourses from which to choose, and there
are many more agents – both individual and institutional – who can offer
the other side of the story. In fact there can be innumerable sides of the
story and each must be weighed against the other. In creating this new
discursive space, the voices have taken on the responsibility of deferring the
finalization of meaning until all the positions have been ethically presented.
It is precisely because of the hyperlinked heteroglossic nature of the internet
that the ethical concerns over voice and dialog become much more urgent.
This new condition eventually begs the question: Whose voices must be
acknowledged? This question helps to build on the idea of ‘rescuing’ a voice,
as suggested earlier. The idea of rescue assumed a structure of power where
some voices are already oppressed. However, using the notion of voice it
can be argued that in the idealized cyberspace, the idea of oppression could
become somewhat irrelevant. With the flattening of power relations between
the agents who voice themselves on the internet, it might be far more
important in the end to be able to decide which voices should and should
not be acknowledged. The notion of voice, when applied to the internet,
thus provokes a fundamental ethical question regarding how the reader can
conscientiously decide whose voice to acknowledge and whose voice to
ignore. Those decisions could eventually determine who could gain a voice
in the virtual public sphere and who would remain unheard. The inherent
tension over the question of acknowledgment is certainly related to the
earlier discussion about voice and agency. If the determinate moment of
expressing power in cyberspace can be argued to be the moment of speech,
then the corollary question of consummation of the power has to be raised.
We would argue that from the perspective of voice, the power gained by

New Media & Society 4(4)

492

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA SAN DIEGO on August 26, 2010nms.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://nms.sagepub.com/


some – particularly the marginalized – is actualized through the public
process of acknowledgment. Consequently, who is acknowledged in
cyberspace, and why a voice is acknowledged needs to be considered
carefully.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT, VOICE AND CYBERSPACE
We would argue that the dilemma over trusting voices in cyberspace is
related to the fundamental human need for acknowledgment. Michael Hyde
has raised a crucial question about acknowledgment in his recent book titled
The Call of Conscience (2001). Using a variety of theoretical arguments and
extensive analysis of case studies, Hyde suggests that humans constantly seek
positive acknowledgment. He suggests that it is our ethical duty to respond
to the other’s call for acknowledgment by saying, ‘Here I am’ when the
question ‘Where Art Thou?’ is raised. In cyberspace, however, this dialog
becomes particularly complicated because the call that one must respond to
is only a digital discourse whose authenticity cannot necessarily be trusted.
The presence that desires acknowledgment in cyberspace is a combination
of bits and bytes often dressed up with bells and whistles. Thus, in
responding to the call for acknowledgment, one must necessarily take a risk
because it might be that the other that is being acknowledged is a deceptive
trickster out to digitally dupe us, with the use of a well designed and
craftily constructed digital presence whose legitimacy remains dubious.

Yet as Hyde would contend, in line with the ideas proposed by the
philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, the process of giving positive
acknowledgment is a life-giving force and to ignore the presence of the
other is tantamount to committing social murder. In the technologically-
determined cyberspace, where the presence of the other calling out for
acknowledgment is reduced to a hyperlinked website, it is far simpler to
move on from the page without responding to its presence or
acknowledging its existence. This is particularly more tempting when the
very authenticity of the discourse of the site is doubtful because the site
does not have any traditional locus of power. The issue of locus of power is
well illustrated in a case study conducted by Hyde and Mitra (2000); where
the representational strategies of a university is examined to discover the
ways in which groups within the university, with varying degrees of power,
attempt to create a specific ‘face’ of the university. Throughout this
rhetorical process of ‘facing’ it becomes evident that the traditional powers
in any university (i.e. the university administration) speak in a different voice
from the less powerful (i.e. student) segments (Hyde and Mitra, 2000).

An ongoing ethical and interpretive judgement must be made by the
netizens as the web presence of different voices is evaluated and then
acknowledged. While the overtly offensive and the fallacious might be easy
to judge, there could be web voices, such as those of marginal groups and
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minorities, whose only way of seeking acknowledgment lies with the
internet. Because the close relationship between the ability to reach the
masses and having massive wealth is being disassembled, it is no longer the
case that one needs great economic capital or political clout to be able to
create a message that demands acknowledgment from a global audience. The
potentials of who can seek acknowledgment have been transformed by the
emergence of the internet. To be sure, as Hyde has noted, the computer and
the internet have together greatly expanded the capacity for persons to seek
acknowledgement. Anyone can set up a website relatively easily without
expending resources that are even comparable to setting up one’s own radio
station. It is precisely this potential that has been seized by different groups,
such as those who might present an alternative perspective on a prominent
issue. However, with groups realizing this potential, the ethos of cyberspace
is transforming as many voices can present their perspectives on any single
issue and seek acknowledgment of their existence. For example, in many
ways this was the case with numerous conflicting perspectives on the nuclear
testing in South Asia in 1998 (Mitra, 2001). In such a situation it becomes
the responsibility of the netizen to acknowledge the different voices, judge
their authenticity and then choose a particular perspective over another.

CONCLUSIONS
There are several conclusions that can be drawn on the basis of the
arguments made here. Some of the conclusions have to do with the way in
which the responsibility of the speaker and the reader has changed, and the
other conclusions concern the way in which the analyst can now begin to
think of an alternative way to approach the understanding of the internet
and what role it can play in the public sphere. First, the responsibility of the
speaker changes, as one must be particularly careful about what one says.
Using the metaphor of voice, along with the potential to flatten hierarchies
of power on the internet, it is possible to demonstrate that the reader must
consider that the voice and its eloquence will be the key evaluative aspect in
cyberspace. In the end, the propriety or decorum of a voice is related to
how eloquently the voice can address the reader’s emotion and create a
‘proper feeling’ about the issue. Indeed, to realise the open ended potential
of the internet, the rhetorical construction of the text and discourse is likely
to become the persuasive criteria for a speaker and not the de facto power
that the speaker brings to the forum. If this transformation of the
responsibilities of speaking is accepted, then many more speakers can hope
to gain a voice that is heard. Each speaker needs to become much more
careful about how they are saying what they want to say, and the possible
consequences of their discourse in cyberspace. Indeed, such a metaphor
provides a call for responsible speaking with an honest voice. Unlike the
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‘grand truths’ of the past, any utterance on the internet is subject to textual
scrutiny and verification against the multitude of other voices.

Secondly, the irresponsible voices on the internet now are open for review
by a global audience and it would be senseless for them to voice themselves
on the internet. Since the voice is being heard in the heteroglossic cyberspace
inhabited by people of different histories, experiences, and ideologies, it
would be very difficult to present a monolithic and closed message without it
being deconstructed by a variety of audiences. The metaphor of voice thus
provides an intrinsic rationale to support the arguments about a self-
correcting potential of the internet discourse. Some years ago when the
Communication Decency Act (1996) was proposed and a public debate (in
the US) raged around its pros and cons, there was an argument made that the
internet users will find an internal and non-regulated way of legitimizing and
controlling the voices, by making all speakers accept their ethical
responsibility and speak in a responsible manner. This argument can be
strengthened by the mobilization of the voice metaphor and Bakhtin’s (1981)
notion of heteroglossia, where within the internet Babel there will be self-
correcting forces that will call upon speakers to voice themselves in a way
where the voices do not speak in an irresponsible way. internet voices
become accountable precisely because their discourses would be recognized
and assessed in emotional and ethical terms.

Thirdly, as the responsibility of the speaker is transformed, the reader must
also take up a position of responsibility and authority where the reader is
expected to choose between the voices and attend to those that appear to
carry the strongest persuasive appeal. The onus on the reader is to judge the
voices on the internet for what they say and how they say it. Therefore, the
discourse and the text need to be evaluated as opposed to focusing primarily
on who the speaker is. The process of evaluation must involve cross-
referencing and double-checking what the voice has to say in the interlinked
space of the internet. Since the hyperlinked voices create the dwelling place,
or ethos, of the internet, the ethical validity of voices must be judged on the
basis of the way in which the voices attempt to construct the space. Indeed,
the reader needs to dislodge notions of authenticity and authority that are
based on real life foci of power, such as geographic location, financial capital,
and political leverage. To regress to a position where conventional yardsticks
measure power and authenticity is not only to deny the open-ended potential
of the internet but to deny the way in which the voices could be
restructuring the ethics of speaking in cyberspace. When cyberspace is
considered as a speaking space for those who want to voice themselves, it is
imperative that the eloquence of the voice be attended to, not the status of
the speaker. This becomes the critical responsibility of the reader, who in
hypertextual explorations must be able to recognize and attend to the
responsible, authentic, and ethical voices and reject those that do not measure

Mitra & Watts: Theorizing Cyberspace

495

 at UNIV CALIFORNIA SAN DIEGO on August 26, 2010nms.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://nms.sagepub.com/


up those ethical standards. In the marketplace defined around the frequency
of cross-linking and hit counts, such a move on the part of the reader can, at
least, send a signal to the unethical voices that they are not gaining attention
because fewer people are visiting their websites and/or fewer voices are
aligning their own with the unethical speakers (it should be noted that hit
counts are often considered unreliable for good reasons, and there might have
to be other modes of measurement to see what voice is being attended to).
This role of the reader can be thought of as particularly active where the
reader plays a critical role in the way that a voice can become meaningful in
cyberspace. Such a transformation in the readers role also suggests the need
for a new form of ‘media literacy’, where the reader becomes more
competent in judging the authenticity of voices by considering the discourses
that they produce. The reader needs to become literate in understanding how
voices constitute within the ethos of cyberspace.

Fourthly, scholars interested in examining the internet phenomenon
should begin to consider carefully what is being said and how. The
metaphor of voice offers a concrete approach to understanding how
cyberspace is being created. If the notion of voice is added into the analytic
process, then the researcher can examine the modality, direction, density,
and eloquence of the voice by focusing on the discourse the voice creates.
In the end, such an approach can suggest that the artifacts to be analyzed
are the texts made up of these voices, and the analysis now becomes
contextualized within a theoretical framework where the text can be judged
on the basis of several criteria related to the notion of voice. Among the
criteria, the issues related to the ethical responsibilities of the speaker
become critical and the researcher needs to recognize this in the analytic
process.

In the end, the idea of voice works as a metaphor for thinking about the
way in which the internet is being used. Like all metaphors this does not
transform what is happening in cyberspace, but it offers a framework
through which the internet can be examined and its promise realised. In a
situation where there can be many speakers there will always be questions
about authenticity. Yet, those questions can be shifted to a discursive level
and away from the criteria for authenticity utilized in traditional media
models. We would argue that we must examine these discourses and the way
in which they are constitutive of voice without imposing existing parameters
that are utilized to analyze other public discourses, simply because internet
discourses pose unique conditions and challenges.

Notes
1 The idea of effectivity has been introduced by Fiske (1983) where he argues for a

more robust ‘media effects’ construct than the more traditional idea of effects of media
in terms of measurable behavioral and attitudinal effects.
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2 There are more than a hundred examples of work done over the last 15 years that
refer explicitly or implicitly to rhetoric’s capacity to give ‘voice’ to the other. See
Campbell, 1998; Darsey, 1998; Huspeck and Kendall, 1991; Lynch, 1998; Olson,
1997; Scott, 1993; Taylor, 1993.
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