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Chapter Six:
CYBERSPACE

With theexponentiaforce of its own big bang,cyberspaces explodinginto being
beforeour very eyes. Justascosmologistdell usthatthe physicalspaceof our
universeburstinto beingout of nothingsomefifteenbillion yearsago,soalsothe
ontology of cyberspaces ex nihilo. We arewitnessingherethe birth of a new
domain,anew spacehatsimply did not exist before.Theinterconnectedspace”
of the globalcomputemetwork is not expandinginto ary previously existing do-
main; we have herea digital versionof Hubble’s cosmicexpansiona processof
spacecreation.

Like physicalspace this new "cyber" spaceis growing at an extraordinary
rate, increasingits "volume" in an everwidening "sphere"of expansion. Each
daythousandsf new nodesor "sites"areaddedo thelnternetandotheraffiliated
networks, andwith eachnewv nodethe total domainof cyberspacerows larger.
Whatincreasedereis not volumein ary strictly geometricalsense—yett is a
kind of volume.In cyberspaceachsiteis connectedo dozenspr eventhousands,
of othersthroughsoftware-defined'hot buttons." Thesedigital connectiondink
sitestogetheiin alabyrinthianwebthatbranchesutin mary "directions"atonce.
In describingcyberspacave might usethewords"web" and"net,"”
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which classicallyare two-dimensionaphenomenabut even the mostneophyte
surferknows thatcyberspaceannotbe constrainedy two axes. This new, enig-
matic, spacds the subjectof our remainingthreechapters.

Cyberspaces not just expanding,it is doing so exponentially In this sense
alsoits genesigoarallelsthat of physicalspace.Accordingto the latesttheories
of cosmology beforethe smoothlyexpandinguniversewe seetoday therewas
an early phaseof wildly excessve expansionthat physicistsrefer to asthe "in-
flationary” period. During this phase,spaceswelledfrom a microscopicpoint
smallerthana protonto the size of a grapefruitin a fraction of a second.In this
larval stage,the rudimentsof large-scalecosmicstructurewere laid down, the
body-plan,asit were,for the galacticwebthatconstitutesur universetoday

Rightnow cyberspacés goingthroughits own inflationaryperiod.In the past
fifteenyearsthe Internethasswelledfrom fewer thana thousanchostcomputers
to more thanthirty-seven million—and growing by the day Becausesachnew
nodebecomesn itself a hub from which further nodesmight sprout,the greater
the numberof nodesthe greaterthe possibility for evenmoreexpansion.In this
seminalinflationary phasethe large-scalestructureof the cyberdomainis also
beingformed.

The exponentialpatternof cyberspatialgrowth is evidencedby even a most
cursoryhistory. Thedawn of cybercreation—thdirst quantunflicker, asit were,
of anew domaintunnelinginto being—carbetracedto Californiain 1969. That
yearsav the formationof the world’s first long-distancecomputemetwork, the
ARPANET, fundedby the U.S. Departmenif Defense(DOD) throughits Ad-
vancedResearchProjectsAgeng/ (ARPA). In Octoberl969,techniciangrom the
Boston-basedirm Bolt Beranekand Newmanlinked together via speciallylaid
telephondines, two computershundredof milesapart,oneat UCLA, the other
atthe StanfordResearchnstitute. By theendof theyeartwo
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more nodeshad beenaddedto this nasceninet—theUniversity of California at
SantaBarbaraandthe University of Utah—makinga network of four sites?

By the next year write computerhistorianskatie HafnerandMatthewn Lyon,
"the ARPA network wasgrowing at arateof aboutonenodepermonth,® andby
August1972it containedtwentyninenodeslocatedin universitiesandresearch
centersacrosshe USA 2 In theseearly years, whenmaintaininga site costmore
than$100,00Qerannum(with all themoney comingfrom the DOD), growth was
necessarilyncrementaft Indeed by 1979,a decadeafterthefirst two siteswere
connectedtherewerestill just sixty-oneARPANET sites.

The advantagesof what was alreadybeing called "the Net" were, however,
becomingevident,andmoreandmore people—especiallgomputerscientists—
werecalling for online access But asa researchprojectof the DefenseDepart-
ment, the ARPANET was not easily available to anyone outsideARPA’s direct
circle. Clearly therewas needfor a civilian network aswell. To thatend,in
1980the National ScienceFoundationdecidedto sponsora network to connect
the growing numberof computersciencedepartment@aroundthe country—the
CSNET Thoughseparatethetwo networkswereinterconnectedothatmembers
of eachcouldcommunicatevith oneanother During the eighties othernetworks
alsowere connectedo the ARPANET, creatinga global network of networks.
Thegrowing desireto communicatdetweemetworksbroughtaboutthe needfor
a standardizedetof procedureshatwould enableall networksto passinforma-
tion amongsthemseles—whatcameto be calledan "InternetProtocol." From
this originally technicaltermthe"Internet"would getits name.

Still the Netremainedararefieddomain.In the early eightiesfew peopleout-
sidethe military andtheacademidield of computersciencehadarny network ac-
cessandfew Americanswereeven awarethat"cyberspace&xisted®In the early
1980shulletin boardservicedBBS’s) alsostartedup, but thesewerenotgenerally
networkedtogether Theword itself wasonly

IKatie Hafner andMark Lyon, Whee Wizards StayUp Late: TheOrigins of the Internet New
York: SimonandSchuster1996,pp. 151-155.

2Hafner ibid., p. 168.

3Hafner ibid., p. 178.

4Hafner ibid., p. 242.
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coinedin 1984,in William Gibsons seminalcyberpunknovel, Neulomancer In
1985,however, the expansionof cyberspacehiftedinto a highergear Following
thesucces®f CSNET the NationalSciencd~oundatiormadethefurtherdecision
to build a national"backbone"network to sene asthe foundationfor a seriesof
regionalnetworkslinking universitiesaroundthe country Replacingheoutdated
ARPANET, this NSFNETwasthe basisof whatsoonbecameheInternet.

Thecreationof theNSFNETmarksaturningpointin thehistoryof cyberspace:
Herewasthe startof cyberspatialnflation. Sincethenthe paceof growth hasac-
celeratedapidly, outstrippingthewildestimaginingsof its creators By late 1998,
asl write, the World Wide Web (which is the mostpublic componenbf the In-
ternet)hasover 300 million pages.Somuchvolumeis beingaddedto the World
Wide Web that major catalogingservicessuchas Yahooand AltaVista estimate
theirlibrarieshave loggedonly 10 percentof thetotal. Inflationarygrowth on the
Webis now soextremethatexpertsworry they will never beableto keeptrack of
it all.

A hithertononistentspacegachyearthis new digital domainplaysagreater
role in moreandmore peoples lives. Like mary "netizens,"l now have e-mail
correspondentaroundtheworld. Peoplewith whomit would bedifficult to com-
municatein the flesh are often readily available online, especiallyif they work
in the academicarena. Almost all academidnstitutions, researctcenters,and
major librariesin the United Statesnow have Web sites. Throughmy computer
| canaccesgshe catalogof the Library of Congressaandthatof UCLA, which s
physicallylocatedjust a mile from wherel live. In the not-too-distanfuture, the
texts themseleswill alsobeonline;asalreadyis the contentof mary magazines
and newspapers.Why buy the New York Timeson paperwhenyou canreadit
onlinefor free? Moreover, in the new publishingparadigmnow emeging, mary
publishersesch& hardcopy entirelyandonly publishonline.
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Businesseso0 are stakingout a presencean cyberspace.Seeminglyevery
corporationfrom IBM and Nike on down now sportsa Web site paclked with
corporatePR andproductinformation. Includedin anincreasinghumberof sites
is alsothe ability to purchaseonline. Clothes,books,cosmeticsairline tickets,
andcomputerequipment(to namejust a few items)cannow be boughtover the
Net. Accordingto a recentCommerceDepartmenteport,ten million peoplein
the United Statesand Canadahad boughtsomethingonline by the end of 1997.
Thereportestimateshatelectroniccommerceshouldreach$300billion by 2002.
Thevirtual mall hasarrived.

Whateverthevision of thelnternetsfounderscyberspacéaslong sinceburst
thehuskof its academiseedpodThesedayseverysecondollegekid in America
hashis or her own homepage,spavning what mustbe the largestarchive ever
of the adolescenmind. A growing numberof families are also "moving" into
cyberspacekeepingloved onespostedonline with digitized snapshot®f their
summertholidays.With theadwentof automatedVebsite-authoringsoftware,the
family homepageis destinedo becomeasubiquitousasthe old photoalbum—
andalot morepublic.

Most prominently cyberspacds a new placeto socializeand play. Chat
rooms,newsgroupsRC channelspnline conferencesndforums,andthe fan-
tasyworldsknown asMUDs—all seemo promisealmostinfinite scopefor social
Interaction.Moreover, in cyberspac®necanreadily searchor friendswith sim-
ilar interests.As online pioneerHoward Rheingoldhaswritten, while "you cant
simply pick up a phoneandaskto be connectedvith someonavho wantsto talk
aboutlslandicart or California wine, or someonewith a three-yeawold daugh-
ter or a forty-yearold Hudson,you can,however, join a computerconferenceon
ary of thesetopics.'® Thelevel of discussiorin mary public forumsmaywell be
highly variable,but seriousprivate onlinediscussiorgroupsaboundon a

8Howard Rheingold,The Virtual Community:Homesteadingn the Electronic Frontier. San
FranciscoHarperPerenniall994,p. 27.
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vast array of topics, from biblical exegis to particle physics,from The Divine
Comedyto thebig bang.

As of mid 1998, thereare onehundredmillion peopleaccessinghe Internet
onaregularbasisandit is estimatedhatin the next decadeherewill becloseto
a billion peopleonline. With threehundredmillion pagesalreadyon the World
Wide Web, it is currentlygrowing by a million pagesaday. In just overaquar
ter century this spacehassprunginto beingfrom nothing, makingit surelythe
fastest-graving "territory™ in history.

In a very profoundsense this new digital spaceis "beyond" the spacethat
physicsdescribesfor the cyberrealmis not madeup of physicalparticlesand
forces,but of bits andbytes Thesepacletsof dataarethe ontologicalfoundation
of cyberspacethe seeddrom which the globalphenomendemeges."It may be
an obvious statemento saythat cyberspaceas not madeup of physicalparticles
andforces,but it is alsoa revolutionaryone. Becauseyberspacés not ontologi-
cally rootedin thesephysicalphenomenait is not subjectto the laws of physics
andhenceit is not boundby the limitations of thoselaws. In particular this nen
spaceis not containedwithin physicists’hyperspaceomple<. No matterhow
mary dimensionsyperspacg@hysicistsaddinto their equationsgyberspacanill
remain”outside"themall. With cyberspacewe have discovereda"place”beyond
hypespace

We shouldnot underestimaté¢he importanceof this development. The elec-
tronic gatesof the silicon chip have becomejn a sensea metaphysicafatavay,
for our modemsransportus out of the reachof physicists’equationsnto anen-
tirely "other" realm. Whenl "go" into cyberspace leave behindboth Newton'’s
andEinsteins laws. Here,neithermechanisticor relatvistic, or quantumlaws
apply Traveling from Web site to Web site, my "motion" cannotbe described
by any dynamicalequations.The arenain which | find myself online cannotbe
quantifiedby anyphysi-
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cal metric; my journeystherecannotbe measuredby any physicalruler. Thevery
concepbf "space'takeson herea new, andasyetlittle understoodmeaningbut
onethatis definitively beyond physicists’ken.

Ironically, cyberspaces a technologicalby-productof physics. The silicon
chips,the optic fibers,theliquid crystaldisplayscreensthe telecommunications
satellites,eventhe electricity that powersthe Internetareall by-productsof this
most mathematicabkcience. Yet if cyberspacecould not exist without physics,
neitheris it boundwithin the purely physicalistconceptionof the real. In the
parlanceof compleity theory cyberspaces anemegentphenomenasomething
thatis morethanthesumof its parts. Thisnew "global" phenomenamegesfrom
the interactionof its myriad interconnecteddomponentsandis not reducibleto
thepurelyphysicallaws thatgovernthe chipsandfibersfrom whichit indubitably
springs.

All this may soundratherradical,andmary cyberspacenthusiastbave sug-
gestedhatnothinglik e cyberspacdasexistedbefore.But onthecontrarythereis
animportanthistoricalparallelherewith the spatialdualismof the Middle Ages.
As we have seen,in thattime Christiansbelieved in a physicalspacedescribed
by science(whatthey called"naturalphilosophy”)anda nonphysicakpacethat
existed "outside" the materialdomain. This nonphysicalspacemetaphorically
paralleledthe materialworld, but it wasnot containedwithin physicalspace Al-
thoughtherewereconnectionandresonancebetweerthe two spacesmediesal
spiritualspacewvasa separat@anduniquepartof reality from physicalspace.

So too the adwent of cyberspaceeturnsus to a dualistic theaterof reality.
Onceagainwe find ourseleswith a materialrealm describedby science,and
an immaterialrealmthat operatesas a different planeof the real. As with the
medieval world picture,thereareconnectionandresonancebetweerthesetwo
spaces.
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CommentatoN. KatherineHayleshasnoted,for example,thatonecannotexpe-

riencecyberspacet all exceptthroughthe physicalsense®f the body: the eyes
thatlook at the computerscreenor at the stereoscopi@rojectionsof virtual re-

ality headsetsthe handsthattype the commandsat the keyboardandcontrolthe

joysticks,the earsthathearthe Real Audio soundfiles. Yetwhile physicalspace
andcyberspacarenot entirely separateneitheris the latter containedwithin the

former.

In someprofoundway, cyberspacés anotherplace.Unleashednto the Inter-
net,my "location” cannolongerbefixedpurelyin physicalspace Just'where"|
amwhenl entercyberspaceés a questionyetto beansweredput clearlymy posi-
tion cannotbe pinneddown to a mathematicalocationin Euclidianor relatvistic
space—notvith any numberof hyperspacextensions! As with the medievals,
we in the technologicallychagedWeston the eve of the twenty-firstcenturyin-
creasinglycontendwith atwo-phaseeality.

But what doesit meanto talk aboutthis digital domainasa "space"at all”?
Whatkind of spaceis it? Somemight objectthatthe online arenais just a vast
library—or lessgenerouslya vast soup—ofdisconnectednformation and junk.
And certainlythereis alot of junk online. Nonethelesst isimportantto recognize
the genuinelyspatialnatureof this domain. Whatever its contentmay be, a new
context is cominginto beinghere;a new "space'is evolving.

What is at issue,of course,is the meaningof the word "space"and what
constitutesa legitimateinstanceof this phenomenal contendthatcyberspaces
notonly alegitimateinstantiationof this phenomenaut alsoa sociallyimportant
one.In the"ageof sciencé' mary of ushave becomesohabituatedo theideaof
spaceasapurelyphysicalthingthatsomemayfind it hardto acceptyberspaceas
agenuin€'space."Yet Gibsons neologisms appositefor it capturesanessential
truth aboutthis newv domain.Whenl "go into" cyberspacemy bodyremainsat



ChapterSix: Cyberspace 229

restin my chair, but "I"—or at leastsomeaspeciof myself—amteleportednto
anotherarenawhich, while | amthere,| am deeplyaware hasits own logic and
geographyTo besure,thisis a differentsortof geographyrom anything | expe-
riencein the physicalworld, but onethatis nolessrealfor notbeingmaterial.Let
me stressthis point: Justbecausesomethings not material doesnot meanit is
unreal, astheoft-citeddistinctionbetweer'cyberspaceand"real space'implies.
Despiteits lack of physicality cyberspaces a real place. | amthere—whatever
this statementnay ultimatelyturn outto mean.

Evenin our profoundly physicalistage,we invoke the word spacespace'to
describefar morethanjust the physicalworld. We talk about"personalspace,”
andabouthaving "roomto move" in our relationshipsasif therewassomekind
of relationshipspace. We usethe terms"headspace"and "mental space,"and
Lacanianpsychoanalysistéfollowing Freud)believe the mind itself hasa spa-
tial structure.Literary theoristsdiscusditerary spaceandartistsdiscusspictorial
space.

Contemporaryscientists for their part, now ervisagea whole range of non-
physicalspacesChemistdesigningnew drugstalk aboutmolecularspacepiolo-
giststalk aboutevolutionaryspace®f potentialorganismsmathematicianstudy
topologicalspacesalgebraicspacesand metric spacesghaostheoristsstudying
phenomenauchasthe weatherand insectplagueslook at phasespacesasin-
deeddo physicistsstudyingthe motion of galaxiesandthe quantumbehaior of
atoms;andin a recentScientificAmericanarticle an epidemiologicaknalysisof
the spreadof infectiousdiseasegositedthe idea of viral spaces."Space"is a
concepthathasindeedcometo have enormousapplicationandresonancén the
contemporaryvorld.

Most obviously, the online domainis a dataspace This wasthe conceptat
the coreof Gibsons original cyberpunkvision. In Neuomancerandits sequels,
Gibsonimaginedthatwhenhis
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"consolecowboys" donnedtheir cyberspacdielmetsthey wereprojectedby the
power of computergeneratedhree-dimensionaillusionism into a virtual data
landscape.Here, the dataresourcef global corporationswere representecs
architecturabtructures.The databankof the MitsubishiBank, for example,was
a setof greencubes,that of the "Fission Authority" wasa scarletpyramid. As

a nice exampleof life imitating art, Tim Berners-Leethe inventorof the World

Wide Web, hassaidthat his goal when designingthe Web wasto implementa
global dataspacethat could be accessednd sharedby researcheraroundthe
world. We areyetto realizethefull VR splendorof Gibsons original vision, but

theessentiatoncepif a globaldataspaces alreadymanifestin the World Wide

Weh

But cyberspacéhas becomemuch more than just a dataspace,becauseas
we have notedmuchof whatgoeson thereis notinformation-oriented As mary
commentatorbave stressedthe primaryuseof cyberspacés notfor information-
gatheringbut for socialinteractionandcommunication-aneéhcreasinglyalsofor
interactve entertainmentncludingthecreationof a burgeoningnumberof online
fantasyworldsin which peopletake on elaboratealteregos.

What| wantto explorein this first cyberspacehapterarethe waysin which
this new digital domainfunctionsasa spacefor complex mentalexperiencesand
gamesln this sensewe may seecyberspaceasakind of electronicrescogitans
a new spacefor the playing out of someof thoseimmaterialaspectsof humani-
tymanthat have beendenieda homein the purely physicalistworld picture. In
short,thereis asensen which cyberspacdasbecomea new realmfor the mind.
In particularit hasbecomea new realmfor the imagination;andeven, asmary
cyberenthusiastsiow claim, a new realmfor the "self.” To quoteMIT sociolo-
gist of cyberspacesherryTurkle: "The Internethasbecomea significantsocial
laboratoryfor experimentingwith the constructiongand
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reconstruction®f self that characterizgpostmoderrife."” Justwhatit meansto
saythatcyberspacas an arenaof "self" is somethingwe mustexamineclosely
but the claim itself command®ur attention.

Thefactthatwe arein the procesof creatinga new immaterialspaceof be-
ing is of profoundpsychosociakignificance.As we have beendocumentingn
this book, any conceptionof "other" spaceseing "beyond" physicalspacehas
beenmadeextremelyproblematicby the modernscientificvision of reality. That
problematizings oneof the primary pathologieof the modernWest. Freuds at-
tempt,with his scienceof psydoanalysisto reinstatemind or "psyche"backinto
the realmof scientificdiscourseremainsone of the mostimportantintellectual
developmentf the pastcentury Yet Freuds sciencewasdistinctly individualis-
tic. Eachpersorwho entergpsychoanalysigor ary otherform of psychotheray),
mustwork on his or herpsycheindividually. Therajy is a quintessentialljonely
experience.In additionto thisindividualisticexperiencemary peoplealsocrave
somethingcommunal—somethintpatwill link theirmindsto others.It is all well
andgoodto work on one's own personakdemonsbut mary peoplealsoseemto
wanta collectivementalareng a spacehey might sharewith otherminds.

This widespreadiesirefor somesort of collective mentalarenais exhibited
todayin the burgeoninginterestin psychicphenomenaln the United Stategsy-
chic hotlinesareflourishing,beliefin an"astralplane”is widespreadandspirit
chanellingis ontherise. In thelattercasethe positedcollective realmtranscends
the boundaryof death,uniting the living anddeadin a grandbrotherhoodf the
ether Meanwhile, TheX-Files offersusweeklypromiseof otherrealitiesbeyond
the materialplane,andbookstoresarefilled with testimonialsdescribingtrips to
anetherearealmof light andlove thatsupposedhawaitsusall afterdeath.One
of the greatappealsof cyberspacas thatit offers a collectiveimmaterialarena
not afterdeath but hereandnow on earth.

’SherryTurkle, Life on the Sceen: Identityin the Age of the Internet New York: Simonand
Schuster1995,p. 180.
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Nothingevincescyberspaces potentialasa collective psychicrealmsomuch
as the fantasticonline worlds known as MUDs 8 Standingfor "multiuser do-
mains"or originally "multiuserDungeonsaandDragons," MUDs arecomplex fan-
tasyworldsoriginally basedn therole-playingboardgameDungeonsandDrag-
onsthat sweptthroughAmericancollegesandhigh schoolsin the late seventies.
As suggestedby the "Dungeonsand Dragons"moniker, the original MUDs were
mediezal fantasiesvhereplayersbattleddragonsand picked their way through
mazesof dungeonsin searchof treasureand magical powers. Today MUDs
have morphednto a hugerangeof virtual worldsfar beyondthe medieval milieu.
Thereis TrekMUSE,a Star TrekMUD whereMUDers(asplayersarecalled)can
rise throughthe ranksof a virtual Starfleetto captaintheir own starship. There
is DuneMUD basedon FrankHerberts sciencefiction series,and ToonMUD, a
realmof cartooncharactersThe Elysiumis alair of vampiresandFurryMucka
virtual wonderlandpopulatedby talking animalsand man-beashybridssuchas
squirriloids andwolfoids

Like good novels, successfuMUDs evoke the senseof a rich and believ-
ableworld. Thedifferenceis thatwhile the readerof a novel encounters world
fully formedby thewriter, MUDersareactively involvedin anongoingprocesof
world-making.To nameis to createandin MUD worldsthesimpleactof naming
anddescribings all it takesto generatea new alterego or "cyberself." MUDers
createtheir online charactersor personaewith a shorttextual descriptionanda
name. "Johnry Manhattan,".for instancejs describedas "tall andthin, paleas
stringcheesewearinga neighborhoodat”; Dalgrenis "anintelligentmushroom
that babblesinanely whene&er you approach”;and Gentila, a "sleek red squir
riloid, with soft downy fur andlong lushtressesascadingsensuouslylovn her
back."Within theontologyof thesecyberworlds,you arethecharacteyou create.
As oneavid playerputsit, here"you arewho you pretendto be.'® Wantto be a
poetry-

8In factthereis a whole bevy of MUD-type worlds. Other variationsare MOOs, MUSHS,
MUCKSs, andMUSEs. For brevity they areoftencollectively calledMUDs, andthatis theterm|
will usehere.

9Turkle, Life onthe Sceeen p. 12.
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guotingturtle, aKlingon agent,or DonaldDuck?In aMUD you canbe.

MUDing is quintessentiallya communalactwvity in which playersbecomen-
tegrally woven into the fabric of a virtual society Part of that processis the
continuingevolution of theworld itself. While the basicdesignof aMUD is de-
terminedby its programmexreatorsgenerallyknowvn as"wizards" or "gods,"in
mostMUDs playerscan constructtheir own roomsor domiciles. Using simple
programmingcommandsMUDers "build" in software or, simply with a textual
description,a private spaceto their own taste. PersonaMUD roomsspanthe
gamutfrom abook-linedtreehouse o a paddecdcell, to theinsideof atelevision
set.In someMUDs playerscanalsobuild larger structuresCitizensof the Cybe-
rion City spacestationin theMicroMUSE, for example have built for themseles
asciencecenter amuseumauniversity, a planetariumandarain forest.

Above all, a MUD is sustainedby the characters who populateit. To use
William Gibsons famousphrasea MUD is a paradigmatignstanceof the "con-
sensuahallucination”of cyberspacé? Fantasyworlds (whetheronlineor off) are
alwaysonly asgoodasthe imaginationsholding themtogethey andin success-
ful MUDs the otherplayersarejust askeenasyou areto take your "squirriloid"
natureseriously As the Unicorn saidto Alice on the otherside of the looking
glass:"If you'll believein me,I’ll believein you." In successfuMUDs everyone
is striving for maximalcorviction, bothfor their own characteandfor theworld
asawhole.

The interlockingimaginatve and socialmeshof a MUD meansthat actions
taken by oneplayermay affect the virtual livesof hundredsof others. As in the
physicalworld, relationshipsuild up overtime (notuntypicallyoverthousandsf
hoursof onlineengagement}rustsareestablishedyondscreatedresponsibilities
ensue.Thevery vitality androbustnes®f aMUD emegesfrom

Owilliam Gibson,Neuomancer New York: Ace Books,1986,p. 51.
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thecollective will of thegroup,whereintheindividual cyberself becomesound
into a socialmatrix thatis nonethelessrealfor beingvirtual. When,asin some
combat-baseMUDs, a characters killed, oftenthereis a strongsenseof lossfor

theactualhumanbeingwho hasspenthundredf hoursestablishinghe charac-
ter. "Gutted"is theword playersuse;becausasRichardBartle,cocreatorof the
first MUD, explains,"it’ s aboutthe only onethatdescribesiow awful it is."!!

Whatmay at first may appeatllittle morethanjuvenile fantasies—talkingn-
imals, spacecadets,and Toon-tovn—can, however, turn out to be surprisingly
complex domainsof psychosociaéxploration. A MUDer friend of minetells me
thatfor her, MUDIng is a way to expresssidesof herselfthat shefeelsare not
sanctionedby therelentlessput onahappy face"optimismof contemporargan-
do America. MUDIng allows out a darker, but, shefeels,a more"real” side of
herself.For herMUDing is not somucha gameasa way to explore andexpress
importantaspect®of her"self,” which (shefeels)could not easilybe exercisedn
fleshand-bloodociety Turkle, who hasbeenstudyingMUD culturessincethe
early 1990s,notesthat my friend’s experiences not uncommon.As shewrites,
thesefantasyenvironmentsmayallow "peoplethe chanceo expressmultiple and
oftenunexploredaspectof the self."?

Oneparallelhereis with masks As actorsandshamansttest masksarepow-
erfully transformatie objects.HiddenbehindanersatAace,amancan"become”
awind devil, amonkey spirit, oranass.MUD descriptoraredigital masksfronts
thatmayenablearangeof psychologicakxpressiorandaction,which mary peo-
ple in modernsocietiesmay not have accesdo in their regular lives, or which
they do not feel comfortableunleashingn the flesh. "Part of me," saysone of
Turkle’s MUDers, "a very importantpartof me, only existsinsidePernMUD.'*3
In cyberspacepnemay have ary numberof differentvirtual alteregosoperating
in ava-

1Rheingold,TheVirtual Communityp. 156.
2Turkle, Life onthe Sceen p. 12.
3Turkle, ibid., p. 12.
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riety of differentMUDs, literally actingout differentcyberselesin eachfantasy
domain. In Computes as Theatervirtual reality researcheBrendaLaurel has
indeeddrawn a parallelbetweercomputergamesandvirtual worldsandthe clas-
sicalpowerof dramal* Althoughthisimaginativerole-playis mostpronouncedn
MUDs, it alsotakesplacein onlinechatrooms,in USENETgroups,andon IRC
channels. In all theseervironments,netizenscreatedigital alter egos—though
not usuallyonesasfantasticaasthosefoundin MUDs. As a publicly accessible
realm of psychologicalplay, cyberspacas, | suggestanimportantsocialtool.
This digital domainprovidesa placewherepeoplearoundthe globecancollec-
tively creatamaginative "other"worldsandexperiencesWithin theseworldsyou
cannot only expressyour own alter egos,you canparticipatein a groupfantasy
thathastherichnesof texturegeneratedby mary imaginationsvorkingtogether

In thisrespectMUDs mayin factbe seemasavariationon practiceghatoccur
in mary cultures. In ancientGreeksociety for example,dramawasnot merely
entertainmentit alsosened as a vehiclefor collective psychologicalcatharsis.
Moreover, in mary cultures,dramaincludesthe audiencewho alsobecomepar-
ticipantsin whatever "alternatve reality” is beingenactedTake, for example,the
famousPassiorplay of Oberammagauin German. Every decadeheentiretown
joinsin acollectivereenactmendf Christ’sfinal days;the eventlastsfor daysand
transformsthe town alongwith its inhabitants.Oneway of looking at MUDs is
ascollectve dramaswhereagaineveryonein thecommunitybecomes "player”
Everyonegetsa partanda costume—an@smary linesasthey want.

Evenin our technologicalage,one doesnot have to resortto cyberspacdo
participatein collective role-playing”drama.”"Dungeonsand Dragons,on which
MUDs wereoriginally basedjs itself a hugelysuccessfutole-playinggame.its
endlesspinofs—whichincludemedieszal andmysteryscenarios—pnade

14Brendalaurel,seeComputes as Theater Addison-Wesley PublishingCompar 1993.
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plenty of nonelectroni@pportunitiesor the creationof fantasticaklteregos. So
toodobattleboardgamesuchastheWorld Warl scenariddiplomagy. Duringthe
mid-eightiesl wasintenselyinvolvedfor mostof a yearwith a Diplomacgy group
aswe battledit outfor controlof Europe makingandbreakingallianceswith one
another As Russia] becamebsessewith my part,andl canstill remembethe
pangsthatwould accompawp news of anally’s betrayal;simultaneou®f course
wasthe thrill of one's own devious successFor the final move of our yearlong
battle,we all dressedn characteandassembledbr thedenouementResplendent
in afloor-lengthvelvet crinolineandtiara, for thateveningl was"The Tsarina."

Anotherkind of nonelectronicollective theateris provided by battlefigurine
gamessuchasWarhammerplayedby millions of menandboys the world over.
Insteadof becominga single characterWarhammeiplayerscommandarmiesof
Wood Elves,Orks, andthe like. The gamesareaccompaniedy elaboratenan-
ualsoutlining the history, mythology psychology andfighting strateyies of the
variousgroups. In ary discussionof contemporarycollective dramaone must
also,of courseacknavledgeTrekkies,mary of whomengageasdeeplyandob-
sessiely in theworld of StarTrek asany MUDer. The universeof Kirk, Picard,
andJanevay is asvital a "virtual world" asarnything foundonline.

My favorite example of a nonelectronicdramaticalter ego is provided by
Bruno Beloff, a computeranalystin Brighton, England. Beloff regularly paints
his body like a zebra;then, stark naked exceptfor this coatof black andwhite
stagepaint,takeshis zebra-selbutinto public. Thezebras outingsincludewalks
alongthe Brighton Pier, paddlesin the ocean,and even visits to the local puh
For Beloff, "being a zebrais a chanceto be honestaboutwho | am, which is a
fantastiaelease *® Othersfind similar releaseén weelendvisits to "pony clubs,"
wherethey spendheir daystrotting aroundin harnesseandtheir nightssleeping
in

SEmmacCrooker, "ZebraCrossing."HQ, Sydney, Australia,July/August1997,p. 63.
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stableson strav. Theoreticallysuchoptionsareopento usall, but in practiceit

is not so easyfor zebrason the streetsof Manhattaror in the suburbsof Peoria.
Whenerer Beloff’s zebra-seliis out andabouthis girlfriend mustkeepa careful
watchfor the police—publicnakednesseingtechnicallyillegal on the Brighton
Pier

Few peoplehave the wheravithal, or courageto follow Beloff’'s example—
andmary would not evenwantto—»but for thosewho do, cyberspacerovidesa
mostusefulservice.Behindthe protectve screerof acomputeyfMUDs openup a
spaceof psychosociaplayto usall-to everyone thatis, who canafford a personal
computeranda monthly Internetconnectfee. Within the shelteredspaceof the
FurryMuck, thousandof peoplefrom aroundthe world abandorthemselesto
theirown animalliberation,donningvirtual hoovesandwings,baringvirtual tooth
andclaw, frolicking in bucolic virtual parks,and (well, they are beinganimals)
enjoying liberal dosesof virtual rutting. They cando soherewithout fearof arrest
or the approbatiorof disappreing parentsandfriends. Whatis importantis that
cyberspaceorovides a publicly accessibleand safe spacefor suchimaginatve
play. It literally opensup a new realmfor peopleto actout fantasiesandtry on
alter egosin waysthat mary of us would not risk doing in the physicalworld.
Thatdevelopments to be welcomed! believe -though,aswe shall see we must
be carefulnotto gettoo carriedaway with optimismhere.

Thevalueof cyberpsychicrole-playis perhapsnostevidentwhenconsider
ing moredown-to-earthexamples.Foremosthere,andthe onethathasgarnered
mostmediaattention,is cybergenderbending.It is no surprisethatmostMUD-
ersareyoungmales,yet, saysShannorMcRae,a MUD researcheandherselfa
MUD wizard, "a surprisingnumberof theseyoung mentake the opportunityto
experiencesocialinteractionin afemalebody"1® While it is all too easyto over
statethe subversve power of suchexperiencesMUDs cancreatea socialspace
in which theflux of genderis morefluid.

shannorMcRae,"FleshMade Word: Sex, Text, andthe Virtual Body." In InternetCulture.
Ed. David Porter New York: Routledge1997,p. 79.
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Suchfluidity canhave surprisingconsequencesStatisticallyspeakinga fe-
malecharactem aMUD will oftenturnoutto beamanpretendingo beawoman.
For thisreasoractualphysicawomenoftenfind theircharacterbarassetb prove
they "really" arefemale. In anarenawherefemalesmay "really" be males,men
cruising for womenwill often end up partneringnot with a woman, but with
anotherman. Sinceit is hot uncommonfor suchencountergo endin physical
gratification—"sometimewith onehandon thekeyset,sometimesvith two"*’'—
this virtual polymorphismsuggestghat MUD culturescan be more openthan
societyatlarge. In MUDs, asin mostonlinearenasit is impossibleto tell if your
communicantarearythinglike the charactersheir textual descriptorsuggest.

In the early daysof cyberspaceseveral cyberneighborhoodsvererocked by
discoveriesof men masqueradings womenand using this facadeas a lure to
intimacy with "real” women. They took advantageof the factthatmary women
will talk intimately with anotherwomanin a way they would not do so with a
man. The famouscaseof "Joan,"on the CB channelof CompuSere, highlights
how peoplecan"change”genderonline.

In themid1980swhenJoanpresentedherselfto the CompuSerg community
shewas,shesaid,aneuropsychologish herlatetwentieswho hadbeencrippled,
disfigured,and left mute by a drunken driver. Despitetheseappallinginjuries,
Joanwaswarmandwitty, giving loving supporto mary in thecommunity People
trustedher quickly, andwomenespeciallypbecamentimatewith her Thusmary
foundit shockingwhenJoanwasunmasledasa New York psychiatristvho was
not crippled, disfigured,mute, or even female. "Joan"wasin fact Alex, a man
"who hadbecomenbsessewith his own experimentsn beingtreatedasafemale
andparticipatingin femalefriendships.™

Yet whatso upsetthe CompuSere communityin the mid-1980shasbecome
routinea decaddater. "To methereis noreal

"Turkle, Life onthe Sceen p. 21.
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body," oneMUDer told onlineresearcheMizuko Ito. Online,shecontinued,"it
is how you describeyourselfandhow you actthatmakesup the ‘real you: " For
her, the "real life" genderof her MUD friends and sexual partnerswas of little
interest. While we certainlymustnot let oursehesbe blindedby falseoptimism
here(theexperienceof genderegbhysicalbodiescannotoecompletelyoverridden
with a keyboard)nonethelesghereis somethingoositive here. As McRaenotes:
if online, boys canplay at being girls, and gayscan play at being straight,and
vice versa,thenin cyberspacé ‘straight’ or ‘queer ‘male’ or ‘female’ become
unreliableas markersof identity".® The pointis thatsincein cyberspacedabels
cannotbe easily verified, their determiningpower is reduced. The conceptof
gendey while not wholly up for grabs,is at leastpartially decoupledfrom the
rigid restrictionssooftenfoistedon usby theform of our physicalbodies.Hereis
a spacethatoffers,evenif only temporarilyandin very truncatedorm, a chance
to atleastgeta glimpseat otherwaysof being.

MUDs may alsosene a genuinelytherapeutiaole. In herbook Life on the
ScreenTurkle describesa numberof peoplewho have usedMUD personaeas
proxiesin their struggleswith veryrealpsychologicaproblems.Robert,acollege
freshmanwhoselife hadbeensererelydisruptedoy analcoholicfather turnedto
MUDing asanescapdrom thetraumaandchaosof hislife, atonepointspending
morethana hundredandtwenty hoursaweekonline, eatingandevensleepingat
hiscomputer But thingstookamoreseriousurnwhenheaccepteddministratve
responsibilitiesn a nev MUD thatturnedout to be the equialentof a fulltime
job. Building andrunninga complex onlineworld is ataskrequiringconsiderable
administratve skills andthroughthe experienceof overseeinghe MUD Robert
gaineda new senseof controlin his life. Furthermore he was ableto usethe
MUD asa placeto talk abouthis personafeelingsin a constructve way, thereby
facilitating betterrelationshipsutsidethe MUD. As he

YMcRae,"FleshMadeWord," p. 79.
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latertold Turkle: "The computeris sortof practiceto getinto closerrelationships
with peoplein reallife."2°

| amremindedhereof a kind of therapy popularin thelate seventies.Known
as"psychodrama,patientswould role-playvariousscenariosbouttheir own and
their family’s lives. In child alusetherapy also, role-playis commonlyused—
often the children act out scenarioswith dolls or othertoys. Of coursenot all
MUD experiencesare positve. For some,the doorsof digital perceptionopen
only to escapisdelusion,andevenaddiction. "Whenyou areputting in seventy
or eighty hoursaweekon your fantasycharactet' saysHoward Rheingold,"you
don't have muchtime left for a healthysociallife."?! Or for much of arything
else.

Whatcould be more patheticthanthe declaratiorby oneMUDer that"this is
morerealthanmy reallife"??2 Onefriend of minealmostlost his long-termrela-
tionshipwhenhe becameso obsessedavith the onlineworld of the LambdaMOO
hewasspendingmoretime with his friends"there"thanwith his "reallife" love.
But in this senseagain,MUDs are not unique. All fantasticalactvities—beit
playing Dungeonsand Dragons,going to Trekkie corventions,snortingcocaine,
or drinking alcohol—areopento aluse. Of courseMUDs posethe additional
problemthatthey arereadilyaccessibléwenty-fourhoursaday As a"drug" they
areamostcorvenientandvery cheapoption.

Throughoutcyberspace—itMUDs andchatrooms,on USENETgroupsand
IRC channels—netizenaroundthe globe are engagingin psychosociakxperi-
mentationandplay. On ary day, atary time, thousand®f peoplethe world over
are launchingpsychictestballoonsinto this newv spaceof being. Many insist
thattheir livescontaina dimensionthatis not physicallyreducible.Embodiedor
not, "cybersehes" arereal, andthe spaceof their action,thoughimmaterial,is
nonethelesa genuinepartof reality.

This cyberspace-inducedualismcanonly intensify. As ever morecommuni-
cationsmedia,businessesyewvspapersmnagazines,

20Turkle, Life onthe Sceen p. 203.
21Rheingold,TheVirtual Communityp. 151.
22Quotedin Turkle, Life onthe Sceen p. 10.
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shoppingmalls, college courseslibraries, catalogsdatabasesandgamesgo on-
line wewill increasinglybeforcedto spendimein cyberspace—whetheve want
to or not. My godson,Lucien,is growing up with the Internet;he doesnot know
aworld withoutit. His generatior(atleastin theindustrializedworld) will hardly
have a choiceaboutwhetherto participaten this new space Oneprolepticexam-
ple: UCLA recentlyrequestedhatevery oneof its undegraduatecoursedave an
accompawing Web site. Whetherdriven by imperatvesto cut costs,or by gen-
uine desireto improve the learningervironment,educationis just one areathat
will increasinglymove online. For Lucienandhis friends,cyberspaceavill bean
unavoidableparallelworld thatthey will haveto engagewith.

Beforewe gettoo upsetaboutthis bifurcationof reality, it is well to remember
thatthoseof usbornafterthemid-fifties have alreadybeenliving with acollectve
parallelworld-theoneon the othersideof thetelevision screen We who grew up
with Bewitched | Dreamof Jeannie Gilligan’s Island, and Get Smart—arewe
not alreadyparticipatingin a vast"consensuahallucination"? One that, asin
Bewitched is deeplyimbuedwith magicalqualities(SeeFigurel). Thecollective
dramaof soapoperasandsitcoms—baet the daytimefare of Daysof Our Lives
and Genenl Hospital, or the nighttimefare of MelrosePlace and Seinfeld—are
thesenot "consensuahallucinations"which engagetensof millions of people
aroundtheworld every day of theweek?Whatis the cartoontown of Springfield
in TheSimpson# notagenuine'virtual world"?

It is well to rememberalso that throughouthumanhistory all cultureshave
hadparallel"other" worlds. For Christianmedievals,aswe have seen it wasthe
world of the souldescribedoy Dante. For the ancientGreeksit wasthe world of
the Olympiangodsanda hostof otherimmaterialbeings—therates,the Furies,
et cetera.For the Aboriginal peopleof Australiait wastheworld of the
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Figurel: The"consensuahallucination"of television hasalreadypavedthe way
for the parallelworld of cyberspace.

Dreamtimespirits. And soon. | do not meanto imply herethatthe Greekgods
or the Aboriginal Dreamtimespiritswerenothingmoresubstantiathantelevision
charactergquite the oppositeis true), | only wantto point outthata multileveled
reality is somethinghumanshave beenliving with sincethe dawn of our species.

With thevirtual world of televisionwe in the late twentiethcenturyhave once
againcreatedanotherplaneof reality; and therebypaved the way for the new
dualismof cyberspace.Yetif this dualismbetweenthe physicalandthe virtual
worldsis not
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somethingentirely new, for our childrenandtheir childrenit will begreatlymag-
nified. As in the Middle Ages,they will increasinglyinhabit atwo-phaseeality.

Enteringuponthis new ageof cyberdualismwe maywishto look afreshatthe
dualismof theMiddle Ages.Canwe seeourselesreflectedn thatdistantmirror?
Thoughwe mustbe carefulnotto fall for glib concordanceBarbaralTuchmans
study of the parallelsbetweenDantes centuryandour own is not without reso-
nancesor cyberspacé? Muchlik ethecyberdomaintoday the mediesal afterlife
senedasa collective parallelworld of theimagination.

As with MUDs, the medieval afterlife teemedwith nonhuman half-human,
and suprahumarife. Think of Dantes Minos, the demonicjudge of Hell, or
Geryon,thatpatchwork creatureof man,mammal,andserpentho ferriesDante
and Virgil down the chasmto the Malebolge. With his chimeric body and his
brightly whorledfur hewould be right at homein the FurryMuck. And justlook
at Hieronymus Boschs visions of Heaven and Hell. On a small carvas Bosch
couldconjureanentirevirtual world populatedoy animaginalcastthatwould be
the ervy of any MUD wizard. Moreover, like cyberspacethe medieval afterlife
wasaplacewherefriends,andevenlove, mightbefound. As aguide,teacherand
protectorin an often bewildering place,Virgil is surelythe paradigmaticvirtual
friend. And what greatermodel for virtual love than that betweenDante and
Beatrice?

Whateverelseit is, TheDivine Comedys alsooneof themosttruly "falulous™
worlds ever conjuredin text. On onelevel it is a genuinemediezal MUD. The
parallelsbetweenThe Divine Comedyand computetbasedvirtual worlds have
indeedbeennotedby a numberof scholars.Accordingto Erik Davis, both"tend
towardbaroquecomplexity, containmagicalor hyperdimensionabperationsand
frequentlyrepresentheir abstractionspatially"?* As we have seen,The Divine
Comedyis organizedasa

23BarbaraTuchman A Distant Mirror: The Calamitousl4th Century New York: Ballantine
Books,1987.

24grik Davis, "TechgnosisMagic, Memory, andthe Angelsof Information." In FlameWars:
TheDiscourseof Cybeculture. Ed. Mark Dery. Durham,N.C.: Duke University Press,1994,p.
36.
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multileveled hierarchy: the nine circles of Hell, the nine cornicesof Pumgatory
andthe nine sphereof Heaven. Dantes journey is anascentup this ladder So
alsoin mary medieval and combatMUDs; playerswork their way up through
multiple layersof expertise. Virtual ascentthrougha MUD brings one finally
into the"transcendenttlassof "wizard"—acyberequivalentof Dantes heavenly
elect?

Davis haspointedoutthatoneof the very first computerbasedvirtual worlds,
thegameAdventure alsohasresonancewith Dantesworld. As thefirst comput-
erizedversionof DungeonsandDragons,Adventuredirectly inspiredthe devel-
opmentof thefirst MUDs. The Adventureplayer’stask,ratherlike Dantesin the
Inferno, wasto negotiatehis or herway througha hazardousindegroundmaze
of caves,andoutto thelight beyond. Ontheway, onewould searchor treasures
and magicalspells,solve puzzles,andKkill trolls. Computerindustry chronicler
StephenLevy hassuggestedhat Adventuremight also be seenas a metaphor
for computingitself. During the game,playerscracled the codeof this virtual
world in muchthe way that a hacker would crackthe codeof a computeroper
ating system. Crackinghiddencodesin virtual worldsis alsoa major themein
mary cyberfictions,notablyGibsons NeuomancerandNeal Stephensos’'Snow
Crash Sotoo, Dantescholarsstresghatthevirtual world of The Divine Comedy
is acomplex puzzleof subtlehiddencodes.

Crackingthesecodesdecipheringhemultiform patterngothin Dantesworld
andin the poemthat describest, hasbecomea favorite taskof Dantescholars,
who comprise|jn this sensea kind of medievalist hacler intelligentsia.Over the
last centurythey have uncoveredscoresof hiddenpatternsin Dantes proseand
in hisworld. "Theserangefrom relatively accessiblensights—[suchas]there-
alizationthatlike-numbereatantosin the Inferng, Purgatorio andParadisohave
importantthematic
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ties—totruly abstruseliscoveriesaboutthe positionsof critical wordsor rhymes.#°

Patternshave beenfoundin the spatialarrangementf thethreeafterlife king-
doms,in the symmetricalarrangemenof the dreamsequences Pumgatory in
the numberof linesin eachcanto,the distribution of longerandshortercantos,
andso on. Beneaththe sublimepoeticsof The Divine Comedylies a dazzling
substructureof hiddencodes. In recognitionof Dantes supremeskill asa code
wizard, researcherst Lucent Technologiescurrently designinga revolutionary
Net-basedperatingsystemhave namedtheir system'Inferno.” They arehoping
thatascyberspacdecomesghe primary sourceof computingresourcesinferno
will becomeaheglobalstandardperatingsystemusurpingMicrosoft's DOSand
Windows. ThusBill Gateswould, soto speakpedethronedy Dante.

| have suggestethatthenew cyberdualismis adevelopmento bewelcomed,
yet we would do well to considercarefully what cyberspacaloesand doesnot
enable. More so even thanwith mostnew technologiesthereis an enormous
amountof hypesurroundingcyberspacel have endorsedheview thatcyberspace
provides a new spacefor experimentationwith variousfacetsof selfhood, but
somecyberenthusiastggo muchfurther In Life on the Sceen Sherry Turkle
proposeshatin this postmoderrageof cyberspacethe unity of the selfis anold-
fashionediction. Accordingto Turkle, cyberspacerovidesthe opportunityfor
splitting the selfinto aradicalmultiplicity.

In discussinghe notionof multiple selvesTurkle dravs on the computercon-
ceptof "windows," the software paradigmthat enablesa computeruserto be
working on several differentkinds of files at once,eachone(saya spreadsheeg
word processinglocumentanda graphicdfile) constitutinga separatéwindow."
"In the daily practiceof mary computerusers, Turkle tells us, "windows have
becomea powerful metaphoffor thinking aboutthe

25JohnKleiner, Mismappingthe Underworld: Daring and Error in Dante’'s Comedy Stanford,
Calif.: StanfordUniversityPress,1994,p. 9.
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selfasa multiple distributedsystem."Shethengoeson, and| quoteat length,for
thepassagd, think, is key. In cyberspaceTurkle says:

The self is no longer simply playing differentrolesin differentset-

tings at differenttimes, somethingthat a personexperiencesvhen,

for example,shewakesup asa lover, makesbreakastasa mother

anddrivesto work asa lawyer. Thelife practiceof windows is that

of adecenteredelf thatexistsin mary worlds andplaysmary roles
at the sametime. In traditional theaterand in role-playinggames
thattake placein physicalspaceone stepsin andout of character;
MUDs, in contrastpffer parallelidentities,parallellives. Theexperi-

enceof this parallelismencouragesreatingon-screerandoff-screen
liveswith asurprisingdegreeof equality Experience®nthelnternet
extendthe metaphorof windows—naw real life itself [as oneof her
MUD subjectsiotes]canbe "just onemorewindow."?8

It is certainlytrue in the late twentiethcenturythat mostof us must negotiate
differentrolesin our daily lives. To that extent we are all multifacetedbeings.
But to suggestasTurkle does thatcyberspaceffers parallelidentities,parallel
lives,"which areequalto our physicallivesandidentitiesis goingtoo far. True
multiple personalitiessuchasthe famouscaseof "Sybil" aredeeplytraumatised
peoplewith major psychologicaldysfunction. To play at being a singing fish
or the oppositesex canindeedbe a positive experience put to believe thatthese
experiencesreequalto life in thefleshis delusion.Elsevherein herbook, Turkle
tells usthat"some[MUDers] experienceheir livesas‘cycling through’between
therealworld andaseriesof virtual worlds.'?” For someplayers apparentlythese
cyberselvesbecomeso'real” they questiorthe privilegedpositionof thephysical
self. As oneof hersubjectsputsit: "Why grantsuchsuperiorstatusto the self
thathasthebodywhenthe selesthatdon't have bodiesareableto have different
kindsof experiences?®

26Turkle, Life onthe Sceen p. 14.
2MTurkle, ibid., p. 12.
28Turkle, ibid., p. 14.
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Oneansweris that "the self thathasthe body" really dies. If a cyberselfis
killed, or evenif a hostcomputercrashesand a whole MUD world is obliter-
ated(ashappen®noccasion)jt canalwaysberebootedpr you cancreatea new
characteandstartagain.Thatmaynotbequitethesameexperienceaswith apre-
vious characterbut it is a far cry from heart-stoppinghysicaldeath. Moreover,
the self with the physicalbodyreally getssick, it really feelspain,andcrucially,
it is boundinto a socialnetwork of otherphysicalselveswhomit cannotsimply
shutout by logging off the system. Peopledo sometimesvalk away from their
physicallivesand disappearbut thatis rarefor preciselythe reasonthatin the
physicalworld we arephysicallydependenon oneanotherfor careandsupport.
Socialbondsestablishedn cyberspace&anbe,andoftenare,deepandpowerful,
but these"parallel lives" are not equialentto the liveswe experiencewith our
physicalbodies.

Whatis perhapsmoretroubling aboutsuchclaims, as philosopherChristine
Wertheimhaspointedout, is thatthenotionthatwe cantotally remale our"selves”
online obscureghe very significantdifficulties of achievzing real psychological
change?® The notionthatwe canradically reinventoursehesin cyberspacend
createwvhole"parallelidentities"suggestshatthevery concepbf selfhoodis end-
lesslymalleableandunderour control. In Turkle’svision, theselfbecomeskind
of infinitely flexible psychicplasticine.Whatsucha vision beliesis theenormous
amountof psychologicakhapingandforming thatis enactedn anindividual by
his or herupbringing,by his or hersociety andby hisor hergenesThis shaping,
muchof whichoccurswhenwe areveryyoung,cannotgenerallybeoverthravn or
reengineereaxceptby anenormousamountof psychologicahardwork. While |
believe wholeheartedlyhateachof usdoeshave the powerto changeour "selves"
profoundly realselftransformatios extraordinarilydifficult—whichis why Psy-
chotheray is usuallysuchalong process.

29ChristineWertheim,Unpublisheccorrespondencwith theauthor



248 The PearlyGatesof Cyberspace

Role-playingatbeingasquirriloid or aKlingon, whateverits genuinevalue,is
simplynotanidentity-changingxperience!l"—that is, my "self—canrole-play
arny numberof differentpersona@nlineandoff, but thatdoesnotmeanl become
fragmentedln every oneof thesesituationsl amstill me,unlessl becomeatrue
split personalitylik e Sybil, in which casel amlikely to be committed.Moreover
thereis the problemthatif we cometo really believe thatsanepeoplecanbe split
personalitiesthenhow arewe going to apportionresponsibility? If one of my
"alters” commitsmurder doesthatmean"l" amresponsible2Vho would go on
trial? Surelyour goal shouldnot be to encouragehe ideaof self-fragmentation,
but ratherto learnto bettercontainparadoeswithin theoneself. Certainlythere
are partsof me that disagreewith one anothey but I considerit a sign of my
growing maturitythatl nolongerseektotal internalunity on everyissue.

Life in the physicalbody-whatMUDers so quaintly referto asRL (i.e., real
life) -is notthetotality of reallife. In our materialisticage,theinnerlife of mind
hasgenerallybeenaccordedoo secondana placein our discourseaboutreality.
But in rehabilitating"mind" backinto our conceptionof the realit will not do
to make the oppositemistale of derying the unigueandirreplaceableole of the
body In asenseall thisis justanotheiiterationof theage-oldmind-bodytension
in Westernculture. For the pastseveral centurieshe body hasbeendecidedlyto
thefore in our thinking, which is hardly healthy;yet we oughtalsoto be wary of
letting the pendulumswingtoo far backin the otherdirection. Life in thefleshis
not"just anothemwindow,"” andwe oughtstronglyto resistefforts to promoteit as
such.

As | seeit, thevalueof cyberspaces notthatit enablesisto becomemultiple
selves (a conceptthat seemspathological),but ratherthat it encourages more
fluid andexpansve vision of the oneself. Perhapshisis what Turkle meanshy a
"decenteredelf"? The pointis thatif we allow (asl believe we must)thatsome
part
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of my self "goes"into cyberspacavhenl log ontoa MUD or ontothe Net, then
we mustalsoacknavledgethatsomepartof my self also"goes"into every letter

| write. If you like, my self"leaksout" in the lettersandstoriesthat| write, and
evenin the p onecorversationd have. If | carryon along-termcorrespondence
by the old-fashionedhost(asl have beenknown to do), thereis a sensan which
the"l" of thoselettersis alsoanextensionof me. It, too, becomes kind of virtual
alterego. As ChristineWertheimputsit, evenoffline "I amextendingmyselfall
overtheplace.”

All thisis notto dery thatcyberspac@rovidesanew spacefor suchextensions
of self—onethatis, moreover, highly public. It is only to point outthatthe kinds
of self-extensionsthat occur online also take placein our lives offline. To be
sure,thisis not generallyin suchdramaticformsascyberspacallows, but these
extensionor extrapolationsof selfaregoingon nonetheless.

Onequestionthat arises,then, is whele doesthe selfend? If the self "con-
tinues"into cyberspacethenas| say it also"continues"throughthe postand
overthe phone.It becomesalmostlik e afluid, leakingout aroundus all thetime
andjoining eachof usinto avastoceanor web, of relationshipswvith otherleaky
seles. In this sensegyberspacdecomes wonderfulmetaphorfor highlighting
andbringingto our attentionthis crucialaspecbf our lives. As Wertheimpoints
out, the Net makes explicit a procesghatis alreadygoing on aroundus all the
time, but which we in the modernWesttoo oftentendto forget. By bringinginto
focusthefactthatwe areall boundinto awebof interrelatingandfluid sehes,the
Internetdoesusaninvaluableservice.

Anotherway of looking atthis is to saythatevery oneof usoccupies'a"vol-
ume"of somekind of "self-space,’a spaceghatencompassesisasprofoundlyas
the physicalspacahatmodernsciencedescribesThis collective "self-space'this
communaloceanof leaky selves,bindsustogetheraspsychosociabeings.l am
well awarethatin this materialisticage,suchanassertiorwill
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be greetedwith derisionin somequarters.Neuroscientistandphilosophersuch
asDaniel Dennettand Paul and Patricia Churchlandwho claim thatthe human
mind canbefully explainedin termsof materialisticneurologicaimodelswill no
doubtscof at any notion of "self-space."'But | suggesthat somethingike this
is preciselywhatwe experienceasthinking, emotingbeings.just suchanideais
indeedencodedn mary religiousandmythologicalsystems.

| do not meanto claim herethat"Self-space'existsindependentlpf physical
spaceassomethingontologicallyseparate Obviously, my "self" only exists be-
causethereis a physicalbodyin whichit is grounded.At the sametime, "I" am
notrestrictedourelyto the spaceof thatbody. As Descartesecognizedthereis a
sensdn which | amfirst andforemostanimmaterialbeing. After threehundred
yearsof physicalism,cyberspacéelpsto make explicit oncemore someof the
nonphysicalkextensionsof humanbeingnesssuggestingagainthe inherentlim-
itations of a purely materialistconceptionof reality. Again, it challengesusto
look beyond physicalistdogmato a morecomple< andnuancecdconceptiorboth
of ourseles,andof theworld aroundus.
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Chapter Seven
CYBER SOUL-SPACE

Let us begin with the objectof desire. It exists, it hasexistedfor all
of time, andwill continueeternally It hasheld the attentionof all
mysticsand witchesand haclersfor all time. It is the Graal. The
mythologyof the Sangraal—théloly Grail—is the archetypeof the
revealedillumination withdravn. The revelationof the graalis al-
waysa personalnduniqueexperience.. ..l knon—becausé have
heardit countlesgimesfrom mary peopleacrosgsheworld—thatthis
momentof revelationis the commonelementin our experienceasa
community Thegraalis our firm foundation.!

This statementwould probably seemat first glancean expressionof religious
faith. With its focuson the Holy Grail, surelythe "community" referredto must
be Christian. The clue thatit is not is in the secondsentence Whatis the word
"hackers"doing
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Chapter Eight:
CYBER-UTOPIA

We have seenthe extremesthat resultfrom dreamsof cyber transcendenceyut

thereis alsoa moreprosaic,morehumansideto “heavenly” cyberdreaming.As

notedin the openingchaptey mary championsof cyberspaceproffer this new

digital domainas a realmin which we may realizea betterlife hereon earth.
This sideof “heavenly” cyberdreamings concernedot with escapisvisionsof

immortality and Gnosticomnisciencebut more pragmaticallywith the potential
of cyberspacdo enhancemortal life. In particular cyberspacas promotedas
a spacein which connectionand communitycan be fostered,therebyenriching
our livesassocial beings. In thesevisions, cyberspacéecomesa placefor the

establishmenof idealizedcommunitiesthat transcendhe tyranniesof distance
andthatarefree from biasesof gendeyrace,andcolor. In otherwords,thisis a

dreamof cyberutopia.

The promiseof utopiancommunityis indeedoneof theprimaryappealof cy-
berspaceAt atime of widespreadocialandfamilial breakdevn in the Western
world, increasinghumbersof peoplesuffer from isolation,lonelinessandalien-
ation. In this climate,sayscommentatoivital Ronell, “virtual reality, artificial
reality, dataspacegr cyberspacareinscriptionsof a desirewhose
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principle symptomcanbe seenasthe absencef community’* The Internet,
with its vastglobalweb, beclonsus all with a vision of friendshipandthe hope
of inclusionin awider socialwhole.

Howard Rheingold,oneof the foundersof the WELL (anearly andpioneer
ing online communitybasedout of SanFrancisco)js onewho believesthat cy-
berspaces alreadycreatingbettercommunities.In his landmarkstudyof online
culture, The Virtual Community Rheingoldrecallsthe utopianpredictionof the
legendarycyberpioneerd. C. Licklider that “life will be happierfor the online
individual becausehe peoplewith whom oneinteractsmoststronglywill be se-
lectedmoreby commonalityof interestsandgoalsthanby accidentsof proxim-
ity.” Speakingof his WELL colleaguesRheingoldnotesthat “my friendsand
| sometimedelieve we are part of the future that Licklider dreamedabout,and
we often canattestto the truth of his prediction’? Rheingoldis no naif, but he
doessuggesthatcyberspaceould helpreturnusto the practicesandethosof an
earlierera. Harking backto the time beforewe relinquishedour public spacego
corporatadevelopersaandtheelectronicmediahewritesthat“Perhapsyberspace
is oneof the informal placeswherepeoplecanrekuild the aspect®f community
thatwerelostwhenthe malt shopbecameamall.’3

High-technologyentrepreneuEstherDysonalsobelievesthatcyberspacean
fosterthe developmentof moreutopiancommuinities.

The Net offers us a chanceto take chage of our own livesandto
redefineour role ascitizensof local communitiesandof a globalso-
ciety. it alsohandsustheresponsibilityto governoursehes,to think
for oursehes,to educateour children,to do businessonestly andto
work with fellow citizensto designruleswe wantto live by.*

Accordingto Dyson,“our commontaskis to do a betterjob with the Net thanwe
have donesofarin the phvsicalworld”

Avital Ronell,“A Disappearancef Community’ In Immersedn Technology:Art andVirtual
Environments. Ed. Mary AnneMoser, with DouglasMacLeod. CambridgeMass.:MIT Press,
1996,p. 119.

2Howard Rheingold,The Virtual Community: Homesteadingn the ElectronicFrontier San
FranciscoHarperPerenniall994,p. 24.

3Rheingold,ibid., p. 26.

4EstherDyson,Release.0: A Designfor Living in the Digital Age. New

York: BroadwayBooks,1997,p. 2.
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Dyson believesthat is possible: “Becausetherewill be so much information,
somuchmultimedia,so mary options[online] peoplewill learnto valuehuman
connectiormore,andthey will look for it ontheNet;®

For a paradigmaticexpressionof cyberutopianoptimismwe might turn to
MIT Media Lab director NicholasNegroponte. At the end of his book Being
Digital, Negropontewrites:

Today when20 percentof the world consumes0 percentof its re-
sourceswhena quarterof us have an acceptablestandardof living
andthreequarterdon’t, how canthis divide possiblycometogether?
While the politiciansstrugglewith the baggagef history, anew gen-
erationis emeging from the digital landscapdree of mary of the
old prejudices. Thesekids are releasedrom the limitation of geo-
graphicproximity asthe solebasisof friendship,collaboration play,
andneighborhoodDigital teclinologycanbea naturalforcedraving
peopleinto greatemworld harmory.®

Again,David Nobleremindsusthatthereis nothingnew aboutthiskind of techno-
utopianism.Ever sincethe sixteenthcenturychampionsof technologyhave been
touting it asa key to the creationof more“heavenly” communities.JohannAn-

dreae,for example, ervisagedthe utopiancity of Christianopolis,in which the
technicalartswere assiduouslypracticedby all citizens. Like mary at the time,

Andreaebelievedthetime wasnighfor theageof perfectionpromisedoy thebook
of Revelation. The advanceof scienceandtechnologyhe sav asessentiaprepa-
ration for this millenial age. Likewise, in the City of the Sunervisagedby the
CalabrianhereticTommasaCampanellagvery citizenwasto betaughttechnical
skills, “Intendedto givethemthewisdomneededo understandandto livein har

mory with, God's creation’.” Throughouthesixteenthandseventeentttenturies,
utopianvisionariesmaginedthatscienceandtechnologycould

SDyson,ibid., p. 4.

SNicholasNegroponte BeingDigital. New York: VintageBooks,1996,p. 230.

’Quotedin David F. Noble, TheReligionof Technology: TheDivinity of Man andthe Spirit of
Invention New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997,p. 40.



p.284

284 The PearlyGatesof Cyberspace

help to precipitatea more perfecterain which Christianswould live more
harmoniousandvirtuouslives.

The very word “utopia” derivesfrom the visionary communityof the same
nameimaginedby the EnglishmanThomasMore. Like FrancisBacons “New
Atlantis;” More’s original utopiawasanidealizedcommunitylocatedon aremote
island,far away from the corruptinginfluenceof a decadentworld. In bothcases
inhabitanthadcreatedor themselesakind of earthlyparadisemadepossibleby
their piety, their communalspirit, andcrucially, bv their devotion to thetechnical
arts.

With theseutopianvisionswe withessthe emegenceof the ideathat man,
throughhis own efforts, cancreatea New Jerusalenhereon earth. All thesevi-
sionswereprofoundlyChristianin intent,inspired,asonecommentatohasputit,
by a “yearningto bring hearendown to earth’® Ratherthanhaving to wait until
theLastJudgmentor theadwentof a prefectcommunity Renaissanceisionaries
suggestedhat mencould createheasenly cities themseles, by their application
of scienceandtechnology Technologywould thusbecomea mediumfor saha-
tion. Again andagainin the ageof science,technologyhasbeenviewed asa
salvific force,akey to a better brighter morejust world. NobleandMary Midg-
ley have both tracedthis techno-utopiarspirit throughmodernWesternculture,
whereit canbe found flourishingtodayin the NASA spacecommunity in the
geneticengineeringcommunity and amongadvocatesof artificial intelligence.
But if techno-utopianisnis by no meansa nev phenomenaamongcyberspace
enthusiast# reaches new crescendo.

MIT’ s William Mitchell is just onewho haschampionedtyberspaceasa po-
tentially utopianrealmby drawving a parallelbetweerthis digital domainandthe
agoraof ancientAthens? As the centerof the original democrag, the agorawas
the placewhereAtheniancitizensmetto discusdgdeasfor thecommongood.In

8Quotedin Noble,ibid., p. 38.
Swilliam J. Mitchell, City of Bits: Space Place,andthe Infobahn. Cambridge Mass.: MIT
Press1996.
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this nonhierarchicakpaceall were equaland everyonecould expresstheir
opinionsfreely. (Everyone,thatis, who qualifiedasa citizen, which in practice
meantabouttwo thousandf the city’s mostprosperousnen.) Mitchell, among
others suggestshatcyberspac&anagainsere asanegalitarianpublic space.

He pointsto the factthatin cyberspaceve arefreedfrom the normalsocial
markersof physicalspacesuchassuturb namesandzip codes.Consideringvhat
peoplepaytolivein the90210zip code sothatthey canformally residein Beverly
Hills, thereis no doubtthatwhatMitchell calls“the geocode’tanbeapowerfully
stratifying force in our perceptionf oneanother Whetherconsciouslyor not,
we do often make judgmentsbasedon social markers. Sayingonelivesin the
Bronx, for example,is likely to invoke an entirely differentset of expectations
to sayingonelivesin Manhattan. As Mitchell writes: “In the standardsort of
spatialcity, whereyou arefrequentlytells who you are. (And who you are will
often determinewhereyou areallowedto be.) Geographyis destiry.”'° Online,
however, no oneknows if you comefrom Beverly Hills or the backwoods,and
they cannotudgeyou assuch.In Mitchell’swords,“the Net's despatializatiomf
interactiondestrgs the geocodes key. [In cyberspacejhereis no suchthing as
a betteraddressandyou cannotattemptto defineyourselfby beingseenin the
right placesin theright compary.”

Mitchell goestoofar, perhapsywhenhesaysthereareno “betteraddressesin
cyberspace-grestigious'.edu” addresgsuchasharvard.eduor mit.edy carries

considerablymore cacheonline thana CompuSere or AmericaOnline address.
Yetheis right thatcyberspaceutsacrosgnary traditional“geocode”boundaries.

As apotentiallyegalitarianarenaconsiderthe following two examples.

In March 1998, StepherHawking gave atalk at the White Househostedby
the presidentandthe First Lady. Pipedto the nationby CNN, the world’s most
famoudiving physicist

1OMitchell, ibid., p. 10.
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expoundedon his ideasaboutthe future of science. In the audiencewere sev-
eral Nobel Prizewinnersanda numberof America’s leadingresearctscientists,
severalof whomwereinvited to askHawking questionsBut alongwith theselu-
minaries,questionsverealsoinvited from theInternet,andordinarycitizensalso
took partin the event. Oneshouldnot make too muchof suchobvious PR exer-
cises;nonethelesthe eveningwasa smallindicationof the democratigotential
of cyberspacea potentialfurtherilluminatedby our secondexample.

At the HorseShoeCoffeehousen SanFrancisco)nternetaccessanbe ob-
tainedat fifty centsfor twenty minutes. Around the country similar venuesare
springingup, providing public spacesvherepeoplewho maynothave Netaccess
at bornecansurf the Web, participatein online forums, sendand collect email.
One SanFranciscanvho avails himself of the Horse Shoes facilities is a local
squatternamedCyberMonk. As one Internetobsener hasnoted, “the combi-
nation of realandvirtual spaceaffordedby the coffechouseallows CyberMonk
to useit asaliving room, telephoneand mailbox’” Althoughin his physical
cornii-it-Inl "tv CyberMonkis maginal’zed,’ii cyberspacdie becomesanequal
memberof the digital society With no fixed abodein the real” world , in the
ephemeratlomainof cyberspacéie hasassolid" anaddresandpresenceasary
otherlietizeii.

The notion of an "electronicagoraalso underliesthe conceptof electronic
town liall meetingstoutedad infiiiltuiii duringthe 1996 U.S. presidentialicam-
paign. Vice PresidenAl Gorein partictilarwould have usbelievethatey,berspace
providesthe cureto Aiiierlca’s democratiadecline. No longerneedcitizensfeel
left out of the processof government,saythe new cyberagorlaiis; now via the
miracle of the moderneve 07ie canbe involvedin public discussionsandcom-
munalpolicy decisions.In cyberspaceave would thusrealizea true democrag, a
dreamthat hashistorically low voter ttiriiotits testlfx,) hasso evidently failedin
our physicalcommunities.
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For slotingpeopleespeciallycyberspacéeclonsasaplacewherethey might
build a betterlife." For thefirst time in several generationsAmericansgraduat-
ing from high schoolandcollege arefinding they areLiiillk elv to have a higher
standardof living tliaii their parents. Most will be lucky to matchtheir par
ents. Witli “real life” prospectgettingtougherby the year someyoungAmer-
icansare turning to cyberspacanstead. The locus of their dreams,as Sherry
Turkle haschronicled,areoftenMUD worlds. Onedisspiritedtwenty-something
told Turkle bluntly, “MUDs got me backinto themiddleclass. He did notmean
this literally; he wasreferringonly to the onlineworld of his MUD whereheand
his friendsareenegeticandproductve cybercitizens.

Anotherof Turkle’s subjectsjosh, explainedhis life in the physicalworld in
thefollowing bleakterms:*“l live in aterrible partof town. | seearat hole of an
apartment] seea dead-end’oh, | seeAIDS.” In his MUD world, on the other
hand,Joshsaid:“l seefriends,| have somethingo offer, | seesafesex.” There,as
anexpertatbuilding virtual cafes heis arespectedyberentrepreneurAccording
to Turkle,“MUDs offer josha senseof participationin the Americandream’. He
hopeghatonedaywhenMUDs becomecommerciakenterprisefiewill beableto
turn his cyberbuilding skills into arealliving. For youngpeoplelik e this Turkle
notes MUDs provide “a senseof amiddle-clasgpeergroup’

MUDs may not be paradisebut for anincreasingnumberof America’s youth
cyberspaceseemsa more appealingplacethanthe reality of their physicallives.
As aspacedhatis freefrom middle-classlump,andis immunefrom theproblems
of urbandecayandsocialdisinteggrationplaguingso mary “real life” communi-
ties, cyberspacdeclonsasa decidedlymoreutopiandomain. On the otherside
of themodem theseyoungmenandwomenseea spacedo meetanddatein safety
aplacewherethey

p.287
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canhavethekind of powerandsignificancancreasinglybeyondreachin their
physicallives.

Yet for all the optimismof cyberutopianghe digital domainis considerably
less*heavenly” thanmary of its championsvould have usbelieve. While it is true
thatcyberspaceloesenableinteractionbetweernpeoplewho would not normally
have contactin their physicallives,therearealreadyhintsthatthis socialleveling
is notasuniversalaswe areoftentold. In short,it is farfrom clearthatthe“pearly
gates”of cyberspacareequallyopento all.

Thereis anintriguing historical parallel herethat may help to castlight on
the future of cyberutopianism.This may seema surprisinganalogy but literary
scholarBrian Conneryhasshavn thatmary featuresof the new cyberutopianism
werepresagedh thefirst Europearcoffeehousesf the seventeentitentury Like
cyberspacetheseearly coffeehouseslso provided a new socialspacein which
peoplecould mix acrossclasslines, enablingnoblesandtradesmerno rub shoul-
ders.Heretoo, Connerysays the coffeehousesould be seemas‘“reincarnations”
of theclassicalagora.In this respecthey constituteda kind of utopiansocialex-
periineiit, which, like cyberspaceheld out the proi-nlseof a moreequalsociety
for all. In consideringcyberspaceandits potentialasa utopiansocialspacethe
history of the coffechotiseoffersanilluminating casestudy

Within the new coffeehouseculture what matteredmost was not wealth or
title, but a quick wit anda keengraspof the latestnews. As in cyberspacdo-
day, topical informationwasa key cornmodi, andafterthe first nevspapemwas
foundedin 1665coffeehousedecoi-iieprimary placesfor the pliblic dissemina-
tion of news. After the establishmenof the penry postin 1680 coffeehouses
also becameiattiral locationsfor delivery of ii-iail.  Prior to tlils, ii-i@ill had
beenliaiid-deliveredbv portersand was a service’lable only to ther’cli. Bv
ro\71dliig a ptibl'c x@eiitic for d’

aval I is-

seilliiiatloii of news andiiiall, coffeeliotisesseed @i similar social
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ft 'on to theInternettodar with 'ts onlI’ne news servicesandits -incti | |

electronicmall. Indeed,Connerysays,thesevenues'served aslaboratories
for experimentation'with mary of the freedomghatwould be enshrinedn laws
andconstructiondaterin the century-including "freedomof the press freedom
of associatiorandassemblyfreedomof speech.™

Yetthegenuinelydemocratizingrendsopenedup by the coffechousesvould
prove short-lived. From the start, dissenteroh)ectedto the mixing of classes
that occurredthere,andin truth therewas somethingchallengingabouta place
where, as one seveiiteenth-centurypolemicistput it, "a worthy Lawyer and an
errantPickpoclet” couldmeeton equalfooting. Butit wasnotjust’deforcesthat
workedagainsthe egalitarianspirit of the cof-

outsi I

feehousednternalforcesalsowould playarolein its demise. It is here,Con-
nery suggeststhat the history of the coffeehousé'holds a potentialwarningfor
thosewho dreamthatthe Internetwill createutopiandisclirsive communities."15

Two forcesin particularworkedagainsthenew egalitarianspirit: "thereestab-
lishmentof authority"and"theinstitutionof exclusivity." Both suggestessongor
eyberspaceoday In theory anyonecould speakat a coffeehousediscussion-in
principle all voiceswere equal-but in practicemostplacessoonbecamedomi-
natedby thevoicesof afew, or evenjustonestarspealer. Ratherthancondemn-
ing suchbehaior, proprietorsusedthesestarclients"asadraw for otherpatrons,”
a stratgy that Connerynotesis muchthe sameas"online servicegtoday] who
tout the participationof starsfrom Hollywoodor the musicindustry™

Anyonewho hasparticipatedon USENET groupsknows that all voicesare
notequal,with discussioroftendominatedoy a smallcadreof regularvociferous
posters."Newbles"to establishedensgroupsoften geta verv chilly reception,
andat leastonepopularnensgroupis famousfor its harshlyiiieqtiltable environ-
ment. The caseof alt.folklore.urbaii,or AFU asit is known, makesfor an
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interestingexampleof 'tist how quickly "atitliori is indeedbeingreestablished
in cyberspace.

If anywherein cyberspaceughtto be egalitarian,AFU shouldbe. Thisis a
newsgroupdevotedto delunkingmythsandl11 urbanlegends.'Discussionsange
over avastspectrumfroi-n old

favoriteslik e alligatorsin the seversto reportsof high-techJapaneséoilets
andrtii-nors aboutthe CIA. As the group’s Web site explains, AFU is "a great
placeto geta reality checkon anything that| a friend’ told you, or to compare
notesaboutoddthings."Yet despiteits populistmission,harshtreatmenif new-
blesby AFU regularsis legendary Hereis one netizens reaction: "Tell you
what scaregthe shit out of me on the Net, AFU. Now theres a newsgroupto
dread. Postingasa newbie there shouldbe one of those(often fatal) moves
groupedunderthe sameheadingas accidentallyshootingyourself throughthe
privateparts."AFU regularspointedlysetoutto bait nevbleswith mockpostings
known as"trolls,” a form of mockery that holds up to public ridicule those’th
theinnersubtletiesof the culture. Michelenot corversantwl | | Tepper" herself
one of the AFU elite, haspointedout that all social groupsneedinternalrules
to maintaingroupidentity; nonethelesshenotesthatthe virulent atmospheref
AFU suggestshat equalopportunityof expressionis not a high priority for this
cyberspaceommunity

In AFU we can also withessthe secondanti-democratizingrend identified
by Conneryin coffeehouseculture: "the institution of excluswity.” Already the
publicly accessibleéAFU newsgrouphasspunoff two exclusive, invitation-only
lists. Infact,mary newvsgroupshow have exclusive spin-of liststhatarenotopen
to thepublic. Connerytells usthata similar move alsooccurredin the London
coffechousesasearly asthe seconddecadeof the eighteenthcentury BY that
time regular denizenshadbegunto 'thdraw froi-i-i thelioi pollo’ 'iito exclusive
privaterooms.

wi (N I

Eventually theseselectgatheringded to the establlsliii-ieiit of |
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an extremelyexclusive place. Up until 1993 (when"browser" softrvarefor the
World Wide Web first became]able), few peopleotits’de uii’ verst'es andre-
searchsettings

aval I 11

hadaccess$otheNet. Evennow therearemary peoplewhostill cannotafford
anappropriatecomputeranda monthly Internetaccesgee. And thatis trueeven
in rich countriedike America. If cvberspacés to becomeatruly equitableplace
theii we aregoing

I
to have to facethe questionof how to ensurethat everyonehasequal ac-
cess. Not 'ust peoplewho arewell-off, but alsothosewho

[

't. Moreover, if we areseriousaboutcreatingsomekind of arenl | |

cyberutopiathentherich developedworld is goingto have to take seriously
thetaskof makingthe Internetavailableto developingcountriesaswell.

Oneaspecif early coffeehouseculturethatwasnever egall itar anwas1 its
gendemix. Whateverelsemayhave beenin flux, maleauthoritywasmaintained
there,and few womenparticipatedin this scene. Cyberspacas accessiblgo
women,but how much,really, is the"secondsex" welcoi-ne? Althoughthewired
world doesoffer genuineopportunitiedor woi-nen,all is riot rosyin thisslipposed
paradiseof genderdissolution. Behindtheutopianrhetoric,thebits canstill pack
a hefty sexist bite. Voluii-ies have beenwritten aboutgenderand cyberspace,
andit is beyond the scopeof this book to give morethana passingglli-npse at
the sub)ect. Btit let LIS coiisider)’'ustone examplethat | think is particularly
llitimlilatlilg-a caseof online sexual harassment.

Fen womenaremoreacquaintedt@ @itli this SLib’ectthanStepliaiileBrall. In
nadehercvberlife hell andfinallv spilledoverinto her"reallife."19 I’ lic incident
beganwhen
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Brall daredto standLip In supportof a voting womanwhom shethought",as
beingunfairly treatedonthe USENET(groupalt.ziiies,a groupdevotedto discus-
sion of alternatve magazineOr zinc culture. The sloLiiig womanhadposteda
i-nessageequestiiigto talk about'Riot Grrls” zliies-RlotGrrls beinga subculture
of politically astuteyoungwomenwith ptiiik-rock culturalleaniiigs. Giventhe
nattireof theiiewsgrotip,andthefactthat"zilles"

'fically aboutalternatvesto iiia’iistream culture, it wasa are specll | nat-
ural requestbut somemenon the grolip veheii-ieiitly protested. Not only did
they riot wantto discussgrrl-culture,thev didn’t wantanyoneelseon the group
to either One hostile male suggestedhe young womanstarther own group:
alt.grrl.dumbcunts.

Enragedtthisiiiequity, Brail weighedn with commentsiefendingheyoung
womans right to speak,commentsthat, by her own admissionwere loud and
opinionated. Whatensuedvasaflamewar. More insidiously Brail becamehe
tamget of online sexual harassment.Soon,"reamsof pornographidext detailing
gangrapeswerepouringinto hermailbox. Yetalthoughshehadalliesontheorig-
inal newsgroup,mary quickly tired of the flamewar andbecameaunsympathetic
to herplight. Someevensaidthat by complainingabout"Mik e" (the harasser),
sheandherallieswerecensoringhim.

EventsreachedaheadwhenBrall recevedamessagérom Mik e ata separate
private e-mall address. This aggressie strangerhad somehav accessedvhat
shouldhave beenprotectedinformationabouther personalife. Chillingly, the
messageead: | know you're in Los Angeles. Maybel caii comeover andfix
your

11 plumbing.” Now Brall beganto fear for her physicalsafety The
offensive only endedwhenMlk e’s guardslippedandBrall wasableto sleuthout
his privatec-mail address.After thatshenever heardfrom him again.

''he story endswell, but happy endingsareriot all thatmatter andthe case
revealssomeratherdisturbingundercurrent
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cyberutopia. Brall's casemay have beenextreme,bait oiiline iiastinessto-
ward womenis riot unusual: it is a commonreasorwomengive for not want-
ing to participatein mary cyberspacdorums. In thefaceof online harassment
womenareoftentold to justfight back,"btit thatmaybeeasiesaidthandone. As
Brail pointsout, "tlils is easyadvicefor aloud-mouthedcollege-agedknow-It-all
who hasall thetime in the world, but doesit applyto real, working womenwho
don't have thetime andluxury to’fight back’againsonline’erks?"Moreover, why
shouldwomenhave to fight backas"the price of admission"? "Men don't usu-
ally have to jJump througha hoopof sexual innuendoandanti-feministbacklash
simply to participate."” For mary womenit is somucheasierto justlog off.

And thatistheprimaryreasorfor concerraboutrampantybermisogyry. Un-
derthe guiseof the First Amendmenthe cyberelite hasmounteda mantra-like
defenseof freedomof speechthis supposedlyorefeatureof cyberutopia. But
onehasto ask: Freedomof speechfor whom? Not, apparentlyfor the young
womanwho wantedto talk aboutRiot Grrl zines. And not, apparentlyfor Brail,
speakingn her defense. Whenwomenwho make postingsto alt.feminismare
called "bitches" by angry young men, is that freedomof speech? When, on
X-Files newsgroupswomenaretold thattheir lusty postingsin praiseof David
Duchorny are obscenejs that freedomof speech? When, on Star Trek news-
groups,womenareflamedfor expressingdissatisctionwith the femalerolesin
theseriesjs thatfreedomof speech?"How mary women,"wondersBrall, "have
stoppedpostingtheir wordsbecausehey weresick of constantlybeingattacled
for their opinions?"™" Thuswe mustask,who is this eyberutopiareallv goingto
befor?

Womenarent theonlv onesencountering@bstaclesi thedigital doii-iain. Sim-
ilar barriersalsoconfronthomose&uals,noiiwhites,andiioii-Anglos. 'Fhe hear-
enlyvision of aplace
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men of all nationswill walk in harmoty" is one of the prime fantasied.in-
der which cyberspaces being promoted,yet despitemary cyberspacesnthu-
siasts’public paeando pltiralism, all culturesare not equally welcomein cy-
berspace.On the contrary commentatoZlauddin Sardarsuggestshatwhatwe
areseeings notsomuchaspacdor vibrantpluralisiii but anew form of Western
imperialism.

Sardamotesthatmuchof therhetoricusedby cyberspacehampionss dravn
from the languageof colonization. Cyberspacés routinelyreferredto asa "new
continent"or a "new frontier" andits conquestindsettlemenbftencomparedo
the conquestindsettlemenbf the "New World." A typical examplecomesfrom
Ivan Pope,editor of the British cyberspacanagazine3W, who describedt as
"one of thosemythical places,like the AmericanWest or the African Interior,
thatexcitesthe passion®f explorersandcarpetbaggeralike.” The headlinefor a
cover storyfrom the SanFrancisco-basedyberpunk'ournal Mondo 2000

declaredSiMply,’'HE RUSHIS ON! COLONIZING CYBERSRACE.

Thethemeof colonizationis alsoreflectedn awidely quoteddocumentitled
"Cyberspacandthe AmericanDream:A MagnaCartafor the KnowledgeAge,"
whichwasputtogethemy right-wing think tankthe ProgresandFreedonoun-
dation,andbasedon the ideasof a groupthatincludedEstherDysonandAlvin
Toffier. This cyberMagnaCartastatesluntly, "whatis happeningn cyberspace
... [callsto mind] thespirit of inventionanddiscoverythatled... generationsf pi-
oneerdo tamethe Americancontinent."In asimilar vein, the ElectronicFrontier
Foun~dation’s JohnPerryBarlow haswritten that"Columbuswas probablythe
lastpersonto beholdso muchusableandunclaimedreal estatg(or unrealestate)
asthesecybernautdave discovered.™

........ of

the AmericanWestthatthe writers of the cyber MagnaCartawould emulatealso
entailedthe"taniliig" (andoften
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erasure)of dozensof other cultures. Accordingto Sarday thatis alsothe
hiddendangerof eyberspace. Ratherthaii embracingother culturesand their
traditions,he suggestshat"cvberspaces particularlygearedowardsthe erasure
of all noii-WesterrhistAsheexpla’'ns:"If Coltiiiibus,Drake andotherswash-

ones. I

buckling heroesof Westerncivilization were no worsethan pioneersof cy-
berspacethenthey [too, by associationinusthave

1 beena goodthing. 112’ The ’iiipl'’cation, Sardarnotes,is thatthe
colonlzedpeople"should be thaiikflil" for all the "wonderflil" technologieghe
Westernerdrought. It is certainlyworth asking,as Sardardoes,why is it that
at atime whencolonial frontier metaphorsarebeingso critiquedelseavherethey
shouldbe embracedy championsf cyberspace.

Whatever this cyberspatialfrontier rhetoric implies aboutour past, perhaps
moreinsidiouslyit hintsat anongoingculturalimperialism. A frontier, by def-
inition, is a placewherethingsarebeingformedanav. And newnessis exactly
whatmary cyberenthusiastprize above all else. For too mary of them, history
is of little interest,becausavhatreally mattersis the future, a gloriousunprece-
dentedfliture thatwill supposedlyemege Athena-like from their heads. In such
anatmospheref fliture-worship,Sardarsays therecanbe no genuinerespector
thetraditionsof any culture. With theworld constantlybeingfori-nedanev atthe
digital frontier, traditionalwaysof thinking andbeingareall too easilyreducedo
guaintctirlosities: "Otherpeopleandtheir culturesbe-

1121

comesomary models’,somary zerosandonesin cyl)erspace.It is aprocess
thatSardardecriesas"the intisetimlzatloiiof theworld."

Onaglobalscalemorewer, cvberspacerovidesunprecedentedpportunities
for "corporationdto] tradeglgabytesof illformation aboutmones anddeath."Let
us never forgetthe role of the military in theiiiltlal developmentof cyberspace,
andtheir continuingpresenceatthe forefrontof thistechnology It is riot
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' “ficant thatthefirst-ever appl’cat’onof iiitilt’ tiseronl'ne v’

lisignl [ I [ ir-

ttial reall wasfor air intercontinentabattleslintilation.” Beyond the military
oiie of the greatesusersof cyberspaces the financialiiidtistry, aiid it is already
kilown thatbillions of crime dollars sloshtindetectedhroughthe world’s com-
puter networks, dissohed into apparentegitli-nacy by the ptirifylig power of
sillcoil. If, asSardaraild otherssuggest,'cvbercrli-i-ic is goingto bethecrli-ne
of theftlttire,” thenratherthaii brliigliig to iiilnd the New Jerusalemolle iiiight
wonderif cyberspacavill beniorelike aiiew Gomorrah.”

Thinkiiig aboutthe potentialof cyberspacewe mightconsidemrall thisin Dan-
teanterms. As aiiian of the Middle Ages, Dantelived beforethe time when
technologycameto be seenasaforcefor creatinga New Jerusalem.In histime,
humanactiontendedto be associatednore with the creationof Hell. One of
themostpowerful messagesf The Divine Comedyis thatHell is a placewe hu-
mansmalke for ourseles. As | notedin ChapterOne,in the medieszal cosmos
Hell wasthe spacédliterally within the sphereof humanactwvity, andit is no co-
incidencethat Danteplacedit insidethe earth. MetaphoricallyspeakingDantes
Infernowasthe innerspaceof sick men’s minds,a placeof vanity, delusion,ego,
andself-obsession.The poor soulstrappedthereweredoomedio spendeternity
wallowing in the humanraces collective psychicdiseaseandexcrement.

Now cyberspacdoo is an inner spaceof humanitys own making, a space
wherethe vilest sidesof humanbehaior canall too easi’ly effloresce. In the
pastfew yearsnco-Naziand skinhead'tes have prol'feratedoil the web, while
USENETgroupsmake

Si I

it all the easierfor racistsand bigotsto spreadtheir messagesf hatred.21
Surfingsuchsites,with their openlyviolent, antisocial,andantlgosernnientdia-
tribes,is truly to descendnto aiiew circle of Hell. To sar nothingof poriiograph
for which the Web hasundotibtedlybeeiithe greatesbooii sincetheiii veiition of
photography As Sardatiiotes, the underbellyof cyberspacés indeed'a

8. 1: Detail from Areiia ChapelLast Judgment. Might cyberspacéecome
less
like Hearen,andmorelike Hell?
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grotesquesoup."Oneis remindedhereriot somuchof Paradiseput, asin Fig-
ure8. 1, of theotherpole of inedlex7al sotil-space.In short,while contemporary
exponentf theRenaissancaditionseecyberspacasapotentiallylica@7eiily
place,liarkiiig backto the earliermedieval tradition, thereis eve potential,if we
arenot careful,for cyberspacéo belesslike Heasrenandmorelik e Hell.

BEYONDCYBER-UTOPIR

Yet having recognizedheinadequag of muchcyberutopianrhetoricandthe
riot iiisignificantiiiequitieswithlii mary cyberspaceommunl'tiestoday | would
like to endthis work on a positive theme,for it seemdo me thatin spite of its
problemscyberspaceloesoffer usanessentiallypositive vision. Thereis asense
in which | believe it could contributeto our understandingf how to build better
communities. | do notwantto usethe word utopian"here,becausehatconcept
hasdistinctly Christianundertonesand | want to finish on a note that is less
Christocentric)JessEtirocentric,andmoreuniversal. | wantto returnhereatthe
endof our storvto anideathatwasintroducedattheendof ChapteiSix-tlie notion
of cyberspacasa network of relationships. It is thisinherentlyrelationalaspect
of eyberspacehat!| believe cansene asa powerful metaphorfor building better
communities.

By its verv nature,c 7berspacalravs our atteiitioll to soillcthing that has
beenimplicitlv realizedbv mostmyth systemsandtraditionalreligionsthe world
over-tlie wav in which humanbeiiigs are boundtogetherauto communitiesbv
networksof relatloiiships. Sincecnrl)erspacdtself is aiietmork of relationships,

strongcaiiiiiiiiiilt-,. ~ I'lils pointis crucial,andit warrantsour atteiitioil.
Whatever peoplearedoingin cvberspaceandwhateverits
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contentcy,berspacéself is anetwork of relationshipsn anumberof different
senses. Firstly, atits underlyingmateriallevel it consistsof a physicalnetwork
of computerdinkedtogetherby phonecables,optic fibers,andcommunications
satellites. But alongwith this physicalnetwork, thereis alsoa vastnonphysi-
cal network, for mary of the relationshipshat constitutecyberspacere purely
logical links, implementednly in software. On bothlevels,the very essencef
cyberspacés relational:lIt is asetof relationshipsetweerhardwarenodesonthe
onehand,andon the otherhandbetweersoftware entitiessuchasWeb sitesand
Telnetsites.

Onbothlevels,cyberspaceansene asa metaphoifor cornmunl’'ty, because
humancommunitiesalso are boundtogetherby networks of relationships;the
kinship networks of our families,the socialnetworks of our friends,andthe pro-
fessionahetworksof our work associates.

Within any moderncommunitythereare also networks of interrelatedbusi-
nessesnetworksof socialservicesnetworksof churchesnetworksof healthcare
providers,andso on. Like cyberspacethesehumannetworks also have both
physicaland nonphysicalcomponents. Health carenetworks, for example,are
comprisedof a physicalcollectionof hospitalbuildings, but they alsorely on a
network of immateriallinks betweerdoctorsandspecialistavho referpatientsto
oneanother Heretoo, thereareboth"hardware"and"software"components.

In maintainingthe integrity of cyberspacesa globally sharedspacethe up-
keepof reliablenetwork links is crucial. Anyonewho hasever experiencedliffi-
cultiesloggingontotheNetbecausef abadline knowshow critically cyberspace
dependon good network links. In otherwords, the strengthof cyberspaceas
a whole dependson the maintenancef good connectionsdbetweenthe various
nodes. Again this is a powerful metaphorfor humancommlinities,becausehe
strengthof our communitiesalso dependsn the maintenancef good“strong”
connectiondetween‘nodes”-tliat is betweenindividuals, and betweenvarious
socialgroups. Justlike cyberspacethe integrity of humansocialspacealsode-
pendson the strengthandreliability of our networks.

Anotherfeaturethat bindstogetherary humancommunityis the factthata

which will show group of people“inhabit” a common“world” thatis, they sharea commonvi-

what happens if

sion of reality, or acommon“worldview.” Centralto the creationof acommon

| try to insert a worldview is a commonlanguagefor languages the primary meansby which

commmentary

in the mamin.
| guessthat I'll
have to expand
the mamgin and
reduce the size
of the text to
male this work

properly.

we humansmake senseof the world aroundus. Whatis realfor any peopleare
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thosethingsfor which they have words,thoseconceptsandideaswhichtheirlan-
guageliterally articulates.Thereis a sensan which languagecreateshe world
of any people.Now cyberspacetself is a “world” createcby languagea world
thatactuallycomesinto beingthroughthe power of speciallydesigneccomputer
languagesOnceagain then,in its very ontologycyberspacsernesasa metaphor
for processethatarecentralto the creationof humancommunities.

The“world-making”power of languagénasbeenrecognizedn themythsand
creationstoriesof culturesandreligionstheworld over. In the Old Testamentfor
example,we find thefamousphrasé'ln the beginningwasthe Word." With these
wordsthe anclentauthorsof the Hebrev scripturesacknavliedgethat beforelan-
guagetherewas,in effect, nothing. Theworld-inakingpower of languages also
recognizedy the sophisticateaulturesof the AListrallan Aborigineswho tradi-
tionally sangsongsasthey walkedacrossheland,believing thattheirincantations
calledthelandinto being. The entirecontinentof Australiais crisscrossetty a
network of walking tracksknown as"soiig-lliies," eachassociatedtli a comple
cycle of songs. For Aboriginal people thesesong-

wil I

lines forii-ied the basisfor a coiitliieiit-wide navlgatioil S’ stem, all elab-
orately strtiCtLired network 1)v which tliev rationallv madesenseof their vast
land. In essencethroughthe power of languagethe
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soiig-lliics gave structureto a land thatfor liLindreds of miles at a stretchis
ali-nostfeattirelessdesert. To puttlils anotherwav, the song-lliiestransformed
the "emptiness'of the deserinto anorderedandstructuredspace. They actually
generatedhe gcographicspaceof Aboriginal life. Moreover, thesesoiig-lliies

provl I 1

"tiesthatpopulatedhe At-Istral’aii continent.
cominunll 1 1

Cyberspacalsois a paradigmatianstanceof the "worldmaking" power of
language. At every level of electroniccommunicatloiiwithin the Internetthere
arespeciallanguage®r

11  protocols"to ensurghatall themachinesantalk to onean-

other Cyberspacasa communallysharedworld would simply not be pos-
siblewithout the immaterialpower of language. In additionto various"network
protocols,"therearealsospecialprotocolsthatdeterminehow written text should
be encodedor transmissiorover the Net, andalsofor how graphics,sound,and
videoshouldbe encoded. You cannotin factdo arnything in cyberspaceavithout
invoking numerousgelectroniclanguagesndprotocols.

More critical even thanits hardware, cyberspacas madepossi’ble by the
ephemeratechnologyof language. As the greatphilosopherof spaceHenri
Lefelbvrewould say the"production”of cyberspaceannotereducedolelytoits
physicalcomponent® Theirreducibility of cyberspaceo its physicalsubstrate
is

"dent’n its structure which, aswe have noted,is partly physical

evl |

and partly not. As William Gibsoncorrectly anticipatedin his fiction, the
essencef cyberspaces notits materialconnectiongut its logical (or linguistic)
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ones.In theend,cyberspacés notjustaphysicalnetwork, it is above all alogical

network.

And again,thereis a profoundlycommunaldimensionto the “production” of
cyberspacefor asa matterof practicalreality, the electroniclanguageshat pro-
ducethis digital domainmustbedesignedandimplementedy largeinternational

groupsof
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network engineerandcomputerscientists.@,@,cryoneof theclec-

troiilc languagesand protocolsthat make cvberspacegossibleare carefully,
designedos@ specializednternationalcommittees. Moreover, oncethesepro-
tocolsareestablishedthey onlv work effectively becausehe hole network coii-
imtinib, @ agreego abideby thesecommoncodes. Without this mutualrespon-
sibility, the colicrenceof cyberspaceavould quickly breakdown, becausall sey-
meritsof the Net would no longerbe ableto communicatevith oneanother In-
deed,they, i-nlght not be able to communicateat all. The very existenceof
cvberspacasa globally sharedspacethusdependson a highly cooperatre and
mutuallyresponsibléty. In thissensecvberspaceés aiiiarvelousexampleof

commuiii I I
what sucha coi-nmtiiilty canachieze-nothinglessthaii the creationof a new
globalspaceof being.

Thereis hereanimportantlessorthatl believe we canlearnfrom cyberspace:
Any communitythatshares "world" is necedy boundiiito anetwork of respon-
sibility. Withoutthe continusari

ing supportof acommlinl, any world (thatis, anv spaceof being)
Tl begin to fall apart. If cyberspaceéeachesisanytli’iig, it isthatwl I 11

the worlds we conceve (tlie spacesve "Inhabit") are coinmtinal protectsre-

Somereaderswill protestatthis point. They will ob’ectthatif cyberspaces
acommunallyproducedworld, thatthe phys-

ex,eii | I
reliant on us for its stisteiiaiice. On onelevel this is true: The physicalworld
wouldriot breakdown if every human

beingdisappearetbmorron. Wliat would breakdown, llowex,er,

"tholit collt’iiti’ | supportis our particularconcepwil iiig coii-iii-itina 1

tloii of tlils world-otir iaorldvien. Considerfor examplethefliii-
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traiisi 1 1 1 1 1 istcoilcep-

tloii of spiritualspaceandphvsicalspace}o the modernscientific
@s,orldx@i&v (@srlthits monasticconceptiorof space). ’I'lirotigliotit
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thistranst'oii thepliys’cal world’tselfdid notchangeyetasamatterof lived
reality, theworld asperceved by the medievalsactuallydisappeared.This com-
plex dtialistic spatialschemeavasreplacediy a nev monasticspatialschemawith
radically differentproperties. Thereis a sensan which we mustconcludethat
the medieval world broke down-notbecause¢he cosmosdtself changedtharacter
but becauseommunitysupportfor this particularworldview graduallyeroded.

just as eyberspacds communallyproduced,so in a profoundsenseare all
spaces.Whethemwe aretalking aboutmedieval conception®f spiritualspacepr
scientificconception®f physicalspacegvery kind of spacemustbe conceptual-
ized,andhencell produced,'by acommunityof people. Hereagain,language
is key, for every differentkind of spacerequiresadifferentkind of language.Just
ascyberspaceould not comeinto beinguntil new kinds of languagedor elec-
troniccommunicatiorhadbeendeveloped,soarny new kind of spacerequireshe
developmentbf anew language.

Take, for example,astronomicalspace. In Copernicus’time theresimply
did not exist a languagefor talking aboutcosmologlcalphenomenan physical
terms. Overthe pastfour centuriesscientistshave graduallydevelopeda sophis-
ticatedlanguagef physicalcosmologysothatthosetodaywho studyphenomena
suchas"neutronstars"and"pulsars,"the "big bang"andthe"Hubbleexpansion,”
"gravitational lensing"and"stellar spectrums'cannow communicateefficiently
andeffectively with oneanother To nameis, in aprofoundsenseto create. And
oneof the majorachievementsof the scientificrevolution wasto articulatea lan-
guageof physicalspace.Indeedthecreationof new scl'fie languagess aconstant
andongoingpartof scientific

entl I

history. In our own centuryscientistsstudyingrelativistic spacehave gradu-
ally developedtheir own languageasalsohave thosewho tlieorlze abouthyper
space. Anyonewho doubtsthese
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disciplineshave their own separatdanguagesiiav like to try readingsome
of their papers. The factthat eachscientific discipline doesnow have its own
languages preciselywhy it hasbecomeso difficult even for other scientiststo
keepupin fieldsoutsidetheir domainof speciality

My pointhereis notto suggesthatastronomicaspaceor relatvistic spaceare
merefigmentsof ourimaginationsput ratherto acknavledgethatthe"production
of space"-ay kind of spaceimecessarilya coi-nmunalactiity. The spaceghat
we iiihabit areirrevocablyarticulatedov communitiesof people who cannotex-
presstheir ideasaboutreality exceptthroughthe mediumof language. How we
seeoursehesembeddedn awider spatialschemas not simply a questionof get-
ting to know the "facts"; it is alwaysandever a matterfor socialandlinguistic
negotiation.

As Einsteinhimselfrecognizedit is thelanguagewve usetheconceptghatwe
articulateand hencethe questionghat we ask-thatdetermineghe kind of space
thatwe areableto see. By shiftingtheparametersf scientificlanguageEinstein
was ableto seea newv conceptionof space. Relatvistic spaceis no fiction (1
would not bewriting this manuscripata computeiif thedesigner®f microchips
hadnot understoodherelatvistic effectsof electronbehaior), btit thatsaid,it is
importantto understandhat relativistic spaceis not some"transcendentteality
in the mind of someGod. In avery powerful sensdt would not exist without
Einsteinandthe subsequentommunityof relativity phvsiclsts. If everyrelativity
physicistdiedtomorrav andevery paperon the stib’ectsuddenlydisappearedn
whatsensecouldrelativistic spacebe saidto "exist"? justasmedieval soul-space
disappeareavith the demiseof the coi-nniunltv who supportedhat concept,so
too relatiistic spacevould disappeafrom the humanpsychiclandscapeavithout

Sinceall spacesrenecessarilyhe productionof specific
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communities,it is not surprisingthat conceptionsof spaceoften reflectthe
societiesfrom which they spring. SamuelEdgertonhas noted, that the space
of linear perspectie wasa “visual metaphor”for the orderlinessand mercantile
rationality of fourteenth-centuryrlorentliie society’ The anthropologistEmile
Dtirkhelm hasarguedthatindeeddifferentsocieties’conception®f spacealways
reflectthe social organizationof their communities. He cites,for example,the
Zuni Indianswho divide spacento sevendistinctregions-north south,cast,west,
zenith,nadir, and centerwhich derived from their socialexperience. According
to Durkhelmthis seven-foldspacewvas'nothinglessthanthesiteof thetribe, only
indefinitelyextended.™

As a productionof late twentieth-centuryWesterncommunities cyberspace,
also,reflectsthe societyfrom whichit is springing. As we have noted this space
is cominginto beingat a time whenmary in the Westernworld aretiring of a
purely physicalistworld picture. Canit be a coincidencehatwe have invented
a new immaterialspaceat just this point in our history? At 'ust the point when
mary peoplearelongingoncemorefor somekind of spin“tualspace?

To recognizethe contingentnatureof our conceptionf spaceis not to de-
valuethem-relatiistic spaces no lessusefulor beautifulbecauseve understand
its cultural embeddednessBut in recognizingthis, we may becomelesslik ely
to devalueotherconceptionf space. The factthatwe now live with two very
differentkinds of space- physicalspaceandcyberspace might alsohelpusto
have a more pluralistic attitudetoward spacein general. In particular it might
encourage greateropennessowardothersocieties’spatialschemes.Moreover,
if the story we have beentracingin this book hasary lesson,| believe it is that
our spatialschei-nesareriot only culturally contingentthey arealsohistoricallv
contingent. Thereis 110 suchthliig asan ultiii-iate or supremevision of space;
thereis only everanopen-endegrocessn which
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[p.306] we may constantlydiscover new aspectf this endlesslyfascinating
phenomena.

Throughouthistory new kinds of spacehave comeinto being,asolder ones
have disappeared.With eachshift in our conceptiorof spacealsocomesa com-
mensurateshift in our conceptionof our universe-and henceof our own place
androle within thatuniverse. In thefinal analysisour conceptiorof oursehesis
indelibly linkedto our conceptionof space. As | notedat the startof this work,
peoplewho seethemselesembeddedn both physicalspaceandspiritual space
cannothelp bait seethemselesin a dualisticsenseasphysicalandspiritual be-
ings. But a peoplewho conceve of spacen purely physicaltermsarevirtually
compelledto seethemselesaspurely physicalbeings. This, of course,is not
the only choice; peoplein non-westerrcultureshave conceved entirely differ-
entoptions. Whatis universalis that conceptionf spaceand conceptionsof
self mirror oneanother In avery real sensewe arethe productsof our spatial
scheme.

With the adwentof cyberspaceave arethusalertedthat our conceptionof our
world, andof ourseles,is likely to change.just asthe adwentof otherkinds of
spacehave alwaysthrown the currentworldview into a stateof flux, sotoo cy-
berspacavill likely alterourvision of realityin powerful ways.justwhatchanges
will this new spaceprecipitate? Whatkinds of reality shiftswill it entrain? And
how will it affect our conceptionof our own role within the world system? We
cannotyetanswerthesequestiondor it is too earlyto know. In asensevearein
asimilar positionto European®f the sixteenthcenturywho were’ust becoming
awareof the physicalspaceof the stars,a spacequite outsidetheir prior concept-
loii of reality. Like Coperiiicus,we are privilegedto witnessthe davning of a
new kind of space. Whathistorywill make of this space appropriatelyenough,
only time will tell.
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