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Chapter Six:
C Y B E R S P A C E

With theexponentialforceof its own big bang,cyberspaceis explodinginto being
beforeour very eyes. Justascosmologiststell us that the physicalspaceof our
universeburstinto beingoutof nothingsomefifteenbillion yearsago,soalsothe
ontologyof cyberspaceis ex nihilo. We arewitnessingherethe birth of a new
domain,anew spacethatsimplydid notexist before.Theinterconnected"space"
of theglobalcomputernetwork is not expandinginto any previously existing do-
main;we have herea digital versionof Hubble’s cosmicexpansion,a processof
spacecreation.

Like physicalspace,this new "cyber" spaceis growing at an extraordinary
rate, increasingits "volume" in an ever-widening"sphere"of expansion. Each
daythousandsof new nodesor "sites"areaddedto theInternetandotheraffiliated
networks,andwith eachnew nodethe total domainof cyberspacegrows larger.
What increaseshereis not volumein any strictly geometricalsense—yetit is a
kindof volume.In cyberspaceeachsiteis connectedto dozens,or eventhousands,
of othersthroughsoftware-defined"hot buttons."Thesedigital connectionslink
sitestogetherin alabyrinthianwebthatbranchesout in many "directions"atonce.
In describingcyberspacewemightusethewords"web" and"net,"
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which classicallyare two-dimensionalphenomena,but even the mostneophyte
surferknows thatcyberspacecannotbeconstrainedby two axes.This new, enig-
matic,spaceis thesubjectof our remainingthreechapters.

Cyberspaceis not just expanding,it is doing so exponentially. In this sense
alsoits genesisparallelsthat of physicalspace.Accordingto the latesttheories
of cosmology, beforethe smoothlyexpandinguniversewe seetoday therewas
an early phaseof wildly excessive expansionthat physicistsrefer to as the "in-
flationary" period. During this phase,spaceswelledfrom a microscopicpoint
smallerthana protonto thesizeof a grapefruitin a fractionof a second.In this
larval stage,the rudimentsof large-scalecosmicstructurewere laid down, the
body-plan,asit were,for thegalacticwebthatconstitutesour universetoday.

Rightnow cyberspaceis goingthroughits own inflationaryperiod.In thepast
fifteenyears,theInternethasswelledfrom fewer thana thousandhostcomputers
to morethanthirty-seven million—and growing by the day. Becauseeachnew
nodebecomesin itself a hubfrom which furthernodesmight sprout,thegreater
thenumberof nodesthegreaterthepossibility for evenmoreexpansion.In this
seminalinflationaryphasethe large-scalestructureof the cyber-domainis also
beingformed.

The exponentialpatternof cyberspatialgrowth is evidencedby even a most
cursoryhistory. Thedawn of cyber-creation—thefirst quantumflicker, asit were,
of a new domaintunnelinginto being—canbetracedto California in 1969.That
yearsaw the formationof the world’s first long-distancecomputernetwork, the
ARPANET, fundedby the U.S. Departmentof Defense(DOD) throughits Ad-
vancedResearchProjectsAgency (ARPA). In October1969,techniciansfrom the
Boston-basedfirm Bolt BeranekandNewmanlinked together, via speciallylaid
telephonelines, two computershundredsof milesapart,oneat UCLA, theother
at theStanfordResearchInstitute.By theendof theyeartwo
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morenodeshadbeenaddedto this nascentnet—theUniversity of California at
SantaBarbaraandtheUniversityof Utah—makinga network of four sites.1

By thenext year, write computerhistoriansKatie HafnerandMatthew Lyon,
"theARPA network wasgrowing at a rateof aboutonenodepermonth,"2 andby
August1972it containedtwentyninenodeslocatedin universitiesandresearch
centersacrosstheUSA.3 In theseearlyyears,whenmaintaininga sitecostmore
than$100,000perannum(with all themoney comingfrom theDOD),growth was
necessarilyincremental.4 Indeed,by 1979,a decadeafter thefirst two siteswere
connected,therewerestill just sixty-oneARPANET sites.

The advantagesof what wasalreadybeingcalled "the Net" were,however,
becomingevident,andmoreandmorepeople—especiallycomputerscientists—
werecalling for online access.But asa researchprojectof theDefenseDepart-
ment, the ARPANET wasnot easilyavailableto anyoneoutsideARPA’s direct
circle. Clearly therewas needfor a civilian network as well. To that end, in
1980the NationalScienceFoundationdecidedto sponsora network to connect
the growing numberof computersciencedepartmentsaroundthe country—the
CSNET. Thoughseparate,thetwo networkswereinterconnectedsothatmembers
of eachcouldcommunicatewith oneanother. During theeighties,othernetworks
also were connectedto the ARPANET, creatinga global network of networks.
Thegrowing desireto communicatebetweennetworksbroughtabouttheneedfor
a standardizedsetof proceduresthatwould enableall networks to passinforma-
tion amongstthemselves—whatcameto be calledan "InternetProtocol."From
this originally technicaltermthe"Internet"wouldgetits name.

Still theNet remaineda rarefieddomain.In theearlyeightiesfew peopleout-
sidethemilitary andtheacademicfield of computersciencehadany network ac-
cess,andfew Americanswereevenawarethat"cyberspace"existed.5In theearly
1980sbulletin boardservices(BBS’s)alsostartedup,but thesewerenotgenerally
networkedtogether. Theword itself wasonly

1KatieHafner, andMark Lyon,WhereWizardsStayUp Late: TheOriginsof theInternet. New
York: SimonandSchuster, 1996,pp. 151-155.

2Hafner, ibid., p. 168.
3Hafner, ibid., p. 178.
4Hafner, ibid., p. 242.
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coinedin 1984,in William Gibson’s seminalcyberpunknovel, Neuromancer. In
1985,however, theexpansionof cyberspaceshiftedinto a highergear. Following
thesuccessof CSNET, theNationalScienceFoundationmadethefurtherdecision
to build a national"backbone"network to serve asthe foundationfor a seriesof
regionalnetworkslinking universitiesaroundthecountry. Replacingtheoutdated
ARPANET, this NSFNETwasthebasisof whatsoonbecametheInternet.

Thecreationof theNSFNETmarksaturningpointin thehistoryof cyberspace:
Herewasthestartof cyberspatialinflation. Sincethenthepaceof growth hasac-
celeratedrapidly, outstrippingthewildestimaginingsof its creators.By late1998,
asI write, theWorld Wide Web(which is themostpublic componentof the In-
ternet)hasover 300million pages.Somuchvolumeis beingaddedto theWorld
Wide Web that major catalogingservicessuchasYahooandAltaVista estimate
their librarieshave loggedonly 10 percentof thetotal. Inflationarygrowth on the
Webis now soextremethatexpertsworry they will neverbeableto keeptrackof
it all.

A hithertononexistentspace,eachyearthisnew digital domainplaysagreater
role in moreandmorepeople’s lives. Like many "netizens,"I now have e-mail
correspondentsaroundtheworld. Peoplewith whomit wouldbedifficult to com-
municatein the fleshareoften readily availableonline, especiallyif they work
in the academicarena. Almost all academicinstitutions,researchcenters,and
major librariesin theUnited Statesnow have Web sites. Throughmy computer
I canaccessthe catalogof the Library of Congressandthatof UCLA, which is
physicallylocatedjust a mile from whereI live. In thenot-too-distantfuture,the
texts themselveswill alsobeonline;asalreadyis thecontentof many magazines
andnewspapers.Why buy the New York Timeson paperwhenyou canreadit
onlinefor free?Moreover, in thenew publishingparadigmnow emerging, many
publisherseschew hardcopy entirelyandonly publishonline.
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Businessestoo are stakingout a presencein cyberspace.Seeminglyevery
corporationfrom IBM and Nike on down now sportsa Web site packed with
corporatePRandproductinformation. Includedin anincreasingnumberof sites
is alsothe ability to purchaseonline. Clothes,books,cosmetics,airline tickets,
andcomputerequipment(to namejust a few items)cannow beboughtover the
Net. Accordingto a recentCommerceDepartmentreport,ten million peoplein
the United StatesandCanadahadboughtsomethingonline by the endof 1997.
Thereportestimatesthatelectroniccommerceshouldreach$300billion by 2002.
Thevirtual mall hasarrived.

Whateverthevisionof theInternet’sfounders,cyberspacehaslongsinceburst
thehuskof its academicseedpod.Thesedayseverysecondcollegekid in America
hashis or her own homepage,spawning what mustbe the largestarchive ever
of the adolescentmind. A growing numberof familiesarealso "moving" into
cyberspace,keepingloved onespostedonline with digitized snapshotsof their
summerholidays.With theadventof automatedWebsite-authoringsoftware,the
family homepageis destinedto becomeasubiquitousastheold photoalbum—
anda lot morepublic.

Most prominently, cyberspaceis a new place to socializeand play. Chat
rooms,newsgroups,IRC channels,online conferencesandforums,andthe fan-
tasyworldsknown asMUDs—all seemto promisealmostinfinite scopefor social
Interaction.Moreover, in cyberspaceonecanreadilysearchfor friendswith sim-
ilar interests.As onlinepioneerHowardRheingoldhaswritten, while "you can’t
simply pick up a phoneandaskto beconnectedwith someonewho wantsto talk
aboutIslandicart or California wine, or someonewith a three-year-old daugh-
ter or a forty-year-old Hudson,you can,however, join a computerconferenceon
any of thesetopics."6 Thelevel of discussionin many public forumsmaywell be
highly variable,but seriousprivateonlinediscussiongroupsaboundona

6HowardRheingold,TheVirtual Community:Homesteadingon the Electronic Frontier. San
Francisco:HarperPerennial,1994,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,thereareonehundredmillion peopleaccessingthe Internet
on a regularbasisandit is estimatedthat in thenext decadetherewill becloseto
a billion peopleonline. With threehundredmillion pagesalreadyon the World
Wide Web, it is currentlygrowing by a million pagesa day. In just over a quar-
ter century, this spacehassprunginto beingfrom nothing,makingit surelythe
fastest-growing "territory" in history.

In a very profoundsense,this new digital spaceis "beyond" the spacethat
physicsdescribes,for the cyber-realm is not madeup of physicalparticlesand
forces,but of bits andbytes. Thesepacketsof dataaretheontologicalfoundation
of cyberspace,theseedsfrom which theglobalphenomena"emerges."It maybe
anobviousstatementto saythatcyberspaceis not madeup of physicalparticles
andforces,but it is alsoa revolutionaryone.Becausecyberspaceis not ontologi-
cally rootedin thesephysicalphenomena,it is not subjectto thelawsof physics,
andhenceit is not boundby thelimitationsof thoselaws. In particular, this new
spaceis not containedwithin physicists’hyperspacecomplex. No matterhow
many dimensionshyperspacephysicistsaddinto their equations,cyberspacewill
remain"outside"themall. With cyberspace,wehavediscovereda"place"beyond
hyperspace.

We shouldnot underestimatethe importanceof this development.The elec-
tronic gatesof thesilicon chip have become,in a sense,a metaphysicalgateway,
for our modemstransportusout of thereachof physicists’equationsinto anen-
tirely "other" realm. WhenI "go" into cyberspaceI leave behindbothNewton’s
andEinstein’s laws. Here,neithermechanistic,or relativistic, or quantumlaws
apply. Traveling from Web site to Web site, my "motion" cannotbe described
by anydynamicalequations.Thearenain which I find myself onlinecannotbe
quantifiedby anyphysi-
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calmetric;my journeystherecannotbemeasuredby anyphysicalruler. Thevery
conceptof "space"takesonhereanew, andasyet little understood,meaning,but
onethatis definitively beyondphysicists’ken.

Ironically, cyberspaceis a technologicalby-productof physics. The silicon
chips,theoptic fibers,the liquid crystaldisplayscreens,thetelecommunications
satellites,even theelectricity thatpowersthe Internetareall by-productsof this
most mathematicalscience. Yet if cyberspacecould not exist without physics,
neitheris it boundwithin the purely physicalistconceptionof the real. In the
parlanceof complexity theory, cyberspaceis anemergentphenomena, something
thatis morethanthesumof its parts.Thisnew "global" phenomenaemergesfrom
the interactionof its myriad interconnectedcomponents,andis not reducibleto
thepurelyphysicallawsthatgovernthechipsandfibersfrom whichit indubitably
springs.

All this maysoundratherradical,andmany cyberspaceenthusiastshavesug-
gestedthatnothinglikecyberspacehasexistedbefore.But onthecontrarythereis
animportanthistoricalparallelherewith thespatialdualismof theMiddle Ages.
As we have seen,in that time Christiansbelieved in a physicalspacedescribed
by science(what they called"naturalphilosophy")anda nonphysicalspacethat
existed "outside" the materialdomain. This nonphysicalspacemetaphorically
paralleled thematerialworld, but it wasnotcontainedwithin physicalspace.Al-
thoughtherewereconnectionsandresonancesbetweenthetwo spaces,medieval
spiritualspacewasa separateanduniquepartof reality from physicalspace.

So too the advent of cyberspacereturnsus to a dualistic theaterof reality.
Onceagainwe find ourselveswith a materialrealm describedby science,and
an immaterialrealm that operatesasa differentplaneof the real. As with the
medieval world picture,thereareconnectionsandresonancesbetweenthesetwo
spaces.
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CommentatorN. KatherineHayleshasnoted,for example,thatonecannotexpe-
riencecyberspaceat all exceptthroughthephysicalsensesof thebody: theeyes
that look at the computerscreenor at the stereoscopicprojectionsof virtual re-
ality headsets,thehandsthat typethecommandsat thekeyboardandcontrol the
joysticks,theearsthatheartheRealAudio soundfiles. Yet while physicalspace
andcyberspacearenot entirelyseparate,neitheris thelattercontainedwithin the
former.

In someprofoundway, cyberspaceis anotherplace.Unleashedinto theInter-
net,my "location"canno longerbefixedpurelyin physicalspace.Just"where"I
amwhenI entercyberspaceis aquestionyet to beanswered,but clearlymy posi-
tion cannotbepinneddown to amathematicallocationin Euclidianor relativistic
space—notwith any numberof hyperspaceextensions! As with the medievals,
we in thetechnologicallychargedWeston theeve of thetwenty-firstcenturyin-
creasinglycontendwith a two-phasereality.

But what doesit meanto talk aboutthis digital domainasa "space"at all?
What kind of spaceis it? Somemight objectthat the online arenais just a vast
library—or lessgenerously, a vastsoup–ofdisconnectedinformationand junk.
Andcertainlythereis alot of junkonline.Nonetheless,it is importantto recognize
thegenuinelyspatialnatureof this domain.Whatever its contentmaybe,a new
context is cominginto beinghere;anew "space"is evolving.

What is at issue,of course,is the meaningof the word "space"and what
constitutesa legitimateinstanceof this phenomena.I contendthatcyberspaceis
notonly a legitimateinstantiationof thisphenomenabut alsoasociallyimportant
one.In the"ageof science" many of ushavebecomesohabituatedto theideaof
spaceasapurelyphysicalthingthatsomemayfind it hardto acceptcyberspaceas
agenuine"space."YetGibson’sneologismis apposite,for it capturesanessential
truthaboutthis new domain.WhenI "go into" cyberspace,my bodyremainsat
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restin my chair, but "I"—or at leastsomeaspectof myself—amteleportedinto
anotherarenawhich, while I amthere,I amdeeplyawarehasits own logic and
geography. To besure,this is a differentsortof geographyfrom anything I expe-
riencein thephysicalworld, but onethatis no lessrealfor notbeingmaterial.Let
me stressthis point: Just becausesomethingis not material doesnot meanit is
unreal, astheoft-citeddistinctionbetween"cyberspace"and"realspace"implies.
Despiteits lack of physicality, cyberspaceis a real place. I am there—whatever
this statementmayultimatelyturn out to mean.

Even in our profoundlyphysicalistage,we invoke the word spacespace"to
describefar morethanjust the physicalworld. We talk about"personalspace,"
andabouthaving "room to move" in our relationships,asif therewassomekind
of relationshipspace. We usethe terms"headspace"and"mental space,"and
Lacanianpsychoanalysists(following Freud)believe the mind itself hasa spa-
tial structure.Literary theoristsdiscussliterary spaceandartistsdiscusspictorial
space.

Contemporaryscientists,for their part, now envisagea whole range of non-
physicalspaces.Chemistsdesigningnew drugstalk aboutmolecularspace;biolo-
giststalk aboutevolutionaryspacesof potentialorganisms;mathematiciansstudy
topologicalspaces,algebraicspaces,andmetricspaces;chaostheoristsstudying
phenomenasuchasthe weatherandinsectplagueslook at phasespaces,as in-
deeddo physicistsstudyingthemotionof galaxiesandthequantumbehavior of
atoms;andin a recentScientificAmericanarticleanepidemiologicalanalysisof
the spreadof infectiousdiseasespositedthe idea of viral spaces."Space"is a
conceptthathasindeedcometo have enormousapplicationandresonancein the
contemporaryworld.

Most obviously, the online domainis a data space. This wasthe conceptat
thecoreof Gibson’s original cyberpunkvision. In Neuromancerandits sequels,
Gibsonimaginedthatwhenhis
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"consolecowboys" donnedtheir cyberspacehelmets,they wereprojectedby the
power of computer-generatedthree-dimensionalillusionism into a virtual data
landscape.Here, the dataresourcesof global corporationswererepresentedas
architecturalstructures.Thedatabankof theMitsubishiBank,for example,was
a setof greencubes,that of the "FissionAuthority" wasa scarletpyramid. As
a nice exampleof life imitating art, Tim Berners-Lee,the inventorof the World
Wide Web, hassaid that his goal whendesigningthe Web wasto implementa
global dataspacethat could be accessedandsharedby researchersaroundthe
world. We areyet to realizethefull VR splendorof Gibson’s original vision,but
theessentialconceptof aglobaldataspaceis alreadymanifestin theWorld Wide
Web.

But cyberspacehasbecomemuch more than just a dataspace,becauseas
we have notedmuchof whatgoeson thereis not information-oriented.As many
commentatorshavestressed,theprimaryuseof cyberspaceis not for information-
gatheringbut for socialinteractionandcommunication-andincreasinglyalsofor
interactiveentertainment,includingthecreationof aburgeoningnumberof online
fantasyworldsin whichpeopletakeonelaboratealteregos.

What I want to explore in this first cyberspacechapterarethewaysin which
this new digital domainfunctionsasa spacefor complex mentalexperiencesand
games.In this sense,we mayseecyberspaceasa kind of electronicrescogitans,
a new spacefor theplayingout of someof thoseimmaterialaspectsof humani-
tymanthat have beendenieda homein the purely physicalistworld picture. In
short,thereis asensein whichcyberspacehasbecomea new realmfor themind.
In particularit hasbecomea new realmfor the imagination;andeven,asmany
cyber-enthusiastsnow claim, a new realmfor the "self." To quoteMIT sociolo-
gist of cyberspaceSherryTurkle: "The Internethasbecomea significantsocial
laboratoryfor experimentingwith theconstructionsand
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reconstructionsof self that characterizepostmodernlife."7 Justwhat it meansto
saythat cyberspaceis an arenaof "self" is somethingwe mustexamineclosely,
but theclaim itself commandsour attention.

The fact thatwe arein theprocessof creatinga new immaterialspaceof be-
ing is of profoundpsychosocialsignificance.As we have beendocumentingin
this book, any conceptionof "other" spacesbeing"beyond" physicalspacehas
beenmadeextremelyproblematicby themodernscientificvision of reality. That
problematizingis oneof theprimarypathologiesof themodernWest.Freud’s at-
tempt,with hisscienceof psychoanalysis, to reinstatemindor "psyche"backinto
the realmof scientificdiscourseremainsoneof the most importantintellectual
developmentsof thepastcentury. Yet Freud’ssciencewasdistinctly individualis-
tic. Eachpersonwhoenterspsychoanalysis(or any otherform of psychotherapy),
mustwork on his or herpsycheindividually. Therapy is a quintessentiallylonely
experience.In additionto this individualisticexperience,many peoplealsocrave
somethingcommunal—somethingthatwill link theirmindsto others.It is all well
andgoodto work on one’s own personaldemons,but many peoplealsoseemto
wantacollectivementalarena, aspacethey might sharewith otherminds.

This widespreaddesirefor somesort of collective mentalarenais exhibited
todayin theburgeoninginterestin psychicphenomena.In theUnitedStatespsy-
chic hot linesareflourishing,belief in an"astralplane"is widespread,andspirit
chanellingis on therise. In thelattercase,thepositedcollectiverealmtranscends
theboundaryof death,uniting the living anddeadin a grandbrotherhoodof the
ether. Meanwhile,TheX-Filesoffersusweeklypromisesof otherrealitiesbeyond
thematerialplane,andbookstoresarefilled with testimonialsdescribingtrips to
anetherealrealmof light andlove thatsupposedlyawaitsusall afterdeath.One
of the greatappealsof cyberspaceis that it offers a collectiveimmaterialarena
notafterdeath,but hereandnow onearth.

7SherryTurkle, Life on theScreen: Identity in theAge of theInternet. New York: Simonand
Schuster, 1995,p. 180.
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Nothingevincescyberspace’s potentialasa collectivepsychicrealmsomuch
as the fantasticonline worlds known as MUDs.8 Standingfor "multiuser do-
mains"or originally "multiuserDungeonsandDragons,"MUDs arecomplex fan-
tasyworldsoriginally basedon therole-playingboardgameDungeonsandDrag-
onsthatsweptthroughAmericancollegesandhigh schoolsin the lateseventies.
As suggestedby the"DungeonsandDragons"moniker, theoriginal MUDs were
medieval fantasieswhereplayersbattleddragonsandpicked their way through
mazesof dungeonsin searchof treasureand magical powers. Today MUDs
havemorphedinto ahugerangeof virtual worldsfarbeyondthemedieval milieu.
Thereis TrekMUSE,aStarTrekMUD whereMUDers(asplayersarecalled)can
rise throughthe ranksof a virtual Starfleetto captaintheir own starship.There
is DuneMUD basedon FrankHerbert’s sciencefiction series,andToonMUD, a
realmof cartooncharacters.TheElysiumis a lair of vampires,andFurryMucka
virtual wonderlandpopulatedby talking animalsandman-beasthybridssuchas
squirriloids andwolfoids.

Like good novels, successfulMUDs evoke the senseof a rich and believ-
ableworld. Thedifferenceis thatwhile thereaderof a novel encountersa world
fully formedby thewriter, MUDersareactively involvedin anongoingprocessof
world-making.To nameis to create,andin MUD worldsthesimpleactof naming
anddescribingis all it takesto generatea new alterego or "cyber-self." MUDers
createtheir onlinecharacters,or personae,with a shorttextual descriptionanda
name. "Johnny Manhattan,".for instance,is describedas"tall andthin, paleas
stringcheese,wearinga neighborhoodhat"; Dalgrenis "an intelligentmushroom
that babblesinanely whenever you approach";andGentila, a "sleek red squir-
riloid, with soft downy fur andlong lush tressescascadingsensuouslydown her
back."Within theontologyof thesecyberworlds,youare thecharacteryoucreate.
As oneavid playerputsit, here"you arewho you pretendto be."9 Want to bea
poetry-

8In fact thereis a whole bevy of MUD-type worlds. OthervariationsareMOOs, MUSHs,
MUCKs, andMUSEs.For brevity they areoftencollectively calledMUDs, andthat is thetermI
will usehere.

9Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 12.
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quotingturtle,aKlingon agent,or DonaldDuck?In aMUD youcanbe.
MUDing is quintessentiallyacommunalactivity in which playersbecomein-

tegrally woven into the fabric of a virtual society. Part of that processis the
continuingevolution of theworld itself. While thebasicdesignof a MUD is de-
terminedby its programmercreators,generallyknown as"wizards"or "gods,"in
mostMUDs playerscanconstructtheir own roomsor domiciles. Using simple
programmingcommands,MUDers "build" in softwareor, simply with a textual
description,a privatespaceto their own taste. PersonalMUD roomsspanthe
gamutfrom abook-linedtreehouse,to a paddedcell, to theinsideof a television
set.In someMUDs playerscanalsobuild largerstructures.Citizensof theCybe-
rion City spacestationin theMicroMUSE,for example,havebuilt for themselves
asciencecenter, a museum,auniversity, aplanetarium,anda rain forest.

Above all, a MUD is sustainedby the characters who populateit. To use
William Gibson’s famousphrase,a MUD is a paradigmaticinstanceof the"con-
sensualhallucination"of cyberspace.10 Fantasyworlds(whetheronlineor off) are
alwaysonly asgoodasthe imaginationsholding themtogether, andin success-
ful MUDs theotherplayersarejust askeenasyou areto take your "squirriloid"
natureseriously. As the Unicorn said to Alice on the othersideof the looking
glass:"If you’ll believe in me,I’ ll believe in you." In successfulMUDs everyone
is striving for maximalconviction, bothfor their own characterandfor theworld
asawhole.

The interlockingimaginative andsocialmeshof a MUD meansthat actions
takenby oneplayermayaffect thevirtual livesof hundredsof others.As in the
physicalworld, relationshipsbuild upovertime(notuntypicallyoverthousandsof
hoursof onlineengagement);trustsareestablished,bondscreated,responsibilities
ensue.Theveryvitality androbustnessof a MUD emergesfrom

10William Gibson,Neuromancer. New York: Ace Books,1986,p. 51.
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thecollectivewill of thegroup,whereintheindividualcyber-self becomesbound
into a socialmatrix that is nonethelessreal for beingvirtual. When,asin some
combat-basedMUDs, acharacteris killed, oftenthereis astrongsenseof lossfor
theactualhumanbeingwho hasspenthundredsof hoursestablishingthecharac-
ter. "Gutted"is theword playersuse;becauseasRichardBartle,cocreatorof the
first MUD, explains,"it’ sabouttheonly onethatdescribeshow awful it is."11

Whatmayat first mayappearlittle morethanjuvenilefantasies—talkingan-
imals, spacecadets,andToon-town—can,however, turn out to be surprisingly
complex domainsof psychosocialexploration.A MUDer friend of minetells me
that for her, MUDing is a way to expresssidesof herselfthat shefeelsarenot
sanctionedby therelentless"put onahappy face"optimismof contemporarycan-
do America. MUDing allows out a darker, but, shefeels,a more"real" sideof
herself.For herMUDing is not somucha gameasa way to exploreandexpress
importantaspectsof her"self," which (shefeels)couldnot easilybeexercisedin
fleshand-bloodsociety. Turkle, who hasbeenstudyingMUD culturessincethe
early1990s,notesthatmy friend’s experienceis not uncommon.As shewrites,
thesefantasyenvironmentsmayallow "peoplethechanceto expressmultipleand
oftenunexploredaspectsof theself."12

Oneparallelhereis with masks.As actorsandshamansattest,masksarepow-
erfully transformativeobjects.Hiddenbehindanersatzface,amancan"become"
awind devil, amonkey spirit, or anass.MUD descriptorsaredigital masks,fronts
thatmayenablearangeof psychologicalexpressionandaction,whichmany peo-
ple in modernsocietiesmay not have accessto in their regular lives,or which
they do not feel comfortableunleashingin the flesh. "Part of me," saysoneof
Turkle’s MUDers,"a very importantpartof me,only exists insidePernMUD."13

In cyberspace,onemayhave any numberof differentvirtual alteregosoperating
in ava-

11Rheingold,TheVirtual Community, p. 156.
12Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 12.
13Turkle, ibid., p. 12.
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riety of differentMUDs, literally actingout differentcyber-selvesin eachfantasy
domain. In Computers as Theatervirtual reality researcherBrendaLaurel has
indeeddrawn aparallelbetweencomputergamesandvirtual worldsandtheclas-
sicalpowerof drama.14 Althoughthisimaginativerole-playis mostpronouncedin
MUDs, it alsotakesplacein onlinechatrooms,in USENETgroups,andon IRC
channels. In all theseenvironments,netizenscreatedigital alter egos—though
not usuallyonesasfantasticalasthosefoundin MUDs. As a publicly accessible
realm of psychologicalplay, cyberspaceis, I suggest,an importantsocial tool.
This digital domainprovidesa placewherepeoplearoundthe globecancollec-
tivelycreateimaginative"other"worldsandexperiences.Within theseworldsyou
cannot only expressyour ownalteregos,you canparticipatein a groupfantasy
thathastherichnessof texturegeneratedby many imaginationsworkingtogether.

In this respectMUDs mayin factbeseenasavariationonpracticesthatoccur
in many cultures. In ancientGreeksociety, for example,dramawasnot merely
entertainment,it alsoserved asa vehicle for collective psychologicalcatharsis.
Moreover, in many cultures,dramaincludestheaudience,who alsobecomepar-
ticipantsin whatever"alternativereality" is beingenacted.Take, for example,the
famousPassionplayof Oberammergauin Germany. Everydecadetheentiretown
joins in acollectivereenactmentof Christ’sfinal days;theeventlastsfor daysand
transformsthe town alongwith its inhabitants.Oneway of looking at MUDs is
ascollectivedramas,whereagaineveryonein thecommunitybecomesa"player."
Everyonegetsapartandacostume—andasmany linesasthey want.

Even in our technologicalage,onedoesnot have to resortto cyberspaceto
participatein collective role-playing"drama."DungeonsandDragons,on which
MUDs wereoriginally based,is itself a hugelysuccessfulrole-playinggame.Its
endlessspinoffs—whichincludemedieval andmysteryscenarios—provide

14BrendaLaurel,seeComputersasTheater. Addison-Wesley PublishingCompanv 1993.
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plentyof nonelectronicopportunitiesfor thecreationof fantasticalalteregos.So
toodobattleboardgamessuchastheWorld WarI scenarioDiplomacy. Duringthe
mid-eightiesI wasintenselyinvolvedfor mostof a yearwith a Diplomacy group
aswebattledit out for controlof Europe,makingandbreakingallianceswith one
another. As Russia,I becameobsessedwith my part,andI canstill rememberthe
pangsthatwould accompany news of an ally’s betrayal;simultaneousof course
wasthe thrill of one’s own devious success.For the final move of our yearlong
battle,weall dressedin characterandassembledfor thedenouement.Resplendent
in afloor-lengthvelvetcrinolineandtiara,for thateveningI was"The Tsarina."

Anotherkind of nonelectroniccollective theateris providedby battlefigurine
gamessuchasWarhammer, playedby millions of menandboys theworld over.
Insteadof becominga singlecharacter, Warhammerplayerscommandarmiesof
WoodElves,Orks,andthe like. Thegamesareaccompaniedby elaborateman-
ualsoutlining the history, mythology, psychology, andfighting strategiesof the
variousgroups. In any discussionof contemporarycollective dramaone must
also,of course,acknowledgeTrekkies,many of whomengageasdeeplyandob-
sessively in theworld of StarTrek asany MUDer. Theuniverseof Kirk, Picard,
andJaneway is asvital a "virtual world" asanything foundonline.

My favorite exampleof a nonelectronicdramaticalter ego is provided by
Bruno Beloff, a computeranalystin Brighton, England. Beloff regularly paints
his body like a zebra;then,starknaked except for this coatof black andwhite
stagepaint,takeshiszebra-selfout into public. Thezebra’soutingsincludewalks
along the Brighton Pier, paddlesin the ocean,andeven visits to the local pub.
For Beloff, "being a zebrais a chanceto be honestaboutwho I am, which is a
fantasticrelease."15 Othersfind similar releasein weekendvisits to "pony clubs,"
wherethey spendtheir daystrottingaroundin harnessesandtheirnightssleeping
in

15EmmaCrooker, "ZebraCrossing."HQ, Sydney, Australia,July/August1997,p. 63.
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stableson straw. Theoreticallysuchoptionsareopento usall, but in practiceit
is not soeasyfor zebrason thestreetsof Manhattanor in thesuburbsof Peoria.
Whenever Beloff ’s zebra-selfis out andabouthis girlfriend mustkeepa careful
watchfor thepolice—publicnakednessbeingtechnicallyillegal on theBrighton
Pier.

Few peoplehave the wherewithal, or courage,to follow Beloff ’s example—
andmany would not evenwant to—but for thosewho do, cyberspaceprovidesa
mostusefulservice.Behindtheprotectivescreenof acomputer, MUDs openupa
spaceof psychosocialplay to usall-to everyone,thatis, whocanafford apersonal
computeranda monthly Internetconnectfee. Within the shelteredspaceof the
FurryMuck, thousandsof peoplefrom aroundthe world abandonthemselvesto
theirownanimalliberation,donningvirtualhoovesandwings,baringvirtual tooth
andclaw, frolicking in bucolic virtual parks,and(well, they arebeinganimals)
enjoying liberaldosesof virtual rutting. They candosoherewithout fearof arrest
or theapprobationof disapproving parentsandfriends.What is importantis that
cyberspaceprovides a publicly accessibleand safespacefor suchimaginative
play. It literally opensup a new realmfor peopleto act out fantasiesandtry on
alter egos in ways that many of us would not risk doing in the physicalworld.
Thatdevelopmentis to bewelcomedI believe -though,aswe shall see,we must
becarefulnot to gettoocarriedawaywith optimismhere.

Thevalueof cyber-psychicrole-playis perhapsmostevidentwhenconsider-
ing moredown-to-earthexamples.Foremosthere,andtheonethathasgarnered
mostmediaattention,is cybergender-bending.It is no surprisethatmostMUD-
ersareyoungmales,yet, saysShannonMcRae,a MUD researcherandherselfa
MUD wizard, "a surprisingnumberof theseyoungmentake the opportunityto
experiencesocialinteractionin a femalebody."16 While it is all too easyto over-
statethesubversive power of suchexperiences,MUDs cancreatea socialspace
in which theflux of genderis morefluid.

16ShannonMcRae,"FleshMadeWord: Sex, Text, andthe Virtual Body." In InternetCulture.
Ed. David Porter. New York: Routledge,1997,p. 79.
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Suchfluidity canhave surprisingconsequences.Statisticallyspeaking,a fe-
malecharacterin aMUD will oftenturnoutto beamanpretendingto beawoman.
For thisreasonactualphysicalwomenoftenfind theircharactersharassedto prove
they "really" arefemale. In anarenawherefemalesmay"really" bemales,men
cruising for womenwill often end up partneringnot with a woman,but with
anotherman. Sinceit is not uncommonfor suchencountersto end in physical
gratification—"sometimeswith onehandon thekeyset,sometimeswith two"17—
this virtual polymorphismsuggeststhat MUD culturescan be more openthan
societyat large. In MUDs, asin mostonlinearenas,it is impossibleto tell if your
communicantsareanything like thecharacterstheir textualdescriptorssuggest.

In theearlydaysof cyberspaceseveralcyber-neighborhoodswererockedby
discoveriesof men masqueradingas womenand using this facadeas a lure to
intimacy with "real" women. They took advantageof the fact thatmany women
will talk intimately with anotherwomanin a way they would not do so with a
man. Thefamouscaseof "Joan,"on theCB channelof CompuServe, highlights
how peoplecan"change"genderonline.

In themid1980s,whenJoanpresentedherselfto theCompuServecommunity,
shewas,shesaid,aneuropsychologistin herlatetwentieswhohadbeencrippled,
disfigured,and left muteby a drunken driver. Despitetheseappallinginjuries,
Joanwaswarmandwitty, giving lovingsupportto many in thecommunity. People
trustedherquickly, andwomenespeciallybecameintimatewith her. Thusmany
foundit shockingwhenJoanwasunmaskedasa New York psychiatristwho was
not crippled,disfigured,mute,or even female. "Joan"wasin fact Alex, a man
"who hadbecomeobsessedwith hisown experimentsin beingtreatedasafemale
andparticipatingin femalefriendships.""

Yet whatsoupsettheCompuServe communityin themid-1980shasbecome
routineadecadelater. "To methereis no real

17Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 21.
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body," oneMUDer told onlineresearcherMizuko Ito. Online,shecontinued,"it
is how you describeyourselfandhow you actthatmakesup the‘real you.’ " For
her, the "real life" genderof her MUD friendsandsexual partnerswasof little
interest.While we certainlymustnot let ourselvesbeblindedby falseoptimism
here(theexperienceof genderedphysicalbodiescannotbecompletelyoverridden
with a keyboard)nonetheless,thereis somethingpositivehere.As McRaenotes:
if online, boys canplay at beinggirls, andgayscanplay at beingstraight,and
vice versa,thenin cyberspace" ‘straight’ or ‘queer,’ ‘male’ or ‘female’ become
unreliableasmarkersof identity".19 Thepoint is that sincein cyberspacelabels
cannotbe easily verified, their determiningpower is reduced. The conceptof
gender, while not wholly up for grabs,is at leastpartially decoupledfrom the
rigid restrictionssooftenfoistedonusby theform of ourphysicalbodies.Hereis
a spacethatoffers,evenif only temporarilyandin very truncatedform, a chance
to at leastgeta glimpseat otherwaysof being.

MUDs may alsoserve a genuinelytherapeuticrole. In her book Life on the
ScreenTurkle describesa numberof peoplewho have usedMUD personaeas
proxiesin theirstruggleswith veryrealpsychologicalproblems.Robert,acollege
freshmanwhoselife hadbeenseverelydisruptedby analcoholicfather, turnedto
MUDing asanescapefrom thetraumaandchaosof his life, atonepointspending
morethana hundredandtwentyhoursaweekonline,eatingandevensleepingat
hiscomputer. But thingstookamoreseriousturnwhenheacceptedadministrative
responsibilitiesin a new MUD that turnedout to be the equivalentof a fulltime
job. Building andrunningacomplex onlineworld is a taskrequiringconsiderable
administrative skills andthroughthe experienceof overseeingthe MUD Robert
gaineda new senseof control in his life. Furthermore,he wasable to usethe
MUD asa placeto talk abouthis personalfeelingsin a constructiveway, thereby
facilitatingbetterrelationshipsoutsidetheMUD. As he

19McRae,"FleshMadeWord," p. 79.
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latertold Turkle: "The computeris sortof practiceto getinto closerrelationships
with peoplein reallife."20

I amremindedhereof a kind of therapy popularin thelateseventies.Known
as"psychodrama,"patientswouldrole-playvariousscenariosabouttheirown and
their family’s lives. In child abusetherapy also,role-play is commonlyused—
often the childrenact out scenarioswith dolls or other toys. Of coursenot all
MUD experiencesarepositive. For some,the doorsof digital perceptionopen
only to escapistdelusion,andevenaddiction. "Whenyou areputting in seventy
or eightyhoursa weekon your fantasycharacter," saysHowardRheingold,"you
don’t have muchtime left for a healthysocial life."21 Or for muchof anything
else.

Whatcouldbemorepatheticthanthedeclarationby oneMUDer that"this is
morerealthanmy reallife"?22 Onefriend of minealmostlost his long-termrela-
tionshipwhenhebecamesoobsessedwith theonlineworld of theLambdaMOO
hewasspendingmoretime with his friends"there"thanwith his "real life" love.
But in this sense,again,MUDs arenot unique. All fantasticalactivities—beit
playingDungeonsandDragons,going to Trekkieconventions,snortingcocaine,
or drinking alcohol—areopento abuse. Of courseMUDs posethe additional
problemthatthey arereadilyaccessibletwenty-fourhoursaday. As a"drug" they
areamostconvenientandverycheapoption.

Throughoutcyberspace—inMUDs andchatrooms,on USENETgroupsand
IRC channels—netizensaroundthe globeareengagingin psychosocialexperi-
mentationandplay. On any day, at any time, thousandsof peopletheworld over
are launchingpsychic test balloonsinto this new spaceof being. Many insist
thattheir livescontaina dimensionthat is not physicallyreducible.Embodiedor
not, "cyber-selves" arereal, andthe spaceof their action,thoughimmaterial,is
nonethelessa genuinepartof reality.

Thiscyberspace-induceddualismcanonly intensify. As evermorecommuni-
cationsmedia,businesses,newspapers,magazines,

20Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 203.
21Rheingold,TheVirtual Community, p. 151.
22Quotedin Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 10.



ChapterSix: Cyberspace 241

shoppingmalls,collegecourses,libraries,catalogs,databases,andgamesgo on-
line wewill increasinglybeforcedto spendtimein cyberspace—whetherwewant
to or not. My godson,Lucien,is growing up with theInternet;hedoesnot know
aworld without it. His generation(at leastin theindustrializedworld) will hardly
haveachoiceaboutwhetherto participatein thisnew space.Oneprolepticexam-
ple: UCLA recentlyrequestedthateveryoneof its undergraduatecourseshavean
accompanying Website. Whetherdrivenby imperativesto cut costs,or by gen-
uine desireto improve the learningenvironment,educationis just oneareathat
will increasinglymove online. For Lucienandhis friends,cyberspacewill bean
unavoidableparallelworld thatthey will haveto engagewith.

Beforewegettooupsetaboutthisbifurcationof reality, it is well to remember
thatthoseof usbornafterthemid-fiftieshavealreadybeenliving with acollective
parallelworld-theoneon theothersideof thetelevisionscreen.Wewho grew up
with Bewitched, I Dreamof Jeannie, Gilligan’s Island, andGet Smart—arewe
not alreadyparticipatingin a vast "consensualhallucination"? One that, as in
Bewitched, is deeplyimbuedwith magicalqualities(SeeFigure1). Thecollective
dramaof soapoperasandsitcoms—beit thedaytimefareof Daysof Our Lives
andGeneral Hospital, or the nighttimefareof MelrosePlaceandSeinfeld—are
thesenot "consensualhallucinations"which engagetensof millions of people
aroundtheworld everydayof theweek?Whatis thecartoontown of Springfield
in TheSimpsonsif notagenuine"virtual world"?

It is well to rememberalso that throughouthumanhistory all cultureshave
hadparallel"other" worlds. For Christianmedievals,aswe have seen,it wasthe
world of thesouldescribedby Dante.For theancientGreeksit wastheworld of
theOlympiangodsanda hostof otherimmaterialbeings—theFates,theFuries,
et cetera.For theAboriginalpeopleof Australiait wastheworld of the
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Figure1: The"consensualhallucination"of television hasalreadypavedtheway
for theparallelworld of cyberspace.

Dreamtimespirits. And soon. I do not meanto imply herethat theGreekgods
or theAboriginalDreamtimespiritswerenothingmoresubstantialthantelevision
characters(quitetheoppositeis true),I only wantto point out thata multileveled
reality is somethinghumanshavebeenliving with sincethedawn of our species.

With thevirtual world of televisionwe in thelatetwentiethcenturyhaveonce
againcreatedanotherplaneof reality; and therebypaved the way for the new
dualismof cyberspace.Yet if this dualismbetweenthe physicalandthe virtual
worldsis not
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somethingentirelynew, for ourchildrenandtheir childrenit will begreatlymag-
nified. As in theMiddle Ages,they will increasinglyinhabit a two-phasereality.

Enteringuponthisnew ageof cyber-dualismwemaywishto look afreshatthe
dualismof theMiddle Ages.Canweseeourselvesreflectedin thatdistantmirror?
Thoughwe mustbecarefulnot to fall for glib concordances,BarbaraTuchman’s
studyof theparallelsbetweenDante’s centuryandour own is not without reso-
nancesfor cyberspace.23 Muchlikethecyber-domaintoday, themedieval afterlife
servedasacollectiveparallelworld of theimagination.

As with MUDs, the medieval afterlife teemedwith nonhuman,half-human,
and suprahumanlife. Think of Dante’s Minos, the demonicjudge of Hell, or
Geryon,thatpatchwork creatureof man,mammal,andserpentwho ferriesDante
andVirgil down the chasmto the Malebolge. With his chimeric body andhis
brightly whorledfur hewould beright at homein theFurryMuck. And just look
at HieronymusBosch’s visionsof Heaven andHell. On a small canvasBosch
couldconjureanentirevirtual world populatedby animaginalcastthatwouldbe
theenvy of any MUD wizard. Moreover, like cyberspace,themedieval afterlife
wasaplacewherefriends,andevenlove,mightbefound.As aguide,teacher, and
protectorin an often bewildering place,Virgil is surelythe paradigmaticvirtual
friend. And what greatermodel for virtual love than that betweenDanteand
Beatrice?

Whateverelseit is,TheDivineComedyis alsooneof themosttruly "fabulous"
worlds ever conjuredin text. On onelevel it is a genuinemedieval MUD. The
parallelsbetweenThe Divine Comedyand computer-basedvirtual worlds have
indeedbeennotedby a numberof scholars.Accordingto Erik Davis, both"tend
towardbaroquecomplexity, containmagicalor hyperdimensionaloperations,and
frequentlyrepresenttheir abstractionsspatially."24 As we have seen,TheDivine
Comedyis organizedasa

23BarbaraTuchman,A Distant Mirror: TheCalamitous14thCentury. New York: Ballantine
Books,1987.

24Erik Davis, "Techgnosis,Magic, Memory, andthe Angelsof Information." In FlameWars:
TheDiscourseof Cyberculture. Ed. Mark Dery. Durham,N.C.: Duke UniversityPress,1994,p.
36.
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multileveledhierarchy: the nine circlesof Hell, the nine cornicesof Purgatory,
andtheninespheresof Heaven. Dante’s journey is an ascentup this ladder. So
also in many medieval andcombatMUDs; playerswork their way up through
multiple layersof expertise. Virtual ascentthrougha MUD brings one finally
into the"transcendent"classof "wizard"—acyber-equivalentof Dante’sheavenly
elect?

Davis haspointedout thatoneof theveryfirst computer-basedvirtual worlds,
thegameAdventure,alsohasresonanceswith Dante’sworld. As thefirst comput-
erizedversionof DungeonsandDragons,Adventuredirectly inspiredthedevel-
opmentof thefirst MUDs. TheAdventureplayer’s task,ratherlikeDante’s in the
Inferno,wasto negotiatehis or herway througha hazardousundergroundmaze
of caves,andout to thelight beyond. On theway, onewould searchfor treasures
andmagicalspells,solve puzzles,andkill trolls. Computerindustrychronicler
StephenLevy hassuggestedthat Adventuremight also be seenas a metaphor
for computingitself. During the game,playerscracked the codeof this virtual
world in muchthe way that a hacker would crackthe codeof a computeroper-
ating system.Crackinghiddencodesin virtual worlds is alsoa major themein
many cyber-fictions,notablyGibson’sNeuromancerandNealStephenson’sSnow
Crash. Sotoo,Dantescholarsstressthatthevirtual world of TheDivineComedy
is acomplex puzzleof subtlehiddencodes.

Crackingthesecodes,decipheringthemultiformpatternsbothin Dante’sworld
andin the poemthat describesit, hasbecomea favorite taskof Dantescholars,
who comprise,in this sense,a kind of medievalist hacker intelligentsia.Over the
last centurythey have uncoveredscoresof hiddenpatternsin Dante’s proseand
in his world. "Theserangefrom relatively accessibleinsights—[suchas] the re-
alizationthat like-numberedcantosin the Inferno, Purgatorio andParadisohave
importantthematic
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ties—totruly abstrusediscoveriesaboutthepositionsof criticalwordsor rhymes."25

Patternshavebeenfoundin thespatialarrangementof thethreeafterlifeking-
doms,in the symmetricalarrangementof the dreamsequencesin Purgatory, in
the numberof lines in eachcanto,the distribution of longerandshortercantos,
andso on. Beneaththe sublimepoeticsof TheDivine Comedylies a dazzling
substructureof hiddencodes.In recognitionof Dante’s supremeskill asa code
wizard, researchersat Lucent Technologiescurrently designinga revolutionary
Net-basedoperatingsystemhave namedtheir system"Inferno." They arehoping
that ascyberspacebecomesthe primary sourceof computingresources,Inferno
will becometheglobalstandardoperatingsystem,usurpingMicrosoft’sDOSand
Windows. ThusBill Gateswould,soto speak,bedethronedby Dante.

I havesuggestedthatthenew cyber-dualismis adevelopmentto bewelcomed,
yet we would do well to considercarefully what cyberspacedoesanddoesnot
enable. More so even than with most new technologies,thereis an enormous
amountof hypesurroundingcyberspace.I haveendorsedtheview thatcyberspace
provides a new spacefor experimentationwith variousfacetsof selfhood,but
somecyber-enthusiastsgo much further. In Life on the Screen, SherryTurkle
proposesthatin thispostmodernageof cyberspace,theunity of theself is anold-
fashionedfiction. Accordingto Turkle, cyberspaceprovidesthe opportunityfor
splitting theself into a radicalmultiplicity.

In discussingthenotionof multipleselvesTurkledrawson thecomputercon-
cept of "windows," the software paradigmthat enablesa computeruser to be
working on severaldifferentkindsof files at once,eachone(saya spreadsheet,a
wordprocessingdocument,andagraphicsfile) constitutingaseparate"window."
"In the daily practiceof many computerusers,"Turkle tells us, "windows have
becomeapowerful metaphorfor thinkingaboutthe

25JohnKleiner, MismappingtheUnderworld: Daring andError in Dante’sComedy. Stanford,
Calif.: StanfordUniversityPress,1994,p. 9.
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self asa multipledistributedsystem."Shethengoeson,andI quoteat length,for
thepassage,I think, is key. In cyberspace,Turklesays:

The self is no longersimply playing differentroles in differentset-
tings at different times,somethingthat a personexperienceswhen,
for example,shewakesup asa lover, makesbreakfastasa mother,
anddrivesto work asa lawyer. The life practiceof windows is that
of a decenteredself thatexists in many worldsandplaysmany roles
at the sametime. In traditional theaterand in role-playinggames
that take placein physicalspace,onestepsin andout of character;
MUDs, in contrast,offer parallelidentities,parallellives.Theexperi-
enceof this parallelismencouragestreatingon-screenandoff-screen
liveswith asurprisingdegreeof equality. ExperiencesontheInternet
extendthemetaphorof windows—now real life itself [asoneof her
MUD subjectsnotes]canbe"just onemorewindow."26

It is certainly true in the late twentiethcenturythat most of us must negotiate
different roles in our daily lives. To that extent we areall multifacetedbeings.
But to suggest,asTurkle does,thatcyberspaceoffers"parallel identities,parallel
lives,"which areequalto our physicallivesandidentitiesis going too far. True
multiple personalities,suchasthefamouscaseof "Sybil" aredeeplytraumatised
peoplewith major psychologicaldysfunction. To play at being a singing fish
or theoppositesex canindeedbea positive experience,but to believe that these
experiencesareequalto life in thefleshis delusion.Elsewherein herbook,Turkle
tells usthat"some[MUDers] experiencetheir livesas‘cycling through’between
therealworld andaseriesof virtual worlds."27 For someplayers,apparently, these
cyber-selvesbecomeso"real" they questiontheprivilegedpositionof thephysical
self. As oneof her subjectsputsit: "Why grantsuchsuperiorstatusto the self
thathasthebodywhentheselvesthatdon’t havebodiesareableto havedifferent
kindsof experiences?"28

26Turkle,Life on theScreen, p. 14.
27Turkle, ibid., p. 12.
28Turkle, ibid., p. 14.
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Oneansweris that "the self thathasthe body" really dies. If a cyber-self is
killed, or even if a host computercrashesand a whole MUD world is obliter-
ated(ashappensonoccasion),it canalwaysberebooted,or youcancreateanew
characterandstartagain.Thatmaynotbequitethesameexperienceaswith apre-
viouscharacter, but it is a far cry from heart-stoppingphysicaldeath.Moreover,
theself with thephysicalbody really getssick, it really feelspain,andcrucially,
it is boundinto a socialnetwork of otherphysicalselveswhomit cannotsimply
shutout by logging off the system.Peopledo sometimeswalk away from their
physicallivesanddisappear, but that is rare for preciselythe reasonthat in the
physicalworld we arephysicallydependent on oneanotherfor careandsupport.
Socialbondsestablishedin cyberspacecanbe,andoftenare,deepandpowerful,
but these"parallel lives" arenot equivalentto the liveswe experiencewith our
physicalbodies.

What is perhapsmoretroubling aboutsuchclaims,asphilosopherChristine
Wertheimhaspointedout,is thatthenotionthatwecantotally remakeour"selves"
online obscuresthe very significantdifficulties of achieving real psychological
change.29 Thenotion thatwe canradically reinventourselvesin cyberspaceand
createwhole"parallelidentities"suggeststhattheveryconceptof selfhoodis end-
lesslymalleableandunderourcontrol. In Turkle’svision,theselfbecomesakind
of infinitely flexible psychicplasticine.Whatsuchavisionbeliesis theenormous
amountof psychologicalshapingandforming that is enactedon anindividualby
hisor herupbringing,by hisor hersociety, andby hisor hergenes.Thisshaping,
muchof whichoccurswhenweareveryyoung,cannotgenerallybeoverthrownor
reengineeredexceptby anenormousamountof psychologicalhardwork. While I
believewholeheartedlythateachof usdoeshavethepowerto changeour"selves"
profoundly, realselftransformationis extraordinarilydifficult—whichis why Psy-
chotherapy is usuallysucha longprocess.

29ChristineWertheim,Unpublishedcorrespondencewith theauthor.
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Role-playingatbeingasquirriloidor aKlingon, whateverits genuinevalue,is
simplynotanidentity-changingexperience."I"—that is,my "self’—canrole-play
any numberof differentpersonaeonlineandoff, but thatdoesnotmeanI become
fragmented.In everyoneof thesesituationsI amstill me,unlessI becomea true
split personalitylike Sybil, in which caseI amlikely to becommitted.Moreover
thereis theproblemthatif wecometo really believethatsanepeoplecanbesplit
personalities,thenhow arewe going to apportionresponsibility? If oneof my
"alters"commitsmurder, doesthatmean"I" amresponsible?Who would go on
trial? Surelyour goalshouldnot be to encouragethe ideaof self-fragmentation,
but ratherto learnto bettercontainparadoxeswithin theoneself. Certainlythere
are partsof me that disagreewith one another, but I considerit a sign of my
growing maturitythatI no longerseektotal internalunity on every issue.

Life in thephysicalbody-whatMUDersso quaintly refer to asRL (i.e., real
life) -is not thetotality of real life. In our materialisticage,theinnerlife of mind
hasgenerallybeenaccordedtoo secondarya placein our discourseaboutreality.
But in rehabilitating"mind" back into our conceptionof the real it will not do
to make theoppositemistake of denying theuniqueandirreplaceablerole of the
body. In asense,all this is justanotheriterationof theage-oldmind-bodytension
in Westernculture.For thepastseveralcenturiesthebodyhasbeendecidedlyto
thefore in our thinking,which is hardlyhealthy;yet we oughtalsoto bewary of
letting thependulumswingtoo far backin theotherdirection.Life in thefleshis
not "just anotherwindow," andweoughtstronglyto resistefforts to promoteit as
such.

As I seeit, thevalueof cyberspaceis not thatit enablesusto becomemultiple
selves(a conceptthat seemspathological),but ratherthat it encouragesa more
fluid andexpansivevisionof theoneself. Perhapsthis is whatTurklemeansby a
"decenteredself"? Thepoint is that if we allow (asI believe we must)thatsome
part
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of my self "goes"into cyberspacewhenI log ontoa MUD or onto theNet, then
we mustalsoacknowledgethatsomepartof my self also"goes"into every letter
I write. If you like, my self "leaksout" in the lettersandstoriesthat I write, and
evenin thep oneconversationsI have. If I carryon a long-termcorrespondence
by theold-fashionedpost(asI have beenknown to do), thereis a sensein which
the"I" of thoselettersis alsoanextensionof me. It, too,becomesakind of virtual
alterego. As ChristineWertheimputsit, evenoffline "I amextendingmyselfall
over theplace."

All thisis notto deny thatcyberspaceprovidesanew spacefor suchextensions
of self—onethat is, moreover, highly public. It is only to point out thatthekinds
of self-extensionsthat occur online also take placein our lives offline. To be
sure,this is not generallyin suchdramaticformsascyberspaceallows,but these
extensionsor extrapolationsof selfaregoingonnonetheless.

Onequestionthat arises,then, is where doesthe self end? If the self "con-
tinues" into cyberspace,then as I say, it also "continues"throughthe postand
over thephone.It becomesalmostlike a fluid, leakingout aroundusall thetime
andjoining eachof usinto avastocean,or web,of relationshipswith otherleaky
selves. In this sense,cyberspacebecomesa wonderfulmetaphorfor highlighting
andbringingto our attentionthis crucialaspectof our lives.As Wertheimpoints
out, the Net makesexplicit a processthat is alreadygoing on aroundus all the
time,but which we in themodernWesttoo oftentendto forget. By bringinginto
focusthefactthatweareall boundinto awebof interrelatingandfluid selves,the
Internetdoesusaninvaluableservice.

Anotherwayof looking at this is to saythateveryoneof usoccupies"a "vol-
ume"of somekind of "self-space,"aspacethatencompasses"usasprofoundlyas
thephysicalspacethatmodernsciencedescribes.Thiscollective"self-space"this
communaloceanof leaky selves,bindsustogetheraspsychosocialbeings.I am
well awarethatin this materialisticage,suchanassertionwill
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begreetedwith derisionin somequarters.Neuroscientistsandphilosopherssuch
asDaniel DennettandPaul andPatricia Churchland,who claim that the human
mindcanbefully explainedin termsof materialisticneurologicalmodels,will no
doubtscoff at any notion of "self-space."But I suggestthat somethinglike this
is preciselywhatwe experienceasthinking, emotingbeings.just suchanideais
indeedencodedin many religiousandmythologicalsystems.

I do notmeanto claimherethat"Self-space"exists independentlyof physical
space,assomethingontologicallyseparate.Obviously, my "self" only existsbe-
causethereis a physicalbody in which it is grounded.At thesametime, "I" am
not restrictedpurelyto thespaceof thatbody. As Descartesrecognized,thereis a
sensein which I amfirst andforemostan immaterialbeing. After threehundred
yearsof physicalism,cyberspacehelpsto make explicit oncemoresomeof the
nonphysicalextensionsof humanbeingness,suggestingagainthe inherentlim-
itationsof a purely materialistconceptionof reality. Again, it challengesus to
look beyondphysicalistdogmato a morecomplex andnuancedconceptionboth
of ourselves,andof theworld aroundus.
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Chapter Seven
C Y B E R S O U L - S P A C E

Let usbegin with theobjectof desire.It exists, it hasexistedfor all
of time, andwill continueeternally. It hasheld the attentionof all
mysticsandwitchesandhackers for all time. It is the Graal. The
mythologyof theSangraal—theHoly Grail—is thearchetypeof the
revealedillumination withdrawn. The revelationof the graal is al-
waysa personalanduniqueexperience.. . . I know—becauseI have
heardit countlesstimesfrom many peopleacrosstheworld—thatthis
momentof revelationis thecommonelementin our experienceasa
community. Thegraalis our firm foundation.1

This statementwould probablyseemat first glancean expressionof religious
faith. With its focuson theHoly Grail, surelythe"community" referredto must
beChristian. Theclue that it is not is in thesecondsentence.What is theword
"hackers"doing
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Chapter Eight:
C Y B E R - U T O P I A

We have seenthe extremesthat result from dreamsof cyber transcendence;but
thereis alsoa moreprosaic,morehumansideto “heavenly” cyber-dreaming.As
notedin the openingchapter, many championsof cyberspaceproffer this new
digital domainas a realm in which we may realizea better life hereon earth.
This sideof “heavenly” cyber-dreamingis concernednot with escapistvisionsof
immortality andGnosticomniscience,but morepragmaticallywith thepotential
of cyberspaceto enhancemortal life. In particular, cyberspaceis promotedas
a spacein which connectionandcommunitycanbe fostered,therebyenriching
our livesassocial beings. In thesevisions,cyberspacebecomesa placefor the
establishmentof idealizedcommunitiesthat transcendthe tyranniesof distance
andthatarefree from biasesof gender, race,andcolor. In otherwords,this is a
dreamof cyberutopia.

Thepromiseof utopiancommunityis indeedoneof theprimaryappealsof cy-
berspace.At a time of widespreadsocialandfamilial breakdown in theWestern
world, increasingnumbersof peoplesuffer from isolation,loneliness,andalien-
ation. In this climate,sayscommentatorAvital Ronell, “virtual reality, artificial
reality, dataspace,or cyberspaceareinscriptionsof adesirewhose
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principlesymptomcanbeseenastheabsenceof community.”1 TheInternet,
with its vastglobalweb,beckonsusall with a vision of friendshipandthehope
of inclusionin awider socialwhole.

HowardRheingold,oneof the foundersof theWELL (anearlyandpioneer-
ing online communitybasedout of SanFrancisco),is onewho believesthat cy-
berspaceis alreadycreatingbettercommunities.In his landmarkstudyof online
culture,TheVirtual Community, Rheingoldrecallsthe utopianpredictionof the
legendarycyber-pioneerJ. C. Licklider that “life will be happierfor the online
individual becausethepeoplewith whomoneinteractsmoststronglywill bese-
lectedmoreby commonalityof interestsandgoalsthanby accidentsof proxim-
ity.” Speakingof his WELL colleagues,Rheingoldnotesthat “my friendsand
I sometimesbelieve we arepart of the future that Licklider dreamedabout,and
we often canattestto the truth of his prediction.”2 Rheingoldis no naif, but he
doessuggestthatcyberspacecouldhelpreturnusto thepracticesandethosof an
earlierera.Harkingbackto thetime beforewe relinquishedour public spacesto
corporatedevelopersandtheelectronicmedia,hewritesthat“Perhapscyberspace
is oneof the informal placeswherepeoplecanrebuild theaspectsof community
thatwerelostwhenthemalt shopbecameamall.”3

High-technologyentrepreneurEstherDysonalsobelievesthatcyberspacecan
fosterthedevelopmentof moreutopiancommuinities.

The Net offers us a chanceto take charge of our own livesand to
redefineour role ascitizensof local communitiesandof a globalso-
ciety. it alsohandsustheresponsibilityto governourselves,to think
for ourselves,to educateour children,to do businesshonestly, andto
work with fellow citizensto designruleswewantto liveby.4

Accordingto Dyson,“our commontaskis to doabetterjob with theNet thanwe
havedonesofar in thephvsicalworld.”

1Avital Ronell,“A Disappearanceof Community.” In Immersedin Technology:Art andVirtual
Environments. Ed. Mary AnneMoser, with DouglasMacLeod. Cambridge,Mass.:MIT Press,
1996,p. 119.

2HowardRheingold,TheVirtual Community:Homesteadingon theElectronicFrontier. San
Francisco:HarperPerennial,1994,p. 24.

3Rheingold,ibid., p. 26.
4EstherDyson,Release2.0: A Designfor Living in theDigital Age. New

York: BroadwayBooks,1997,p. 2.
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Dyson believes that is possible: “Becausetherewill be so much information,
somuchmultimedia,somany options[online] peoplewill learnto valuehuman
connectionmore,andthey will look for it on theNet,”5

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

Today, when20 percentof theworld consumes80 percentof its re-
sources,whena quarterof us have an acceptablestandardof living
andthreequartersdon’t, how canthisdividepossiblycometogether?
While thepoliticiansstrugglewith thebaggageof history, anew gen-
erationis emerging from the digital landscapefree of many of the
old prejudices.Thesekids are releasedfrom the limitation of geo-
graphicproximity asthesolebasisof friendship,collaboration,play,
andneighborhood.Digital teclinologycanbeanaturalforcedrawing
peopleinto greaterworld harmony.6

Again,David Nobleremindsusthatthereisnothingnew aboutthiskindof techno-
utopianism.Ever sincethesixteenthcenturychampionsof technologyhave been
touting it asa key to thecreationof more“heavenly” communities.JohannAn-
dreae,for example,envisagedthe utopiancity of Christianopolis,in which the
technicalartswereassiduouslypracticedby all citizens. Like many at the time,
Andreaebelievedthetimewasnighfor theageof perfectionpromisedby thebook
of Revelation.Theadvanceof scienceandtechnologyhesaw asessentialprepa-
ration for this millenial age. Likewise, in the City of the Sunenvisagedby the
CalabrianhereticTommasoCampanella,every citizenwasto betaughttechnical
skills, “Intendedto givethemthewisdomneededto understand,andto livein har-
mony with, God’screation.”7 Throughoutthesixteenthandseventeenthcenturies,
utopianvisionariesimaginedthatscienceandtechnologycould

5Dyson,ibid., p. 4.
6NicholasNegroponte,BeingDigital. New York: VintageBooks,1996,p. 230.
7Quotedin David F. Noble,TheReligionof Technology: TheDivinity of ManandtheSpirit of

Invention. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997,p. 40.
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p.284 help to precipitatea more perfectera in which Christianswould live more
harmoniousandvirtuouslives.

The very word “utopia” derives from the visionarycommunityof the same
nameimaginedby the EnglishmanThomasMore. Like FrancisBacon’s “New
Atlantis,” More’soriginalutopiawasanidealizedcommunitylocatedonaremote
island,far away from thecorruptinginfluenceof a decadentworld. In bothcases
inhabitantshadcreatedfor themselvesakind of earthlyparadise,madepossibleby
their piety, their communalspirit, andcrucially, bv their devotion to thetechnical
arts.

With theseutopianvisionswe witnessthe emergenceof the idea that man,
throughhis own efforts, cancreatea New Jerusalemhereon earth.All thesevi-
sionswereprofoundlyChristianin intent,inspired,asonecommentatorhasput it,
by a “yearningto bring heavendown to earth.”8 Ratherthanhaving to wait until
theLastJudgmentfor theadventof aprefectcommunity, Renaissancevisionaries
suggestedthatmencouldcreateheavenly cities themselves,by their application
of scienceandtechnology. Technologywould thusbecomea mediumfor salva-
tion. Again and againin the ageof science,technologyhasbeenviewed asa
salvific force,a key to a better, brighter, morejust world. NobleandMary Midg-
ley have both tracedthis techno-utopianspirit throughmodernWesternculture,
whereit canbe found flourishing today in the NASA spacecommunity, in the
geneticengineeringcommunity, and amongadvocatesof artificial intelligence.
But if techno-utopianismis by no meansa new phenomena,amongcyberspace
enthusiastsit reachesanew crescendo.

MIT’ s William Mitchell is just onewho haschampionedcyberspaceasa po-
tentially utopianrealmby drawing a parallelbetweenthis digital domainandthe
agoraof ancientAthens.9 As thecenterof theoriginal democracy, theagorawas
theplacewhereAtheniancitizensmetto discussideasfor thecommongood.In

8Quotedin Noble,ibid., p. 38.
9William J. Mitchell, City of Bits: Space,Place,andthe Infobahn. Cambridge,Mass.:MIT

Press,1996.
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p.285this nonhierarchicalspaceall were equaland everyonecould expresstheir
opinionsfreely. (Everyone,that is, who qualifiedasa citizen,which in practice
meantabouttwo thousandof thecity’s mostprosperousmen.) Mitchell, among
others,suggeststhatcyberspacecanagainserveasanegalitarianpublic space.

He pointsto the fact that in cyberspacewe arefreedfrom the normalsocial
markersof physicalspace,suchassuburbnamesandzip codes.Consideringwhat
peoplepayto livein the90210zipcode,sothatthey canformally residein Beverly
Hills, thereis nodoubtthatwhatMitchell calls“the geocode”canbeapowerfully
stratifying force in our perceptionsof oneanother. Whetherconsciouslyor not,
we do often make judgmentsbasedon socialmarkers. Sayingone lives in the
Bronx, for example,is likely to invoke an entirely differentsetof expectations
to sayingone lives in Manhattan. As Mitchell writes: “In the standardsort of
spatialcity, whereyou arefrequentlytells who you are. (And who you arewill
oftendeterminewhereyou areallowedto be.) Geographyis destiny.”10 Online,
however, no oneknows if you comefrom Beverly Hills or the backwoods,and
they cannotjudgeyouassuch.In Mitchell’swords,“the Net’sdespatializationof
interactiondestroys thegeocode’s key. [In cyberspace]thereis no suchthing as
a betteraddress,andyou cannotattemptto defineyourselfby beingseenin the
right placesin theright company."

Mitchell goestoo far, perhaps,whenhesaysthereareno“betteraddresses”in
cyberspace-aprestigious“.edu” address(suchasharvard.eduor mit.edu) carries
considerablymorecacheonline thana CompuServe or AmericaOnlineaddress.
Yetheis right thatcyberspacecutsacrossmany traditional“geocode”boundaries.
As apotentiallyegalitarianarena,considerthefollowing two examples.

In March 1998,StephenHawking gave a talk at the White Househostedby
the presidentandthe First Lady. Pipedto the nationby CNN, the world’s most
famousliving physicist

10Mitchell, ibid., p. 10.
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expoundedon his ideasaboutthe future of science. In the audienceweresev-
eralNobelPrizewinnersanda numberof America’s leadingresearchscientists,
severalof whomwereinvited to askHawking questions.But alongwith theselu-
minaries,questionswerealsoinvited from theInternet,andordinarycitizensalso
took part in theevent. Oneshouldnot make too muchof suchobviousPRexer-
cises;nonethelesstheeveningwasa small indicationof thedemocraticpotential
of cyberspace,a potentialfurtherilluminatedby oursecondexample.

At theHorseShoeCoffeehousein SanFrancisco,Internetaccesscanbeob-
tainedat fifty centsfor twenty minutes. Around the country, similar venuesare
springingup,providing publicspaceswherepeoplewhomaynothaveNetaccess
at bornecansurf the Web, participatein online forums,sendandcollect email.
OneSanFranciscanwho avails himself of the HorseShoe’s facilities is a local
squatternamedCyberMonk. As one Internetobserver hasnoted, “the combi-
nationof real andvirtual spaceaffordedby the coffechouseallows CyberMonk
to useit asa living room, telephone,andmailbox.”” Although in his physical
cornii-it-lnl ’ tv CyberMonkis marginal’zed,’ii cyberspacelie becomesanequal
memberof the digital society. With no fixed abodein the real" world , in the
ephemeraldomainof cyberspacehehasassolid" anaddressandpresenceasany
otherlietizeii.

The notion of an "electronicagora"alsounderliesthe conceptof electronic
town liall meetings,toutedad infiiiltuiii during the 1996U.S. presidentialcam-
paign. VicePresidentAI Gorein partictilarwouldhaveusbelievethatey,berspace
providesthecureto Aiiierlca’s democraticdecline. No longerneedcitizensfeel
left out of the processof government,say the new cyber-agorlaiis;now via the
miracleof the moderneve 07ie canbe involved in public discussionsandcom-
munalpolicy decisions.In cyberspacewe would thusrealizea truedemocracy, a
dreamthathashistorically low voter ttiriiotits testlfx,) hassoevidently failed in
ourphysicalcommunities.
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For slotingpeopleespecially, cyberspacebeckonsasaplacewherethev might
build a betterlife." For the first time in severalgenerations,Americansgraduat-
ing from high schoolandcollegearefinding they areLiiillk elv to have a higher
standardof living tliaii their parents. Most will be lucky to matchtheir par-
ents. Witli “real life” prospectsgettingtougherby theyear, someyoungAmer-
icansare turning to cyberspaceinstead. The locusof their dreams,asSherry
Turkle haschronicled,areoftenMUD worlds. Onedisspiritedtwenty-something
told Turkle bluntly, “MUDs got mebackinto themiddleclass.” He did not mean
this literally; hewasreferringonly to theonlineworld of his MUD whereheand
his friendsareenergeticandproductivecybercitizens.

Anotherof Turkle’s subjects,josh,explainedhis life in thephysicalworld in
thefollowing bleakterms:“I live in a terriblepartof town. I seea rat holeof an
apartment,I seea dead-end)’oh, I seeAIDS.” In his MUD world, on the other
hand,Joshsaid:“I seefriends,I havesomethingto offer, I seesafesex.” There,as
anexpertatbuilding virtual cafes,heis arespectedcyber-entrepreneur. According
to Turkle,“MUDs offer joshasenseof participationin theAmericandream.” He
hopesthatonedaywhenMUDs becomecommercialenterpriseshewill beableto
turn his cyber-building skills into a real living. For youngpeoplelike this Turkle
notes,MUDs provide “a senseof amiddle-classpeergroup.”

MUDs maynot beparadise,but for anincreasingnumberof America’s youth
cyberspaceseemsa moreappealingplacethanthe reality of their physicallives.
As aspacethatis freefrom middle-classslump,andis immunefrom theproblems
of urbandecayandsocialdisintegrationplaguingsomany “real life” communi-
ties,cyberspacebeckonsasa decidedlymoreutopiandomain.On theotherside
of themodem,theseyoungmenandwomenseeaspaceto meetanddatein safety,
aplacewherethey
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p.288 canhavethekind of powerandsignificanceincreasinglybeyondreachin their
physicallives.

Yet for all the optimismof cyberutopiansthe digital domainis considerably
less“heavenly” thanmany of its championswouldhaveusbelieve. While it is true
thatcyberspacedoesenableinteractionbetweenpeoplewho would not normally
havecontactin theirphysicallives,therearealreadyhintsthatthissocialleveling
is notasuniversalasweareoftentold. In short,it is far from clearthatthe“pearly
gates”of cyberspaceareequallyopento all.

Thereis an intriguing historicalparallelherethat may help to castlight on
thefutureof cyber-utopianism.This mayseema surprisinganalogy, but literary
scholarBrianConneryhasshown thatmany featuresof thenew cyber-utopianism
werepresagedin thefirst Europeancoffeehousesof theseventeenthcentury. Like
cyberspace,theseearly coffeehousesalsoprovided a new socialspacein which
peoplecouldmix acrossclasslines,enablingnoblesandtradesmento rub shoul-
ders.Heretoo,Connerysays,thecoffeehousescouldbeseenas“reincarnations”
of theclassicalagora.In this respectthey constituteda kind of utopiansocialex-
periineiit, which, like cyberspace,heldout theproi-nlseof a moreequalsociety
for all. In consideringcyberspaceandits potentialasa utopiansocialspace,the
historyof thecoffechotiseoffersanilluminatingcasestudy.

Within the new coffeehouseculture what matteredmost was not wealth or
title, but a quick wit anda keengraspof the latestnews. As in cyberspaceto-
day, topical informationwasa key cornmodi, andafter the first newspaperwas
foundedin 1665coffeehousesbecoi-iieprimaryplacesfor thepliblic dissemina-
tion of news. After the establishmentof the penny post in 1680coffeehouses
alsobecameiiattiral locationsfor delivery of ii-iail. Prior to tlils, ii-i@ill had
beenliaiid-deliveredbv portersandwasa service’]able only to the r’cli. Bv
I)ro\7ldliig aptibl’c x@eiitic for d’

aval I is-

seilliiiatloii of newsandiiiall, coffeeliotisesseed@i similar social
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ft ’on to theInternettodav with ’ts onl’nenewsservicesandits -incti I I
electronicmall. Indeed,Connerysays,thesevenues"servedaslaboratories

for experimentation"with many of thefreedomsthatwould beenshrinedin laws
andconstructionslater in thecentury-including "freedomof thepress,freedom
of associationandassembly, freedomof speech.""

Yet thegenuinelydemocratizingtrendsopenedup by thecoffechouseswould
prove short-lived. From the start,dissentersoh)ectedto the mixing of classes
that occurredthere,andin truth therewassomethingchallengingabouta place
where,as oneseveiiteenth-centurypolemicistput it, "a worthy Lawyer and an
errantPickpocket" couldmeetonequalfooting. But it wasnot just ’deforcesthat
workedagainsttheegalitarianspirit of thecof-

outsi I
feehouses;internalforcesalsowouldplayarole in its demise. It is here,Con-

nery suggests,that the history of the coffeehouse"holds a potentialwarningfor
thosewho dreamthattheInternetwill createutopiandisclirsivecommunities."15

Two forcesin particularworkedagainstthenew egalitarianspirit: "thereestab-
lishmentof authority"and"theinstitutionof exclusivity." Bothsuggestlessonsfor
eyberspacetoday. In theory, anyonecouldspeakat a coffeehousediscussion-in
principle all voiceswereequal-but in practicemostplacessoonbecamedomi-
natedby thevoicesof a few, or evenjust onestarspeaker. Ratherthancondemn-
ing suchbehavior, proprietorsusedthesestarclients"asadraw for otherpatrons,"
a strategy that Connerynotesis muchthe sameas"online services[today] who
tout theparticipationof starsfrom Hollywoodor themusicindustry.""

Anyonewho hasparticipatedon USENETgroupsknows that all voicesare
notequal,with discussionoftendominatedby asmallcadreof regularvociferous
posters."Newbles" to establishednewsgroupsoften get a verv chilly reception,
andat leastonepopularnewsgroupis famousfor its harshlyiiieqtiltableenviron-
ment.Thecaseof alt.folklore.urbaii,or AFU asit is known, makesfor an
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p.290 interestingexampleof ’ tist how quickly "atitliori is indeedbeingreestablished
in cyberspace.

If anywherein cyberspaceoughtto beegalitarian,AFU shouldbe. This is a
newsgroupdevotedto debunkingmythsand11urbanlegends."Discussionsrange
overavastspectrum,froi-n old

favoriteslike alligatorsin the sewersto reportsof high-techJapanesetoilets
andrtii-nors aboutthe CIA. As the group’s Web site explains,AFU is "a great
placeto get a reality checkon anything that I a friend’ told you, or to compare
notesaboutoddthings."Yet despiteits populistmission,harshtreatmentof new-
bles by AFU regularsis legendary. Here is one netizen’s reaction: "Tell you
what scaresthe shit out of me on the Net, AFU. Now there’s a newsgroupto
dread. Postingas a newbie thereshouldbe one of those(often fatal) moves
groupedunderthe sameheadingas accidentallyshootingyourself throughthe
privateparts."AFU regularspointedlysetout to bait newbleswith mockpostings
known as"trolls," a form of mockery that holdsup to public ridicule those’th
theinnersubtletiesof theculture. Michelenot conversantwl I I Tepper," herself
oneof the AFU elite, haspointedout that all socialgroupsneedinternal rules
to maintaingroupidentity; nonethelessshenotesthat thevirulent atmosphereof
AFU suggeststhatequalopportunityof expressionis not a high priority for this
cyberspacecommunity.

In AFU we can also witnessthe secondanti-democratizingtrend identified
by Conneryin coffeehouseculture: "the institution of exclusivity." Already the
publicly accessibleAFU newsgrouphasspunoff two exclusive, invitation-only
lists. In fact,many newsgroupsnow haveexclusivespin-off lists thatarenotopen
to thepublic. Connerytells us thata similar move alsooccurredin theLondon
coffechouses,asearly asthe seconddecadeof the eighteenthcentury. BY that
time regular denizenshadbegun to ’thdraw froi-i-i the lioi pollo’ ’iito exclusive
privaterooms.

wl I I I

Eventually, theseselectgatheringsled to theestabllsliii-ieiit of I
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privategciitleiiieii’ sclubs. Accordingto ConiierN!,asimilar "developiiientmay
beinevitablewltliln discussionlists andnewsgroups"on theIiiteriiet."

It is well to rememberthat iiiitil very recentlythe digital agorawas in fact
anextremelyexclusive place. Up until 1993(when"browser"softnvarefor the
World Wide Web first became’]able), few peopleotits’de uii’ vers’t’es and re-
searchsettings

aval I 11
hadaccessto theNet. Evennow therearemany peoplewhostill cannotafford

anappropriatecomputerandamonthlyInternetaccessfee. And thatis trueeven
in rich countrieslikeAmerica. If cvberspaceis to becomea truly equitableplace
theii wearegoing

I
to have to face the questionof how to ensurethat everyonehasequalac-

cess.Not ’ust peoplewhoarewell-off, but alsothosewho

i
’ t. Moreover, if weareseriousaboutcreatingsomekind of arenI I I
cyber-utopiathentherich developedworld is going to have to take seriously

thetaskof makingtheInternetavailableto developingcountriesaswell.
Oneaspectof earlycoffeehouseculturethatwasnever egalI itar anwas1 its

gendermix. Whateverelsemayhavebeenin flux, maleauthoritywasmaintained
there,and few womenparticipatedin this scene. Cyberspaceis accessibleto
women,but how much,really, is the"secondsex" welcoi-ne?Althoughthewired
worlddoesoffergenuineopportunitiesfor woi-nen,all is riot rosyin thisslipposed
paradiseof genderdissolution. Behindtheutopianrhetoric,thebitscanstill pack
a hefty sexist bite. Voluii-ies have beenwritten aboutgenderandcyberspace,
andit is beyond the scopeof this book to give morethana passingglli-npseat
the sub)ect. Btit let LIS coiisider)’ustoneexamplethat I think is particularly
llltimlilatlilg-a caseof onlinesexualharassment.

Few womenaremoreacquaintedk@@itli thisSLib’ectthanStepliaiileBrall. In
1993Brall \vasthetargetof intenseoiiiiiie harassliieiitthat for severalmonthsi-
nadehercvber-life hell andfinallv spilledoverinto her"reallife."19 ’I’ lic incident
beganwhen
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Brall daredto standLip In supportof a voting womanwhomshethought",as
beingunfairly treatedontheUSENETgroupalt.ziiies,agroupdevotedto discus-
sionof alternative magazineOr zinc culture. ThesIoLiiig womanhadposteda
i-nessagerequestiiigto talk about"Riot Grrls" zliies-RlotGrrlsbeingasubculture
of politically astuteyoungwomenwith ptiiik-rock cultural leaniiigs. Given the
nattireof theiiewsgrotip,andthefactthat"zilles"

’fically aboutalternatives to iiia’iistream culture, it wasa are speclI I nat-
ural request,but somemenon the grolip veheii-ieiitly protested. Not only did
they riot want to discussgrrl-culture,thev didn’t wantanyoneelseon thegroup
to either. Onehostile male suggestedthe young womanstart her own group:
alt.grrl.dumbcunts.

Enragedatthisiiiequity, Brail weighedin with commentsdefendingtheyoung
woman’s right to speak,commentsthat, by her own admission,were loud and
opinionated. Whatensuedwasa flamewar. More insidiously, Brail becamethe
targetof onlinesexual harassment.Soon,"reamsof pornographictext detailing
gangrapeswerepouringinto hermailbox. Yetalthoughshehadalliesontheorig-
inal newsgroup,many quickly tired of theflamewar andbecameunsympathetic
to herplight. Someevensaidthatby complainingabout"Mik e" (theharasser),
sheandherallieswerecensoringhim.

EventsreachedaheadwhenBrall receivedamessagefrom Mikeataseparate
privatee-mall address. This aggressive strangerhad somehow accessedwhat
shouldhave beenprotectedinformationabouther personallife. Chillingly, the
messageread: I know you’re in Los Angeles. MaybeI caii comeover andfix
your

11 plumbing." Now Brall began to fear for her physicalsafety. The
offensiveonly endedwhenMlke’s guardslippedandBrall wasableto sleuthout
hisprivatec-mail address.After thatsheneverheardfrom him again.

’I’he story endswell, but happy endingsareriot all thatmatter, andthecase
revealssomeratherdisturbingundercurrentsin
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cyber-utopia. Brall’s casemay have beenextreme,bait oiiline iiastlnessto-
ward womenis riot unusua1: it is a commonreasonwomengive for not want-
ing to participatein many cyberspaceforums. In the faceof onlineharassment
womenareoftentold to justfight back,"btit thatmaybeeasiersaidthandone. As
Brail pointsout,"tlils is easyadvicefor a loud-mouthed,college-agedknow-lt-all
who hasall the time in theworld, but doesit apply to real,working womenwho
don’t havethetimeandluxury to’fight back’againstonline’erks?"Moreover, why
shouldwomenhave to fight backas"the priceof admission"? "Men don’t usu-
ally have to jump througha hoopof sexual innuendoandanti-feministbacklash
simply to participate.""’For many womenit is somucheasierto just log off.

And thatis theprimaryreasonfor concernaboutrampantcyber-misogyny. Un-
der theguiseof the First Amendmentthe cyber-elite hasmounteda mantra-like
defenseof freedomof speech,this supposedlycorefeatureof cyber-utopia. But
onehasto ask: Freedomof speechfor whom? Not, apparently, for the young
womanwho wantedto talk aboutRiot Grrl zines. And not,apparently, for Brail,
speakingin her defense. Whenwomenwho make postingsto alt.feminismare
called "bitches" by angry young men, is that freedomof speech? When, on
X-Files newsgroups,womenaretold that their lusty postingsin praiseof David
Duchovny areobscene,is that freedomof speech? When,on StarTrek news-
groups,womenareflamedfor expressingdissatisfactionwith thefemalerolesin
theseries,is thatfreedomof speech?"How many women,"wondersBrall, "have
stoppedpostingtheir wordsbecausethey weresick of constantlybeingattacked
for their opinions?""Thuswe mustask,who is this eyber-utopiareallv going to
befor?

Womenaren’t theonlvonesencounteringobstaclesiii thedigital doii-iain. Sim-
ilar barriersalsoconfronthomosexuals,noiiwhites,andiioii-Anglos. ’Fhe heav-
enlyvision of aplace
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menof all nationswill walk in harmony" is oneof the prime fantasiesLin-
der which cyberspaceis being promoted,yet despitemany cyberspaceenthu-
siasts’public paeansto pltiralism, all culturesare not equally welcomein cy-
berspace.On thecontrary, commentatorZlauddinSardarsuggeststhatwhatwe
areseeingis notsomuchaspacefor vibrantpluralisiii but anew form of Western
imperialism.

Sardarnotesthatmuchof therhetoricusedby cyberspacechampionsis drawn
from thelanguageof colonization. Cyberspaceis routinelyreferredto asa "new
continent"or a "new frontier" andits conquestandsettlementoftencomparedto
theconquestandsettlementof the"New World." A typical examplecomesfrom
Ivan Pope,editor of the British cyberspacemagazine3W, who describedit as
"one of thosemythical places,like the AmericanWest or the African Interior,
thatexcitesthepassionsof explorersandcarpetbaggersalike." Theheadlinefor a
coverstoryfrom theSanFrancisco-basedcyberpunk’ournalMondo2000

declaredSiMply,’I’HE RUSH IS ON! COLONIZING CYBERSPACE.
Thethemeof colonizationis alsoreflectedin awidely quoteddocumenttitled

"CyberspaceandtheAmericanDream:A MagnaCartafor theKnowledgeAge,"
whichwasput togetherby right-wing think tanktheProgressandFreedomFoun-
dation,andbasedon the ideasof a groupthat includedEstherDysonandAlvin
Toffier. ThiscyberMagnaCartastatesbluntly, "what is happeningin cyberspace
... [callsto mind] thespirit of inventionanddiscoverythatled... generationsof pi-
oneersto tametheAmericancontinent.""In asimilarvein,theElectronicFrontier
Foun~dation’s JohnPerryBarlow haswritten that "Columbuswasprobablythe
lastpersonto beholdsomuchusableandunclaimedrealestate(or unrealestate)
asthesecybernautshavediscovered.""

Btit of coursethe"realestate"of theAmericaswasclaimed.The"taiiiiiig" of
theAmericanWestthatthewritersof thecyberMagnaCartawould emulatealso
entailedthe"taniliig" (andoften
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erasure)of dozensof other cultures. According to Sardar, that is also the
hiddendangerof eyberspace. Ratherthaii embracingother culturesand their
traditions,hesuggeststhat"cvberspaceis particularlygearedtowardstheerasure
of all noii-WesternhistAsheexpla’ns: "If Coltiiiibus,Drakeandotherswash-

ones. I
buckling heroesof Westerncivilization wereno worsethanpioneersof cy-

berspace,thenthey [too, by association]musthave
1 beena good thing. 112’ The ’iiipl’cation, Sardarnotes,is that the

colonlzedpeople"shouldbe thaiikflil" for all the "wonderflil" technologiesthe
Westernersbrought. It is certainlyworth asking,asSardardoes,why is it that
at a time whencolonial frontier metaphorsarebeingsocritiquedelsewherethey
shouldbeembracedby championsof cyberspace.

Whatever this cyberspatialfrontier rhetoric implies aboutour past,perhaps
moreinsidiouslyit hintsat anongoingcultural imperialism. A frontier, by def-
inition, is a placewherethingsarebeingformedanew. And newnessis exactly
whatmany cyberenthusiastsprizeabove all else. For too many of them,history
is of little interest,becausewhat really mattersis the future,a gloriousunprece-
dentedfliture thatwill supposedlyemergeAthena-like from their heads. In such
anatmosphereof fliture-worship,Sardarsays,therecanbenogenuinerespectfor
thetraditionsof any culture. With theworld constantlybeingfori-nedanew at the
digital frontier, traditionalwaysof thinkingandbeingareall tooeasilyreducedto
quaintctirlosities:"Otherpeopleandtheir culturesbe-

1121

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

Onaglobalscale,moreover, cvberspaceprovidesunprecedentedopportunities
for "corporations[to] tradeglgabytesof illformation aboutmonev anddeath."Let
usnever forget the role of the military in the iiiltlal developmentof cyberspace,
andtheir continuingpresenceat theforefrontof this technology. It is riot
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’ ’ficant thatthefirst-everappl’cat’onof iiitilt’ tiseronl’ne v’
iiisignl I I I I ir-
ttial reall wasfor air intercontinentalbattleslintilation." Beyond themilitary

oiie of thegreatestusersof cyberspaceis thefinancialiiidtistry, aiid it is already
kiiown that billions of crime dollarssloshtindetectedthroughthe world’s com-
puter networks, dissolved into apparentlegitli-nacy by the ptirifyliig power of
sillcoil. If, asSardaraild otherssuggest,"cvbercrli-i-ic is goingto bethecrli-ne
of the ftlttire," thenratherthaii brliigliig to iiilnd theNew Jerusalem,olle iiiight
wonderif cyberspacewill beniorelikea iiew Gomorrah."

Thinkiiig aboutthepotentialof cyberspace,wemightconsiderall this in Dan-
teanterms. As a iiian of the Middle Ages,Dantelived beforethe time when
technologycameto beseenasa forcefor creatinga New Jerusalem.In his time,
humanaction tendedto be associatedmorewith the creationof Hell. Oneof
themostpowerful messagesof TheDivineComedyis thatHell is a placewe hu-
mansmake for ourselves. As I notedin ChapterOne, in the medieval cosmos
Hell wasthespaceliterally within thesphereof humanactivity, andit is no co-
incidencethatDanteplacedit insidetheearth. MetaphoricallyspeakingDante’s
Infernowastheinnerspaceof sick men’s minds,a placeof vanity, delusion,ego,
andself-obsession.Thepoorsoulstrappedthereweredoomedto spendeternity
wallowing in thehumanrace’s collectivepsychicdiseaseandexcrement.

Now cyberspacetoo is an inner spaceof humanity’s own making, a space
wherethe vilest sidesof humanbehavior canall too easi’ ly effloresce. In the
pastfew yearsnco-Naziandskinhead’teshave prol’feratedoil the web, while
USENETgroupsmake

si I
it all the easierfor racistsandbigots to spreadtheir messagesof hatred.21

Surfingsuchsites,with their openlyviolent, antisocial,andantlgovernnientdia-
tribes,is truly to descendinto a iiew circleof Hell. To sav nothingof poriiograph
for which theWebhasundotibtedlybeeiithegreatestbooii sincetheiii veiition of
photography. As Sardariiotes,theunderbellyof cyberspaceis indeed"a

8. 1: Detail from Areiia ChapelLast Judgment. Might cyberspacebecome
less

likeHeaven,andmorelikeHell?
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grotesquesoup."Oneis remindedhereriot somuchof Paradise,but,asin Fig-
ure8. 1, of theotherpoleof inedlex7alsotil-space.In short,while contemporary
exponentsof theRenaissancetraditionseecyberspaceasapotentiallylica@7eiily
place,liarkiiig backto theearliermedieval tradition, thereis eve potential,if we
arenotcareful,for cyberspaceto belesslikeHeavenandmorelikeHell.

B E Y 0 N D C Y B E R - U T 0 P I R

Yet having recognizedtheinadequacy of muchcyber-utopianrhetoricandthe
riot iiisignificant iiiequitieswithlii many cyberspacecommunl’tiestoday, I would
like to endthis work on a positive theme,for it seemsto me that in spiteof its
problemscyberspacedoesoffer usanessentiallypositivevision. Thereis asense
in which I believe it couldcontributeto our understandingof how to build better
communities. I do not want to usetheword utopian"here,becausethatconcept
hasdistinctly Christianundertones,and I want to finish on a note that is less
Christocentric,lessEtirocentric,andmoreuniversal. I want to returnhereat the
endof ourstorvto anideathatwasintroducedattheendof ChapterSix-tlie notion
of cyberspaceasa network of relationships.It is this inherentlyrelationalaspect
of eyberspacethat I believe canserve asa powerful metaphorfor building better
communities.

By its verv nature,c 7berspacedraws our atteiitioll to soillcthing that has
beenimplicitlv realizedbv mostmyth systemsandtraditionalreligionstheworld
over-tlie wav in which humanbeiiigs are boundtogetherauto communitiesbv
networksof relatloiiships. Sincecnrl)erspaceitself is a iietmork of relationships,
it epitomizesqualitiesthat are fi-iiidaiiieiital to the creationandsiisteiiaiiceof
strongcoiiiiiiiiiilt-„. I’Iils point is crucial,andit warrantsouratteiitioil.

Whateverpeoplearedoingin cvberspace,andwhatever its
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content,cy,berspaceitself is anetworkof relationshipsin anumberof different
senses.Firstly, at its underlyingmateriallevel it consistsof a physicalnetwork
of computerslinked togetherby phonecables,optic fibers,andcommunications
satellites. But alongwith this physicalnetwork, thereis alsoa vastnonphysi-
cal network, for many of the relationshipsthat constitutecyberspacearepurely
logical links, implementedonly in software. On bothlevels,thevery essenceof
cyberspaceis relational:It is asetof relationshipsbetweenhardwarenodesonthe
onehand,andon theotherhandbetweensoftwareentitiessuchasWebsitesand
Telnetsites.

On bothlevels,cyberspacecanserveasa metaphorfor cornmunl’ ty, because
humancommunitiesalso are boundtogetherby networks of relationships;the
kinshipnetworksof our families,thesocialnetworksof our friends,andthepro-
fessionalnetworksof our work associates.

Within any moderncommunitytherearealsonetworks of interrelatedbusi-
nesses,networksof socialservices,networksof churches,networksof healthcare
providers,andso on. Like cyberspace,thesehumannetworks alsohave both
physicalandnonphysicalcomponents. Healthcarenetworks, for example,are
comprisedof a physicalcollectionof hospitalbuildings, but they alsorely on a
network of immateriallinks betweendoctorsandspecialistswho referpatientsto
oneanother. Heretoo, thereareboth"hardware"and"software"components.

In maintainingthe integrity of cyberspaceasa globally sharedspace,theup-
keepof reliablenetwork links is crucial. Anyonewhohaseverexperienceddiffi-
cultiesloggingontotheNetbecauseof abadline knowshow critically cyberspace
dependson goodnetwork links. In otherwords, the strengthof cyberspaceas
a whole dependson the maintenanceof goodconnectionsbetweenthe various
nodes.Again this is a powerful metaphorfor humancommlinities,becausethe
strengthof our communitiesalsodependson the maintenanceof good“strong”
connectionsbetween“nodes”-tliat is betweenindividuals,andbetweenvariousp.300
socialgroups. Justlike cyberspace,the integrity of humansocialspacealsode-
pendson thestrengthandreliability of our networks.Thisis a verylong

marginal note,
which will show
what happens if
I try to insert a
commmentary
in the margin.
I guess that I’ll
have to expand
the margin and
reduce the size
of the text to
make this work
properly.

Another featurethat bindstogetherany humancommunityis the fact that a
groupof people“inhabit” a common“world” that is, they sharea commonvi-
sion of reality, or a common“worldview.” Centralto the creationof a common
worldview is a commonlanguage,for languageis the primary meansby which
we humansmake senseof theworld aroundus. What is real for any peopleare
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thosethingsfor which they havewords,thoseconceptsandideaswhich their lan-
guageliterally articulates.Thereis a sensein which languagecreatestheworld
of any people.Now cyberspaceitself is a “world” createdby language,a world
thatactuallycomesinto beingthroughthepower of speciallydesignedcomputer
languages.Onceagain,then,in its veryontologycyberspaceservesasametaphor
for processesthatarecentralto thecreationof humancommunities.

The“world-making”powerof languagehasbeenrecognizedin themythsand
creationstoriesof culturesandreligionstheworld over. In theOld Testament,for
example,we find thefamousphrase"In thebeginningwastheWord." With these
wordstheanclentauthorsof theHebrew scripturesacknowledgethatbeforelan-
guagetherewas,in effect,nothing. Theworld-inakingpowerof languageis also
recognizedby thesophisticatedculturesof theAListrallan Aborigineswho tradi-
tionally sangsongsasthey walkedacrosstheland,believing thattheirincantations
calledthe land into being. Theentirecontinentof Australiais crisscrossedby a
network of walking tracksknown as"soiig-lliies," eachassociated’tli a complex
cycleof songs.For Aboriginal people,thesesong-

wl I
lines forii-ied the basisfor a coiitliieiit-wide navlgatioil S ’ stem,all elab-

orately strtiCtLired network I)v which tliev rationallv madesenseof their vast
land. In essence,throughthepowerof language,the
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soiig-lliics gave structureto a land that for IiLindredsof milesat a stretchis
ali-nostfeattirelessdesert. To put tlils anotherwav, the song-lliiestransformed
the"emptiness"of thedesertinto anorderedandstructuredspace.They actually
generatedthe gcographicspaceof Aboriginal life. Moreover, thesesoiig-lliies
also’dedanetwork of relat’oiisli’ps betaeentheiiiaii v different

provl I 1

’tiesthatpopulatedtheAt-lstral’aii continent.
cominunl1 1 1

Cyberspacealso is a paradigmaticinstanceof the "worldmaking"power of
language. At every level of electroniccommunicatloiiwithin the Internetthere
arespeciallanguagesor

11 protocols"to ensurethatall themachinescantalk to onean-

other. Cyberspaceasa communallysharedworld would simply not bepos-
siblewithout theimmaterialpower of language. In additionto various"network
protocols,"therearealsospecialprotocolsthatdeterminehow written text should
beencodedfor transmissionover theNet, andalsofor how graphics,sound,and
videoshouldbeencoded. You cannotin factdo anything in cyberspacewithout
invokingnumerouselectroniclanguagesandprotocols.

More critical even than its hardware, cyberspaceis madepossi ’ble by the
ephemeraltechnologyof language. As the greatphilosopherof spaceHenri
Lefebvrewouldsay, the"production"of cyberspacecannotbereducedsolelyto its
physicalcomponents.’9 The irreducibility of cyberspaceto its physicalsubstrate
is

’dent’n its structure,which,aswehavenoted,is partly physical

evl I

and partly not. As William Gibsoncorrectly anticipatedin his fiction, the
essenceof cyberspaceis not its materialconnectionsbut its logical (or linguistic)
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ones.In theend,cyberspaceis not justaphysicalnetwork, it is aboveall a logical
network.

And again,thereis a profoundlycommunaldimensionto the“production” of
cyberspace,for asa matterof practicalreality, theelectroniclanguagesthatpro-
ducethisdigital domainmustbedesignedandimplementedby largeinternational
groupsof



284 ThePearlyGatesof Cyberspace

p.302



302 ThePearlyGatesof Cyberspace

3 0 2 . T H E P E P R I Y G A T E S 0 FC Y B E R S PA C E

network engineersandcomputerscientists.@,@,cryoneof theclec-
troiilc languagesandprotocolsthat make cvberspacepossiblearecarefully,

designedbs@specializedinternationalcommittees. Moreover, oncethesepro-
tocolsareestablished,they onlv work effectively becausetheholenetwork coii-
imtinib,@ agreesto abideby thesecommoncodes. Without this mutualrespon-
sibility, thecolicrenceof cyberspacewould quickly breakdown, becauseall seg-
meritsof theNet would no longerbeableto communicatewith oneanother. In-
deed,they, i-nlght not be able to communicateat all. The very existenceof
cvberspaceasa globally sharedspacethusdependson a highly cooperative and
mutuallyresponsible’ty. In thissensecvberspaceis a iiiarvelousexampleof

commuiii I I
whatsucha coi-nmtiiilty canachieve-nothinglessthaii thecreationof a new

globalspaceof being.

Thereis hereanimportantlessonthatI believewecanlearnfrom cyberspace:
Any communitythatsharesa"world" is neces’ly boundiiito anetwork of respon-
sibility. Without thecontinusari

ing supportof acommlinl , any world (thatis, anv spaceof being)

’]I begin to fall apart. If cyberspaceteachesusanytli’iig, it is thatwl I I I

theworldswe conceive (tlie spaceswe "Inhabit") arecoinmtinalprotectsre-
quiringongoingconiiiitinal responsibility,.

Somereaderswill protestat this point. They will ob’ectthat if cyberspaceis
acommunallyproducedworld, thatthephys-

ex,eii I I
ical world is independentof Iiiiiiiaii beings,and that physicalspaceis riot

reliant on us for its stisteiiaiice. On onelevel this is true: The physicalworld
would riot breakdown if everyhuman

beingdisappearedtomorrow. Wliat wouldbreakdown, llowex,er,

’ tholit collt’iiti’ I supportis our particularconcepwli iiig coii-iii-itina I

tloii of tlils world-otir iaorldview. Considerfor examplethefliii-
daiiieiital shift xk7eli@ivebeenchroiilclliig in tlils work, the
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’t’oii from theiiied’eval \vorl(lv’ew its dti@il’

traiisi 1 1 1 1 1 ist coilcep-
tloii of spiritualspaceandphvslcalspace)to themodernscientific
@s,orldx@iew (@srlthits monasticconceptionof space).’I’Iirotigliotit
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this trans’t’oii thepliys’cal world ’tselfdid notchange;yetasamatterof lived
reality, theworld asperceivedby themedievalsactuallydisappeared.This com-
plex dtialisticspatialschemewasreplacedby anew monasticspatialschemewith
radically differentproperties. Thereis a sensein which we mustconcludethat
themedieval world broke down-notbecausethecosmositself changedcharacter,
but becausecommunitysupportfor this particularworldview graduallyeroded.

just as eyberspaceis communallyproduced,so in a profoundsenseare all
spaces.Whetherwearetalkingaboutmedieval conceptionsof spiritualspace,or
scientificconceptionsof physicalspace,every kind of spacemustbeconceptual-
ized,andhence11 produced,"by a communityof people. Hereagain,language
is key, for everydifferentkind of spacerequiresadifferentkind of language.Just
ascyberspacecould not comeinto beinguntil new kinds of languagesfor elec-
tronic communicationhadbeendeveloped,soany new kind of spacerequiresthe
developmentof anew language.

Take, for example,astronomicalspace. In Copernicus’time theresimply
did not exist a languagefor talking aboutcosmologlcalphenomenain physical
terms. Over thepastfour centuries,scientistshavegraduallydevelopedasophis-
ticatedlanguageof physicalcosmologysothatthosetodaywhostudyphenomena
suchas"neutronstars"and"pulsars,"the"big bang"andthe"Hubbleexpansion,"
"gravitational lensing"and"stellar spectrums"cannow communicateefficiently
andeffectively with oneanother. To nameis, in aprofoundsense,to create.And
oneof themajorachievementsof thescientificrevolution wasto articulatea lan-
guageof physicalspace.Indeedthecreationof new scl’fie languagesis aconstant
andongoingpartof scientific

entl I
history. In our own centuryscientistsstudyingrelativistic spacehave gradu-

ally developedtheir own language,asalsohave thosewho tlieorlzeabouthyper-
space.Anyonewhodoubtsthese
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of their papers. The fact that eachscientificdisciplinedoesnow have its own
languageis preciselywhy it hasbecomeso difficult even for otherscientiststo
keepup in fieldsoutsidetheir domainof speciality.

My pointhereis not to suggestthatastronomicalspaceor relativistic spaceare
merefigmentsof our imaginations,but ratherto acknowledgethatthe"production
of space"-any kind of spaceisnecessarilya coi-nmunalactivity. Thespacesthat
we iiihabit areirrevocablyarticulatedbv communitiesof people,who cannotex-
presstheir ideasaboutreality exceptthroughthemediumof language. How we
seeourselvesembeddedin awiderspatialschemeis notsimplyaquestionof get-
ting to know the "facts"; it is alwaysandever a matterfor socialandlinguistic
negotiation.

As Einsteinhimselfrecognized,it is thelanguagewe usetheconceptsthatwe
articulateandhencethe questionsthatwe ask-thatdeterminesthekind of space
thatweareableto see. By shiftingtheparametersof scientificlanguage,Einstein
wasable to seea new conceptionof space. Relativistic spaceis no fiction (1
wouldnotbewriting this manuscriptatacomputerif thedesignersof microchips
hadnot understoodtherelativistic effectsof electronbehavior), btit thatsaid,it is
importantto understandthat relativistic spaceis not some"transcendent"reality
in the mind of someGod. In a very powerful senseit would not exist without
Einsteinandthesubsequentcommunityof relativity phvslclsts. If everyrelativity
physicistdiedtomorrow andeverypaperon thestib’ectsuddenlydisappeared,in
whatsensecouldrelativistic spacebesaidto "exist"? just asmedieval soul-space
disappearedwith the demiseof the coi-nniunltv who supportedthat concept,so
too relativistic spacewould disappearfrom thehumanpsychiclandscapewithout
thecontinuedstistei-iaiiceof theph@sicscoil]iiiiiiilh,.

Sinceall spacesarenecessarilytheproductionsof specific
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societiesfrom which they spring. SamuelEdgertonhasnoted, that the space
of linear perspective wasa “visual metaphor”for the orderlinessandmercantile
rationality of fourteenth-centuryFlorentliie society.” The anthropologistEmile
Dtirkhelmhasarguedthatindeeddifferentsocieties’conceptionsof spacealways
reflectthe socialorganizationof their communities. He cites,for example,the
Zuni Indianswhodividespaceinto sevendistinctregions-north,south,cast,west,
zenith,nadir, andcenter-which derivedfrom their socialexperience. According
to Durkhelmthisseven-foldspacewas"nothinglessthanthesiteof thetribe,only
indefinitelyextended.""

As a productionof late twentieth-centuryWesterncommunities,cyberspace,
also,reflectsthesocietyfrom which it is springing. As wehavenoted,thisspace
is coming into beingat a time whenmany in the Westernworld are tiring of a
purelyphysicalistworld picture. Canit bea coincidencethatwe have invented
a new immaterialspaceat just this point in our history? At ’ust thepoint when
many peoplearelongingoncemorefor somekind of spin"tualspace?

To recognizethe contingentnatureof our conceptionsof spaceis not to de-
valuethem-relativistic spaceis no lessusefulor beautifulbecauseweunderstand
its cultural embeddedness.But in recognizingthis, we may becomelesslikely
to devalueotherconceptionsof space. The fact thatwe now live with two very
differentkinds of space- physicalspaceandcyberspace- might alsohelp us to
have a morepluralistic attitudetoward spacein general. In particular, it might
encourageagreateropennesstowardothersocieties’spatialschemes.Moreover,
if the story we have beentracingin this book hasany lesson,I believe it is that
our spatialschei-nesareriot only culturally contingent,they arealsohistoricallv
contingent. Thereis 110suchthliig asanultiii-iate or supremevision of space;
thereis only everanopen-endedprocessin which
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phenomena.

Throughouthistory new kinds of spacehave comeinto being,asolder ones
have disappeared.With eachshift in our conceptionof spacealsocomesa com-
mensurateshift in our conceptionof our universe-andhenceof our own place
androle within thatuniverse. In thefinal analysis,ourconceptionof ourselvesis
indelibly linkedto our conceptionof space. As I notedat thestartof this work,
peoplewho seethemselvesembeddedin bothphysicalspaceandspiritualspace
cannothelpbait seethemselvesin a dualisticsense,asphysicalandspiritualbe-
ings. But a peoplewho conceive of spacein purelyphysicaltermsarevirtually
compelledto seethemselvesaspurely physicalbeings. This, of course,is not
the only choice;peoplein non-westerncultureshave conceived entirely differ-
ent options. What is universalis that conceptionsof spaceandconceptionsof
self mirror oneanother. In a very real sense,we aretheproductsof our spatial
scheme.

With theadventof cyberspacewe arethusalertedthatour conceptionof our
world, andof ourselves,is likely to change.just asthe adventof otherkinds of
spacehave alwaysthrown the currentworldview into a stateof flux, so too cy-
berspacewill likely alterourvisionof reality in powerful ways.justwhatchanges
will this new spaceprecipitate?Whatkindsof reality shiftswill it entrain? And
how will it affect our conceptionof our own role within theworld system? We
cannotyetanswerthesequestionsfor it is tooearlyto know. In asensewearein
a similar positionto Europeansof thesixteenthcenturywho were’ust becoming
awareof thephysicalspaceof thestars,a spacequiteoutsidetheir prior concept-
loii of reality. Like Coperiiicus,we areprivilegedto witnessthe dawning of a
new kind of space. Whathistorywill make of this space,appropriatelyenough,
only timewill tell.
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