KEYWORKS IN CULTURAL STUDIES

As cultural studies powers ahead to new intellectual horizons, it becomes incr: easingly
important to chart the discipline’s controversial history. This is the object of an exciting
new series, KeyWorks in Cultural Studies. By showcasing the best that has been
thought and written on the lcading themes and topics constituting the discipline,
KeyWorks in Cultural Studies provides an invaluable genealogy for students striving

to better understand the contested space in which cultural studies takes place and is
practiced.
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Introduction

On the eve of the 21st century there haye been two innovative discussions about the
keneral conditiong of life: one concerns a possiple ‘Postmodern’ culture and even
Society; the other concerns broad, massive changes ip COmmunicationg Systems,
Postmodern culture is often Presented as ap alternative to cxisting society which js
Pictured ag structurally limited of f'undamcntaﬂy flawed. New Communications Sys-
1ems are often Presented ag 4 hopeful key to a better life and a more cquitable society,
Ihe discussion of postmodern culture focyses ro d great extent o ap tmerging pew
hdividual identity or subject Position, one thay abandons what May in retrospect pe
the narrow Scope of the modern individual wigh its claims rationality and auto-
"Homy. The discoyrse Surrounding the pey COmmunicatipns SYStems attends mope to
e imminent technical increqge i information exchange and the ways thig advantage
Will redound to already cxisting individuals ang already CXisting institutions,

My purpose in this essay is to bring these two discussions together,

» LO enact 3
Siilronration between them so that the advantages of cach may redound to the

Wlior, while the limitationg of cach may be revealed and discarded, )

Ty contention jg
Wt o critical undcrst:mding of the

ications systems requires an evalyg-
1 Of the type of subject it €ncourages, while 4 viable articy|

ation ()Fposrm::dcrniq-'
WL include an elaboration of its relation to new

technologies of Communication.
iy what is at stake in these technicy] innovm’ons‘ 1 contend, is o simp!_\- an
Wased ‘efficiency’ of imcrch;mgc, ¢nabling peyw avenues ()fim-'cstnmnr_, Increased
Miictiviey ar work and new domains of leisure and consumption, byt , broad and
By change in the culty identities gre Structured. If | may be
Wl 3 historica] analo : ically advanced societies are gt 4 point in thejy
WY similar mergence of ap urban, merchant culture in the midst of

bl Wicty in the Middle Ages. At that point practices of the exchange of com.

N Moy, Poster, (._'1*!::-'::t)rm:E/C:vl’m'ﬂfmfir:J/(.{fber}.u;:\M*,

eds. Mike Featherstone and Roger Burrows
M Ok, Sage, 1995), pp. 79-95
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advantage or disadvantage.

The Communications ‘Superhighway’
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Critical theorists such as Benjamin, Enzensberger and McLuhan® envi
democratic potential of the iner

television. While there js some tr
radical communications potenti

What distinguishes the telephon atmediais its decentralized quality
and its universal exchangeability of the positions of sender and receiver. Anyone can
‘produce’ and send 2 message to anyone else in the system and, in the advanced

industrial socicties, almost cveryone is in the system. These unique qualities were
recognized early on by both defenders and detractors of the telephone,
In the recent past the only technology th

sioned the
cased communication capacity of radio, film and
uth to their position, the practica
al during the first medj
¢ from the other gre

I model for a more
dage was rather the telephone.

t0 government, research and edy
duals who enroll in private servic
[n the last few years Internet h

cation institutions, some private industry and indjvi-
es (Compuserve, Prodigy) which are connected to ir.

as gained enormously in popularity and by the mid
1990s boasts 30 million users around the world (Cooke and Lehrer, 1993).

Internet and its segments use the phone lines, suffering their inherent tec
Hons. Technical innovations in the late 1980s and carl
possible the drastic reduction o fearlier cor
dhd image, the introduction of fi
Hunsmit digitally encoded images
i, the vast expansion of the freq
Witching technology and

Sut
hnical limira

y 1990s, however, are making
1straints. The digital encoding of sound, rex
ber-optic lines replacing copper wire
and the subsequent ability to compres
uency range for wireless tra
a number of other advances ha
Wil types of information that may soon be able to be tr

i, to allude to Engels’ dialectical formu]
lilory

, the ability to
s this informa-
nsmission, innovations in
ve so enlarged the quantity
ansmitted that a qualitative

a, in the culture may also be imminent.
nation superhighways are being constructed that wil] enable

a vast increase in
of communications. The telephone

and cable companies are estimating the
0 or so onc-way video/audio channels to one of 500
ut this kind of calculation badly misses the point. The
WL N transmission capacity (both wired and wireless) will be so great that it will

posnible to transmit any type of information (audio, video or text) from any point
W network ro any other point or points, and to do so in ‘rea] time’, in other words

RV i wgh so that the receiver will see or record at least 24 frames of video per
Wl with an accompanying audio frequency range of 20 to 20,000 Hertz, The
Whior of the ‘superhighway’ only attends to the movement of information,
B Ot the various kinds of cyberspace on the Internet, meeting places, work

Wl clectronic cafés in which this vast transmission of images and words
P plices of communicative relation. The question that nee
B el logical change provide the sumulus for the installation of new media

S nough from what we now have to warrant the periodizing judgment of a

=]
Hictronic media age?” If that is the case, how is the change to be understood?
SHHIe on the new communication

s technology is in process of formation, one
B lpely limited by the vision of modernity. The importance of the informa-
Sihighway is now widely recognized, with articles appearing in periodicals

Wecialized zines ( Wired and Mondo 2000) to general journals (Time, Forbes

Wh liiited bidirectionality. B

ds to be raised is
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and it seems to breed consumerism, passivity,
have decentralized, distributed, dire
they exchange information. Th

crassness, and mediocrity. Or, users may
ct control over when, what, why, and with whom
at’s the Internet model today, and it seems to breed
critical thinking, activism, dcrm_:cr.my, and quality. We have an opportunity to choose
now. (Kapor, 1993: 5)

With Kapor, the interpretation of the new media returns to the position of Enzens-
berger: socialist or radical democratic control of the media results in more freedom,
more enlightenment, more rationality; capitalist or centralist control results in
Oppression, passivity, irrationality, Kapor’s reading of the information superhighway
remains within the binaries of modernity. No new cultural formations of the self are
imagined or even thought possible. While the political questions raised by Bollier and
Kapor are valid and raise the level of debate well beyond its current formation, they
femain limited to the terms of discussion that are familiar in the landscape of
modernity.

The political implications of the Internet for the fate of the nation-stare and the
development of a global community also requires attention. The dominant use of
English on the Internet suggests the extension of American power as does the fact
that ¢-mail addresses in the US alone do not require a country code. The Internet
normalizes American users. But the issue is more complex. In Sjngapurc, English
WIVES 1o enable conversations between hostile ethnic groups, being a neutral ‘other’.
VI course, vast inequalities of use exist, changing the democratic structure of the
Iiternet into an occasion for further wrongs to the poorer populations. Even within
e high-use nations, wealthy white males are L‘Iispmportionatc users, Yet technolo-
W sometimes spread quickly and the Internet is relatively cheap. Only
gulitical mobilization o this issue will ensure wide access (

I some ways the Internet undermines the territoriality
S i cyberspace are not casily delimited in Newtoni

Wilictive. In the Teale-Homolka trial of carly 1994, a case of multiple murders

Wiling sexual assault and mutilation, the Canadian government was unable to

Bive an information blackout because of Usenet postings in the United States

S available in Canada (Turner, 1994). In order to combat communicative acts

LU defined by one state as illegal, nations are being compelled to coordinate their

L putting their vaunted ‘sovereignty’ in question. So desperate arc national

Hinients, confronted by the disorder of the Internet, that schemes to monitor
BSpes are afoot, such as the American government’s jdea to monopolize
Wiah with a ‘Clipper Chip® or the FBIs insistence on building surveillance
PRI into the structure of the information superhighway (Hotz, 1993. 22)

PMates are at a loss when faced with

grassroots
Tehranian, ﬁ)rthcoming)‘
» of the nation-state: mes-
an space, rendering borders

a global communication network. Tech-
# s taken a turn that defines the character of power of mode

Mlortless reproduction and distribution of information is ar
Ui irganizations, the corporations, with the same anxiety th

Wit taping was resisted by the moguls of the music industry; video taping by
Wl modems by the telephone industry giants, Property rights are put in
B Information s set free of its material in tegument to move and to multiply

N governments,
eeted by modern
at plagues nation-
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Reality Problematized
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need to consider a further new tcchnology,. that of virtua I‘le‘ '\,. The e
was used in computer jargon to refer to situations that \?fiuit. ,II,Kll“ ,:1 e
example, virtual memory means the use ofz‘t section otﬁ h;uicg il:n\( il .l l.”,“” ST
else, in this case, random access memory. Virtual rea lt}, f‘t .‘m\. i
since it suggests that reality may be multlpl(’j or take 1_nang ‘l(;l ,|.“'.” i
to that of ‘real time’, which arose in the auC!lO recording 1Ll } ‘\: IIM.; il
track recording and multiple-speed recording made possible *o

1 1 2 o ] R 1-11 L1
CIOCI( time or phcnomcnological time. Ill thlS casc, thC not mal li FI A :
1 T e F a LT Tl NS
of ‘time” had to be prcservcd by the modifier ‘real’. But agarn th e
( i ime i sxClugiviryy EUR GUEREE
only draws attention to non—‘reahty’ of clock time, its non-cxclui

i : il
1 “vir | I‘Cﬂllty’ and real nn |
1 1 dation. The terms ‘virtua
allty, its lack of foun

force of the second media age in constituting a smmlamnlm.ll l,:'lh m e
has become so intense that the things tncdmtcd can nl(). ”.”!_' o M
unaffected. The culture is increasingly ‘snnttlanonal. 1111. the ,S: ‘111 ‘.~” et DS
changes the things that it treats, tran.sf(’)rmmg tht I¢ Lln.llll\h :
alities. In the second media age ‘reality becomc’*s l]]tlﬂlll-) ¢ o
Virtual reality is a computer-generated ‘p.lacc. \r‘vlmh Il.\. \nl v
through ‘goggles’ but which responds to StllﬂL‘]lllfl‘(.)n]‘ l|‘_(, l;‘v',:“ 4 ||, - ,-_.
A participant may ‘walk’ through a house that Lj 7Ll.n‘tﬂ tlt . anew CHES
a feel for it before it is built. Or she may ‘walk thu;u:x., 1 Il, i
paintings or streets arc computer-generated btn l. 1.« |~u..|ll ’ :
relative to their actual movement, not to a plcdtlutnm P
‘movie’. In addition, more than one individual may expericiic

W Te : I L
1 i B AL ements’ allectme the 2 i
at the same time, rith both persons’ ‘moveme

[RETE | |

e

Postmodern Virtualities 617

more, these individuals need not be in the same physical location but may be

communicating information to the computer from distant points through modems.
Further ‘movements” in virtual reality are not quite the same as movements in ‘old
reality’: for example, one can fly or go through walls since the material constraints of
carth need not apply. While still in their infancy, virtual reality programs attest to the
increasing ‘duplication’, if I may use this term, of reality by technology. But the
duplication incurs an alternation: virtual realities are fanciful Imaginings that, in their
difference from real reality, evoke play and discovery, instituting a new level of
Imagination. Virtual reality takes the imaginary of the word and the imaginary of
the film or video image one step farther by placing the individual ‘inside’ alternative
worlds. By directly tinkering with reality, a simulational practice is set in place which
alters forever the conditions under which the identity of the self js formed.

Already transitional forms of virtual reality are in use on the Internet. MUDs or
Multi User Domains have a devoted following. These are conferences of sorts in
which participants adopt roles in a neo-medieval adventure game. Although the game
i played textually, that is, moves are typed as sentences, it is highly ‘visual® in the sense
that complex locations, characters and objects interact continuously. In a variant of a
MUD, LambdaMOO, a database contains ‘objects’ as ‘built’ by participants to
iMprove upon the sense of reality. As a result, a quasi-virtual reality is created by the
players. What is more, each player adopts a fictional role that may be different from
their actual gender and indeed this gender may change in the course of the game,
rstically calling into question the gender system of the dominant culture as a fixed
Binary. At least during the fictional game, individuals explore Imaginary subject
Pmitions while in communication with others. In LambdaMOQO, a series of violent
Wpes’ by one character caused a crisis among the participants, one that led to special

ilerences devoted to the issue of punishing the offender and thereby better defin-

W) the nature of the community space of the conference. This experience also
WHons against depictions of cyberspace as utopia: the wounds of modernity are
e with us when we enter this new arena and in some cases are even exacerbated.
Wittheless, the makings of a new cultural space are also at work in the MUDs. One
Hilpant argues that continuous participation in the game leads to a sense of
Wliement that is somewhere between ordinary reality and fiction (Dibbell,
1" The effect of new media such as the Internet and virtual reality, then, is to
Wply the kinds of ‘realities’” one encounters in society.

The Postmodern Subject

Wlirmation superhighway and virtual reality are communications media that
L Esiting forms of consumer culture. But they also depart or may depart from

B lave known as the mass media or the ‘culture industry’ in a number of
Ways. I said “may depart” because neither of these technologies has been fully
Sl as cultural practices; they are tmergent communication systems whose
A yel to be specified with some permanence or finality. One purpose of this

Wi supgest the importance of some form of political concern about how these
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technologies are being actualized. The technical charaliterlsntciso rcl>ft éh:h:ilrf(;r:tl;:ll(:‘:
superhighway and virtual rca;ity are cle.;zu;1 tc);;o;lgaftl tt;)cciz foartrt;iion e
for new cultural formations. It is conceiv . e
be restricted in the way the broadcast system is. In .tha;t caii,n:unications ———
age’ is unjustified. But the potential of a d§c§ntragzzmc?es R E ok
great that it is certainly worthy of rccogmmqn. % hp e B
installation and dissemination of communications technolog o e
olyn Marvin points out that the telephone was, at the outset, by -
uri,iversal, decentralized netW(irk it bfl:lcame..rl;ilcegh;)tngizorrlr;lzetizfdvg;st:sg}al :
the use of the instrument to t hose who registered. It e emeenied mtal
political importance of the universality of paruapz;tﬁlforll‘,fon o e i
income from services provided. Also the cxample o le(:lcvvalr s r;m”m):’ i
system in Budapest in the period before the First Wor X ] rorth e
ians used the telephone as a broadcast system, with a pub ned -
iggfjrrrll::ing. They also restricted narrowly the dlsscmma'gol;t(;ft I:L‘L ¢ .‘ll: |I :n”-l\ l.,l,\l_ i:il
the ruling class. The process by which th.c telephone was insti : ‘l%. ;)(‘ U
disseminated network in which anyone is ablc to call anyolm IL.H -
complex, multi-leveled historical articulatlo.n. in Wthh~ the E{CEI::(:] ]()‘;:: ,‘ e o
structure, the political institutions, the Polmcal cultulfc ai . nil,”.li\,‘ .mml"l R
tion each played interacting roles (Marvin, 1988: 222 f) sir 'l.-hi.,]m. Mo
will no doubt accompany the institution of the information superhighw:
rcall;lt y’-[he Mode of Information (Poster, 1990) I argued tlm,t~Cl.u“:,|l,l.',‘,,‘,.,.,“,':._!:‘_.._vﬂfi
tions constitute the subject in ways othcr. than. th’(.lt‘ of the n.].(w.)“ m)(l .“ = o i
If modernity or the mode of production 51gn1f.1es pattu‘nu I|“.nm o i
identities as autonomous and (instrumcntaliy.) rat1onalj P(.)h-“m).(_ ity SR
of information indicates communication practices that u)n:s-l it n:(I | ] ‘Il||\ e
multiple and diffuse. The information sup.crhl.ghway ‘andl \’l‘l ! u.:m ‘.”I i ,“,,;]'
mode of information to still furthcr. ap'pl.1cat10ns,' gx.cat- -y. .nn(|ll l:| ; N
bringing more practices and more mdwl(.iuals vmt.hm ‘115 pnl Bl
doubt many modern institutions and practices contmugll(.) CNi .I '.“ o
social space. The mode ofinformatiop is an emergent p I-L.ll( )Iblll o
but important aspects of everyday life. It cc.rtamly d.m.r “'. e
industrial socicties and has even less presence in less dt‘\i’( I( e .| ,I|| FOTA
tion superhighway and virtual reality may be interpreted ¢ ln o l; 8 l.mu .
lens T have used here in relation to th_e c.ultural 1ssuc‘.n| .slu l‘ »|f Il|‘| S
done, the question of the mass media is seen no: .l\fl_“ll) \lll.n‘.‘ et S
producer/consumer, ruler/ruled. The shift to a decc 1.1 ralis s
ications makes senders receivers, produ.cers C()lr]:\'llln( | |ln v AU “h; !
logic of understanding of the ﬁr.st media age. lhv‘ .x‘u T mulul»h - 1 e
temporarily to abandon that loglc. and adopt a lj()..ﬁ.l“||l|lll| o
modes of subject constitution. This c!o.es not answer a 1 nl i Im..“?
second media age, especially the political oncs which .| b ' '_h;,_ |
difficult. But it permits the recognition of an emergent e u --‘t‘v:hi , _-,,-. -
approach to a political analysis of that cultural systemi it pavs

-
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line of thought that confronts the possibility of a new age, avoiding the continued,
limiting, exclusive repetition of the logics of modernity.

Subject constitution in the sccond media a
interactivity. A technical term referrin
become, by dint of the advertising

ge occurs through the mechanism of
§ to two-way communications, ‘interactivity’ has
campaigns of telecommunications corporations,
desirable as an end in itself so that its usage can float and be applied in countless
contexts having little to do with telecommunications. Yet the phenomenon of com-
municating at a distance through one’s computer, of sending and receiving digitally
encoded messages, of being ‘interactive’ has been the most popular application of the
Internet. Far more than making purchases or obtaining information electronically,
communicating by computer claims the intense interest of countless thousands (Dery,
1993). The use of the Internet to simulate communities far outstrips its function as
retail store or reference work. In the words of Howard Rheingold (1993; 61), an
enthusiastic Internet user, °I can attest that I and thousands of other cybernauts know
that what we are looking for, and finding in some surprising ways, is not just
Information but instant access to ongoing relationships with a large number of
Other people.” Rheingold terms the network of relations that come into ¢
Internet bulletin boards “virtual communities’.
such as ‘the Well® frequented by Rheingold, provide ‘areas® for ‘public’ messages,
which all subscribers may read, and private ‘mailbox’ services for individual exchanges.
The understanding of these communications is limited by modern categories of
Mialysis. For example, many have interpreted the success of ‘virtual communitics’ as
M indication that ‘real’ communities are in decline. Internet provides an alternative,
Hiese critics contend, to the real thing (Rheingold, 1993: 62)
Viftual® and “real” community contains serious difficulties. In the case of the nation,
piierally regarded as the strongest group identification in the modern period and
Wi perhaps the most ‘real® community of this era, the role of the imaginary has been
Midamental (Anderson, 1983). Pre-electronic media like the newspaper were instru-
Wental in disseminating the sign of the nation and interpellating the subject in
WHon to it. In even earlier types of community, such as the village, kinship and
Mlence were salient factors of determination. But identification of an individual or
Wy with a specific 8roup was never automatic, natural or given, always turning, as
i Lue Nancy (1991: xxxviii) argues, on the production of an ‘essence’ which
Wes multiplicity into fixity, obscuring the political process in which ‘community’
Btructed: ©. . . the thinking of community as essence . ... is in effect the closure of
b pulitical’.® He rephrases the term community by asking the following question:
W Lin we be receptive to the meaning of our multiple, dispersed, mortally
Wiited existences, which nonetheless only make sense by existing in common?’
8 i), € ©ommunity for him then is paradoxically the absence of ‘community’, It is
I he matrix of fragmented identities, each pointing toward the other, which he
A 1o term “writing,
W critique of community in the older sense is crucial to th
Mitiuction of self in the Internet. For his part, Nancy
e of new communications technologies
W1 his understanding of community:

xistence on
Places for ‘meeting’ on the Internet,

. But the opposition

¢ understanding of
has chosen to deny the

, as well as new subaltern subject
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i " dec ized ¢ mities has not
The emergence and our increasing consciousness of decolonized LOITI""I; : o
ofo | 3 i I lay’s growth of unpreced-
| i has today’s gr
{ r ifie = givens of community], nor y .
ofoundly modified [the gi hisid : el cho e
o d forms of being-in-common — through channels of information a:.fulcll ast L'(m%,,‘
cire or ! : i o el
) hat is called the ‘multiracial society’ — triggered any genuine renewal of the q
Wia Y
community. (Nancy, 1991: 22)

ituti L
Nancy denies the relation I am drawing bctwc;n aTI;IOCStilri;ii:niosssffﬁzl\i,:.\,'(.l ;
subject and bidirectional communications media. o . .
that in order to do so he first posits the subJ'ect as N pm,OVeS .
ragmented’ in an ontological statement. To t!n_s extent he re the aueihg
irmimunity from the arena of histort}lf_1 an? ptolgll:Csé th‘?v;ﬁictpgssrgi?; ;tﬂl: b ’|m
of the essentialist community in the firs ice. e preseniing 17, S-S
critique of the essentialist community N@cy reinstates p! RO .
j logizing its inessentialism. My prcfcrencc. is 1 . saily i
fll;setcs)?ilzJelch;nEZr;:;; gf theg decentered subject and explore its links with new cei
ml:/[\;icanazfn;(s)ltv:l::lti?; to the question of the Internet and its l‘cl;\li()n‘ 1oy .'. -I;j_a-:‘
s i ; i | reality open the ponkililiog
community’. To restate the issue: the Interqct and virtua calty opeh (e P
of new kinds of interactivity such th_at the 1d'ea of an Oé:vpt on o e
community is not adequate to specify the dlffer;iztcs:ic T w n modsd 0
al constructi
T e aa st s oppovisen preventssking the quesdon af Al o
EE ) ? . o . 1 |||
E?Er:;ltitytyprevﬁcnt in various types of community. T.h.c not;;:: (:,I“l.‘, ::l ‘: II S "ll
as Nancy shows, presupposes the fixed, st.ablc 1dan1tles(;)l“ .I..\!(.l‘. ol
assumption that Internet communities'put into quc.stlf)n,. ,l “\ L|““ s ol AR o
Internet ‘virtual communities’ repeat in near unanimity 11 v “‘)l,m ey
ence with computer-mediated electronic commumcaFll(‘)n th. Tls: ll‘:. e
fluidity of identity. Rheingold fores.ces h}lgc cultural ¢ ?fm %,(].:\. , s SN
use on the individual: ©. .. are relat10nsh1p.s and comn‘nitmﬁnv (.| ( e
possible in a place where identities are fluid? .. .We rec -“.L.( .\In(  encolhee
as words on a screen, decode and unpack the 1§lcnt.171.n.s :». othe
bulletin boards like the Well, people connect with st .n“!i'( x|.“ vitha
social baggage that divides and alie.natcs. WlthOL.lt \i'fs.lf.lm(m. ;‘. oo
ethnicity and social status, COllVCI‘S‘c'ltIOIlS open up in .<. it (' : - \ el G
be avoided. Participants in these virtual communitics -(fl, ln 0 2 '| dgll
little inhibition and dialogues flourish and dcvc'l()p quickly 1L g 4
the conviviality of the Well and the extravagant ld?n;.”.'\’ lll.lllll ;l i 5 -
‘the hunger for community that has followed t‘hL- (llfmuli;'.‘ tu O K
munities around the world” (1991: 62). Even f(.n 1.1.|.s .|l1 <ita S
tions technologies the concept of a real community regulats i ..m .
new interactivity. While there may be some tr‘ulh u.) 4 e -|m' | i._”.j"
communities’ as compensations for tlllc-l.o§s of real commiin i
the new territority and define its poss_lblhtl_cs. o | -
Another aspect to understanding 1dcnt1t.y in virtua - ” \I g
Stone. Her studies of electronic communication myste i Suify i

-

#any, many others. One observer suggests the novelty
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code ‘virtual’ reality through categorics of
icating to each other as if they w
inhabited by bodies, were mapp
nteractions as events, as fully
(Stone, 1992: 618), While
relation to e

‘normal’ reality. They do so by commun-
ere in physical common space, as if this space were
able by Cartesian perspective, and by regarding the
significant for the participants’ personal histories
treatment of new media by categories developed in
arlier ones is hardly new, in this case the overlap serves to draw closer
together the two types of ontological status. Virtual communities derive some of their
verisimilitude from being treated as if they were plain communities, allowing mem-
bers to experience communications in cyberspace as if they were embodied social
interactions. Just as virtual communities are understood as having the attributes of
‘real’ communities, so ‘real’ communities can be seen to depend on the Imaginary:
what makes a community vital to its members is their treatment of the communica-

tions as meaningful and important. Virtual and real communities mirror each other in
chiasmic juxtaposition.

Narratives in Cyberspace

llcctronic mail services and bulletin boards are inundated by
Mpear to enjoy relating narratives to those they have never met

will meet. These narratives often seem to emerge directly fro
Wany no doubt are inventions. The

stories. Individuals
and probably never
m peoples’ lives but
appeal is strong to tell one’s tale to others, to
of the situation:

lechnology is breaking down the notion of few-to-man
municators will always be more powerful than others, b
it that for the first time the many are ta

y communications. Some com-
ut the big idea behind cyber-tales
lking to the many. Every day, those who can afford
thi computer equipment and the telephone bills can be their own producers, agents,
ddiors and audiences. Their stories are becoming more and more idiosyncratic, inter-

v and individualistic, rold in different forums to diverse audiences in different
Bive,  (Katz, 1994)

i oplosion of narrativity de
e the clectronic media of the first age: it is cheap,
pinbines the decentralized model of the telephon
winapes with the broadcast model’s advantage
twt ‘falk Radio) and video (the World-Wide Web using Mosaic)

pends upon a technology that is unlike print and
flexible, readily available, quick.
e and its numerous ‘producers’
of numerous receivers. Audio

are being
cnhancing considerably the potentials of the new narratives. There is

b6 World-Wide Web’ which allows the simultaneous transmission of text, images
s, providing hypertext links as well. The implications of the Web are
willing:: film clips and voice readings may be included in ‘texts’ and
Wilicare their links as “texts’. In addition, other related technologies produce
decentralizing effects. Such phenomena as ‘desktop broadcasting’, widespread
Hilhcorder ‘reporting’, and digital film-making are transgressing the con-

il bioadcast oligopolies (Mondo 2000, 1993: 34 and 106)

Ii 10) |('x[,

‘authors’
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The question of narrative position has been central to tf_le dlscusslonl:fig([);:rtli}(:;
dernity. Jean-Frangois Lyotard has analyzed the change in n;lalrra E/c ta;gd ond)
structures of the premodern, modern and postmodern epochs. Lyo ad (1958
defines the postmodern as an ‘incredulity’ to.ward metanarratives, espc_:c1t }r/n t(() o
progress and its variants deriving from the Enhghtenfncnt. He ::1dt:/lo’ca;fi ac SuC .
‘ittle story” which validates difference, cxtc?ls the ‘unpresentable ind e l.();,'r(..',‘
overbearing logic of instrumentality that derives fr_om tl'lc metanarrati <o g}c ‘P(N
Any effort to relate second media age technologies with the concipr of she POty
modern must confront Lyotard’s skepticisrfl .abo.ut technology. Fo_r. ?oFa)rr :.\,”“ -
be recalled, technology itself is fully complicit with 74-/10%«'(-31’71, narratlylt); . g w],.‘i.t . |‘|“
he warns of the dangers of ‘a generalized computerization of society’ it
availability of knowledge is politically dangerous:

i i [ nden
The pcrformativity Of an utterance. . .Imcrcases proportlonally to the z\n‘l()unl « "
i SO, AT e
mation about its referent one has at one’s dlSpOSal. Thus the growth of Pl(l)‘\\( 1 l‘ |
CCessi UM N | {ha
Self lcgitimation are now taking the route Of data storagc and accessibi 0% L
- >
opcrativily of information. (Lyotard, 1984: 47 )

Information technologies are thus complic‘it Witl:l new tCnd.Cl.lCi,CS 1( f)\\’;l‘l‘d |‘.".|' .ltll" .‘. u'u
control, not toward a decentralized, multiple ‘little narrativity’ of postm el
m{,[fihc question may be raised, then, of the narrative struFt‘u‘rc.()( sv; «lm;‘l I::,,I,. :u‘
communications: does it or is it likely to promote the prohfa;\tmn O ln |'., e -_'Y,"w
or does it invigorate a developing authoritarian tcchn.ocracy.- !l.).,“:'fl,‘ ' i * "
narrative structure of tribal, premodern society as storics th?l -i.nlhl ( ;_In n:::mm ; :
tions, second contain many different forms of langt}agc,rll‘n.u .||| (l ,‘:'“, | “.'ﬂ I_
senders who are part of the narrative and have heard it .bci()u ane II e
possible senders, fourth construct a nonlinear temporality that foreshio I.”. m.‘l g s
and the present, rendering each repetition of the story strm‘l?v,cliv COn mI.j W
importantly, fifth authorize everyone as a narra.tor. M()C‘lulll SO If I\. I.m | W
derives its legitimacy from narratives about science. .Wuhm sei n.n | ‘.m.r ,, r.
does not legitimate institutions, second contains the mngllc .l.lllj',lll.lyl-:m'll -
tion, third does not confirm addressee as Posmblg s,cndu 8 ln.n; 1h ,..l neis ”“_"
being reported, and fifth constructs ‘dlachro.mc. t_CI“P(.”.J i hert
characteristics may serve, as Lyotard wishes, to indicate |Iu_ PragLI s .

It would be interesting to analyze the role of technologics i th '. -l l...;“
modern cases, and especially the change, within the modern, o it i
meI?flly case, for Lyotard, the postmodern liFtlc narr;n_iv\'(' lu luu.l ..‘;‘ n:l.:‘ ','
language game but only in limited ways. Like the triba f”\:!,‘,,--. oy

insists on ‘the heteromorphous nature of language pames i . "
validates difference. Unlike older narrative forms, the Lirtle vgivinis n|- -' i

role of invention, the indication of the unknown‘ ;m(! the e s ,' ¥ !

to certain developments in the natural sciences for his examjih: . --g.‘ 1 o
narratives, but we may turn to the Internet and to i dhifutinang
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virtual reality. As we have scen, the Internet seems to encourage the proliferation of
stories, local narratives without any totalizing gestures and it places senders and
addressees in symmetrical relations. Morcover, these stories and their performance
consolidate the ‘social bond’ of the Internet ‘community’, much like the premodern
narrative. But invention is central to the Internet, especially in MUDs and virtual
reality: the production of the unknown or paralogy, in Lyotard’s term, is central to
second media age communications. In particular the relation of the utterance to
representation is not limited to denotation as in the modern language game of
science, and indeed the technology encourages a lightening of the weight of the
referent. This is an important basis for the instability of identity in electronic com-
munications, leading to the insertion of the question of the subject and its construc-
tion. In this spirit, Katherine Hayles (1993a: 175) defines the ‘revolutionary
potential® of virtual reality as follows: ‘to expose the presuppositions underlying the
social formations of late capitalism and to open new fields of play where the dynamics
have not yet rigidified and new kinds of moves are possible’,

For the new technologies install the ‘interface’, the face between the faces; the face
that insists that we remember that we have ‘faces’, that we have sides that arc present
it the moment of utterance, that we are not present in any simple or immediate way.
I'he interface has become critical to the success of the Internet. To attain wide appeal,
the Internet must not simply be efficient, useful or entertaining: it must present itsclf
I an agreeable manner. The enormous problem for interface design is the fear and
hostility humans nourish toward machines and toward a dim recognition of a chan-
ping relation toward them, a sharing of space and an interdependence (Springer,
IY91). The Internet interface must somehow appear ‘transparent’, that is to say,
Mppear not to be an interface, not to come between two alien beings and also seem
licinating, announcing its novelty and encouraging an exploration of the difference
W the machinic. The problem of the Internet then is not simply ‘technological® but
P machinic: to construct a boundary between the human and the machinic that
Wws the human into the technology, transforming the technology into ‘used
Hlipment” and the human into a ‘cyborg’, into one meshing with machines.?

I Wim Wenders® recent film, Until the End of the World, (1991) several characters
S their own dreams on videotape, becoming so absorbed in what they see that they

WIEL 1o cat and sleep. The characters sit transfixed before their viewing devices,
WIHNg cveryone around them, disregarding all relations and affairs, Limited to the
iworld of their own dreams, the characters are lost in a narcissistic stupor. And
Hheir total absorption is compelling. Visual representations of the unconscious —

duubt Wenders has film itself in mind — are irresistible compared to everyday
WY, 0 kind of hyperreality.

B can imagine that virtual reality devices will become as compelling as the dream
% in Wenders® film. Virtual reality machines should be able to allow the particp-
W onter imagined worlds with convineing verisimilitude, releasing immense
Ml for fantasy, self-discovery and self-construction. When groups of indi-
W ire able to interact in the same virtual space the possibilities are even more
Wi 10 conceive, One hesitates to suggest that these experiences are commens-

$ith something that has been termed community. Yet there is every reason to
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think that virtual reality technologies will develop rapidl,y and will eventually cnavt:ilﬁ
participation through the Internet. Connected to one’s home comPutEr ?Etecmu
experience an audiovisual ‘world” generated from a node somewhere in the 1
and this will include other participants in the same way that tode'ly one can comn‘ml
icate with others on bulletin boards in videotext. If such experiences l.)eclomc’ clo.n‘\“
monplace, just as viewing television is today, tf?en surely Areahty lw1ll ]?V: r :LI:'
multiplied. The continued Western quest for mal.<1ng. toqls may at tlalF pro;n.(m: ”“
spectively be reinterpreted in relation to its culmme.ltlo.n in virtual rea 1t1}. 1I e
club that extends and replaces the arm to virtual reahty.m cyberspace, tec 1-11‘() ogy ha
evolved to mime and to multiply, to multiplex and to improve upon the real.

Notes

See Agnew (1986) for an analysis of the formation of thif subject ?Osit:lm_-]-flf“li i -..|xl.u “";I.‘l’ty_
relation to the theater. Habermas (1989) offers a ‘public sphcrc. of u)H.u /I\(/)Illl e, |I., i
and other agora-like locations, as the arena of the modern subject, while Weber o Y
looks to Calvinist religion for the roots of the same phcnomcx.lon.. e
See, for example, the discussion of new ‘intcracqvc’ tcchnologlc.s in ’tlu s N:‘n ‘:u : i ‘.vi; l
19 December 1993. In “The Uncertain Promises of Intcr:.lctmty g Calvin Sunis o , _
future innovations to movies on demand, on-line infOI’nlEltIO[.l services, i ul 1 u-; . ',!-,;
ping, ‘participatory programming’, video games and confcrcncn.]g s_\’.\'.l(.‘ln'. fon xu;l..r‘- . ‘.” 4
omits electronic mail and its possible expansion to sound and image in netwili
icilaif}::sl}is(:tcrgis'cusscd the work of Marshall McLuhan simply .1'()|- Iacle of wph I lv.ll
because it is not as directly related to traditions of cr.itical social lll(':):,\ |. i SR
Enzensberger’s and Baudrillard’s. Also of interest is Kittler (.1()‘)().1‘, 10601 _—
For an excellent essay on the economics of the Internet tmd .ns lmi““ S m-l : , .,‘._ -
Hal Varian, ‘Economic FAQs About the Internet’, Y\’h‘lch is available o vl W
listserver@essential.org (send message: subscribe tap-info | your name |

See also the cautionary tone of Herbert Schiller (1993).

Many writers prefer the term ‘artificial reality’ prcgselly bcc;.msr they w nlu Vb e

privilege of real reality. Needless to say this substmmon? \\’I-” not cure e

I am indebted to Rob King for making me awarc of this picce

See also the response by Blanchot (1988).. ‘ =

Hayles (1993b: 69-91) interprets these ‘different configurations -Ivl ; ml i

logy and culture’ through the binary pattern/randomuness vather vl i
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