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I 1 

/I1 n her latest incarnation she is exceedingly voluptuous. 
The scalpel blades beneath her fashionably manicured 

nails are discreetly retractable. The arm twisted up behind her 
back is, at first glance, barely noticeable. Meet Molly in Will- 
iam Gibson’s novel Neurommcer, or Melanie Griffith in the 
film Cherr)l2000 - sexy, tough, aloof, and ultimately a fantasy. 

The power which these women wield is evil, technological 
and, of course, seductive. Any influence or control which they 
exert is clearly misguided or accidental. And, if they happen to be 
pre-menstrual, they may just blast you to hell and back. The pow- 
erful woman, bitch/goddess, ice queen, android, is represented in 
popular culture as a 2 1 st century Pandora. And the box which she 
hold this time is electronic and very definitely plugged in. 

Linking the erotic representation of women with the often 
terrible cultural impact of new electronic technologies is not a 
new concept. Cinema addressed the desire to anthropomorphize 
machines and vilify women in the process as early as 1927 in 
Fritz Lang’s cult classic Merropolis. Women as anti-technology 
neophytes is also an enduring theme. Sex, danger, women and 
machines: the plot of virtually every mainstream, futuristic, sci- 
ii movie in which women play any role at all. Cyberfemmes are 
everywhere, but cyberfeminists are few and far between. 

The deconstruction of feminism, the division of women ac- 
cording to geography and sexual or other politics, is as often self- 
inflicted as it is directed by the corporations and corresponding 
figureheads which oil the gears of mass media’s machinery. A 
response to the acceleration of technology and history. Our lives 
are careening very nearly out of our control With the pieces and 
parts scattered at our feet what can be salvaged from 20th century 
feminism? Through examining the relationship between women 
and technology, perhaps where science and fiction converge (in 
the new technological ethos of new electronic media and art) there 
may be an opportunity to reconstruct feminism. Post-gender, trans- 
gender - the possible parameters of a new philosophy. 

Ubiquitous and omniscient, the significance of new elec- 
tronic technologies, their development, design, implementation 
and dissemination, cannot be ignored and must not be underes- 
timated. Whether directly or indirectly, issues ofeconomics, class, 
race, nationality, personality and gender, are driven and defined 
by new electronic technologies. Immersed as we are in the popu- 
lar applications of these new technologies and media, they be- 
come transparent, their long-term and more profound impact dis- 
appears. The rhetoric of the news release has become the new 
measure for truth. Reality is whatever the market will bear. 
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In The Media Lab: Inventing the Future at MIT, Nicholas 
Negroponte is quoted as saying: ‘Once a new technology rolls 
over you, if you’re not part of the steamroller, you’re part of the 
road.’ Without indulging or condemning ourselves to a fetish- 
driven celebration of the military-industrial complex respon- 
sible for the development of these new technologies, and with- 
out resigning ourselves to the roles which a capitalist patriar- 
chal culture has designated for us, what alternatives are left for 
women? Certainly not the association of the feminine with ‘na- 
ture’ advocated by eco-feminists and theorists such as Camille 
Paglia. If the goddess is making a comeback, she had better be 
computer and media literate. The progress of new electronic 
technologies will otherwise leave her in the dust. 

There is a school within a school of thought - hard core 
Information Processing as it is known among Developmental 
Psychologists - which shares many characteristics and beliefs 
with a similarly situated ‘school within a school’ - in this case 
in the field of Computer Science - Artificial Intelligence. Trac- 
ing the essence of human characteristics back to the intricate 
twists and turns of the double helix - the DNA - they propose to 
simulate human thought and behaviour through computer pro- 
gramming. The DNA as a code for the biological and psycho- 
logical human information processor. With which they relin- 
quish all knowledge and interest in humanity beyond this model 
and turn their attention to the machinations of computer simu- 
lation. A thankless task. For all its merits, the DNA model does 
not and cannot explain a number of significant aspects of hu- 
man behaviour and thought. A disappointing but not surprising 
number of artists are still grappling with this gap between real- 
ity and representation. And mainstream media has been wrapped 
up with this flawed interpretation for some time. The sooner 
that we grasp the concept that unpredictable random acts, 
whether of violence or kindness, are almost all that we can ex- 
pect, the sooner we will gain some insight into the relationship 
between nature and technology. And yet, we must not perpetu- 
ate the myth that technology can or should be developed inde- 
pendently of ethical or humanistic considerations. 

The resurgence of determinism, whether biological or tech- 
nological, is bound to have nasty repercussions for women. The 
patriarchal system which controls the development and appli- 
cations of new technologies implies that both the applications 
and the technology itself are inevitable. Technological 
utopianism at least encouraged optimism. Technological deter- 
minism has a death wish. 

Women are not alone in the need to understand how, why 
and by whom our criteria and confidence for understanding our- 
selves, each other and our relation to the world, has been stripped 
away. The dissolution ofconventional concepts of time and space 
through new electronic media has contributed to the acceptance 
and success of PoMo punk nihilism, pluralism, diversity and 
the disappearance of dominant history. Simultaneously, we are 
witnessing a crisis of both individual and cultural identity as we 

are faced the interminable task of incorporating new electronic 
media into our lives without handing over control. 

New electronic technologies are currently utilized to ma- 
nipulate and define our experiences. Cyberfeminism does not 
accept as inevitable current applications of new technologies 
which impose and maintain specific cultural, political and sexual 
stereotypes. Empowerment of women in the field of digital 
media can only result from the demystification of technology, 
and the appropriation of access to these tools. Cyberfeminism 
is essentially subversive. 

William Gibson is credited with having introduced the word 
‘cyberspace’ into popular culture in his novel Neurunmcer, 
defining it as a ‘consensual hallucination.’ In fact, cyberspace 
may be used to describe electronic space in all of its manifesta- 
tions, ranging from virtual reality to the telecommunications 
infrastructure or internet. As illustrated by the recent U.S. 
Clinton/Gore initiative to regulate the intemet or Information 
Superhighway, governments are beginning to recognize in pub- 
lic policy the commercial potential and danger of media which 
have been under development for several decades. More recent 
proposals include the clipper chip and the Communications 
Decency Act, raise serious implications for security, privacy and 
censorship. Predictably, the involvement of feminists and other 
marginalized groups in this process of development and design 
has not been solicited or encouraged, either in public or in pri- 
vate initiatives. The privileged elite on both the revolutionary 
and the reactionary sides of these questions, are not women, but 
men. Our fate, once again, seems to lie in their hands. 

Lines of cultural influence are currently being drawn based 
on computer access and literacy. It is becoming the new politi- 
cal divide - those who have access to computers or are com- 
puter literate vs. those who are not. The North American Free 
Trade Agreement, workplace automation, and legislation regard- 
ing the ‘Information Superhighway,’ are generally supported 
by those individuals, organizations and corporations which have 
and promote access. Those who have access and are computer 
literate but do not share enthusiasm for these types of policies 
and initiatives, are severely isolated as they have no one to unite 
with in their quest for well thought out socio-economic reforms. 
At the other end of the spectrum, those who do not have access, 
are not computer literate, and are in fact, often technophobic, 
are critical, but not necessarily constructive in their analysis of 
new electronic technologies. 

A factor contributing to the discouragement of women in 
these fields may be traced to the historical foundations of these 
media. The internet, a worldwide computer network, was origi- 
nally a small military network of four computers known as 
ARPANET. This computer network was designed to research 
the feasibility of creating a decentralized system of communi- 
cation which could survive a nuclear war. Similarly, VR (vir- 
tuaI reality) also had militaristic origins, having been initially 
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envisioned as a tool for battlefield simulations. These origins 
are clearly acknowledged in every book and article describing 
current and potential applications of these systems. However, 
this candor is deceptive, as no Iinks are made between the ori- 
gins of these media and the future towards which they are being 
driven. It is obvious that underlying assumptions are manifest 
in current popular applications of these media. The evidence is 
in the arcades, where video games such as the Sega Genesis 
‘Night Trap’ challenges players to save scantily clad sorority 
sisters from a gang of hooded killers. 

Margaret Benston, a Canadian writer and engineer with an 
interest in the social and political dimensions of science and 
technology, in ‘Women’s Voices/Men’s Voices: Technology as 
Language,’ describes technology as a language for action and 
self expression. Access to machinery and technology has been 
culturally sex-typed as masculine. 

Despite these obstacles, women are increasingly success- 
ful in breaking through. Particular1y in philosophy and cultural 
theory, an uneasy realization is dawning that mans’ haphazard 
mastery of nature and technology has not provided an adequate 
foundation for a vision worthy of leading us into the next mil- 
lennium. Across this bleak and plundered landscape 
cyberfeminist theorists are emerging, speaking and gathering. 
A new chain of beings and being in the world is constructed; 
they reshape each other, they redefine themselves, and they re- 
claim new electronic technologies for women. 

Virtual reality and cyberspace - the technologies for living 
vicariously. Virtual reality may describe a wide range of expe- 
riences, including the transformation of two-dimensional ob- 
jects and spaces through media such as holography; installa- 
tions which use multiple video monitors or projections to sur- 
round the viewer; and the ‘Hollywood’ definition with which 
we are becoming increasingly familiar - head mounted display, 
touch sensitive gloves and full body suits. Telepresencing and 
cyberspace, where telecommunications networks enable instan- 
taneous interaction from remote locations, have also been com- 
monly described as virtual spaces. 

The body/mind split which has governed our approach to 
new media, has gone underground, but has not disappeared. The 
disembodied mind is resurrected through applications such as 
VR - the desecration of the body has entered a new phase. 

These new digital media have stretched and twisted our un- 
derstanding of time and space as well as the limitations of our 
vulnerable, physical, human bodies. The proof of their impact may 
be measured by the paranoia which they have inspired. Cyberspace 
has become a fertile breeding ground for multiple personalities, 
flaming, electronic stalking and gender-swapping at the very least. 

The body, in virtual space, is no mere user-interface; VR 
offers the chance to trade-in, remodel, or even leave behind the 

physical nature with which we are, in reality, burdened. Out- 
side forces which act upon us, impose restrictions, are gone. 
Gravity, and the laws of physics, gone. Entropy and the passage 
of time become meaningless concepts. Women have always, by 
virtue or necessity, been adept at free fall, grounding themselves 
in personal physical experience. This skill will serve well as we 
venture into other dimensions and back home again. However 
skilled we become at navigating these spaces and temporarily 
leaving our bodies behind, it is doubtful that we will ever achieve 
immortality. Virtuality is patriarchy’s blind spot. 

Paris Is Burning, Jennie Livingstone’s film about gender, 
identity and style, documents what was surely (before the intro- 
duction of technology-based VR into pop culture), the ultimate 
virtual experience - walk down a runway, through Harlem, or 
down Wall Street for that matter, in drag. Transsexual and cross- 
dressing ‘walkers,’ competing in the categories of ‘executive,’ 
‘college boy,’ and ‘fashion model,’ recognize that the success- 
ful embodiment or representation of stereotypes is measured by 
both appearance and attitude. ‘Realness’ has always been the 
unspoken criteria for ‘passing,’ and women (those who have 
avoided being institutionalized for not ‘fitting in’) have become 
experts at that. 

Through Virtual Reality, deconstruction of gender is en- 
tering the realm of pop culture, and this link with new elec- 
tronic technology has implications for cyberfeminism. Techno- 
logical convergence describes the unification ofcomputers, tele- 
vision and communications technologies. However, convergence 
describes much more than the evolution towards an environ- 
ment in which electronic technologies are pervasive. Conver- 
gence is happening on more than a technological level - it is 
happening on a cultural/metaphysical level as well. 
Cyberfeminism is entering an arena in which much more than 
gender is up for grabs. 

Multimedia, interactive video, virtual reality; for women these 
new technologies present opportunities to break out of prescribed 
roles and away from scripted dialogues. A rabbit hole through 
which we may tumble. Our real experiences, when not denied, 
have been acknowledged only in their immediacy. Our individual 
histories and the attempt to isolate or remove ourselves from a 
patriarchal context, have always been undervalued and under- 
mined. We have learned to live from hand to mouth. 

Transgressing order and linear organization of informatio, 
cyberfeminists recognize the opportunity to redefine ‘reality,’ 
on our terms and in our interests. The electronic communica- 
tions infrastructure or ‘matrix’ may be the ideal instrument for 
a new breed of feminists to pick up and play. 

In closing, I would like to remind you all that, “in the fu- 
ture, everyone will be famous for 1.5 megabytes (compressed).” 
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