












Oiagnosing the Computer User: Addictad, lnfected or Technophiliac? 

Al has changed the cultural (and therefore 
the personal) concepl of mind. What is 
'deleted' here is a sense of the mind as 
irrational, dreaming and unconscious 
(Sofoulis 1992, 21 ). But not ali computer users 
succumb to such readings of the mind in 
computer-centric culture. Indeed, sorne alter 
the computer's mind rather than change their 
own. Take, for instance, a novice computer 
user who, each time she lost sorne data, spoke 
not about losing her material but about it 
disappearing into the computer's 
unconscious. Was this act of attributing an 
unconscious to the computer a move to make 
it more desirable by giving it an attribute she 
valued? Or perhaps it was her way of dealing 
with fears about the computer which she still 
needed to overcome? 

Connections between the unconscious 
and computers make a lot of cultural sense 
according to Sherry Turkle, one of the pioneer 
researchers into computers and culture. The 
idea of the unconscious is, she argues, both 
culturally frightening and fascinating. The 
conscious self which was 'in control' is no 
longer. Not only does the unconscious play a 
role in individual actions and subjectivity, but 
to make things worse, it is obsessed with 
taboos such as sex and death. According to 
Turkle, peop]e have responded to the idea of 
computers a bit like they did to the idea of the 
unconscious - with excitement and fear al 
the idea of being 'programmed' by forces 
outside themselves (1984, 290-305). 

We could also ask whether the related 
category of 'memory' has changed with the 
advent of computers. Has memory become 
more quantitative and less creative? If 
memory is now an efficient calculation, and 
therefore something that a compuler will 
always do 'better' than a person, how does that 
make people feel? Does it produce an 
alienation from the self and a subsequent 
desire for the machine as the solution to that 
alienation? When memory and knowledge are 
considered in terms of quantity, quick access 
and logic, rather than judgement, experience, 
context and practice, what does this say about 
a culture? What is intelligence worth if a 
computer is used to measure it? 

At first glance Al seems like a 
quintessential statement of postmodemism: 
simulation is the same as reality; the image of 
an autonomous self is empty ideology (Turkle 
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1984, 290-305; Olalquiaga 1992, 5). But 
behind this apparently postmodem decenlred 
subject of Al lies a very centred self who 
authored it - the old rational Iogical subject of 
science. ll is a very convenient lie because this 
kind of self-denia] avoids having to take 
individual responsibility, to have emotions, to 
engage in politics, or to recognise the 
significance of context (by denying its own 
agency). 

Rather !han ending with the impression 
that nothing has changed (which is only part of 
the story) I want to return to the ideas 
presented in the first part of this paper. We are 
living at a time of wide cultural crisis and 
political contestation over culture, with all the 
confusing, conflicting, and exciting subjective 
effects that go a]ong with it (Ola]quiaga 1992, 
xi-xxi). What positive politícal moves are
available for the addicted, infected and
technophile computer users? Perhaps the
addict can accept an imperfect 'se]f' and the
impossibility of control. They might enjoy
their addiction to their computer as a
recreationa] drug, as a ]ove object or even as a
fetish with phallic power (especial1y for
women). Perhaps infected computer users can
reject the military-scientific armoured
embodiment of their computers and go with
the organic flow. Perhaps they might find
sorne sor! of 'mad' perverse creativity in their
mutual disease. The technophile cyborgs
(especially those 'others'), can perhaps
recognise the impossibi]ity of ever avoiding
culture (and all its subjective implications) by
being disembodied, and take their pleasure in
a re-embodied cyborg se]f. They can enjoy
their cyborg selves with the possibility of
finding different kinds of creativity and
subjectivity.
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