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subject—without claiming thatitisa “substance.” Thus he establishes a theory
of the subject with fantasy as its pivotal notion. This virtual subject, the I to
be found nowhere in reality, cannot avoid “actualizing” itself continuously in
new formations, or in (on) new technological interfaces. This subject theory,
1 claim, can offer an alternative to the currents of modernism, with its claims
of “identity,” and postmodernism, with its condemnmnation of “identity.” The
Cartesian I that we use to refer to ourselves is fundamentally mediated, and is

remediated by the extensions of ourselves in new media.

CHAPTER 1

TH
E QUESTION CONCERNING TECHNOLOGY

AND DESIRE



1.1 FANTASY AT THE INTERFACE

1.1.1 A TFreudian view of cyberspace .

Cyberspace is the “electronic space” that came into existence during the 1960s
through a joining together of various computer networks; it became a broad
social phenomenon between the 1980s and early 1990s. The interfaces that
lead us into cyberspace prove that one cannot detach technology from desire.
William Gibson’s classical description of cyberspace as a “consensual halluci-
nation” designates its intimate relationship with desire. Digital technologies
promise to transcend familiar reality and to reconnect us to the paradise that
reality has taken from us. Down with the detours and delays of reality: let us
have instant gratification! With the computer we can connect to porn sites
that satisfy sexual wishes, we can be the hero of our own (game) world, and
SO O1L.

In many cases the fantasies accompanying computer technologies boil
down to the notion that they offer us means to surpass the limits that reality
imposes upon us. The standard fantasy about the new worlds opened up by
computer technologies considers them as new spaces where all the old limits
might be (ranscended (Chesher 1997, p. 79). They offer to relieve us of the
burdens of reality. From a Freudian perspective, this wish-fulfilling aspect
of technology functions as the realized fantasies of a hallucination, What we
cannot have in reality, we can have via the fantasy screen (of the computer).
As a “consensual hallucination,” cyberspace would be the utopic, new ideal
world.

From a dystopic viewpoint, cyberspace is nothing more than an imagi-
nary illusion: a world of false appearances alienating us from the real world.
Nevertheless, a Freudian perspective must question such a sharp distinction
between reality and illusion. And this is what Sherry Turkle does. In her 2002
Freud Lecture at the Sigmund Freud Society inVienna, this prominent Internet
(psycho)analyst describes cyberspace as what some have called—following
the terminology of Trik Erikson—a “psychosocial moratorium.” Cyberspace
offers a “time out” from reality, during which people can experiment with
their identity. Just as Freud describes fantasizing as a “time out” during reality
testing, Turkle interprets cyberspace as such an always-available playground:
“Time in cyberspace reworks the notion of moratorium because it may
now exist on an always-available ‘window’” (Turkle 2002, §4).Yet the idea of
a sharp distinction between reality and the fantasy space of cyberspace does
not necessarily follow, for she appeals to Erikson in order to suggest that this
withdrawal from reality is necessary for personal identity itself: experimenta-
tion facilitates the development of a “core self” (Turkle 2002, §4).

Translated into Freudo-Lacanian terminology, Turkle’s remarks signify that
cyberspace is not merely a fantasy reserve for the pure functioning of the




CHAPTER

pleasure principle. It is also a window for gaining insight into what actually is
the object of desire. As a staging of the drives, it may offer a blindly desiring
subject a view of what it wants and what kind of objects respond to that desire.
As such, it is the condition for fantasizing: only after having a notion of what one
wants can one stage the objects in imaginary scenes (Bernet 1996, p. 175). Al-
though the Internet is of course an enormous playground for gaining pleasure
from imaginary scenes, Turkle also shifts the attention to a deeper aspect. For
a desiring being, fantasy is a vital window for being in the world. In Freudian
theory, these two aspects of fantasy as an imaginary screen and a conditional
window are closely connected, as I will briefly show by means of Freud’s
central notion of the lost object.

For Freud the hallucinative experience is a revival of earlier, real experi-
ences. In the case of imbibing food by means of the mother’s breast, the real
or actual object of the drive (the breast) is lost. Fantasy tries to recover this
object, but all it can do is to generate a substitutive experience of satisfaction.
Although Freud uses fantasy as an “illusory” function that does not take reality
into account, we can already discern a constitutive function in fantasy, because
it is the recovery of the lost, real object that motivates us to confront external
reality. Then fantasy is not solely the opposite of reality but also the (libidinal)
motivation of our odyssey through reality.

In her essay on the role of foundational psychical fantasies in our current
technological world, Teresa Brennan also touches on the Freudian theme of
the subject of desire positing its own unconscious fantasies in the production
of objects, as well as in their consumption. She stresses that consumer goods
encapsulate foundational fantasies—that is, psychical fantasies operating
throughout human history—which we now find expressed in commodities.
The desire for instant gratification, the desire to imitate the original, and the
desire for the mother are part of an original human condition (Brennan 1993,
p. 94). This would imply that we constantly buy the same consumer goods (or
are attracted to them) because they express transhistorical fantasies.

In her Electronic Eros (1996), Claudia Springer shows that a similar desire,
the desire to merge (with technology), permeates many expressions of popu-
lar culture. And the work of psychologist, systems analyst, and philosopher
Raymond Barglow may support the idea that “constitutive myths” pervade
information technologies, as he maintains that they assume many maternal
characteristics. As providers of information, they are bounteous mothers of
a kind: all-knowing, all-powerful, limitlessly nourishing (Barglow 1994,
p. 132). This “mythology” is actually built into technology. For instance, the
voice control system in the cockpit of the Eurofighter jet enables the (usually
male) pilot to perform tasks using his voice; in return, a computer voice gives
him the information he asks for. It is intriguing that this computer voice is
female, because the pilots react best to a female voice. Or, as one of the pilots
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putit, “Mama knows best.” The affective relationship with the computer voice
leads to better performances. Another example comes from Clifford Nass, a
leading theorist who focuses on the relationship between technology and
psychology. In his study of voice user interface design, he discovered, first
of all, that people react the same to a synthesized voice as to a natural one.
Secondly, he found that fantasy plays an important role in the perception of
a computer voice: a “male” computer voice is often perceived as competent
and concise, whereas “female” computer voices are believed to be better in
communicating on topics such as relationships and love (Nass etal. 2003).

Freudian theory depicting fantasy as what “rules” the formation of the
desirable object gives us an awareness of a deep psychological structuration
of the world. Much more than we are aware of, fantasy organizes our percep-
tion of the world. And technologies actually seem to embody this psycho-
logical level, Lacanian theory depicts fantasy as a medium that supports our
reality by making it an attractive or engaging process (beyond our “instru-
mental” involvement): in a crucial passage from The Four Fundamental Concepts
of Psycho-analysis, Lacan makes a very instructive distinction for understand-
Ing our interfacing with technological media. He distinguishes between the
English terms “aim” and “goal” in order to “clear up the mystery of the Ziel-
gehemmt,” the drive that attains satisfaction without attaining its goal (Lacan
1998b, p. 179). A partial drive can reach its aim, which is to attain satisfaction
by circling around the object, without achieving its goal, the realization of
its biological function or the consumption of the object. Rendering Lacan's
description of the fantasy object in the case of the oral drive is illustrative: “It
is not introduced as the original food, it is introduced from the fact that no
food will ever satisfy the oral drive, except by circumventing the eternally
lacking object” (ibid., p. 180). Fantasy as a medium that constructs the drive’s
object can provide satisfaction—and actually does so in most cases—without
fulfilling (“natural”) needs. According to Lacan, this duplicity is a human
characteristic: the drive aims at a continuation of satisfaction and not merely at a
fulfillment of a need. It is this excess of pleasure that accounts for much of
our construction of reality.

In our electronic realities we can find the same functioning of fantasy ob-
jects as media that support the reality we live in and provide pleasure. The cell
phone, for instance, sustains the construction of a reality of mobile commu-
hication. And it is obvious that it does so by providing pleasure (of chatting)
and enjoyment (of contemplating the beauty of the latest gadgets). Cyber-
space itself would not be worth bothering about without the functioning of
lantasy. Online psychotherapy, and online relationships in general, would be
uninteresting—and hence would stop—without our (unconsciously) posit-
ing “something” in the impressions that we get from the other on the screen
(Lacan converts this “thing” into theory as the object a: the object that causes
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1997, p. 213).

The perspective of the technological Eros stresses this role of “ideals” (fan-
tasies) in the process of design, Designing relates directly to the human subject
because “designing (from the Latin word designare, ‘to mark oﬁt’) ... ds, as it
were, reified intention” (Mitcham 1994, p.200). Design is t6 a large extent 3
matter of desire, both on an individual and a collective scale, Hence the mani-
festation of the technological Eros in design can help to clarify, for-example,
why peoplein a specific culture or subculture al] try to look the same and love

by being online all the time? (These examples indicate the difficulty of clearly
separating the individual and the transindividual level, for doesn't the cultural

context also determine Jackson’s fantasy of his “perfece” face?) Technological

Eros therefore stresses an element in the list of “social constraints” in the de-

sign process that is beyond pragmatic, instrumental, and teleological reason.

In his investigation of electronjc technologies, Derrick de Kerckhove gives
an equally broad scope to the intermediate status of design. He considers
technology, as an extension of our mental and bodily functions, to be an
externalization of our inner selves. Design gives a form to these technologi-
cal extensions of ourselves, and is therefore at the interface of the body and
the mind, the material and the cultural, our “inside” and
as I understand i, is a modulation of the rel
body and the environment a5 itis modified by

‘outside”: “Design,
ationship between the human

technology. Technology comes
out of the human body and design makes sense ofit ... mind and body are

s0 intermingled that it is pointless to separate them” (De Kerckhove 1995,
P- 156). Therefore a clear distinction between the material and the formal is,
in his opinion, impossible, The place where we exist is in the between (in the
middle, in media), where the content is intermixed with the form (or, in Ta-
can’s theory, truth with fantasy). As a creation of the surface of things, design
is “the skin of culture,” De Kerckhove says; this description makes clear the
immense importance of technological design (or technology as design) for
the understanding of our culture and ourselves. As such a “skin of culture,”
design functions, I claim, as a technological externalization of the function of
lantasy that Lacanian theory describes,

When one moves from technology in general via electronic te
to “immersive technolugies” like virtual reality, one can make even stronger
claims about the role of design. As virtual reality is entirely based on software
activities, it is the closest one can get to “pure” design (De Kerckhove 1995,
P- 89). The goal of designing interfaces has always been to immerse the user
in the virtual environment of the screen: think for example of the movie
theater, with the surrounding screen of the IMAX theater as its apogee, Virtual
reality is currently as close as one can get to the design of 3 “fully realized
world” on the screen, It is the most intense ex

chnologies

perience of designer presence,
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subsequently be the “essential form” of a dog? A Tamagochi, the meaning of
a dog reduced to the exact codes by which it is communicated? And even if
objects did have a true form, this form might be impossible-to retrieve. For
example: whatever amount of information on the Big Bang.we may have, it
will still be impossible to visualize it in a virtual reality environment in its true
form, because the event withdraws itself from its (technological) imaging, Pla-
tonism, the doctrine of the true form, is hard to maintain in the digital age.

So we should avoid considering cyberspace as an objective fact or objective
information. It is a product of human imagination, in which we use known
metaphors for a new domain of information and communication. These met-
aphors inevitably go along with a distortion, misrepresentation, or bias of the
domain that they structure, since they describe it as something other than
what it is. Lacanian theory incorporates this notion of metaphors by consider-
ing distortion as an aspect of human reality itself. Metaphors link the subject
to the “original” event. Freud describes this metaphorical structure as one of
the two basic mechanisms of the unconscious and calls it “condensation.”
A representation represents (“condenses”) several associative chains and is
therefore overdetermined. Several associative elements compose a dream im-
age and other "formations of the unconscious” that therefore do not have a
single referent. A character in a dream, for instance, is an “assembly” of traits
of different persons. Those “metaphorical formations” do, however, form a
link between a person’s conscious life and the reality of his unconscious. They
represent something of the inaccessible real—just as a dream character may
represent, partially, a repressed truth,

Lacan therefore describes the Freudian process of condensation as a meta-
phorical process (Lacan 1998b, p. 247). By means (or media) of association
and composition, there arises a representation of something that does not
exist as such. The metaphor is therefore always a substitution: it substitutes
a “real presence” that is impossible. And the computer deals with this im-
possible real, as a machine that can present photorealistic representations of
impossible, nonexisting worlds and phenomena (Darley 200 0). For Lacan,
itis exactly the metaphorical dimension of language that precludes the truth
of being (in the metaphysics of presence: the Idea, God, Logos) from being
represented in exact language. All of our reality can therefore be said to be
metaphorical. We never see “reality as it really is,” but always via (conceptual)
[rameworks. The displays of the computerized world that surround us are new
Irameworks, in which we design our reality via the metaphorization of data.
This metaphorization proceeds along the two basic principles that character-
I7¢ most computer applications: selection and compositing.

As they compose the “real thing,” we must be careful not to take meta-
phors literally, though this can be very tempting in case of the (metaphorical)
vorlds that computers create. George Lakoff explains: “This kind of mistake
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we should not think of perception as preceding the arrangement made by
the understanding. The conceptual apparatus determines the senses, even before
perception occurs. This much, as Horkheimer and Adorno'already showed
in 1947, both Kant and Hollywood film production know: “Intuitively, Kant
foretold what Hollywood consciously putinto practice: in the very process of
production, images are precensored according to the norm of the understand-
ing which will later govern their apprehension” (Simmons 1995, p. 147)
For Kant, it is what he calls the “anticipation of perception” that must en-
sure we are dealing with a real object of experience. Now, for the subject of
the human-computer interface—for whom the computer is the framework
that establishes the appearances—the question is whether a “real” object at
the level of experience corresponds to the “codified o
that a virtual reality installation provides also
to it? Or does it fool us

bject.” Is the experience
good enough to confine reality
(turn us into hallucinating fools) by making us ille-
gitimately apply the category of reality to its simulated experiences? That is,
does it lead us into the illusion of presence, by exceeding the limits of (real)
experience?

In her “Reflections on Real Presence by a Virtual Person,” Carrie Heeter
concludes that it is not technology alone that engages the subjective experi-
ence of presence, Real presence (here: the experience of “being there”) is
not only amatter of sensory realism and “real” sensory stimuli, She illustrates
this by her visit to the space shuttle Enterprise. Despite the tot
ism, she did not particularly feel as if she was there, bec
presence was dampened by expectations, 1

al physical real-
ause her sense of
ack of familiarity, limited prior
experience, and limited cognitive schemas (Heeter 2003, p. 336). Giving
a survey of the literature on presence, she suggests that presence is not a
static internal state but varies from moment to moment. And in daily life
different individuals experience different amounts of presence. Furthermore,
there is a difference between numerous moments of moder

ate presence and
peak moments of extreme presence; *

Some individuals are probably pres-
ence junkies, seeking intensity all the time. Others are the opposite, avoiding
being present as much as possible” (Heeter 2003, p. 339). She rejects the
dichotomy of perception ("perceptual processing”) as presence and co
ception (“conceptual processing™) as absence, Both can evoke presence, as
long as they are tied to current sensory stimuli. Cognitive processes such as
perception, attention, learning, thought, and affect must be closely tied to
vurrent perceptual stimuli in order to generate experiences of presence. So,
as Heeter’s Space Camp mission illustrates, presence may be lower during a
real visit with inadequate conceptual processing (high e
itwould be like to be on a space
of or experience with the shuttl
better conceptual processing,

11~

xpectations of what
shuttle, no sense of danger, little knowledge
e) than during a virtual, simulated visit with




“RAFIEROF

The “Kantian” conclusion is that for “real presence” th.e ob]'ec.ts must (also)
conform, or pattern themselves, to the human subject. Jtisnot snnpfly hsexlm?]?;i
realism that takes the measure of presence; presence 1‘5 the result o tb.e inter:
facing of the real (stimuli) and the virtual (mind). It is presence for a subject.

ind the gap! ‘ pi
;i:e.shurﬁ?subj eft Elso determines the appearance of the re_al ob]e;t. El-ni_:\sl
the Kantian revolution that is so important for an underst.andmg ?f t ;d 1%1res
age: the insight that, in psychoanalytic terms, th.e needs, 1nterestsi ,an eiter
of the user also determine the way the data object appears on. the ;OIEE o
display. Both Kantian philosophy and Frmllchan psychoanal'{sm SE Sf: er
the idea that truth cannot be equated—in the modern sc1e1l1t1 c f,el. ;
Descartes—with the exactitude of the representatim}. Thu.s, it may ‘area i
become a little clearer that for Lacan fantasy is the dimension that v.ve mus
not exclude when we consider the Cartesian ideal Sf exact r’(’eprese%lt?tlon (:(;(;
section 3.3.4). Even more, fantasy is actually t.he cont.en‘t( of tl’l’ls o]:r;leamaﬂ
representation. There is a gap between the ob]?ct ?nd its exact' Telf, s -
tion, and in this gap the (unconscious) functioning of f;fmFasy tar ;:s qu O,f
as imaginary and metaphorical (trans)formations of data into new lorms
reailr?;n uncritical approach, the notion that technologies——lfromf phlotf)glra—
phy to virtual reality—can achieve an unmediated Presm}tau().lj (J. w:altl i::y
represent, or an “undistorted” relation between subject and T?JLCL'-I?_SILM thl
compelling (Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 30). fc)r users hard ‘, n];)tllccl i
“images” they deal with are built up of disconun_uous elem.emls. . ut W 1 %
takes a closer look, one must admit that the dig1ta.tl world is c?lsc?l?hl-mlou:;)
represents by means of discrete units (like the digital clock Wlthf its mmpt -m'
S0, as Steven Holzman concludes, there will alv;'z:r};s be a gap of some sor
igi sentation (Holzman 1998, p. 1 . :
anYTiliElz;Zz(e}irt?nuity. hovxgever, does not characterize digital Te}.)lr(iSEIEL:ath;z
only. All sign systems have such a gap: they m?ver reprzsen.t 11(_;3 E);z;i "
a perfect copy, but always by means of something .(w?r S, 1.1?1agcl.t,1 A a.re
on) different from what it represents.Furth?rmore, in sign sy:l;telm's St1al o
always processes of selection and composition of elements.l( orlln sai
a sentence: which words do I choose, and how do 1 C()mbme. t 1em.. fal _
elaborated these processes into the metaphorical and m{—:tonyml; ax?s (; 51:0
guage.) The two basic principles that guide most.computer app 1c?.tioxr.na£ew
are selection and composition, as mentioned earlier. In many cases the il
rials of new media objects are selected from a database of doc.urneni. En e11:‘91
analysis of hypertexts, the “texts” that construct the Wo?ld W1d§ V\lfe (,)5.12)0 y
Aarseth puts this problematic of the part and the whole in a clelj.tra' lpnks thati
In hypertexts we never reach completion because there are always li

we haven't investigated yer, Because of this “constitutive leftover,” hypertexts
are structurally constructed around aporias: “the hypertext aporia prevents
us from making sense of the whole because we may not have access to a par-
ticular part. Aporia here becomes a trope, an absent piece de résistance rather
than the usual transcendental resistance of the (absent) meaning of a difficult
passage” (Aarseth 1997, p. 91). _

In the context of a theory of new media, Lacan’s basic notion of mediation
through the Other (alienation) is crucial: the Other is the reservoir of signifying
elements we use to construct linguistic representations, and the locus where
speaking takes place (see section 2.2.3). It teaches us that all representations
are already discontinuous with “real reality,” since they consist of discrete
units (the binary oppositions of structural anthropology—high/low, in/ out,
etc.—or those of digitality—zeros and ones). And with this awareness of the
constitutive role of the big Other, one could doubt whether it is the introduc-
tion of digital images as such—embroidering on the prior introduction of
photographic, film, or television images—that leads to a bigger distrust of
their veracity (Simons 2002, pp. 165 and 322). Representation always was
to a large extent a matter of selection and composition, Although new media
may supply us representations with a strong sense of photorealism, these
representations still are a “language” in that they compose an “image” of the
object by means of discrete and discontinuous units, This composition gives
room to the fantasmatic formation of the object.

Itis not without reason that some critics describe reality in the digital era as
resembling the psychic reality that psychoanalysis analyzes: they both consist
of the compositing of different elements or fragments. An essay called “Digi-
tal Desire” stresses this correspondence between digital media and Freud’s
theory: digital media represent history through fragments, in the form of
images, sound bites, and video clips, without revealing the whole in detail
(Savage 2000). In this gap Freud posits the functioning of the unconscious,
with the psychic reality of fantasy as its core: fantasy “fills in” the gap. There-
fore, Freudian theory is an instrument well suited to the analysis of the digital
era. One consequence is that one cannot easily use Freudo-Lacanian theory
for a romantic criticism of technology, as witnessed especially the 1960s
(Mitcham 1994, p. 243). Technology is not alienation from a pretechnologi-
cal real world.

1.2 TECHNOLOGICAL EROS

1.2.1  Philosophy of technology: Substantialism and constructivism

Now that I have introduced (digital) technologies from a Freudian point of
view, it is useful to discuss the broader scope of philosophies of technology
so that the Freudian position becomes more articulate. First of all T will try
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multicausality involves an overdetermination of an effect by multiple causes,

the “soft” version of technological determinism still thinks in a scheme of
cause and effect. Social constructivism tries to break out of this scheme.

Although there are different approaches in social constructivism, a com-
mon feature is the view of technolo

gical development as a contingent process
that invo

Ives heterogeneous factors. Different actors or relevant social groups
play a decisive role in technological change. They are engaged in all sorts of
strategies in order to shape technology to their own plans. The directions
and goals of technologies therefore depend on the choices and influences
of the different social groups that carry out their design and implementa-
tion. By stressing the importance of the choices of actors and groups, and by
its empirical approach, social constructivism tries to distance itself from the
“monolithic” approach of technological determinism, and hence is much
more in accord with the current distaste for * grand narratives,”

1.2.2 Technology beyond conscious intentions
Soci

al constructivism received important criticism in an influential article
by Langdon Winner (1 991), who used it as an umbrella term for the body
of ideas of a variety of thinkers such as Steve Woolgar, Trevor Pinch, Wiebe
Bijker, and Bruno Latour, Winner’s critique concerns social constructivism’s
lack of consideration for the deeper structures that govern technology: it
does not pay attention to the power struggles and the political dimensions
that underlie the so-called construction of technology by social groups, It
also ignores the influence of the broader cultural context on the shaping of
technology. Philosophers of technology such as Marx, Mumford, Heidegger,
and Ellul, who reflected on the broader patterns of technology, can thus too
casily be pushed out as old-fashioned, Social constructivism seems to reduce
the reason that permeates technology to its instrumental version. I¢ cannot, I
would say, understand technology as a construct of the “diseased animal” (as
Nietzsche put it). Furthermore, when it makes the role of social actors in the
construction of technology absolute, it seems to tumble into the same trap
that it wanted to avoid in the first place: this is the trap of determinism, for it
vonsiders everything to be the result of social Interaction, It therefore neglects
lypically human factors, like the meaning that people give to things and the
(sometimes strange) reasons and motives they have for performing certain
lctions—not to speak of the ambivalence toward the openness of the future;
the desire for certainty and for the impossible (Nusselder 2008).

According to Winner, social constructivism also disregards the social con-
sequences of technical choice, the social groups that are not included in the
construction and the evaluation of technology. I would add to this list the
clement of nonreflexive intentions: desire. For social constructivism consid-
ers the social construction of technology as the outcome of rational choices
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1.2.3 Technology: From means to media of desire .S
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vive. As deficiencies and shortcomings characterize humans on the biologi

plane, technology is a means to substitute for these shortcomnings. The essence
of technology is then its ability to compensate or substitute for biological or
natural needs (Gehlen 1980). This dominant conception of technology de-
fines its meaning completely in terms of our needs: technology is a means to
transform or manipulate nature in order to fulfill human needs. Tt is a form of
teleological or purposeful action that satisfies utilitarian or practical functions
and goals. Or, to quote a training institute, technology “begins with a need
and ends with a solution.”
We must nevertheless ask the question whether technology is something
that (instrumentally) helps us to exist in this world, or whether it (sub-
stantially) creates a world: is it merely a means or is it a medium? Do we use
technology only in order to safeguard our biological survival, or do we also
apply it in order to transform our environment—and ourselves—according
to our desires? In order to stress my volitional approach to technology, I men-
tion here that several philosophers of technology make note of this idea of
technology as led by a will to transformation. The existentialist analysis of
Ortega y Gasset grounds technology in a willed self-realization. Hannah Ar-
endt considers modern technology as an answer to old cultural dreams, as a
realization of the desire to leave the earth and its conditions (Mitcham 1980,
Pp. 243-249). For the French philosopher Jean Brum, “technology grows
out of Western ontological aspiration to merge subject and object” (Mitcham
1994, p. 249). Heidegger—both in Being and Time (1927) and in his later im-
portant discussion of this subject in “The Question Concerning Technology”
(1949-1950)—also rejects the common idea of technology as pure means:
technology is, instead, a revealing or disclosing of what is. As Carl Mitcham
points out: “Although Heidegger does not use the term “volition' and ‘will’
frequently, Being and Time presents technology as object, knowledge, and activ-
ity as fundamentally related to volition” (Mitcham 1994, p. 256)
In the conceptualization of the computer as an instrument, “usability” is
the central term: the question is which interface design is most effective in
helping the user to perform her job. However, the computer has functioned in-
creasingly as a medium since the design of the graphical user interface (GUT),
designed in the 1960s at Xerox PARC, Together with Douglas Engelbart’s in-
vention of the mouse, the GUI was successfully introduced by Apple in the
1980s on the Macintosh computer. The graphical user interface gave, for the
lirst time, a spatial dimension to data objects, so that the computer could ap-
Pear as an environment that the user could travel through. With the boom of the
Internet in the 1990s, this notion of the computer as a medium became very
influential. The crucial difference between the computer as an instrument
and as a medium holds for information technologies in general. Technol-
ogies often start as instruments, and later on they frequently become media
a5 well. Computer technologies often reach the general public when they are
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applicable to communication, marking the transition from information tech-
nologies (IT) to information and communication technologies (ICT).
Because the conceptualization of the computer as a medium closely con-
nects to the representation of data objects on all sorts of displays, it may be a
useful metaphor for my approach to cyberspace. Although we must not over-
look the fact that cyberspace probably is a combination of several different
metaphors——both on the level of the producer and that of the user; in de-
sign and in reception—the metaphor of the medium has a particular interest
when one focuses on the “volitional” aspect in which the computer—uncon-

sciously—creates a world.

1.2.4 Technological Eros and the seduction of the essential copy

In line with many present-day thinkers on information and communication
technologies who consider cyberspace as a new medium for the fulfillment
of our wildest fantasies, Michael Heim posits the old Platonic Eros, the desire
for real presence, as the foundation of our actions in cyberspace (Heim 1993,
p. 88).Itis the desire to (re)find our Other Half—that which we are missing,
what lies beyond the limit of our possibilities—that motivates our use of tech-
nology. Thus we can speak of a technological Eros, a term first used by Jakob
Hommes in his Der technische Eros (1955). Carl Mitcham uses Paul Ricoeur’s
delineation of three levels of the human will to explain the technological Eros
as technological desire, technical motivation or movement, and consent to
technology (Mitcham 1994, p. 25 5). The relationship between technology
and Eros is only one of the four “classical” ways to understand what technol-
ogy is. Therefore, my investigation of the “technological Eros” does not cover
the “whole” domain of technology, but is restricted to this aspect that is most
intimate to us and therefore the hardest to grasp.

Incorporated in technologies is the age-old desire for presence, of which
virtual reality technologies are the latest “material” manifestations. “The goal
of virtual reality, presence, is part of an ancient desire to use media for trans-
portation and experience ‘physical transcendence’ over the space we live in
and to experience an ‘essential copy’ of some distant place, a past experience,
or the experience of another person” (Biocca 1997, §5.1.2; also Biocca, Kim,
and Levy 1995). Information technologies thus seem to design or create
second, parallel world. Philosophically speaking, this is the technological de-
sign of being, of presence. The issue is, however, that many (utopian or ideal-
istic) perspectives consider this parallel world from a Platonic perspective: as
2 substantial world that exists independently of the human subject. Cyberspace,
then, is an informational space in which the data are already present, and just wait
for us to reveal them. This makes cyberspace a realm of immaterial data that
exists independently of the computers and networks, of the hardware, the
software, and the human wetware. Similarly, Plato thought that the content
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1.2.5 A desire for simulation?

Simulation is the ecstasy of the real. (Baudrillard 1988 p. 187)
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CHAPTER 1

a hyperreal” (Baudrillard 1988, p. 166).

Two examples, one concerning mechanical technology and one concerning
digital technologies, illustrate ¢his thesis that technology seeks—in the end—to
replace the real by its «gimulated version.” The first example is the experience of
speed. The car, a technological vehicle that can provide us with this experience,
is a frame that allows our experience of reality to change. Thus it allows for a
fspeed,

hyperrealistic perspective upon the world, not only in the experience O

or in the feeling of autonony, butalso in the new world order that accompanied
car use: the car became a new vehicle for the distantiation of the here and now.
And as Kaufimann and Smarr show in their Supercomputing and the Transformation of
Science (1993), supercomputers radicalize this drive in the digital domain: they
can simulate things that no human has ever seen yet—molecules or the origin
of the universe—or visualize places that are impossible for humans to reach,

nd hence almost fully detach our outlook from our physical position.

Within a Lacanian context, this dynamic can be translated as the erotic de-
sire that has as its goal a realization of fantasy. Then fantasy, which normally
is a vital support of desire, becomes an opaque screen turning the reality of
the desiring subject into a lure. ¥or these are the two basic forms of the object

of desire:

'

But the object of desire, in the usual sense, is either a fantasy that is in reality

the support of desire, or a lure (Lacan 1998b, p. 186).

We can start to analyze this lure by referring to Freud’s analysis of love, and
find out that it has a fundamentally narcissistic structure. Fantasy can become -
so pressing that we take its images—which we love s0 much as the perfect re-
flection of ourselves—for real. In media studies one tends to call this striving

With (psycho-)technologies we try (O transgress, confront, shift, or reposi-
tion our limit(ation)s. Within a lacanian context, where the real is exactly
what withdraws itself from our grasp and therefore poses a limit to ourselves,
we cannot confront or reach the real except through a medium. As Weibel
states, technologies are indeed media to bridge the gap that separates us from
the real: teletechnologies that seek to overcome distances, immersive technol-
ogies that seek to close the distinction between the virtual and the real envi-
ronment. The purpose of a technological medium is hence to obfuscate itself
as a medium and to claim areal presence—and to provide enjoyment through
this presentation of things on opaque SCreens. According to Bolter and Grusin
this is what contemporary media are preoccupied with: the transparent pre-
sentation of the real and the enjoyment of the opacity of media themselves
(Bolter and Grusin 2000, p. 2 1).Hence we may consider the notion of a desire
for simulation: “Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being ora
substance. It is the generation by models of a real without an origin or reality:

a desir i i "
e e forl a fully realized world” on the screen. Baudrillard elaborates on
i er.m;:ﬂ in his theory of postmodern hyperreality in which entertainment
ia, information, and communicatio i :
: n technologies provide experi
: - eriences
more involving than the scenes of everyday life: ;

I » !
Clil;lormaLIL{OI;1 devours its own content. It devours communication and the so
G wiRat i icati i . ’
i er t%lan creating communication, it exhausts itself in the act of staging
wi i ;1 Lon. Bather tIhan producing meaning, it exhausts itself in the act of
aning. . .. It is useless to ask if it is
the loss of communication tk
produces this escalation in the si g
simulacrum, or whether it is the si
that is there first for di i : TR
issuasive ends, to short-circuit i
: : n advance an ibil-
ity of icati i s
U}Sfdes otmmimiatl;)n (precession of the model that calls an end to the real)
s to ask which is the first term, there i it i ;
! , there is none, it is a circul
i \ ; ar process—
iy sunul.atlon, that of the hyperreal. The hyperreality of communication
meaning. More real than the real, that is how the real is abolished. Thus

not llly Communi(_a. ile) i
S Clal fu ctio: i
( () § t yul )t 1€ SO 1 118 11 a Closed circult, as a lule.

Considering Baudrillard’s work as a description of a realized fantasy in thi
manner, I agree with Scott Durham’s remark that it “may be moslt};weﬁ l]s
read as. one articulation of a certain phantasy of postmodernity as a totalk't 1 4
operational system” (Durham 1993, p. 161). . R
Media technologies have a peculiar relation to the real as the impossibl
Qn t}.le one hand they virtualize—via the screen (of fanta\sy)—ouij si?iao('s-
dination to our immediate, real environment. On the other hand they tr 11 i
restor.e—on the screen—a sort of virtual immediacy: think, for exan)ll I.JY (;
.real—tlme telecommunications. These technologies seem to l;e guided E Lllu
ideal of clzlliminating our immersion in the “natural” environment ("na):u;flz
presence”) and restoring an immersion in a virtual environment ("virtu;l
Presence ) As human beings we seem (o be condemned (or blessed) to
]Lfgi i:.e ]1I‘Illits of our “natural” position in the world, and hen(;é we trye}t:
”St()leniefrr; :i gl);fadlsla(, enjoyment of immediacy (which was never a reality)

So, to form ~ani ivei
o : ula‘te aLacanian perspective in Baudrillardian words, we say that
there is a desire for an ecstasy of the real.



CHAPTER 2

THE TECHNOLOGIZATION OF HUMAN VIRTUALITY




2.1 INTRODUCING VIRTUALITY

2.1.1 Virtuality: A historical overview

A widely accepted conception of virtuality juxtaposes it Wlth reality. This op-
position leads us to the first meaning of the word “virtual,” in which it is
something that only seemingly exists. It is an image or space that is not real but ap-
pears to be, such as the space of the telephone or electronic money (Mirzoeff
1999, p. 91). Besides this everyday meaning, the virtual also has an important
philosophical meaning, which I will discuss here. Its technological meaning
will be considered in the next section.

To illuminate the philosophical meaning of the word “virtual,” we note
that it derives from the Latin virtus, which means “power, eﬂimency One can
trace the word virtus back to vir—"a man” or “manliness”—as in “virility”
(Porter 1996, pp. 9—10). Thus, one arrives at the notion of virtus in its more
physical meaning, where it equates with health and sexual purity. In its moral
meaning, virtus is related to "virtue” and indicates courage, excellence, and vir-
tuousness. Latin philosophical terminology includes the virtual in this sense
of power, whereas Greek philosophy did not know the notion of virtuality.

The philosophical application of “virtual” connects it to the relationship
of cause and effect. Thomas Aquinas introduced the notion of the virtual,
or “virtual implication or containment” (virtualis continentia), as a synonym of
Aristotelian potentiality, indicating that the effect is already contained (“pres-
ent”) in the cause—as the (ree is already virtually present in the seed. In this
classical notion, founded in the Aristotelian theory of potential and actual
existence, the virtual stands for the potentiality of an essence. Duns Scotus ex-
tended this theory of virtual content, capacity, or substance (“essence”) from
the metaphysical to the epistemological domain by claiming that the conclu-
sion is already present in the premises. So, if it is true that “machines have no
feelings” and "I am a machine,” then the conclusion “I have no feelings” is
already virtually present. In spite of the many controversies over this theory
of virtual content, it persevered into the modern age, when Leibniz brought
anew edge to the position of Scotus with his theory that in all true sentences
the subject contains the predicate either explicitly or vi rtually.

In the fourteenth century, Scholastic terminology introduced the noun
virtualitas, “effectiveness, efficiency.” In its Scholastic definition, “virtuality”
wquired the meaning of a “virtual distinction,” a distinction as-if what we
tannot distinguish in reality should be seen as if it were distinguished (virtuali-
ler: in Thomistic philosophy the Divine attributes are distinguished from the
Divine nature and from each other by a virtual distinction). The classical no-
tion of “virtuality” equates it with potentiality. Virtuality subsequently came
(o characterize humans as beings still able, within certain boundaries, to real-
I7¢ their potencies. Charles Sanders Peirce strongly criticized this confusion of
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the virtual and the potential. He sssociated the virtual with a differeace of orders:
it is not something of the same order as the potential, which has—being the
potential—merely not realized itself yet. When all being is like the potential
being of the tree in the seed, everything has the same nature. He defines the
virtual as follows: “A virtual X (where X is a common noun) is something,
not an X, which has the efficiency (virtus) ofan X. . . .This is the proper mean-
ing of the word; but it has been seriously confounded with ‘potential, which
is almost its contrary. For the potential X is of the nature of X, but is without
actual efficiency” (Peirce 1902, p. 7 63). Alterity hence seems to characterize
the virtual, which henceforth cannot be reduced to a natural essence.

This bears a resemblance to the thinking of Gilles Deleuze, as formulated
in Difference and Repetition. There Deleuze introduces a capital distinction between
the possible and the virtual. The possible being is already constituted and
static; it only lacks existence and must to that end realize itself This realization,
Deleuze says, is quite different from the actualization of the virtual, which is
a creation, a “becoming-other” (Lévy 1998, p. 14; Deleuze 1994). And, as
Deleuze states in his book Bergsonism, “The possible is a false notion, the source
of false problems. The real is supposed to resemble it. That is to say, we give
ourselves a real that is ready-made, preformed, pre-existent to itself, and that
will pass into existence according to an order of successive limitations. Every-
thing is already completely given: A1l of the real in the image, the pseudo-actuality
of the possible” (Deleuze 1988, p. 98). Peirce and Deleuze teach us that the
multiple ways in which the virtual can actualize itself (“what man is depends
on what becomes of him”) differ profoundly from the teleological striving
of the possible that wants to realize itself in a certain predetermined manner

(“the seed and the tree”). This notion of “heterogenesis” is also at the basis
of Pierre Lévy’s philosophy of virtualization, which I discuss in part 2 of this
chapter.'

It is noteworthy that both the common and the philosophical meanings
of “virtual” are also present in the terminology of modern physics. After the
dedline of Aristotelian philosophy, modern physics included the aforemen-
tioned notions of the virtual in its new theories. In optics, the theory of the

“virtual image” appeared around 1700. This is the (virtual) point where the -
beam of rays that an object radiates and which are refracted by an optical |

{nstrument seem to converge. It is the pointin a Newton (mirror) telescope
where one must position one’s eye in order to see the object. And it is the
virtual image in the mirror. The optical theory of refraction also accounts for
the fact that when one puts a stick halfway in the water, what one sees is the
virtual image of the part of the stick in the water, and not its actual position.
In mechanics, the notions of virtual powers and virtual velocity appeared
around 1800, These powers or velocities are not actually present but have the
potency of becoming real; they can be actualized (or realized). Because the

err.lphasis is on the possibility or potency of these powers to become active
this mechanical notion of the “virtual” is still very much in the Aristotelian,
scheme. One can only call them virtual in the sense of Peirce when they are
already efficient although not actually present.? . :

2.1.2 Computer virtual reality: Interactivity and immersion

Nowadays we associate the notion of virtuality mostly with the virtual realit
Fhat computers generate. By calling this reality virtual, one usually refers tcz
just one of the two basic meanings of “virtual,” namely that something onl
seemingly exists, that it is not “real.” The term was also introduced in th?s WaY
in the descriptions of interactive computer systems. Theodore Nelson, 'lnven)f

For of the term “hypertext” and one of the fivst to apply the term “virtuality”
to computers, defined virtuality in 1980:

By the virtuality of a thing I mean the seeming of it, as distinct from its more
f:oncrete “reality,” which may not be important. . .. I use the term “virtualﬁ
in its traditional sense, an opposite of “real.” The reality of a movie includes
how the scenery was painted and where the actors were repositioned betweeﬁ

ShOtS b].u. Wllo cares? IhC VlILLlahty f a1moviel W].lat seems t m { -
] (0) OVie 18
) O be 1t. ( 1e111

A mol\’fi.e is not just virtual because it is not real, but because of the “reality
effect. it creates that makes us believe the illusion is real. The more important
mezning of “virtuality” is this capacity to cause effects. The virtual is not iméginar ;
it produces effects (Lévy 1998, p. 30). i
The example of the movie also indicates that virtuality in “imaging tech-
nologies” does not exclusively belong to the virtual reality of computers. As
early as the classical era, spectators of art felt themselves “transported 01l1't of
reality” and visitors to a virtual reality. The development of the panorama in
‘1 792 marked the next step, in which virtuality moved from the mental space
IIELtO virtual architecture (Mirzoeff 1999, p. 93). With the stereoscope al ;le—
vice containing two photographs that must be held up to the eyes to‘pr,()duce
an effect of three-dimensionality, the possibility of such virtual visits to other
places became available to a broader public. This stereoscopic virtual reality
aroused comments that show a remarkable similarity to the wa.ty we “; )eii
nowadays about the virtual reality of computers: the American phy’;ichf a1;d
writer Oliver Wendell Holmes, for example, described his experitlem::: as “a
dream-like exaltation in which we seem to leave the body behind us hand
saill away into one strange scene after another, like disembodied spiritg;" (in
Mirzoefl 1999, p. 94). Through its introduction of the moving interface, the

UHEma ma.rks another important stage in the human desire and ability to
interface with virtual reality.
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Yet interfacing with virtual reality by means of the computer distinguishes

itself in two important ways from previous notions of virtuality. This goes
especially for immersive virtual reality: sensorimotor interaction with a com-
puter model viaa head-tracked and head-mounted display that gives the user
a compelling sensation of actually “being there” (presence) in the virtual
world. The computer introduced for the first time an interactive version of
virtuality. One generally distinguishes between two forms of interactivity: in-
teractivity in a human-human relationship, and that in a human-data relation-
ship. Interaction can thus consist of communication with other users, manipulation
of digital objects, and navigation through a digital space of information (Simons
2002, p. 79). Because the interface is interactive, the human user is not solely
a passive spectator but can actively intervene in, or navigate, the representa-
tions that the computer generates, For instance, the user can change the point
of view from which the information becomes visible, or alter the conditions
of the virtual world he or she is in. In virtual reality, this interactivity result-
ing from sensorimotor feedback creates a sensation not found in media like
film or television and gives users a specific awareness of their bodies, for
their head movements alter what they see (Biocca 1997, §5.3). Sandy Stone
considers interaction the modality that distinguishes the computer from the
cinematic mode of engagement (film, theater). It is the physical concretiza-
tion of a desire to escape flatness and merge into the created system, and the
“spectator” becomes both participant in and creator of the simulation (Stone
2001, p. 192).

The second feature of computer-generated virtual reality is its already-
mentioned immersive character. The use of stereo glasses and data gloves in
virtual reality provides the user with the physical sensation of being immersed
in a computer-generated reality. A direct projection of the images on the retina
is currently the most advanced version. There are also technologies that use
helmets (head-mounted display) or that project the images on screens that
surround the user (CAVE). In any case, the goal of the interface design is the
experience of three-dimensionality, of being in another world that completely
surrounds us. Of course it achieves those effects to different degrees, depend-
ing on the technology and how this makes the materiality of the interface
disappear. Although immersive virtual reality achieves the strongest degree
of virtuality, its effect can, also be created on the two-dimensional screen of
the personal computer. In virtual worlds on the Internet such as World3D
and Second Life, the user’s avatar enters a virtual world inhabited by others,
and hence experiences a sense of entrance or insertion into another world. A
general characteristic of virtual worlds is that the tools for communication,
search, and retrieval are present in a continuous space. So “computer virtual
reality” (virtual reality in the weakest sense) refers to all software objects, such

as COITlpU.tEI programs and databases, and their contents. The virtual reality
experience then results from the ongoing interaction with a program or a
model that results in the automatic generating of “texts,” messages, and all
sorts of images (Lévy 2001, pp. 54—55). ’

2.1.3 Thereal and the virtual in digital technologies: Four models

In their article on virtuality, Marcus Doel and David Clarke {1999) describe the
four. major conceptions of virtuality in its contemporary, technology-driven
version. Their first version of virtual reality, simulation, considers the virtual as
a copy, as nothing more than a pale imitation of the real. The correspondence
theory of representation that guides this discourse (a representation is only
true when it corresponds to extramental facts) posits the real as somethin
original that is self-identical. Here the virtual is a dangerous supplement a%
the image is in Plato’s philosophy. 1 ok

The second version of virtual reality, suppletion, falls victim to the same dis-
course of approximation, although it is an inversion of it. Here it is the real
that is impartial, lacking, and imperfect. The virtual can supplete this real. The
virtual relates to the real as the perfect does to the imperfect. It can correL:t the
defects in the real.

Doel and Clarke name the third version seduction, or s(ed)uction, in which
the (fetishized) ideal of the virtual would amounts to living in the (,tele)pres'—
ence of a full realization of the world’s possibilities (Doel and Clarke 199I9
P 274). It leads to a total annihilation of semblances. Doel and Clafke jntro—l
duce this idea with a quotation from Baudrillard in which tcchnicia.ns from
IBM take over the task of transcribing the nine billion names of God from a
community of Tibetan monks, Their computer can do in a few months t.]]e job
that, according to the monks’ belief, will achieve the purpose of the woﬂd and
will end it. In this version of the relation between the real and the virtual, the
real is “a real drag” that should be left behind. i

The fourth version of virtual reality, which the authors adhere to them-
selves, revolves around the notion of the simulacrum as elaborated by Gﬂles
Deleuze (1983, 1994). The authors’ main thrust is to show that this notion
evades the mistake of confusing the virtual with the possible made in the discourses of
hyperrealization (the first two versions) and ex-termination (the third). The
question of virtuality, they hold—and this is the same argument dit;cu.%ed
in the treatment of Peirce and Deleuze bt

o is about actualization and not about
realization (of possibilities). The simulacrum expresses exactly this idea of a
creation of new events out of the heterogeneous play of forces composing
the virtual.

‘ Doel and Clarke thus sketch the field within which a philosopher must
(ind a position.
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2.2 VIRTUALIZATION (I): LANGUAGE AND LAW

2.2.1 Pierre Lévy: Characteristics of virtualization a5
Pierre Lévy concludes his analysis of virtuality by putting it on a par wit

desubstantialization:

Virtualization, or the transition to a problematic, in no way implies a disap-
pearance in illusion or dematerialization. Rather, it should' be gnderstoo.d E}S
a form of “desubstantialization.” . . . This desubstantialization is broken 1r.1Lo
a related series of changes: deterritorialization, the Moebius éﬂﬂect?w.lnch
organizes the endless loop of interior and exterio.r—the sharerg o p?wat'e
clements, and the subjective integration of publicl items. . .. Sub]e:(.t(li\.fa‘tzlonll,i
the implication of technological, semiotic, and soFlal meansin dthe 11; ivi 11231 ai
psychic and somatic functions. Objectivation will be defl’me ai nedm}(l)rld
implication of subjective acts in the process of constructing a share wcts Of
Subjectivation and Objectivation are therefore two.compler?entary asg)-e .
virtualization. In fact, in terms of what they do, neither su‘t?]ect nor o .]ECI aud
substances but fluctuating nodes of events that mutually interface with an

envelop one another. (Lévy 1998, p. 169)

iy
This very brief description needs some explanation. To begin.,. .We notl'e. ]jixiy :
implicit proposal to go against the tide of philosophical tradition, \Tm:. til
always focused on the passage from the possible to thE real‘ o from the wl_lr1 :
to the actual (Lévy 1998, pp. 16-17), the model ()f realizing our pf)SSl jl. i-
ties” and of (the humanistic ideal of) self-actualization, sind 50 0.11' Le\'r}.r-trllei
to analyze the inverse transformation, that is to sa, the becommg vir L‘u1a .
This is not something that, as common understanding would ha.ve it, occurs
only by way of digital technologies. As will be shown further on, it belongs to
the process of “becoming human” itself. ! g N
Lévy understands this virtualization as a transm(.)n toa pr-() ellna ic. : ¥
this means, an object—or the human self—Iloses its fixed 1de1.1t1tly aurl1 : ES
transposed to a virtual field of (opposing) tendencies and forces w1thm. W 111(J h
it can manifest itself in several different actualizations (as a.human lljemg'uan
actualize itself differently in different circumstances). Similarly, a vlrtuahIZt?d
text, a constructive hypertext, loses its fixed character and steadY auth(‘)r‘s}inlti
and may therefore appear in several new forms. Hypert‘('e{{t :;'rl’t,err Il\djco I;:e
Joyce distinguishes the constructive hypertext that allows the 1ea-er to 7(,(, y
2 “writer” from the explorative hypertext that merely enllarg.es Ll‘le LT.SQTS? n;?lfl
gational space (cf. De Mul 2002, p. 119). Lévy's Deleuman”lnsplratlon resi ‘ ?S
in this focus on the creative process of “becoming other,” or heterogenesis,
ich i led by virtualization.
Whlljél\lqlf?s?tlzzy Strt:sses, in its phﬂosophicaLanthmpological di1?1ension.,"that
virtualization and humanization are concurrent processes. His reflections

teach us that a dimension of virtuality always permeates human reality. This
is nothing other than saying that “desubstantialization” characterizes human
reality. Lévy divides this desubstantialization into several categories. First there
is the process of deterritorialization as a detachment of the here and now, a
process he delineates by referring to the work of one of his predecessors in
the description of the virtual, Michel Serres, who in his book Atlas pictures the
virtual as a process of leaving the “there.” “Imagination, memory, knowledge,
and religion are the vectors of virtualization that have enabled us to leave this
‘there’ long before the appearance of computerization and digital networks”
(Lévy 1998, p. 28).

With his reference to the Moebius effect, Lévy emphasizes that a category
such as virtualization impedes our thinking in schemes of simple oppositions.
For the Moebius strip, which can be formed by twisting a long rectangle of
paper and joining its ends together, is a figure in which one cannot distin-
guish between the inside and the outside: they are continuous. Considering
virtualization as a constitutive function of human reality, there is no clear
division between inside and outside, between self and other (and no clear
distinction of body and mind). For instance, we incorporate texts written by
others (we subjectify them), we externalize our inner body by medical imag-
ing technologies (we objectify our body), and so on. Similarly, virtualization
rejects the idea that there is a chasm between an event and the dissemination
of information about it. For example, one cannot separate an election from
the information that press agencies distribute about it: messages that virtualize
an event also prolong it, and become a part of it (Lévy 1998, p. 74). Reality
inevitably contains a fictional element.

Lévy’s notion of virtualization as the foundational process of community
(communality, communion, collectivity) is in accord with the Moebius effect
as a process that entwines the interior and the exterior (an effect already
extensively analyzed by Hegel). Virtualization connects (“interfaces”) the
private and the public, and is to a great extent a matter of our use of signs.
Virtualization is a process through which we come to share a reality—a reality
that is constituted in its basic structure, as Lévy also indicates, by an external-
ization of the personal and an internalization of the social. By verbalizing an
emotion, we “bring it out” and share it with others, and merely by listening
lo music, looking at a painting, or reading a poem we personalize a public
ttem. In this sense the construction of a society takes place through a process
of virtualization (Lévy 1998, p. 98).2

Most interesting is what Lévy discerns as the ultimate goal of virtualization,
Its “engine,” namely, the effort to escape death and decay: “In general, virtual-
ization is a war against fragility, pain, wear. In search of safety and control, we
pursue the virtual because it leads us towards ontological regions that ordi-
nary dangers never reach” (Lévy 1998, p. 99).This resembles Gilbert Durand's



THE TECHNOLOGIZATION OF HUMAN VIRTUALITY

conclusion in his grand work on the role of the imaginary in human existence:
“Itis obvious that the inventory of the imaginary, from the great sacred myths
to the purely aesthetic emotions, is completely orient?d by its fundamer;-
tal inspiration: to escape death and the vicissitudes of time. L .The stru.gg. e
against decay, the exorcism of death and temporal decomposition: 's:uch is,in
our view, the euphemising function of the imagination i W.ho}e (Durz-lnd
1999, p. 391). Although we do not necessarily alwaY.s win this “war agan;st
fragility,” distancing oneself from the anxiety—provokm:g rea:l seer.ns t.o be the
fundamental inspiration of the imagination that underlies virtualization.

2.2.2  Forces of virtualization: Language, law, and technology e
The pursuit of the virtual, which at the same timt? constitu.tes humanity 1tseéi '
takes place in three ways. It is no surprise that Levy asso‘mates the first mo‘ e
with the human use of signs: human language virtualizes events, m:aterlajl’
objects, and time. In language we exist: we are detached from the real ‘heré‘:
and the real “now.” Language opens up an ecstatic time, a past and a future in
which we live: “Through their vital connection, the inherited, remelnl?ered,
and reinterpreted past, the active present, and the hoped-for, f.eared,'c)r s1m.plw,j
imagined future are psychic, existential. Time, as a complete d'lmelns.lon,‘ex?s
only virtually” (Lévy 1998, p. 92).The virtualization of real time is the um' i-
tion for remembering, telling stories, imagining, simulating: ways by which
we can travel to other worlds.* 5 e g
Lévy typifies the second form of virtualization as a v1r.tua117dat101?rt'0f vio-
lence”: “Ritual, religion, morality, law, economic and political regulations ¢l1re
social mechanisms for virtualizing relations of force, immediate impulses, in-
stincts, desires” (Lévy 1998, p. 97).All these “rules” are about the detachment
from a direct relationship or a particular situation, The law holds for anyone,
independent of their personal situation, just as mfurrlag.c rn‘agulatc%s L]..lt: ;da;
tionship between man and woman in general. The v1rtual1hza5‘1c‘)n of 11111110‘”1;&
(im)pulses stabilizes behavior and identity, and determlnesl framewﬁ'orks o‘r
the transformation of our relationships and personal status. Virtualization func-
tions as a mediation that transforms human identity. The following example
anticipates the Lacanian version of virtualization by means oi:“ 1a1.1guageflnd the
law. When someone receives (Holy) Communion, her idenuty'"ls trans.l"ormled
into a communal form. This form does not reflect the “real form ”of her identity
(as imagined in a dual relation: the “realization of the true self”), but constructs
it symbolically. : iR
The third process of virtualization is that of technology. In the g.uluaf
understanding of technology—reduced here by Lévy to the pr()duct-lon 0
tools—tools are considered as an extension of the body: the hammer is seen
as an extension of the arm, for example. Lévy does not follow Marshall McLlu—
han's understanding of technology as an extension of the body, for he consid-

ers the wheel, for instance, not an extension of our leg but a virtualization of
walking (Lévy 1998, p. 95). He emphasizes the moment of the virtualization
of action in technology. A hammer is a virtualization of the action of striking
and, following Lévy’s Deleuzian inspiration, this virtualization is actualized
every time a hammer is used. The tool memorizes the original moment of
virtualization of the body (Lévy 1998, p. 96). This actualization of the virtual
can take place in different forms: I can use a hammer to demolish, to build,
or to kill. By conceiving technology as a process that virtualizes the original
object or action in a materialized way (writing virtualizes remembering, the
wing ofan airplane virtualizes flying) and that can be actualized in new forms,

Lévy places technology in the philosophy of heterogenesis that in his opinion
characterizes humanity itself.

2.2.3 Language as virtualization: Other scenes
After Lévy’s sharp insights into understanding the virtual, T will now switch
over to a Lacanian understanding of virtualization. In Lacanian terms, the me-
diation of language is what opens us to the “space and time of the Other.” The
notion of language as the symbolic Other originates in Lacan’s simple premise
that humans, as a subject of language, constitute themselves in an intersub-
jective relationship: the word addresses itself always to the other. “The Other
is, therefore, the locus in which is constituted the I who speaks to him who
hears, that which is said by the one being already the reply, the other decid-
ing to hear it whether the one has or has not spoken” (Lacan 1977, p. 141).
In a more general sense, the Other is not merely the other person to whom
one speaks but the order of symbols in which speech literally takes place: the
Other is the locus of speech. This Other place is also the foundation of (fictional)
truth. Lacan considers “what I call the capital Other (le grand Autre), the locus
of speech and, actually, the locus of wuth” (Lacan 1998b, p. 129; translation
modified).’ In his ficrits (1966, p. 45 4), Lacan says that the big Other is nothing
but the guarantor of Good Faith. Even though we lie, the Other may assume
our words to be true. This is exemplary of the way that the Other twists our
“inwardness” (in this case, our real intention) and constitutes truth. To put
it in Zizek’s words (who, for his part, quotes the X Files motto): “The truth is
out there,”

The symbolic Other—for instance, in the realm of language—is a domain
in which a symbol functions within a network of interconnected signifiers
(material, “acoustic images” that we use to signify things). A symbol, unlike
an image, does not represent an established meaning, but gets its meaning
from the relations to other signifiers in the symbolic order. For the meaning
of a symbol, the presence or absence of elements is of decisive importance:
two additional smaller bars on the Latin version of the Christian cross pro-
duce a symbol (an Orthodox cross) distinct from the cross with only one bar
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(Catholic or Protestant). Similarly, scientific symbolizations also work with
this system of presence and absence: for example, the codes of DNA, or A+,
B, for the representation of blood types (Zwart 1998, pp. 110.-1 11).The
symbolic “dissects” objects by reducing them to all sortf of basic elemen}ll:s
(signifiers) that function as a language of their own (for instance, the math-
ematical language of nature, the language of DNA, the language of the uncon-
scious). Through such “languages,” symbolic systems structur.e the. real rathgr
than reflecting the real, as images pretend to do with their mimetic forms of
representation. : :

The dimension of the Other is the scene in which real events inscribe t1.1e1n~
selves, thus virtualizing the real. This allows, for instance, for the p9ssibil1ty O.f
lying (pretending) and of (unintended) ”subversion.”Whe,:,nl I erte: an email
to a friend that includes both the words “Bush” and “dead” in no d11'elct. rela-
tion to each other (for example, I said that I do not agree with the policies of
President Bush, and later on mention that my cat is dead), those two words
might be connected by the computers of the National Security ﬁ‘xgency-' Ch&C}(-
ing my emails, and interpreted as a hint that I might be planmng‘ a te?ronst
attack. The words are inscribed in “another scene” of a big Other, ml this case
one very much focused on everything with the connotation of terromsni. (Th(i
paranoid reaction of the U.S. government to work by Steve Kurtz of the.(,rltma
Art Ensemble which it considered to be a terrorist activity is a perfect illustra-
tion of this: in May 2004 the US. Joint Terrorism Task Force se‘ized“sm.n? of
his artistic and scientific material.) In general, the significance of the “original
material” must be sought in its relationship to the Other.

To return to the example of deterritorialization that Lévy uses to illustrate
virtualization as desubstantialization: one cannot conceive the meaning o'f an
election by referring to the event that took place ata particulz‘tr placel and time,
for its meaning constitutes itself in the information about it that 1?1ﬁue11ces
all sorts of systems outside of its actual location: stock market.s, dll?lf)macy.
and so on. Events and information about events exchange their identities and
form a dialectical signifying process (Lévy 1998, pp. 74-75). 1t is“this struc-

ture that Lacan has in mind with his theory that the “original event” is :ilread.y
“decentered,” as it is inseparable from the information about it. The “infor-
mation” about the event necessarily takes the event into another place—the

place of the “signifying process” that Lacan calls the (unconscious) locus of

the Other. : . o
The present-day “paranoid” Other that is anxious of terrorism shows that

the structure of the Other can manifest itself in different symbolic systems (of

law, language, culture . . .}.The analyses in my “ontology of virtualization™ do
not primarily concern all the differences between various symbolic systems.
They explore the insight that there is always a mediation of the real; we always

live in a reality that is structured as a fiction. The current narrative of terrorism

(and of course all the other grand narratives: communism, liberalism, capital-
ism) illustrates this. Thus, :

it is clear that Speech begins only with the passage from “pretense” to the
order of the signifier, and that the signifier requires another locus—the locus
of the Other, the Other witness, the witness Other than any of the partners—
for the Speech that it supports to be capable of lying, that is to say, of present-
ing itself as Truth. Thus it is from somewhere other than the Reality that it
concerns that Truth derives its guarantee: it is from speech. Just as it is from
Speech that Truth receives the mark that establishes it in a fictional structure,
(Lacan 1977, p. 306)¢ '

When Lacan speaks of truth, he always refers to the truth of desire. Con-
trary to the notion of truth as exactitude that the exact sciences ajm at, this
truth is related to metaphorical language: “it is with the appearance of lan-
guage that the dimension of truth emerges” (Lacan 1977, p. 172). Because an
original substitution by the signifier characterizes humanity, the “paradox of
the truth” is that there is only metaphorical truth, Signification is essentially
metaphorical (Lacan 1966-1967, 7 and 14 December 1966). Metaphorical
truth is what “makes a hole” in knowledge; and because truth is essentially
metaphorical, we must also validate discourses other than those of exactitude,
for instance artistic ones (Bergoffen 1995). As long as we are in the order of
meaningful language, we are in the order of substitution and the metaphor.
The subject is therefore always already in the order of substitution that lan-
guage introduces. This is Lacan’s theory of primal repression. The subject of
the signifier is virtual,”

2.2.4 The retroaction of “real time”
Through the inscription of events in the locus of the Other, they acquire a
significance that the subject does not know and cannot foresee. An artist being
seen as a terrorist (as in the example above) shows once more that the uncon-
scious as a symbolic structure is “out there,” It “ex-sists”—as Lacan says in his
Télévision (Lacan 1973, p. 26)—only in a discourse. It is for that reason that the
locus of the Other is Lacan’s translation of the Treudian notion of the uncon-
scious as “another scene.” The Other is also the place that installs the ecstatic
dimensions of time: past, present, and future. Tying in with Lévy's description
of the virtualization of "real time,” language thus opens up a field of future
possibilities. By linguistic articulation it functions as a medium that can make
cvents from the past reappear. It is a sort of virtual memory of the past,
Lacan, however, develops a notion of time that tries to do away with the
view ofitas alinear development. Like the future, the pastalso is characterized
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by openness. It is the virtual subject of language (the subject of the signifier)
that “determines” how the past reappears. The subject of the signifier (re)
structures the real (of the past). Lacan's exposition of the notion of tempo-
rality comes down to the idea that the person one was in the past depends
on how one thinks of oneself in the light of present experiences and future
possibilities (there is no final representation of “the real past™). A separation
from a lover may thus change from painful loss into liberation. It is for the
greater part about the way that someone currently assumes, or structures by
means of speech, his or her anterior states from the perspective of the future:
“History is not the past. History is the past insofar as it is historicized in the
present” (Lacan 1988a, p. 12; for more on this topic, see his pivotal “Discours
de Rome,” Lacan 1977, pp. 30—113; also in Lacan 1968).

This notion of “historicization,” or restructuring, makes the psychologi-
cal symptom a “trace” which acquires its content or its meaning only in the
future: in the “second time,” the time of its articulation. With this notion
of retroaction (“aprés coup”), Lacan translates Freud’s notion of the Nach-
trdglichkeit of the symptom. For Freud it is not the event itself that is traumatic,
but its conscious reception, or recording, in the psychic system. Also in his
theory of dreams he stresses the importance of this “secondary time.” The
secondary elaboration restructures the “original” and heterogeneous dream
elements (preconscious remnants of occurrences during the day, unconscious
material). Laplanche and Pontalis explain: “The secondary elaboration is an
a posteriori reworking which takes place in the successive transformations
which we impose on the story of the dream once we are awake. This consists
essentially in restoring a minimum of order and coherence to the raw material
handed over by the unconscious mechanism of displacement, condensation,
and symbolism, and in imposing on this heterogeneous assortment a fagade,
a scenario, which gives it relative coherence and continuity” (Laplanche and
Pontalis 1986, p. 21).

There is an intellectual system in us that demands unity, coherence, and
clarity, and thus restructures incomprehensible material into a new “mean-
ing” It is only to the (fictive) truth of this restructured material that we have
access. Or, as Derrida (1987) points out in his reading of Freud, when there
is no origin (of meaning, memory, subjectivity), the repetition of the “ori-
gin” itself is original. In this Freudian theory of the “deferred effect,” each
repetition is original in that it differs from what it repeats. And this logic is
used to understand the current breakdown of traditional oppositions (subjec-
tive/ objective; interiority of living memory / exteriority of artificial memeory)
in technological forms of registration and memory (the “camera model”):
memory names the enigmatic event of originary repetition (McQuire 1998,
p- 172).

—4m

2.2.5 Law as the virtualization of “natural forces”
Representing the world in all sorts of discursive structures, we are necessar-
ily “subjected” to the Jaws that govern these discourses. Garries may illustrate
this. When I play a game, that is to say, when I represent myself as a player of
a certain game, T am inescapably submitted to the rules that determine how
the game should be played: how one should interact, and so forth. Lacan con-
siders human reality, in its most fundamental form, to be a “game” also—as
shown by his saying that the principle of reality is the principle of collective
fantasy. Language composes the fabric of its general discourse. Therefore for
Lacan, the law—which is both the set of universal principles that make social
existence possible and the structures that govern all forms of social exchange
(Evans 1996, p. 98)—is basically the law of the signifier. The principles that
organize the human world precede the individual and determine the rela-
tionships between people; they make the relationships independent of the
fluctuation in the relations of force, Therefore the law corresponds to Lévy's
(1998) notion of the contract as a virtualization of violence: it virtualizes
“brute reality.” As the field of the Other, the unconscious “reshapes” nature by

means of structures that Lacan cannot help formulating in terms of the laws
of the signifier:

Before any experience, before any individual deduction . ., something orga-
nizes this field, inscribes its inital lines of force. . . , Before strictly human rela-
tions are established, certain relations have already been determined. They are
taken from whatever nature may offer as supports, supports that are arranged
in themes of opposition. Nature provides—I must use the word-—signifiers
and these signifiers organize human relations in a creative way, providing them’
with structures and shaping them. (Lacan 1998b, p. 20) :

The relation to the Other, or the symbolic order, causes an entwining of In-
side and Outside. As a person interiorizes the law as his or her ego ideal
(the ideals and values of the environment, of significant others, that the in-
dividual identifies with), the social Outside Inevitably becomes part of the
subject’s Inside world. The outside world limits the instincts, thereby shap-
ing the drives and thus also conditioning transgression (creating Nietzsche's
“diseased animal”).

2.2.6 “The unconscious is outside”

The constitutive role of the relation to the Other preempts all conceptions of
the unconscious as merely a “dark inside” of the subject: “The Unconscious
ls outside, not hidden in any unfathomable depths” (Zizek 1997, p. 3).There-
lore its representation as a cellar, or even as a cave by way of allusion to Plato, is
nota good comparison (Lacan 1998b, p- 187).The unconscious straddles the
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interface of the Inside and the Outside, where the particular and the general or
the individual and the social meet: “the unconscious, which I represent to you
as that which is inside the subject, . .. can be realized only outside, that s to
say, in that locus of the Other in which alone it may assume its status” (Lacafl
1998b, p. 147). For Lacan, the unconscious is nothing without the word: it
must come into existence by means of its articulation. The subject must come
into existence at the locus of the Other: a possible Lacanian translation of
Freud’s adage that “where the unconscious Id was, the T must become” (“Wo
Es war, soll Ich werden”).

With regard to the question of fantasy, this means that the Inside (the fan-
tasmatic images supposedly belonging to our most intimate self) inevitably
consists of elements that come from the Outside. Furthermore, when we want
to express our deepest fantasies, we necessarily place them in a signifying
chain that “annihilates” their “original meaning.” When we want to access our
fantasies, we cannot avoid deconstructing them: the law (of the signifier) is
an inevitable moderator. Lacan's analyses of the unconscious fantasy contain
the crucial notion that fantasy is unconscious because it concerns “an image
set to work in the signifying structure” (for a more extensive description, see
section 5.2.2). When we understand that the articulation of the unconsciou‘.s,
virtual subject thus depends on the signifying structures that humans inhabit,
we have an opening for finding its new shapes in the outside world.

I already introduced the virtualizing functioning of technological intelj-
faces in the first part of chapter 1, which I will now extend in order to posit
technology as a third force of virtualization.

2.3 VIRTUALIZATION (I1): TECHNOLOGY

2.3.1 The digital revolution: From object to interface

Since this study is focused on information technologies, the question arises
whether the description of technology that T have given up to now, especially
in part 2 of chapter 1, also suits the situation in which technologies operate
on information. For there is the pitfall that we might still consider technology
to be a sort of tool transforming nature. Information technologies, however,
do not operate on (material) nature but on (“immaterial”) information, and
might show that the usual conception of technology is too res‘trictive. At the
very least, this replacement of nature by information, typical of the postmod-
ern world, questions the modernist thinking (specifically, about technology)
in terms of a univocal opposition of nature and culture. The confusion of the
natural and the artificial places us in “the postmodern condition.” We might
even be said to be living in a “technological universe” (Ellul 1967) because
of a thoroughgoing replacement of the natural by the technological. Technol-

ogy is “progressively effacing the two previous environments,” nature and
society; “human beings have to adapt to it and accept total change” (Ellul
1989, 134, 136).

So, what is the importance of the fact that we are dealing with information
technologies? This brings us to the (philosophical) question of the difference
between analogue and digital representation. Shouldn't this be a question for
engineers? That is to say, can't this difference be accounted for in a technical
way? Not really. The distinction between digital and analogue representation
is philosophical before it is technical (Chesher 1997, p. 86). The difference
is not fully explicable in a quantitative manner (e.g., I see things better with my
virtual reality goggles on), because it has a qualitative aspect (I see a different
reality)—the Kantian critique of naive realism remains crucial today. Digitiza-
tion highlights the fact that the reality we live in is not an objective given, and
thus our investigation analyzes how it consists of a framing of things and how
technologies organize such windows on the world.

I will give a simple example to illustrate the question of analogy. When 1
see a large mushroom cloud above a city (on television, in a drawing, through
the screen of my cockpit, or on a computer display: in all cases, it appears on
a “screen”), not only do I know that there was an explosion (there is a causal
relation; it is an index, as Peirce would say) but I also know that there has been
a huge explosion.Analogue representations encode or represent their message
in a proportional or continuous degree (Lévy 2001, p. 33). They have a propor-
tionality between object and representation, matter and form, sender and
receiver. In its technical manifestations the analogue representation implies
that the object that emanates the signal has the same, or similar, form as itself:
“An analogue code represents what it signifies by establishing a relationship
of parallel degree. ... The signal is analogous to what it is representing. . . .
Where analogue involves a conversion of form, digital always involves encod-
ing and decoding” (Chesher 1997, p. 86).

An example of an analogue “conversion of form” is the vinyl record. Its
structure is similar to the structure of the sound volume it generates: the
deeper the groove, the higher the volume. Proportionality between the repre-
sentation and that which it represents characterizes the analogue representa-
tion. And the analogue sign system uses continuous, and not separated, units
(the analogue clock illustrates this: it represents time without intervals, unlike
the digital clock). But this does not imply per se that they have a figurative
resemblance to what they represent. For what would time look like? And a
curve that represents someone’s heartbeat naturally does not look like the
beating of a heart.

The first crucial characteristic of the digital revolution is the conversion of
analogue information to digital information, called “digitization.” Digitiza-
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tion is a conversion of continuous data into a numerical representation. That
is to say, all sorts of objects are encoded into the “language” of zeros and
ones that composes digital information. This “language” has different units
for different sorts of media: images are encoded as pixels, sounds as voxels,
texts as numbers and letters, graphical representations as polygons, and scripts
or sets of algorithms are units of movements. As objects transform into the
digital language of the computer, they become easily manipulable, transport-
able with the speed of light, and can be copied endlessly.

The supposed substantial object behind the different actualizations on the
computer screen then becomes a purely virtual object. Although the actual-
izations do approach the encoded object to a certain extent, they are never
identical to it. The encoded object loses its true form in representation. For
what is supposed to be the right form for a “package” of zeros and ones? The
perceptible, or phenomenal, properties and characteristics as such are not
present in the encoded object. The appearance of the object depends on the
software of the user, its configurations, and its manipulation by the user.

Digital representation breaks with the principles of continuity, proportion-
ality, and similarity that characterize analogy. The similarity of form between
object and representation is no longer the basis of its encoding, but a transla-
tion of the object into numbers of a binary language. The computer represents
the objects as data that can appear in various forms; it substitutes every constant
with a variable (Manovich 2001, p. 43). Manovich designates variability as the
crucial aspect of the new media object. Because the digital revolution recasts
all kinds of representational systems as digital information, there is a similar-
ity at the level of binary coding And since different media all have the same
basic structure, one can also speak of a “multimedia revolution” (Lunenberg
1999, p. xvi).

One must not forget that the digital object does have a previous history.

Farlier, the electronic object in media such as radio and television caused
an important shift from the material object to an electronic signal, which is -

only radicalized with the digital object. The present state of the new media
object is “liquid”: it does not have a fixed form or identity. Data can appear
in different forms: just imagine what digital photography can do with the
“real” image. Digitization confronts us with the notion of a radical break with
the principle of analogy as a “conversion of form,” for the very reason that
it breaks loose from the identity of form. The images that I see on my computer
screen, for instance, are not necessarily similar to the “real object,” because
for the computer the “real” consists of digital information that the user can
store, mutate, control, and access at his will. Crucial here is the notion that the

object consists of data. And these data can appear in different forms, that is, they

can appear via a number of different interfaces. Therefore Manovich states: “A

new media object can be defined as one or more interfaces to a multimedia
database” (Manovich 2001, p.37).
To explain the influence of digital technologies on our conception of re-

ality, I bring together two revolutions in the relation of the- human subject
toward the object of his representations: the Kantian (see section 1.1.4) and
the digital one. Both involve a radical questioning of the natural world of ref-
erences, The Kantian revolution questions it mainly because of the co-nstitutive
quality of the subject, the digital revolution mainly because of the assembled
quality of the (digitized) object. In order to understand “real” objects, we can-
not simply address “things as they are,” because we ourselves also C;Jnstitute
them, mentally and cybernetically. Therefore a philosophical analysis of the
digitized object consists in an analysis of the conditions of possibility of the appear-
ance of the object! The so-called Toronto school in media studies (McLuhan
Havelock, Ong, De Kerckhove) analyzes the mode in which media determiné
our experience of reality in such a Kantian way. I will also use this transcen-
dental approach, which focuses less on concrete descriptions of specific cases
than on the way we conceive of an object by means of the conditions of thé
techno-fantasmatic screen. Such a “philosophical” analysis is concerned less
with the content than with the structure of appearance. I

‘2.3.2 Digitization and the mind’s schemes of representation

The process of digitization modifies the two basic coordinates of representa-
tion: time and space. As Jeremy Rifkin states in his book Time Wars. the way
in which we imagine, explain, and use time mediates all our pe;'ceptinn?s
of ourselves and the world and is hence constitutive of our identity and the
culture we live in (Rifkin 1987, p. 1)—a conclusion consistent with Kant
Digitization of time can change the way we experience time, the way we rc]ate.
to the past and to the future. Thus programming can determine in advance the
sequence, duration, and tempo of an event: automated machinery auu)matli—
cally instructs how to make a product or when to deliver a service. Because hu-
man mediation (which is also modification, error, caprice) dissolves, thereis a
hasically different design of time than in the schedule, the plan, or I:h’e pro'e?:t
which are our “traditional” schemes for our relation to the fu'tm'e. Pr(-) rlamt;
dlso eliminate the user from her subjective experience of the pash—vgvhich
she usually takes as a source and guide (a “scheme”) for future actions—and
nm}l;e her rely more on data than on personal recollections (ibid., p. 100)

igitization of time therefore means a (further) removal fi b -

Ject of our “natural” or “immediate” experie(nce.Thiz digitizati()lrlocl)l;tlti:ti(l)nbe
wale is typical of the changed relation toward the surrounding world that the
tvmputer causes. Whereas the clock, as an analogue representation of time
telers to the circular time defined by the earth’s orbit, the digital time scale 1;
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no longer bound to such a circular reference. With the computer we lare lei;sy
bound to the space-time of our direct environment, as we can be x‘nrtua_ lyl
present in different time zones. Time is experienced less as te.mpgrallty wit
its (analogue) representations than as speed (“virtua‘l irm"nechatlcyl).1 4
With respect to space, cyberspace can actually bring a p‘hy‘s:ma efsew eﬁe
into the physical presence of the user, and offer the. p‘?smblhty o E:l:cu,ladt
moving and acting in that virtual elsewhere.We: cal? this te]‘epres.;e.:nce If(suhat
as seeing through the eyes of a robot), and it highlights the.questlon of w ;
is real and what is virtual: am I here—at the place where Isit (body), or 3.IT.'1
there—at the place from which I see (mind)?The example of'telépref;;\ce, 1Iz
which cyberspace functions as a medium to let the user perceive R -erelltl
space, shows that digitization can radically cause a (further) dlscontn;mdL y
between humans and our surrounding world, as well as between our body
ani\(/);;;tnv?:ill cyberspace is a “realization” of this experience. ina pzralle'sl
space in which the continuity with natural space h'as almo‘slt dlSS.OIVT ,(-W;i
are not subjected to the laws of gravity, to our physical p051t1c_.)11_, to p 11y 51(:1 _
distances, and so on). In the case of webcams, for instance, dlglltal te‘c 11110 ;
ogies work to annul, to undo, or philosophically to negate the dlstanr_ets t;ae
separate the user from the place (resort, or hon-le) \'i‘vhere he Wintst 0 tEd.
They virtualize those places, and transform them 11.1t0 lngn—pla@s ‘ exS FAC i
from their geographical, historical, cultural, and‘ linguistic contexts (Simor 4
2002, p. 302). Therefore a standard fantasy imagines cyberspace as a space o
surpassing (transcending) all the old limits.” i g
Cyberspace as a medium of “immediacy SG(?H]S to Lrazllsport us 1m.{1r1t iy
ately to different times and spaces. And it may give u:s the nnpresswg tha )
information is present in it, and can—or mustbe——wualdrawable on demand,
without notice. It seems that cyberspace leads to a time-.space compr‘evsa
sion,” where the schemes with which we organize our reallt}./ (the ph.YSiT'AI
space-time that we exist in) loosen their firm grip on our experience of rea 1]?&
Time and space seem to be dimensions of the world that we can C(.)IIllpIESS by
means of the computer: they lose their signiﬁcince. Neverth(.e]ess, les‘may te:
only one side of the story, for the “immediacy” also CHEES tlme. a.t-n e,p.ace 0
become more important; indeed, they become increasingly crluca% dimen-
sions. We don’t want to wait for a file to be downloaded; transportation must
i 1 time, without delay.
" flr? lilles f‘r;;;i.ixl;atinns on Freud,” fzom his book The Post.Card, Derrida advcjlncejs__.
the fundamental thesis that, in Freudian psychoanalysis, a detfjur. (Umweg) 15
the efficacy of the psychic apparatus, necessary in r)rd.er to av01'd the destr.;;:—
tive and deadly limits of pure enjoyment and pure reality (Dernc‘la 19 l87) .th tz
duplicity of real-time interaction shows that i.t is the quest for immediacy tha
challenges the “traditional” experience of reality based on delay.

R T—————————————),,,.~.

2.3.3 Technological fiction: Invocational media

Several authors stress the intricacy of the mediation by language and tech-
nological mediatization. De Kerckhove (1995), for example, formulates it
succinctly in his chapter called “The Origins of Technology in Language.”
His predecessor in Toronto, Marghall McLuhan, refers to such a philosophy of
technology in the work of Henri Bergson:

Itis the extension of man in speech that enables intellect to detach itself from
the vastly wider reality. Without language, Bergson suggests, human intelli-
gence would have remained totally involved in the objects of its attention. . . .
Bergson argues in Creative Evolution that even comsciousness is an extension of

man that dims the bliss of union in the collective unconscious. (McLuhan
1994, p. 79)

Asan extension of humans, language is the first technology (of virtualization)
in that it enables us to consciously grasp the world beyond the objects of our
attention: language implies a mediation of the world. All sorts of technologies
bring this expansion of human possibilities in space and time even further
(mediatization) ‘Technology, just like language, brings about “space-time distan-
tiation™: it detaches us from the here and now,

In his theory of mediatization, John Thompson stresses this intricacy, be-
cause both kinds of media are about the transmission of symbolic forms,
which are detached and distantiated from the original context of their pro-
duction, both spatially and temporally, and inserted into new contexts that
are located at different times and places (Thompson 1990, p. 13).This is what
Lévy (1998) considers to be virtualization. Even more than the previous me-
dia, like photography or film, that they “remediate,” virtual technologies are
in an especially close connection to (spoken) language, for they open up not
only a world that we look at but a world in which we can do something. They
vontain performative environments,®

Whereas Lacan states that there is no subject outside language, new me-
dia theorist Michelle Kendrick states that there is no subject outside tech-
nology. Applying the notion of technology in a broad sense, she holds that
technologies—material and semiotic—always reconstruct subjectivity, so that
any subjectivity or identity, any sense of a pretechnological reality or a reality
distinct from or prior to technological interventions, can only be imaginary
(Kendrick 1996, p. 144). Because of the constitutive function of both lin-
fuistic mediation and technological mediatization (language as a technol-
0gy, technology as a language), the notion of a self-evident real outside
those media, and separate from them, is a purely imaginary illusion. I will

give a few examples to illustrate this virtualization by means of information
lechnologies.?




THE TECHNOLOGIZATION OF HUMAN VIRTUALITY

“No one has ever seen atoms.” This quotation heads an article about one of
the Netherlands’ top scientists in molecular dynamics,Wilfred van Gunsteren,
who is working on the simulation of atomic reality, because “everyone nowa-
days wants to know what is happening at the atomic level” (NRC Handelsblad
2001). Heinz Pagels in his book The Dreams of Reason expands this topic to all of
the computational sciences, Why is it, he asks, that we make a model of the
world and represent it as a myth, a metaphor, or a scientific theory? Why does
the mind reform its experiences in terms of symbols? According to Pagels, a
good simulation (such as a religious myth or a scientific theory) gives us the
feeling of control over our experiences. With the appropriation (symbolic
representation) comes the realization that we have denied the immediacy of
reality (Pagels 1988, p. 88).This “immediacy of reality” (“the real”) is what
we cannot grasp or see (we cannot see atoms). It is, so to speak, what “we
have lost.” The example of the atoms clarifies that—applied to the scientific
enterprise—we have never possessed this “jmmediate sight.” Van Gunsteren
argues, “The biologist and the chemist are blind to their experiments. They
measure all sorts of values . . . but they cannot see what really happens at the
atomic level” (in NRC Handelsblad 2001). Nevertheless, we try to simulate the im-
mediacy of sight. We do this by privileging the discourses of the sciences, which,
according to Debra Bergoffen, is how the West expresses its grief over the lost
object of its passion for knowledge: the Thing, the void around which all the
symbolizations circle (Bergoffen 1995, p. 576).

Computers objectify into a material form the representations, metaphors,
or symbolizations that have always mediated human perceptions. In a com-
ment on the Rhizome blog on January 19, 2000, critic and Lacan specialist
Alexandre Leupin considers the Internet as confirming Ferdinand de Saus-
sure’s discovery that language, taken on the level of signifiers, is only a se-
ries of relative and negative differentials, which can be written minimally as

[0,1]. From the outset language was already digital. The computerized virtual
world that those two basic elements can create prolongs what we have always
termed cosmos, i.e., the linguistic fiction of our perceptions. In this way, the
Internet does not constitute an epistemological break (Leupin 2 000). Itis, for
instance, well known that online communication (especially in Internet Relay
Chat and Usenet newsgroups) has its own rules and signifiers: (_)]©. And
one can find, in a more visual form, the narrative structures that virtualize our
reality in computer games and virtual worlds. This justifies the consideration
of cyberspace as a realm of interconnected signifiers, as a reality made out of
fiction.

Sherry Turkle draws a parallel between online personae and the self that
emerges in a psychoanalytic encounter. Both are significantly virtual, con-
structed either within the space of analysis or in the virtual space of online
role-playing communities (Turkle 1995, p. 256). This parallel confirms the

Lac'anian perspective on cyberspace as a realm whose “truth” finds its foun-
dation not in reality but in the signifier. Truth has the structure of a fiction
and cyberspace is an extension of our age-old capacity and need to dwell '11';
fiction (Benedikt 1991, p. 6). Considering the fictitious structure of reality,
cyberspace seems to be nothing else than a realm of technologically produced’
fictions. In that sense it does not differ fundamentally from “reality as we
know it.” :
Since we are always already also in a fictitious perspective toward the real
computers do not just “lead us into fictionality.” They may actually create;
new and different (virtual) perspectives. Some examples can illustrate this. Pagels
(1988, p. 45) emphasizes that the computational point of view of physical
processes (the material world and the dynamic processes in it are considered
to be computers) creates a new perspective that unifies science in a different
way. Furthermore, in a virtual reality environment, we can stand inside a
molecule and observe it from the inside. With computers we can also e.);tend
the calculability of natural laws that define the development of systems (the
brain, the solar system, quantum particles). And telepresence systems Iallow
us to look through “distant eyes.” l
S}nce computers also present the real (the “real me,” the atoms) by means
of signifiers, one may hold that, at a mental level, computers contain an aspeckt
of invocation or incantation. By their very technical structure, computers cre-
atea world on the screen that mediates a “pre-technological reality” (K(\lﬂti{;k
1996), or the real. Because this world on the screen can be highly ench'anting
many researchers point to the resemblance between computers anc.l magici
(Davis 1998), or technical images and magic (Flusser 1983). Computers al-
low us to handle or manage a real world behind the screen that we otherﬁ’i%
could not deal with (because of its complexity, its nonexistence, because if.is'
heavily emotionally charged). Because of this basic technical feature Chesh&
calls computers “invocational media”: we invoke data by a (_‘()111111211;(1 a lcal[
or a click on an icon. Although invocation traditionally involveé mag’i:; or s;

deity, it is a useful metaphor for how computers allow people to “call up” data
(Chesher 1997, pp. 83—84). |



CHAPTER 6

it finds a form of enjoyment precisely in this circling around the “real thing,”
or constantly and repeatedly doing the same thing over and over again. The
voyeur is its perfect illustration, or the Net surfer who enjoys his continuous

surfing, without finding closure.

Barber’s analysis of the computer as a medium for sadomasochistic play
shows that enjoyment is to a large extent a matter of representation, as is
watching the television news (as Postman argues), or playing sexual or iden-
tity games on the Internet, or seeing sex instead of having sex. It is all about
(visually) enjoying one's position. Therefore enjoyment itself serves to gen-
erate reality experiences: representations themselves cause forms of arousal
and enjoyment. This is what Lacanian theory names the enjoyment in the significr.
The subject of cyberspace is sustained by libido invested in the (fantasmatic)
scenes of these virtual worlds.

Scott Bukatman’s Terminal Identity (1993) makes this fantasmatic interface be-
tween body and environment the principal form of a subjectivation that lies at
the border of more traditional forms of subjectivity such as the (autonomous)
individual. “Terminal identity” is at the interface of body and computer ter-
minal, and inscribes itself in the surfaces of old selfhood. Although one need
not agree with Bukatman’s vision of hyperindividuality merging with the new
socialization of the Internet, his analysis does emphasize that we must look for
new forms of subjectivation in our interfacing with new technologies. One
such form may be a theory of the interface as mediating the “real subject”
of bodily identification with the virtual subject of sociosymbolic contexts. It
implies a critique of utopian celebrations of cyberliberation and the pretense
of unrestrained access to the real, as well as the dystopian gloom and doom
that consider subjectivity to be fully virtualized.

Contrary to these models, I consider the computer screen to be the realm
of the scene, a “staging” I recognize the screen’s capacities to lure and indulge
us in a “fully realized world” in so-called moments of closure. But when we
avoid fixating this closure as being “real reality” itself (which is the proper
“task” of the “unsettled” subject), then the screen allows us to play, to indulge
or enjoy our fantasies and create a certain distance from and insight into them.
Such (reflexive) insight is also emphasized by Terence Harpold in his essay
on hypertextual environments: he argues that closure is always fixated after-
ward (nachtriglich) (Harpold 1994, p. 198). In other words, there is a secondary
construction or fixation of an original event. This awareness guards us from

taking the construction for real. “Wo Es war, soll Ich werden.” The scheme of

deferred action that is crucial to French psychoanalysis is therefore still deci
sive for comprehending reality in the digital age.
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4. And isn't the same problem involved in psychopath()logy: are the symptoms

of a hysteric real, or is he simulating? Or, and this is the most intriguing op-
tion, does simulation make it real (Jean Baudrillard’s simulation model)? To
pursue the ideas of David-Menard cited in the previous footnote, we see that
there actually is a line—via bysteria—from Freud o Baudrillard: “To simulate
is to feign to have what one hasn’t” (Baudrillard 1988, p. 167). But Baudril-
lard continues his thought by questioning whether the work of the uncon-
scious must then be considered as the real cause of simulation: “Why should



