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NEw N.“Wym.z S ON NEW HEDA CAMBEID0E MA! Cyberspace floats now in a cultural limbo, The limbo is a zigzag holding

T, Qo000 . 3 attern that professional philosophers call “the dialectic.” This dialectic is
: p p philosop
. a social fever characterized by wide mood swings between utopian fanrasy

3 and hateful cynicism. Hyperbole alternaces with attack, and rhe status of
. . m cyberspace hovers uncertain: commercial jukebox? neodemocracy? the end

The ﬂK—um_\M—umﬁm Dialectic ,m.‘ of broadcasting? monster information swamp?
” Cyberspace has always been provocative, but it has not always been con-
. . troversial. The word, and the concepts it came to represent, burst on the
Michael Heim ¥ scene like gangbusters in William Gibson’s 1984 science-fiction novel Nex-
romancer, and then gained academic gravity in the early 1990s through con-
ferences and books like Michael Benedike's anthology, Cyberspace: First §, teps.!
Then in the mid 1990s, cyberspace became celebrated in daily newspapers
and television spots, and the tenth edition (revised) of Merriam-Webster's
Collegiate Dictionary confidencly defined it as “the on-line world of computer

networks.” Politicians sought to extend legislative power over “the informa-
tion highway” by dredging up on-line obscenities, pursuing hacker felons,
and declaring cyberspace a federal “superhighway” where the speed of cele-
communication would fall under congressional jurisdiction. Today, naive
questions like What is it? and How do I connect to it? have evolved into
trickier questions like Am I for or against cyberspace? What position do |
take regarding its social benefits? Now that we have crossed the electronic
frontier, how does our society measure cyberspace? This is where most of us
could learn from the dialectic,

Originally, the word circulated among the ancient Greeks, who used diz-
lek11ke (tekhnZ) to mean the art of debate and conversation. Dialegesthas means
“ralking something through” or “organizing a subject marter” In other
words, transformational dynamics first appeared as parc of the art of conver-
sation. The ancient Greeks gave dialectic irs classical €xXpression in written
dialogues. There, in the Greek language, the word “dialectic” was born; and
its twin sibling was the word “dialogue.”

Jumping ahead severa) millennia, the idea of dialectic in modern times
has come, through G. E W/, Hegel and Karl Marx, to signify the transforma-
tional dynamics of social history. Hegel developed his notion of the dialectic
to include the back-and-forth process of social movements where one ad-
vance in freedom evokes irs opposite reaction, which in turn calls forch
another and opposite reaction, and so forch. Dialectic was not simply an




abseract templare of “thesis-ancithesis-synthesis” to be applied in a manTm
paire manner to politics. Dialecric was, rather, the concrete Boswn.a:n.o
social history itself. Marx, the next signpost in the mn<m_£uBm,zn of the dia-
Jectic, identified history with the history of civil wars and violent nm.<o._:-
tions, but Hegel's dialectic originally included the more subtle shifting
ial change that propel human evolution.
?MMH.“ &annﬂmmnrwa u%ovﬂmm Marx's philosophy, the dialectic Umnpa..__m
the cornerstone of official ideology. In the Soviet Union, for m,xmm_EP mil-
lions of scudents in Communist schools carried textbooks Vnmw_s.m n.rn stamp
“DIAMAT" short for “Dialectical Materialism.” The &&mnn.hn._z its Marx-
ist—Leninist form belonged to materialistic philosophy mm a rigid sec of doc-
trines defining the socioeconomic struggle between nw?w& and F—uo.n. Hrmm
straight party line of communism largely eroded the On._mpnm_ Bnm.:S_m A_u
-dialectic” as a term to describe historical dynamics. Hrwm emm vmnﬂn‘,._ arly
ironic, for, as we have seen, dialectic resists stability, finding its form in the
unsettling, the changing, the shifting. ‘ |
Both historical and critical discussion of the dialectic En,m through ...?M_
paper, bur it is important to acknowledge that the present taint o.mwwm MOH
“dialectic” is due to its centrality to Marxist ﬂro:mrn.wmm wo_._n_nm, m a
result, many people automatically recoil against dialectic and fail to see its
usefulness in weighing the new reality layer. It is true that nerworked no.B-
puter media have launched an information space that ill befits Em.amﬂm:w_-
istic mold of Marxism, based as it was in the reading om‘ nwn:m 5&52\5”
capitalism. I believe, nonetheless, that we can mn._: use dialectic wm a 8”
to move beyond the polarity of fear and fascination that charactenizes n._m
continuum binding the fans of the antitechnology Unabomber to the mil-
i e computers to surf the Interner.
:EMEMUMHQ.E erwém in mind is that which preceded ,gwnamﬂ m:ﬁ can
be clearly described. I want to show that dialectic can indeed _:EdE»nM
the paradoxes of the current debate about the value o.m n.v&mnm_.uwnm. ._,”._ocm
bound by an underlying onrology, the dialectic can stiil E...E..Emnn t .n con-
fusion and tension created by new media. There is something of the _CWw ot
paradox that propels all dialectical thinking. We live in a most appropriate
era to savor the dialectical joke. An appropriate joke, indeed, foran era ﬁswnm
people express their support for anarchist-inspired attacks on technology by
posting messages to the World Wide Web.
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Unabomber Backlash
The figure of the Unabomber (and the concerns he came to tepresent) is one
side of the cyberspace dialectic.? An extreme provokes the full force of its
opposite. To be sure, the Unabomber's fervor cannot be understood in isola-
tion from the one-sided enthusiasm that pervades a commercial culture chat
sells millions of computers every year. The Unabomber's extremism became
clear to the public in September 1995, when the Washington Post published
his 56-page, 35,000-word manifesto, “Industrial Society and Its Furure.”
Under the pressure of bomb threats against airline passengers, the news-
paper carried the manifesto in its morning edition. By evening on the Ease
Coast, you could not find a single copy of the Post with its 8-page manifesto
insert. The next day, however, the 200-kilobyte text of the manifesto turned
up on the Internet. It appeared on a World Wide Web site sponsored by che
Federal Bureau of Investigation. Desperate to be published, the Unabomber
now had his own “home page,” illustrated with “wanted” posters and maps
pinpointing the series of explosions he had caused, all in a high-tech,
HTML format.
Search the Unabomber Manifesto and you find the word “computer” fre-
quencly used in conjunction with “control” and “technology.” The serial
bomber blames technology, especially computers, for a vast variety of
social ills: che invasion of privacy, genetic engineering, and “environ-
mental degradation chrough excessive economic growth” The Unabom-
ber Manifesto borrows from an older school of social critics who followed
the French writer Jacques Ellul. Ellul's Technological Society, a bible in the
1960s, demonized an all-pervasive technology monster lucking beneath che
“technological-industrial system.” Ellul took a snapshot of technology in
the 1960s, then projected and expanded that single frozen moment in time
onto a future where he envisioned widespread social destruction, Ellul's ap-
proach—what economists and futurists call “linear trend extrapolation”—
takes into account neither social evolution nor economic transformation.
Ellul did not take into account the possibility that economies of scale could
develop that would redistribute cerrain forms of technological power,
allowing individuals, for instance, to run personal computers from domestic
spaces and, in turn, publish content on an equal fooring with large
corporations.
The dark future portrayed by Ellul appears throughout the Unabomber
Manifesto, bur the Unabomber goes further by linking the technology



threar explicitly to computers. This killer—critic SEes Compurers as instru-
ments of concrol to oppress human beings either by putting them our of
work or by altering how they work. The manifesto stares-

Icis cerrain that technology is creating for human beings a new physical and social

i

environment radically different from the spectrum of environments to which natural
selection has adapted the human race physically and psychologically. If man does
not adjust to this new environment by being artificially re-engineered, then he will
be adapted to it through a long and painful process of natural selection. The former

is far more likely than the latcer.’
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The dilemma outlined by the Unabomber can be found in writings of

e

other extremist critics. Many share the Unabomber’s views without harbor-
ing his pathological desperation. The no-win dilemma they see is either to
permit evolution to wreck millions of lives or to use technology to forcibly
: reengineer the population. Laissez-faire evolution or artificial engineering
seem to be the sole options: Either manipulate humans to fic technology, or
watch technology bulldoze the population until all that remains is a techno-
humanoid species of murants. The Ellul school of criticism posits a mono-
lithic steamroller “technology™ that flatcens every activity, and the Ellulian
view allows only a staric fit berween technology and society. Recent alumni
of this school, like Jean Baudriliard, nationalize the alien technology mon-
f ster and call it "Americanizacion" They fear the ghostly “representarions

of represencations” that inject Disneylike simulacra into every facet of cul-
tural life. Cultural life floats on a thin sea of representations that represent
: other tepresentations whose active content has been exploited until they are
: empty images wicthout meaning.

We need not look outside the borders of the United States, of course, o
find antitechnological, Luddite theory. The Unabomber Manifesto reveals

2 concerns raised by American critics. Some authors—Kirkparrick Sale, for
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instance—felc compelled to distance themselves from the Unabomber Man-
ifesto because they in fact use many of the same arguments to reject tech-
nology and they share with the Unabomber some common critical sources
like Ellul. While agreeing in principle with what the Unabomber says,
they want to distance themselves from terrorisc practices. Such critics grew

Police sketch of the Unabomber, hooded and wearing aviator sunglasses. in numbers &EJDW the mm:”.»v. HOWOw. when _.Dm.on._dwlo: nwnTDQho.Ww. LB
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Kirkpatrck Sase smashing a computer.
& Neil Selkirk for Wired.
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into every area of life, spawning a multimedia industry and vircual reality
companies. Computer networks like the Internet came into general use in
the mmlw 1990s, and economic forecasts .adicated that the compurerized
infrastructure was transforming the national economy as well as the Ameri-
can culrure. Not surprisingly, critics took a look.

The n.oamcnnn_m impact on culture and the economy mutated from a cele-
bration into what I call the cyberspace backlash. A culcural pendulum
swings back and forth, both feeding off and being fed to a sensation-hungry

media.” The media glom onto hype and overstatement culled {from marker-

ers and true believers. When the media assess the rechnoculture, a trend
climbs in six months from obscurity to one of the Five Big Things—com-
plete with magazine covers, front-page coverage in newspapers, and those
few minutes on television that now constitute the ultimate in mass appeal,
After the buildup, the backlash begins. The process is as follows: (1) sim-
plify an issue; (2) exaggerate what was simplified; (3) savage the inadequa-
cies of the simplification. Cyberspace was no exception, and the reverse
swing against cyberspace was inevitable.

The backlash is not simply the product of a fevered media economy; 1t

taps into people’s real attitudes toward an ever more technologized culture.
This runs from those who are frustrated by the frequent need to upgrade
software to those who experience “future shock” as a personal, existential
jolt. While fucurologists Alvin and Heidi Toffler preach “global trends”
from an economist’s overview, the individual suffers painful personal
changes in the workplace and the marketplace. Waves of future shock may
intrigue forward-looking policy makers, but those same swells lock scary o
someone scanning the horizon from a plastic board adrift in the ocean.
The big picture of evolutionary trends often overwhelms and silences the
personal pain of living people. Those people will eventually find cheir voices
in a backlash against the confident soothsayers in business sults.

A screak of the Unabomber’s Luddite passion weaves through the cyber-
space backlash. The ritles of several books published in the pasc few years
give a glimpse of the breadch of the backlash. Among the books are Restseing
the Virtual Life, by James Brook and lain Boal; Rebels Against the Future: The
Luddites and Their War an the Industrial Revolution, by Kirkpatrick Sale; S#/zcon
Snake Oil: Second Thoughts on the Information Highway, by Clifferd Stoll; The
Age of Missing Information, by Bill McKibben; The Gutenberg Elegies, by Sven



Birkerts; War of the Worlds: Cyberspace and the High-Tech Assault on Reality, by
Mark Siouka; and The Future Does Not Compute, by Steve Talbort, Obviously,
these books show infinitely more grace than the Unabomber's crude, coer-
cive manifestos, but they all reject, to varying degrees, the movement of life
into electronic environments.®

These critics tend toward what I call "naive realism.” Many naive realists
take reality to be that which can be immediately experienced, and they align
computer systems with the corporate polluters who dump on the cerrain of
unmediated experience. The elaborate data systems we are developing stiil
exist outside our primary sensory world. The systems do not belong to real-
ity but constitute instead, in the eyes of the naive realist, a suppression of
reality. The suppression comes through “the media,” which are seen to func-
tion as vast, hegemonic corporate structures that systematically collect, edit,
and broadcast packaged experience. The media infiltrate and distort non-
mediated experience, compromising and confounding the immediacy of ex-
perience. Computers accelerate the process of data gathering and threaten
further, in their eyes, what lictle remains of pure, immediate experience.
The naive realist believes that genuine experience is as endangered as clean
air and unpolluted water.

The purity of experience was defended by the New England transcenden-
talists in the nineteenth-century. Thinkers like Henry David Thoreau,
backed by the publicicy skills of Ralph Waldo Emerson, proclaimed a rerurn
to pure, unmediated experience.® Thoreau left city life to spend weeks in a
rustic cabin in the woods ar Walden Pond, near Concord, Massachusetts,
50 he could “confrent the essential facts of life” Far from the social and
industrial hubbub, he spent two years contemplating the evils of railroads
and industrialization. Although railroad cracks and freeways now circum-
scribe Walden Pond, many contemporary critics, such as Wendell Berry,
seek to revive the Thoreauvian back-to-nature ethic and take up the cause
represented by his Walden rerrear. '

In the eyes of the naive realist, compurer networks add unnecessary frills
to the real world while draining blood from real life. Reality, they assert,
is the physical phenomena we perceive with our bodily senses: what we
see directly with our eyes, smell with our noses, hear with our ears, raste
with our tongues, and touch with our own skin. From the standpoint of
this empirically perceived sensuous world, the computer system is at best a

tool, at worst a mirage of distracting abstractions from the real world. The
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mountains, rivers, and great planet beneath our feet existed long before
computers, and the naive realist sees in the computer an alien incruder defil-
ing God's pristine earch. The compurer, say the naive realists, should remain
a carefully guarded cool, if indeed we allow computers to coarinue to exist.
The computer is a subordinate device that tends to withdraw us from the
primary world. We can and should, if the computer enervaces us, pul the
plug or even destroy the computer,

The naive realist speaks from fear. There is fear of abandoning local com-
munity values as we mave inro a cyberspace of global communities. There
is fear of diminishing physical closeness and mutual interdependence as
electronic networks mediate more and more activities. There is fear of crush-
ing the spirit by replacing bodily movement with smart objects and robortic
machines. There is fear of losing the autonomy of our private bodies as we
depend increasingly on chip-based implants. There is fear of compromising
integrity of mind as we habitually plug into networks. There js fear chat our
own human regenerative process is slipping away as genetics rransmutes
organic life into manageable strings of information. There is fear of the
sweeping changes in the workplace and in public life as we have known
them. There is fear of the empty human absence that comes with increased
telepresence. There is fear that the same power elite who formerly “moved
atomns” mmwnrmw pursued a science without conscience will now “move bits”
that govern the computerized world. By voicing such fears, the naive realist
sounds alarms that concrast sharply with the idealistic good cheer of futur-
ists like Alvin and Heidi Toffler.

Naive Realists vs. Network Idealists
Futurists describe and advise a culture shaken by future shock. But che
sheck they describe comes in Macroeconomic waves, not in personal,
existential distress. In this sense, futurists like the Tofflers are idealists. Ide-
alists take the measure of individuals by placing them within the larger
economic or political contexts to which they belong. Most futurists look to
the economically and politically global, not to the individually existential.
Their big idea absorbs individuals. The "digerati” celebrared by Wired mag-
azine welcome che digital revolution and offer a central warning: you had
better join soon, or be crushed by the wheels of history. Many of the cele-
brated digerati come from insticutions of technology that are dedicared to
advancing the cybernetic concrol systems of society. Such institutions came



to prominence not by educating through the liberal arts bur by subordinat-
ing education to the advancement of government-sponsored technical re-
search. When Alvin Toffler writes about a “powershift,” he uses a prophetic
style that underlines the assumprions of the power group to which his futuz-
ist chetoric belongs.'" Drowning the individual in the “waves” of social de-
velopment has been a consistent theme in the history of idealism, from the
conservative F. H. Bradley in England to the liberal-monarchic idealism of
Hegel in Germany.'?

Such idealism goes back to the early pioneers of computing. Seventeenth-
century rationalists like Gottfried W. Leibniz and René Descartes pushed
computation and mathematical physics far ahead of erhics and feelings. The
Cartesian revolution in philosophy put mathematical physics at the top of
the list of priorities while ethics became the incidental victim of skeptical
reasoning. The Cartesian faith in progress relied on the reduction of think-
ing to systems of rational logic. So great was the optimism of seventeenth-
century rationalists that they became easy targets for satirists like Volraire,
the French philosopher and writer whose works epitomize the Age of En-
lightenment. In his novel Candide (1759), Voltaire caricatured Leibniz in
the character of Professor Pangloss. Pangloss's tortured young student Can-
dide meditates: "My Master said, ‘There is a sweetness in every woe.” It must
be so. It must be so."1?

The idealist points to evolutionary gains for the species and glosses over
the personal sufferings of individuals. Idealists are optimists, or, on bad
days, they are happy worriers. The optimist says, “This is the best of all
possible worlds, and even the pain is a necessary component.” In the eyes of
naive realiscs, the idealist is selling snake oil. No accident that Leibniz,
who was caricatured in Pangloss, was the same Leibniz who worked on the
protocomputer and pioneered the binary logic that was to become the basis
for compucers and digital culture.

The cyberspace backlash strikes at idealistic—futurist flimflam as much
as it reacts to felt vnnmo:w_lmimnmna& changes. Postmodern theory, with its
often glib talk of “cyborgs,” “software cities,” and “virtual communities,”
provokes its opponents by fashing a brand of intellectually sophisticated
terror. Postrodera rhetoric, lacking a compassionate basis in shared experi-
ence and common practices, aims to frighten the insecure and to train com-

mandos who attack common sense. After all, linguistics, semiology, and

structuralism combined to make it virtually impossible to see language as
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anything but a code or system, never as a living event through which we are
all responsible to one another. Since Ferdinand de Saussure, the communica-
tive power of language, its ability to build community, has become suspect
to the point of ridicule for sophisticated theoreticians.!¢

And what of those who ignore the theoreticians and insist on building a
community around the new words, the new struccures thrown up by the
computer’s wake? Thereis, of course, a certain jaded idealism that also en-
joys poking common sense in the eye with hot purple hair, revolutionary
verbiage, and ¢yberpunk affectations. A cybervocabulary promotes confu-
sion as a fashion statement. Wave the banner of confusion, however, and you
provoke a return to basics. Naiveté then seems a blessing. Yer the &m_mnﬁwnw_
stoty does not end so simply, because the fururist vision is not without co-

gency. What the fururist sees is precisely what frightens others.

Nerds in the Noosphere

The futurist sees the planet Earth converging. Computer networks foster
virtual communirties that cut across geography and time zones. Virtual com-
munity seems a cure-all for isolated people whe complain about their iso-
lation. Locked in mecal boxes on urban freeways, a population enjoys
socializing with fellow humans through computer networks. Shopping,
learning, and business are not far away once we enhance our telepresence
abilities. The prospect seems so exciting that you see the phrase “vircual
communities” mentioned in the same breath as McLuhan's “global village”
or Teilhard's "Omega Point.”

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a French Jesuit paleontologist, envisioned
the convergence of humans into a single massive "noosphere” or “mind
sphere” (Ionian Greek nops, “mind”)." This giant network would surround
Earth to control the planet’s resources and shepherd a world unified by Love.
Teilhard’s cacholic vision ranged from evolutionary physics to world religion
(though his'views received more suspicion than support frem Church ortho-
doxy). He saw in the physical world an inner drive for all substance to con-
verge into increasingly complex units. Material atoms merge to creace
higher-level units. Matter eventually converges to form organisms. The con-
vergence of jorganic life in turn produces higher-level complexities. The
most complex units establish a new qualitative dimension whete conscious-
ness emerges. On the conscious level, the mind—and then the networking
of minds— gives birth to a new stage of spirir.



As in Hegel's nineteenth-century philosophy, Teithard sees the birth of
spirit as the inner meaning Or COSMIC purpose of the entire preceding evolu-
tion. Convergence toward greater complexity, even on the subatomic marte-
rial level, exemplifies the principle of Love (agapic rather than erotic love).
Only later, with the dawn of intelligence, does Love come into full con-
sciousness and self-awareness. For Teithard, chis is the Christ principle chat
guides the universe. “In the beginning was the Logos.” Only at its culminat-
ing point does history reveal its full meaning as the mental sphere becomes
dominant. Teilhardians see ultimate convergence as the Omega or EndPoint
of time, the equivalent of the Final Coming of Christ.

Teilhard, like Marx before him, absorbed much abourt evolutionary dy-
namics from Hegel, the father of German idealism. Hegel's centrality to
the discourse of Western philosophy is such that his work on the dialectic
deserves another telling in this context. Hegel applied the Christian no-
tion of Divine Providence to the recorded events of civilized history in order
to show a rational progression. His elaborate encyclopedias and multi-
volume histories of Western civilization affirmed 2z hidden evolutionary
will driving with purpose toward a single culminacion. The fulfillment of
history, according to Hegel, was a unity harmonized in diversity, a oneness
that later interpreters described as a “classless sociery” (as with Marx) or
as “social progress” (as with William Torrey Harris and the American
Hegelians).'®

Hegel's genius was to see a divine Idea unfold in the material world of
historical events—even to the point of squeezing all recorded history into a
Procrustean logic of progress. The famous “Hegelian dialectic” changed
from its original meaning of logical conversation to its new meaning of
social movements and improvements. The motor that powered the move-
ment of history was a series of internal civil wars, each bringing the entire
society a little closer to perfection. The culmination of all revolutions, for
Hegel, produced Western constitutional democracies where the individual
and the individual’s rights are recognized by the social collective. Just what
this heavenly harmony looks like in practice appeared differently to the
various proponents of Hegelian idealism. While Marx’s advocates dressed in
the worker’s garb of political economy or in the revolurtionary's guerrilla
fatigues, Teilhard's vision blended synthetic physics with Christian commu-
nitarianism. It is especially the communicarianism that attracts nerwork

idealists.
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This link between the communirarian impulse and the cult of technology
may seern incongruous at fiest glance, bur we must not forget that che orga-
nized, durational community is itself a by-product of agricultural rechnol-
ogy, of the development of machines. At first, and for miliennia, machines
functioned as stand-alone tools under supervision of a single human opera-
tor—the hoe, the plow. Wich larger-scale projects and manufacturing, ma-
chines increasingly functioned in an ensemble—the mill, che boatyard. The
shift from isolated work tools to the components of larger systems became
one of the defining characteristics of the industrial era, with railroads, fuet
distribution, and highway systems being the cbvious examples. The inter-
connection of one machine with another extended into the sphere of human
society and cultural production with networks: first radio, then television,
and now computers. The recent convergence of all three media has created
a situation in which a vast variety of machines plug into seemingly limicless
networks, all with the computer as the controller switch.

The nerwork idealist builds collective beehives. The idealist sees the
next ceptury as an enormous communitarian buzz. The worldwide necworks
that cover the planet form a global beehive where civilization shakes off
individual controls and electronic life steps out on its own. In that net-
worked world, information circulates freely through the planetary nervous
system, and intellectual property vanishes as a concept. Individuals give and
take freety. Compensation is automated for the heavenly, disembodied life.
Electronit angels distribute credit. Private territory and material posses-
sions no longer divide people. Digital mediation does away with the bartle
of the books, and proprietary ideas give way to free exchange and barter.
Cooperative intelligence vanquishes private minds. Extropian idealists (who
define themselves as the enemies of entropy) encourage their members to
entrust their deceased boedies to cryonic storage until scientists can one day
either revive the repaired body or upload the brain-encased mind into silicon

chips. The Teilhardian Internet is optimism gone ballistic.

Realists remain unimpressed. They are uneasy with the idealists who
celebrate an electronic collective. I know people in rural communities who
hear wishful thinking in the phrase “virtual community” It sticks in theic
craw. For many, real community means a difficult, never-resolved struggle.
It is a sharing that cannot be virtual because its reality arises from the public
places that people share physically-—not the artificial configurations you
choose bur the spaces that fate allots, complece wich the idiosyncrasies of




local weather and a mixed bag of family, friends, and neighbors. For many,
the “as-if community” lacks the rough interdependence of life shared. And
here is where che naive realist draws the line. The direct, unmediated spaces
we perceive with our senses create the places where we mature physically,
morally, and socially. Even if modern life shrinks public spaces by building
freeways, and even if the “collective mind” still offers much interaction
among individuals through compurers, the traditional meeting places stil!
foster social bonds built on patience and on the trust of time spent together.
Here is the bottom line for realists.

No surprise, then, for realists when they hear the Internet Liberation
Front is bringing down the Internet’s pipeline for six hours, when anti-
Semitic hate groups pop up on Prodigy, when Wired magazine gets leteer-
bombed, or when neo-Nazis work their way into the German Thule
Network. The utopian communitas exists as an imagined community, as the
Mystical Body. Real community exists, on the contrary, where people throw
their lot together and stand in face-to-face ethical proximity. Computer
hardware may evencually allow us to transport our cyberbodies, bur we are
just learning to appreciate the trade-offs berween primary and virtual iden-

tities. Put the New Jerusalem on hold until we phone security.

Reclaiming the Idea of Dialectic
Both network idealism and naive realism belong to the cyberspace dialectic.
They are two sides of the same coin, binary brothers. One launches forth
with unreserved optimism; the other lashes back with a longing to ground
us outside technology. Some enthusiastically embrace che commercial devel-
opment of the Internet, while ochers vehemently oppose it. While everyone
agrees thar information technology is transforming postmodern society, not
everyone agrees that we can make any sense out of the transformation at the
present moment. A third group insists that cyberspace is going through a
confusing birth process, like every other imporrant earlier technology, and
they believe chat all attemprs at understanding the process, no matter how
intelligent, remain pointless. This third group regards the cyberspace dia-
lectic as irrational guesswork and hyperbole. All bets are off, as far as they
are concerned. They support their skepticism by pointing to the histories of
other media, like television and film, illustrating their viewpoint with the
scribblings of critics of yore who attacked prior technologies but whose

screeds are now amusing because they failed ucterly to understand how the
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future would choose to use the technology.!” This skeptical view results ina
let's-wait-and-see attitude because rational criticism has, according to this
view, never worked in the past. Such skepricism kills dialectic by rejecting
social evaluation as baseless futurism.

Skepricism cannot guide us through a dialectical situation. We must
make some sense of the future as we make decisions in the present. Cyber-
space is contested territory, and those who reject the contest will not meet
the challenge of the present. The battle becween the telecommunications
legislators m.sm the Electronic Frontier Foundation confirms the facr chac
cyberspace is contested territory.'® The cultural struggle over cyberspace
signals the need to rethink dialectic so that we can enter it properly.

The cyberspace debare reveals a subtle groundswell presaging the pulse
of the next century. Some historians, in fact, gauge the twentieth cencury as
one of the shorter centuries, one of those epochs that ends before its official
centennial birthday. They mark the end of the twentieth century wich che
1989 fall of the Berlin Wall. Many historians count the advent of personal
computets and worldwide information systems among the causative factors
leading to the overthrow of Marxism—Leninism and rhe changes in world
history that are ushering in the twenty-firse century.

If Marxism has expired as a political and economic model, its charac-
teristic dialectic has evinced an intellectual afterlife in the work of
German-influenced French thinkers and their American disciples. From
strucruralism to semiotics to hermeneutics to postsrructuralism and decon-
struction, the dialectic of Marxism persists as an unspoken model of how
correct-thinking and postmodern people should regard society. Critical the-
ory has often been just another name for Marxian analysis incogniro.
Through virtuoso verbalism, critical cheory often refuses to submir its covert
social assumptions to clear argumentation. Earlier variants— the Frankfurt
School with Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno’s “negarive dialectics,” "
and Jiirgen Habermas's theory of ideal communication®—were willing and
able to address their Marxian roots, When Horkheimer and Adorno spelled
our what they called the “dialectic of che Enlightenment,” or Herbert Mar-
cuse continued their work by advocating the “No” or Great Refusal ("drop
out”) in the face of the industrial—technological system, they wete engaged

in an avowed|y Marxian critique of the West’s capitalist sociery.®' But the
obscurantism. of recent French theory conceals under its narcotic smoke

screen a whole host of Marxist assumprions abour social revolution that do



not spell their meaning clearly in chis eca of informarion.** We need to know
more explicitly what kind of dialectic we move in, if we are moving in a
dialectic at all. Once the dialectic no longer swings berween the socially
oppressed and the power of big capital, we must ask where and how dialectic
comes into play. If our social developments begin to manifest outside cthe
mode of material production, what does the mode of information mean for
social change?

We keep returning to the same core questions: Whar is dialectic? How
does the dialectic apply to the struggle over cyberspace? While we definitely
need to recognize the cyberspace dialectic, we do not want a replay of the
violent civil wars that attach o Marxist dialectical materialism. Perhaps we
need to recurn to the earliest incarnation of the dialectic, starting with its
appearance in the Dialogues of Plato, which are actually the dizlogues of Soc-
rates written down and polished by Plato (with “dialogue” having its root
in the Greek diz logou, “through words or argument”). The dialectic—the
“working through words or argument” of the dialegesthai—was an integral
parc of Plato’s Dialoguer. Dialectic refers to the logical side of what occurs in
the Dialogues. Dialectic emphasizes the oppositions found within dialogue.
Dialogues between people achieve more than murual recognition and shared
feelings; dialogues also expose conceptual and attitudinal differences as they
apply to the issues under consideration. The interplay of differences about
issues constitutes the original meaning of dialectic. It is this meaning of
dialectic—an ongoing exchange berween polar positions-—that I wish to
emphasize for and in cyberspace.

You could say, then, that dialectic is the conceptual exchange that hap-
pens in dialogue. Dialogues can contain banter, jokes, irony, and shared
feelings, but any serious, sustained dialogue will sconer or later reveal a
dialectic in play. Dialectic is the inner logic of differences exposed over an
extended period of interchange. We should not, in other words, associate
dialectic exclusively with conflict and flat-out contradiction. Dialectic
cornes from humnan differences as they become articulate—not from the
confrontation that breeds revolution and civil war. What more fitting sup-
port to dialectic could we have than the technological medium we call
cybetspace?

Hegel would have appreciated a murual opposition while betting on an

eventual synchesis. Right now, a cyberspace synthesis is not in sight,

certainly not in the near future. But a collision or the collapse of one of the
sides may not be the only end point to look for. We may have to learn 1o live
with the dialectic as the art of permanent exchange. We might learn to
balance the idealist’s enthusiasm for computerized life with the need to
ground ourselves more deeply in the felt earch that the realist athrms to be
our primary realicy. This uneasy balance [ have elsewhere called “virtual
realism.”?* Virrual realism is the middle path berween naive realism and
network idealism. On the middle path, the dialectic becomes electric. The
cyberspace dialectic sustains opposition as the polarity that continually
sparks the dialogue, and the dialogue is the life of cyberspace.

Virtual Realism

Virtual realism walks a tightrope. The delicate balancing act sways between
the idealism of unsteppable Progress and the Luddirte resistance to virtual
life. The Luddite falls ourt of sync with the powerful human push that has
been promoting rationality for three centuries, and that now seems ready
either to blossom or to blow up in the next century. The idealist falls for the
Progress of tools without content, of productivity without satisfaction, of
ethereal connections without corporeal discipline. Both inclinations—naive
realism and fururist idealism—belong to the current of our time. The long,
thin rope stretches across the chasm of change and permits no recurn. Indif-
ferent standstill is even more dangerous. The challenge is not to end the
oscillation batween idealism and realism but to find the pach chat goes
through them. It is not a synthesis in the Hegelian sense of a result achieved
through logic. Neither is it a synthesis arising from the warfare of the two
sides. Rather, virtual realism is an existential process of criticism, practice,
and conscious communication,

What is the path of virtual realism? Virtual realism parts wich realism
pure and simple. Realism often means lowered expectations. "Being realss-
tic” often implies reducing or compromising ideals. Historically, in fact,
realism often follows periods of high idealism. The pendulum swings back
because it had swung so high in the first place. No movement of history
begins, however, without an initial affirmation, without a first postulate
affirming that it has cleared the mist and found reality. Realism begins as a
sober criticism of overblown, high-fAown ideals. Yet at the core of realism is

an affirmation of what is real, reliable, functional. Today we must be realistic
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about virtual reality, untiringly suspicious of the airy idealism and commer-
cialism surrounding it, and we must keep an eye on the weeds of fiction and
fantasy that threaten €0 stifte the blossom.

Ar the same time, we have to affirm those entities that virrual reality )
presents as our culture begins to inhabit cyberspace.® Virtual entities are
indeed real, functional, and even cencral to life in coming eras. Part of work
and leisure life will transpire in vircual enviconments. Thus it is important

co find a balance that swings neither to the idealistic blue sky where primary
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reality disappears, nor to he mundane indifference chat sees just another

tool, something that can be picked up or put down at will. The balancing

act requires a view of life as a mixed bag, as a series of trade-offs that we

must discern and then evaluate. Balancing means walking a pragmatic path
of involvement and critical perception.
In Electric Language: A Philosophical Study of Word Processing, 1 developed a
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theory of culcural crade-offs as they happen during ontological shifts.
There 1 describe in derail the trade-offs between the computerized and the

Y

craditional ways of doing things. For Elecstric Language, this meant the spe-

¢ 1l

cific trade-offs berween electronic and ?..:.:mm rexts. The method used was

T

phenomenology, a way of describing the first-person modes in which we

cead and write, specifically to contrast reading and writing with computers
and wich traditional books. Such descriptions highlight the psychic frame-
works of two very different modes of reading and writing-—not from che
viewpoint of economic, oz social, or legal products but from the viewpoint
of living through the activity itself.

These trade-offs belong to what 1 called “the ontological shift.” This
ontological shift has been referced to by others in shorthand as a move from
“managing atoms to managing bits." But I would argue against this pat
reduction. Our practical use of symbols never did move in the element of

atoms, for atoms are scientific abstractions. The abstractions of science about

the atomic level have, of course, had an enormous impact on history, burt

Electronic text: David Small’s Virtua! Shakespeare.
Courtesy of David Small, MIT Media Lab.

that impact came not from a change at the core of culrure but from the
pressure that bore down on the surface of polirics, warfare, and energy pro-
duction. Culture ook the atomic age 1nto account only slowly. Atoms are
abstractions, just as bits and bytes are abstractions. But while bits and bytes
abscract from a computational process, they rouch information, and infor-

marcion reaches to the core of culture.




The ontological shift described in Electric Language occurs in what I called
“the tectonic plates of culture,” the unnoticed cultural element that sup-
ports—at different times, in different ways—the symbols of language. No
longer papyrus or paper, the new element is digiral information. The
element belongs to the psychic framework of life, not to the abstractions of
physics or the sciences. The symbol element is where much of practical
culture transpires. It is where we store our memory, where we record our
history, and where the sacred things are preserved. Most important to vircual
realism is the sense of history behind the ontological shift. We need the
large perspective on cultural change and the way symbolic elements mutate
in history. The big picture is crucial for virtual realism, for only from that
broad perspective can we envision the trade-offs that occur in historical
drifc.?

An important component of vircual realism is what I call technalysis.
Technalysis—as the term suggests—is the analysis of technologies, and the
analysis proceeds from a cricical but practical standpoint. It is a critical
strategy for describing specific technologies, a style of thinking appropriate
for walking the fissures of a culeure in transition. Technalysis accepts the
ontological fact that we move in a new layer of eleceronic reality. In the
technologized West, fewer and fewer discussions or oppositions occur with-
out leaving traces in cyberspace. Today, the Unabomber's fans as well as the
network idealists meet on-line. The dialectic of cyberspace is happening in
cyberspace. This dialectic, if sustained, can become technalysis, a new kind of
social self-awareness.

Whether right or wrong in its conclusions, each attempt at technalysis
brings to language the human encounter with specific technologies. De-
tailed analysis of specific technologies has major advantages over the whole-
sale tejection of technology found in writers from Ellul and Baudrillard
to the Unabomber. The wholesale suspicion of technology as a monstrous
Leviathan supposes that we can extricate ourselves sufficiently from automo-
biles, telephones, and computers in order to arrive at a negative assessment
and eventual disengagement. The suspicion directs its gaze at a monster
whose fearures must remain vague and remote. Fear of the giant technology
monster blinds the critic to derail in daily life as we install technologies and
as we install ourselves in technological environments. Blind to details, such

critics close off the possibility that their analysis might contribute some-
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thing of value to the concrete planning of furure systems. Instead, they must
maintain a posture of hostility—a posture that requires considerable effort
but delivers no constructive dividend.

The advantage of technalysis—the detailed phenomenoclogy of specific
technologies—resides in its working alongside “human factors” engineer-
ing, which, however remote from its participants, places the human being
at the center of technology.

Virtual realism, then, seeks to support the cyberspace dialectic as an on-
ma.:.:w exchange, as a mutual penetration of the opposite poles of discussion.
Virtual realism meets destiny withour being blind to the losses of progress.
H.n strives to enrich the unfolding future from a personal standpoint by refer-
ring to moments when we have been at our best. It explores the need to
ground ourselves in che earth, not naively, but in a way chat draws on che
growing knowledge we are obtaining from a global garden of human prac-
tices, from the body energy cultivation of Tacism and yoga to the new green
therapy that insists on our spending time outdoors. As we look beyond

alphabetic writing, increasingly away from symbolic processes and toward
virtualized processes, our path must be one of virtual realism.
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