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C h a p t e r 1 1 

Cyber-(ob)scene 

Virtual-sex 
programs featuring 
every simulated sound 
and sensation are not likely 
to be better in many ways than 
the real thing, for future generations 
they may become the real thing. 

Jeffrey Deitch' 

Pornography in dreams 
Pornography in books 
Pornography in cars 
Pornography in Advertising 
And everywhere repression 
Repressed livings as the expression of everyday life 
Free your mind and your ass will follow 
Pick it up, let it move, make it happen 
Go with the code 
Arm yourself with drugs, magic and computing 
Fuck with fucking and drift into abstraction 
Zeros and ones turn me on 

Florian Cramer and Stewart Home^  

This final chapter concludes the discussion of how notions of the obscene operate ii 
relation to contemporary art within the context of the 'digital ether'. The Internet ha: 
'exposed' an expanded territory for the display of pornography, violence and disease. Th( 
World Wide Web is abundant with news groups for 'salacious' pictures and 'dirty' talk 
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display of violence, whether real or simulated ever more realistically in computer 
and in the increased distribution of feature films, 'documentary' and real-t ime 

•-1 through these new digital channels. Although, much of what is available through 
Internet (and other forms of digital information distribution) already exists in other 

such as magazines, videos or on CD and DVDs, the Internet offers a part icularly 
•nietit, anonymous and discrete access to these products. This, as has already been 
ed, includes the advertisement, merchandising and purchase of 'explicit ' material, 

es, since digital technology has become more widely and inexpensively available, a 
has taken place from the mere consumption of obscene material to its 'recreational' 
tion. A new 'amateur' industry has emerged, which appears to be at least as vibrant 
amateur production of risque photography during the later nineteenth and early 

tieth century, if not more so.̂  The growing popularity of web cameras at home, as 
as the Weblog and the virtual chatroom, supports the production and distribution 
'direct-to-audience' pornography in the service of a more diverse and 'specialised' 
•mer. And, of course, the (desired and real) effects of those encounters and exchanges 
upon and promote forms of voyeurism. However, the unprecedented opportunity to 

sex and violence and, even more, the compulsion to confess the sexual (and the 
t] are connected first and foremost to a 'discursive explorat ion' of sex (and aggression) 

not necessarily to a liberation of exist ing taboos.** In fact , it could be argued that the 
'on and recent success of the Internet in this area has - to a considerable extent 
generated by the still exist ing and in many ways closely guarded repression of 

lity (and violence) in society at large, in part icular minority and 'deviant ' practices, 
'atherine MacKinnoch, one of the leading American anti-porn campaigners in the 

of feminism, claims that 'pornography in cyberspace is pornography in society, just 
er, deeper, worse and more of it."' MacKinnoch is fervently and indiscriminately against 

forms of explicit representation of sexual transactions on the grounds of their inherent 
•'tation and degradation, part icularly of women. Her position has not just been met 
broad approval but also invited equally strong crit icism from feminists and beyond. 

T, her observation fits, insofar as it concerns the qualitat ive commonalit ies between 
aphy in the digital ether and pornography in analogue modes. This could also be 

to be the case with other procedures that are deemed to be obscene. The way society 
with forms of excess may reveal the boundaries of contemporary morality regulated 
maintained by a dynamic legal framework. For instance, the obscenity legislation 

UK, 'was amended in 1994 to take into account sexually explicit content in data 
t... but still, the application of UK obscenity standards to a borderless medium like 

Internet has its difficulties and limitations',^  aside from the issue whether or not it is 
ingful and functional to enforce national standards on a global medium. 

The digital realm has not only stimulated the sexual imagination in more 'futurist ic 
'by making possible relatively low-risk experiments in virtual reality with 'sex without 

'ifrom virtual love to any permutations of simulated sexual penetration without (real) 
: human copulation, sodomy, cyborg and machinist 'intercourse'. It has also fuelled 
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fantasies of vioienee in tfie virtual domain, wtiether ttiey involve simulated humans, 
aggressive animals, monsters, out-of-control robots or extraterrestrials and other figments 
of the imaginat ion. Whilst Virtual Reality, more than any other medium, and - with evei 
greater technological capabilit ies - increasingly convincingly, offers the illusion of total 
immersion, it cannot get rid of the human body as viewing, interacting and feeling bodj 
in front of the computer screen, using the keyboard or joyst ick or as wearer of electronic 
body amour, visor, glove(s), etc. As such, any claims of disembodiment must - for the time 
being at least - remain within the realm of fiction. 

It is the desire for immediacy, experiment and control that makes virtual sexnsl 
encounters interesting and popular even in its technologically simple form - the chatroom 
or the Mult i-User-Domain (MUD) - as Bolter and Grusin assert: 

It may be obvious why sex in chatrooms and MUDs is so common, or at least 
why it is so widely advertised and discussed, for these textually mediated 
encounters offer adventure within safe limits. But it is also worth not ing that 
such sex is an extreme form of remediation. At least since the nineteenth 
century, sex has been represented in both visual and textual media (also in 
music) as perfect immediacy. Sexual encounters in MUDs and chatrooms 
offer the challenge of achieving immediacy through first acknowledging and 
trying to erase the medium [which could also be said for telephone sex]. MUD 
sex is a chance to rewrite the pornographic novel, with the object of desire 
providing his or her own responses.' 

But just how controversial such encounters can be is demonstrated by an infamous and 
much-discussed case in a MUD called LamdaMOO in 1992. In the text-based encounter 
between characters, one player found 'a way to control the actions of another player' and 
could 'thus "force" that character to have sex' through alterations in the programming 
code. The characters' actions, described in prose, were no longer under their own control. 
Not only did these descriptions appeared on the screens of the characters themselves but 
anyone else in the room at the time became witness to excessive 'seduct ion' and violent 
intercourse. The debate that followed the incident questioned whether one could be raped 
and experience other forms of violence in cyberspace." Rape in this situat ion. Bolter and 
Grusin maintain 

can only occur in exactly the same sense that rapes occur in films or novels: 
rape in a MUD can mean only that the part icipants became unwilling rather 
than willing remediators of the pornographic novel. The vict ims, however, 
experienced the rape as a serious and real violat ion of self precisely because 
their selves were constructed and maintained through the text that now 
betrayed them.' 
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let's look further at those artists who explore the Internet as the foremost domain 
for the production, display and exchange of obscene material for private and public 
tonsuinption. 

American artist Julia Scher (b. 1954) has participated in and crit iqued the surveillance 
of public and private spaces, the 'horrors of the "high security society'" in her art practice 
snce the mid 1980s. She has been using the Internet since the mid 1990s, when she ran a 
virtual sado-masochist club on the electronic bullet in board The Thing, called Madame fs 
hnqton - online sexclub. The virtual 'establishment' operates as a MUD and evolved from 
Scher's own preoccupation with s/m pract ices: 

1 was very involved with sftm at the t ime, and it was great to have an online 
environment where all the issues around sexuality and dominance could be 
played out in a virtual realm. It was a perfect way to design a sexy, emotional 
space. There, people would be motivated by desire and play roles. At that t ime 
1 performed in sex clubs and also in a joint called Jackie 60s. Dominatrixes in 
their full regalia hung out there. That created an atmosphere where people 
could shout about what 1 would do to them and what they would have to do. 
What 1 did on 'The Thing' was seen as reproducing these kinds of places.'" 

lere are striking similarit ies between a sado-mascochist sex club and the operation of 
Bulletin Boards like The Thing: behaviour in both is governed by the structures and rules 
that constitute the respective system in computer-based interact ion. And the protocols for 
both spaces are very strict . Codes, i.e. the consensual and ritualist ic practices, do not just 
govern the s/m dungeon but programming code is the foundation for the funct ioning of 
Ihc MUD. Any trespassing of rules set up by the Dungeon Master is persecuted and may 
hd to exclusion from the sex club. In an analogous manner, any failing to adhere to the 
mentions and codes that underwrite the operations of a Bullet in Board either leads to 
ibreakdown in communication and/or is subject to a ban from the M UD." Scher's work 
txploits the potential of the 'digital ether' for 'anonymous' role-play, for the performance 
ofrtiultiple identities and the experimentation with anti-normative sexuality. She reflects 
is as follows: 

The idea for the Dungeon was not to jerk off in front of others, but to 
enhance the notion of sexuality transit ioning from physical space into Net 
space. You are certainly bringing your own physicality to the computer - even 
if it is just text as it was with The Thing in the early days. ... What happened 
when you took these places online, was that people started playing with this 
kind of language and with the codes of these cultural pract ices.' ' 

e capacity of Internet-based communication to simulate or enact different personas and 
ctices from a variety of perspectives requires and promotes empathy. In fact , empathy 
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through its immediacy, embodiment and emotional and cultural determinations, becomes 
a crucial means of knowing and understanding, which may erode any notion of the sexual 
obscene even further. Turning his back on the Renaissance idea of art as a window into 
the worid, Roy Ascott , the British pioneer of interactive computer art, contends that in the 
telematic age, where telecommunication and information processing converge: 

art itself becomes, not a discrete set of entit ies, but rather a web of relation-
ships between ideas and images in constant f lux, to which no single author-
ship is attributable, and whose meanings depend on the active participation 
of whoever enters the network ... To engage in telematic communications 
is to be at once everywhere and nowhere. In this, it is subversive. It subverts 
the idea of the individual ownership of the works of imaginat ion. It replaces 
the brick and mortar of inst itut ions of culture and learning with an invisible 
college and a float ing museum, the reach of which is always expanding to 
include new possibilit ies of mind and new int imations of reality.'^  

During the past decade, art has become increasingly concerned with processes of dialogue 
and exchange, rather then aiming chiefly at the production of aesthetic objects. This shift 
has been expressed by the French curator Nicolas Bourriaud in the concept of relational 
aesthetics and is manifest in dialogic and participatory art models. These models are based 
upon and require the negotiation of principles of individual and collective conduct and 
responsibility in civil society (and their underlying ideological perspectives and ethical 
values) within a framework in which the intersection of the aesthetic with the ethical is 
foregrounded and thematised. Beside the recognition of the responsibilit ies of all involved 
in such a process of creative exchange and transaction, dialogic art pronounces the principle 
of a negotiated, temporary (and dynamic) consensus. Such relational aesthetic manoeuvres 
put resistance to and dissolve the elit ist and didactic stance of high art/ culture. Moreover, 
with the erosion of the (post-)modernist art model, the rules for the aesthetic exchange 
and interaction have to be reset and agreed, potentially for every creative process. They 
work not unlike computer games, such as SimCity, that test and train individuals' decision 
making capacity, and levels of morality and responsibility, though computer games 
have built in the race against t ight t ime limits in which the player has to react as one 
instrument of pleasurable pressure and competit ion (amongst others). Relational aesthehc 
constellations aim at and are situated in the real worid, where they potentially seek to 
challenge and defy paternalist and repressive interventions of the state and the powers 
of global capitalism, such as censorship. As with postmodern art itself, anything goes, as 
long as those parricipating in (and are exposed to) the aesthetic operation in question arc 
agreeable, or does it? 

The popular and commercial success of the Internet and the personal computer has 
been powered to a great extent by the porn industry and its desire to open up a greater 
circulation radius for their products combined with a more discreet, 'safe' and easy access. 
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The gross revenue of the sex business on the Internet rani<s third after oniine trading and 
e-commerce. And it is one of the economic areas that st ill guaranties enormous growth in 
profits. The virtual sex '[o]ffers available on the Internet are taking money away from the 
"real" business of prost itut ion; since the Web has become widespread, declining revenues 
are evident'.'" 

It is not surprising, perhaps, that new media artists have scrutinised this territory and 
are continuing to explore it . Russian art activist Alexei Shulgin (b. 1963) has created 
a 'dual-party Internet remote intercourse tool' with his website FuckU®  Fuckme.''' The 
product information states: 

The basic FuckU-FucklVle(tm) kit consists of two hardware units and an 
accompanying software interface. The genitalDrive is an internal device in 
a standard case that can be installed in any free 5.25" slot of your PC. The 
FuckU-FuckMe software connects your genitalDrive with a corresponding 
unit on a remote PC using TCP/ IP protocol. When you start remote sexual 
intercourse with your partner using FuekU-FucklVle(tm) the system will 
transmit all your actions to his/her genitalDrive and precisely reproduce them 
in real time. The system has [an] intuit ive interface and allows you to entirely 
concentrate on remote communication."^  

Devised for the Windows operation system and advertised as '[t ]he ult imate remote sex 
solution', it comes along with all the other rigmaroles that have become the standard 

r commercial Internet sites: order forms, specifications, technical illustrat ions, FAQ, 
technical support, warranty - everything except the price. The cost to the potential buyer 

r his/her PC to virtually penetrate another PC will be emailed once s/he has registered 
interest. Gett ing sexually satisfied by remote control, as this 'over-hyped' project 
poses hypothetically - a form of post-human cybersex - calls into mind Stelarc's 

perimentations with external body control and manipulat ion through constructed 
man-machine interfaces that 'incorporate robotics, prosthetics, and the Internet ' ." 

Shulgin, like the sex industry, seamlessly conjoins a candid language, that appeals to 
and lures the potential pleasure-seeking clients to the website, and the virtual shopping 
odel in which factual information-giving is married to the persuasive sales tactics aimed 
the creation of desire. Although placing his tongue-in-cheek project within the wider 

parameters of the art domain, his work shifts its actual emphasis from the symbols of 
art to the objects of commerce. One system provides the code to reveal the operations 
I another system. Art is just another commodity and transaction, like sex, in capitalist 
iety. Human interrelationships in the virtual are reduced here to self-grat ifying gadgets 
d the manufacturing of affects that reach beyond aesthetics. 
UK-based network artist and webcast engineer Rachel Baker (b. 1970) exploits the 

ppeal of the Internet for the discerning sex consumer and has constructed and uploaded 
website that persuades its 'vuser' to fill in their details in return for pornographic 
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pictures.'" Wtiat ttie customer actually receives are mono-coloured drawings by number, 
i.e. a connect-tbe-dots image. The consumer can then print out the page and link up the 
dots to get the representation of a sexual interaction.'^  The 'vuser' can also click on the 
dots, which are hypertext links. These connect to various pages from which, as indicated 
by the text , it appears as i f an image is available for download and offline viewing. Whilst 
the highly mediated, incomplete dot images toy with the potentially false promises, the 
'frustrated desires' and unreliable business partners that have become a plaguing side 
effect of the Internet, the hyperlink strategy emulates and demonstrates how pornography 
on the Internet is frequently distributed and consumed. 

In the manifesto-style text Pornography Coding (2005), Florian Cramer, writer and 
net theorist/ activist, and Stuart Homes, controversial co-founder of Neoism and cultural 
activist,̂ " equate the principle of pornography with the principle of digital programming as 
they are both founded upon an incessant repetit ion of the same. Adapting and repeating 
Neoist slogans, they preface their programmatic text as follows: 

Program code is like pornography. It has a linear logic, but no meaning. There 
is an accumulat ion of things already known. The focus is always on the same 
explicit facts. Repetit ion and boredom rule. 
Art is sanctioned pornography.̂ ' 

Whilst the latter provocation is based on a superficial, phenomenal comparison between 
art and sex display, the former hits at the essence of pornographic and digital coding. 
Sex and sexual display have always been symbolically coded within and across historically 
determined and dynamic cultural fields and frameworks of representation. The legitimation 
of sexual practices and positions - the significance, for example, of the 'missionary position' 
- and the visual composition of explicit images - the money shot for example - can serve 
as potent indicators for the social and cultural coding of sex as much as for the presence 
of programming in human history. For Cramer and Homes, it is not the re-combinations 
of pornography but the permutations of digital programme code that provide a potent 
contemporary tool with which to 'investigate our own minds while turning our bodies into 
one vast erogenous zone' ." 

In an oversaturated and over-commodified capitalist society, human imagination is 
under constant at tack, threatened with destruction through the 'frenzy of the visible', 
they argue. Everything is placed before the eyes, readily available - no need to use one's 
powers of imagination to bring matters to life. Their stance resonates with Baudrillard's 
sentiment that such situat ion is obscene. In Fatal Strategies (1983), Baudrillard proclaims 
from a technologically deterministic and sceptical perspective: 

This is obscene: the truer than true, the fullness of sex, the ecstasy of sex, 
pure and empty form, the truly tautological form of sexuality ... the joining of 
same to same. ... what is obscene is not the copulation of bodies, but rather 
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the mental redundancy of sex, the escalation of truth which leads to the cold 
vertigo of the pornographic.̂ " 

"The scene,' in his view, 'is the order of the visible. But there is no longer a scene of the 
obscene; there is nothing but the dilation of the visibility of all things to the point of 
ecstasy.' He cont inues: 

In our culture everything is sexualized before disappearing. This is no longer 
sacred prostitution but a sort of spectral lewdness taking hold of idols, signs, 
institutions, discourses; the allusion, the obscene inflect ion that takes hold of 
every discourse, is the surest sign of their disappearance.̂ " 

The pornographic display is not obscene, but obscenity means that 'all secrets, spaces 
and scenes [are] abolished in a single dimension of informat ion.'" It is a condit ion of 
•perfect transparency', as the American philosopher Mark C. Taylor argues in relation to 
Baudrillard: 

In a worid of invisible databanks, genetic engineering, and nanotechnology, 
inside and outside are thoroughly confounded in such a way that the private 
is public and every secret is told. Baudrillard longs for what he realizes is 
impossible: the decoding of the real. To decode, in this context, does not 
mean to render transparent but to free the real from the codes that seem to 
destroy it . Digital technologies become repressive when they absorb everything 
once believed to be real.̂ '' 

The demise and annihilat ion of the real through 'digital technologies that absorb everything 
once believed real', also affects the resources for resistance. These sources of opposition 
and confrontation seem to vanish too and reduce to an 'idle dream' the opportunity for 
change. However, 'the [digital] code is not as seamless as it often appears ... lingering 
vestiges of the real appear in most unlikely places.'" 

Cramer and Home proclaim the sameness of unrepressed sex and the imaginat ion. 
To achieve a heightened and expanded consciousness, a trance- like, liberated state of 
being, they propose hacking into computers and so submit t ing oneself to the frenzy of 
manipulating and penetrating the respective (protective) program codes. To them, hacking 
is like having sex, like rocking the body rhythmically to/ in a sexual ecstasy. Instead of sexual 
penetration, the hacker copulates orgasmically with his fellow hackers and submerges and 
dissolves in a 'total fucking zero and one pornography'. Given that hacking program codes 
aim at the violation of virtual 'bodies' of informat ion, the metaphor of 'rape' rather then 
copulation may be more appropriate in this context. And, with reference to a seminal essay 
by American art historian Linda Mochlin of 1971,̂ " the question occurs: Why have there 
been no (great) female hackers? 
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Pornography, which copiously occupies the digital ether, nurtures much of its appeal 
from its inherent claim of authenticity, and thus of providing evidence of real sexuai 
transact ion, as from its aura of freedom from social control. By using its textual terminology 
in programming code, this attraction is transferred to the dry realm of digital software. 
The source code of the kernel of the Linux operation programme, for instance 'contains 
the word "fuck" fifty-six t imes'; and the 'image rendering component of the free IVIozilla 
browser' was originally called 'librOn, prOn being hacker code speak for porn'. Yet the 
invasion of obscene vocabulary at the 'non-operational code-level' does not necessarily 
mean that the operations created from this software are obscene.̂ '' 

As content on the Internet is (to a varied extent from country to country) policed 
by the state, a considerable number of virtual search machines have disabled 'offensive 
vocabulary' from their search menu. Programming artists and activists as much as the porn 
industry itself have found ways and means to infilt rate and permeate the 'clean sheets' of 
the World Wide Web, amongst others, through the modification of offensive terminology 
(for instance, 'pron' instead of 'porn' ; see the supervert.com or pervscan.com sites) so 
that it is legally acceptable for public consumption and yet remains indicative of the site's 
'suggestive' content, and through the use of 'cookies' , which are implanted into 'innocent' 
virtual locat ions. Cookies are electronic messages that a web server gives to (and stores in) 
a web browser. These messages serve to identify the web users and their interests. Each 
time a browser with the cookie requests a web page from the server, the cookie is activated 
and triggers the (unsolicited) sending of customised web pages to the web user. 

A number of arrists have adopted a strategy similar to the infilt rarion of obscene jargon 
into software programming. They seek to lure the viewer by giving their art operations 
lascivious titles in the knowledge that contemporary western society has not only become 
more sexually permissive, but that sex triggers attention and commercial turnover. Istvan 
Kantor, for instance, calls his 'interactive transmission machinety', an elaborate 'kinesonic' 
installat ion of computer-networked filing cabinets. Intercourse. Here, 'robotic sculpture 
and interactive video' are combined to 

connect old office furniture and new electronics. The simple act of opening/  
closing drawers of a file cabinet sets off a reaction in the other furnishing 
throughout the room, as the machinery of office furniture sculptures comes to 
life, so do the screened images of a naked body hooked up to electrodes.™ 

Other artists use the imaging potential of digital software and hardware to ponder on 
the possibilit ies of genetic engineering for the sexes. Austrian artist Dieter Huber (b. 
1962) has created a series of computer-generated photographs as visual reflections on the 
potential and pit falls of biotechnology for the social norm of sexuality and the respective 
naturalised gendered identity/ ies. In Landscapes (1994) he presents cloned female and male 
organs in a number of permutations that contravene conventionalised sexual difference. 
Huber's digital manipulat ions range from doubled male and female genitals, to penises 
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growing out of or converging wit t i t lie clitoris or the vagina to the fusion of tongues 
in an exaggerated heterosexual French kiss. Needless to say, the material on display is 
extremely explicit and appears disconcerringly real in these slick high-resolution images, 
lire project's motivation in the scientific discourse on biotechnologies, virtual sex and 
prosthetic bodies/cyberbodies, and its proximity to respective sociological and cultural 
debates, as suggested in the explanatory commentaries provided with the work, do not 
deaden the impact of the obscene at the level of representing the subject matter. Neither 
does the artful classical composition of his images lessen their somatic effects."' 

Pornographic display and 'non-operat ional' writ ten computer instruct ions, i.e 
alphanumeric codes, converge in typograms that have emerged in the ASCII prOn genre. The 
ubiguitous code ASCII stands for American Standard Code for Information Interchange, in 
which English characters are represented by numbers ranging from 0 to 127. 'Originally a 
hack to bring visual pornography into the world of alphanumerical computer terminals, they 
became ironic retro chic in 1990s net art , above all in Deep ASCII, a typographic rendering 
of the porn movie Deep Throat! The work was created by the ASCII Art Ensemble around 
Vuc Cosic and Luka Frehli."^  Typograms, i.e. shapes generated through the aggregation 
of letters and numbers, in this context operate as a retroactive remediation. They parade 
their origin in the typed page, and comically invalidate the ralson d'etre of the (at times 
parodied) filmic source material such as Deep Throat: the film's quest for a high degree 
of transparent immediacy. In the context of these rather abstract 'typographic' images, 
Cramer and Home argue that the less is offered to the imagination the more subversive Is 
the cultural product. In that , mainstream pop acts and commercial pornography are more 
successful than indie pop and indie porn, as the former try to be realer than real. From 
such position the authors of Pornographic Coding demand: 

A digital pornography that would strive for true honesty and imagination 
should reduce rather than increase its visual imaginat ion. In the end, it should 
present itself as nothing but code, teaching us to get off on mere zeros and 
ones, thus overcoming the false dichotomy of the art ificial and the authent ic 
... we demand a truly independent, open source pornography. Pornography 
should be made by all, a radically populist pornography of collectively 
produced, purely formal codes. This pornography will reconcile rat ionality 
and instinct and overcome alienation because the codes will have to be 
reconstituted into sexual imaginations by the right side of the brain. Software, 
reconceived as a dirty code crossbred of formalism and subjectivity will be the 
paradigm of this pornography, a code that sets processes into mot ion." 

By accepting and affirming pornography as one of the main release valves of contemporary 
society they forget to ask the absolutely crucial quest ion: pornography for whom and by 
whom. They ignore the exploitative character of pornography, the polit ical and visual 
economy of this social practice within global capitalism. They shut out the slavery of giris 
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and women, the human trade and sex tourism that is part and parcel of this trade. From an 
extreme masculinist posit ion, pornography is unrepentantly equated with the unrepressed 
art iculat ion of sexuality outside of the power relations on which it is based and which 
it re-produces. Considered purely as a discharge of vital energies, they transpose the 
pornographic practice from its social and cultural context of hacker- topia, to the realm of 
cyber-utopian pseudo-democracy. Their polemic, tongue-in-cheek vision neglects crucial 
issues such as the socially and culturally determined access to digital technology and 
the levels of digital literacy, which are still powerfully marked by the gender, generation, 
class, ability and geography of the user of digital technologies. Like much of the cunent 
reasoning on techno-culture and cyberspace, Cramer and Home's provocative and frenzied 
'dance with the obscene' embraces more the realm of 'hackt ivism', i.e. hacker activists, and 
'tele-epistemology', knowledge produced through telecommunication and information 
technologies, than that of radical polit ical act ivism. 

From 1991 to 1997, the Australian artists group VNS Matrix took on and took issue with 
the gendered dominance and control of the new technologies, with the confidence and 
aggression with which those were marketed. In their own account, 'VNS Matrix emerged 
from the cyberswamp during a southern Australian summer circa 1991, on a mission to 
highjack the toys from technocowboys and to remap cyberculture with a feminist bend.'" 
The group of four female artists - Francesca da Rimini, Julieanne Pierce, Josephine Starr 
and Virginia Barrett - is part icularly concerned with the role of women in technology and 
art. Their activist practice was driven by the observation that women as makers and users 
of digital technologies are underrepresented. Moreover, on the Internet and in digital 
imaging, women are predominantly depicted as objects, 'as fetishistic stereotypes of 
femininity' ." (More recently, one only needs to think of the appeal and commercial success 
of virtual action heroine and monstrous supermodel Lara Croft in the Tomb Ro/der series 
of video games.) 

VNS Matrix has developed an aggressive , t n s mocie^  c . ' ^ S- -^ ^ 3 
counter-Strategy to unmask and redefine ^^^^^ed unleashed unforgivn̂ ^  
the role of women in art and technologies. i f ' - Js't»'i'^°"^^""^ 

in their work Cybcrmanlfesto for the 2V' ^ ' ^ ^ ^ ' ^ ' ^ ^ T^ f t h l Iw ' * ^ ^ ^ ^  
\ the virus of the new world disoS 

Century (fig. 29), they celebrate women's 'Jjuring the s y m b o l i c from w i C | 
creativity and productivity in a reversal of , saboteurs Of big d a d d y mainframe ! 
the concept of the male genius. Launching theclitoris is a d i r e c t l ine tO the matrli { 
a verbal onslaught against the patriarchal the VNS MATRIX 
symbolic order and its foremost signifier, t i^ SSr^ *^ ' ' ^  ° ! " " ^ I ^ ' 
the phallus, they reject all those ideas ! i:^'^*^,:'^onthealtarofa^^S^|| 
and values that are underwrit ten by ^ /  ••^ ^ "t;;'®''®'^ ''ernpie wespea*; 

4 v " ? di sr upt i ng dl sseni ' ^' i .  
this order: reason, discipline, repressive ^ l * ^ ^  " S e f l f t u r ^ ^ " " i > ^ > 
morals. Reiterat ing the binary oppositions * w «^  %! i s* ^ s; t . ,  .  -
- male/ female, mind/body, rationality/  30. VNS Matrix, Cyberfeminist Manifesto 

emotionality, pleasure/disciphne - that for the 21st Century (^99^). 
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have defined western thought for centuries, they put in place of the old masculine 
bifurcation a feminine matrix, based on the powers of the cunt and the clitoris. With it , 
ihey rejoice in the potential of the body, embrace the visceral and abject, those 'untamed' 
and 'disruptive' areas and elements that 'sabotage' the 'Big Daddy mainframe'. 

Their stance echoes feminist posit ions that were developed by, above all, Julia Kristeva, 
fuce Irigaray and Helene Cixous in France during the 1980s and 1990s and which came 
to inform much thought especially in the Anglo-Saxon countries since. Yet , admittedly, 
theirs is an ambiguous and controversial ricochet, as it celebrates and promotes women's 
irrationality and emotionality, thus reaffirming duality and woman as Other. As much 
of the digital media art and technological imaginations during the 1990s were in their 
essence a remediation of older resources of representation (the paint ing, the book, the 
video, etc.), ideologically many of those novel in(ter)ventions still reiterated modernist and 
above all gendered myth of the artist-genius and the autonomous work of art. Employing 
and revaluing common derogative terms used by men to denigrate women on the basis of 
their (negatively perceived) sexuality and thus to define their own superior identity, VNS 
Matrix holds out the red rag and grabs the bull by its horns: they re-turn terms like 'cunt ' 
and 'slut' into positive denotations for women's technological and, moreover, imaginative 
and creative capabilit ies. 

The manifesto, devised for the Internet, was smuggled into various websites, but 
also circulated through the use of other media: 'placed in the printed advertisements of 
magazines, broadcast over radio and on television, and posted in public spaces'.̂ "" What 
offends and can be regarded as obscene is their deliberate slippage in register in the use 
of language within the domain of bourgeois aesthetic refinement. Where the on-screen 
visual repertoire follows conventionalised notions of beauty, the terminology brings in 
the vernacular of the street, of what has been considered exterior (and masculine) to the 
preserve of art in the service of feminist polit ical act ivism. 

In the era of ubiquitous computers and distributed cognit ion, art continues to fulfil 
a crucial funct ion, to crit ically use and examine the new and emergent technologies. 
Experimenting with new imaging technologies, practices of looking (perceiving) and ways 
of seeing, it also crit ically reflects and comments upon cultural changes and shift ing 
values. As never before, the increasing medi(atis)ation of reality has fuelled the desire to 
grasp what is real and authent ic, and what is simulated. The pornographic display, first 
and foremost, has come to be taken as prime indicator of the authentic and immediate. 
And this desire for immediacy has in turn acted as a powerful driver for the unremitt ing 
advancement of digital technologies, to achieve total transparency, to erase the screen, to 
make fully oblivious the media(ting) technological interface. 

In parallel, the boundaries between the private and the public that lie at the bottom 
of bourgeois society have been increasingly blurred and eroded, and pose a challenge for 
existing moral codes and legislative frameworks. Art , as a vibrant , invigorating and broad 
arena of experimentat ion, play and projection, has a crucial funct ion in scrut inising this 
interface, testing and redefining its parameters and, significant ly, unveiling their cultural 
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and polit ical funct ions. In that , though it may not look and operate as we know it , art 
will continue to confront and to renegotiate prevailing notions of the obscene which are 
in themselves historically and socially defined and thus subject to change. Galvanised 
by the immense mobility and fluidity of images across different cultural domains, art is 
informed by and converges with other forms of meaning making and pragmatic purposes. 
Determined by the actual context(s) in which the artwork is situated, the dynamic settings 
of its product ion, circulat ion and consumption, it is read and understood in different 
ways by different viewers at different times. Such cultural dynamics shape the modes of 
experiencing the work, and thus the relationship between the aesthetic and its Other. In 
mapping key operations of the obscene in relation to contemporary art, this book has 
sought to contribute to an informed discussion about the values and funct ions, limitations 
and blind spots of art as practice within a complex cultural situat ion. 
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