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WOMEN TAKING SPACE IN CYBERCULTURE' 
or lessons in Cyberspace exploration 

Bernadette Flynn 

Introduction 
The concept of Cyberculture derives from popular culture and denotes an area of 
cultural activity at the user/machine interface; a space where humans can enact a 
dialogue with computers or other technologies. This space is as much located in 
the realm of the imaginary, in fantasy and future speak, as in the production of new 
cultural forms and artefacts. 

Project objectives 
This paper foregrounds some ideas towards a multi-media project which addresses 
issues and implications raised by the impact of emerging technologies on human/ 
machine relationships. The technologies include artificial intelligence, 
supercomputers, virtual reality environments, and the global computer networks 
(the Net). It further examines what meanings might be constructed with these and 
other technologies. 

Specifically, the project will explore how women, in particular feminist artists, are 
using the technology itself to engage with these issues and thereby taking space 
within this technological arena. It takes the form of a multi-media work on laser 
disc and computer that engages with the interactive possibilities of these technologies 
for woman/ machine exchange rather than human (man)/machine relationships. 

This work foregrounds the discordant voices, the female or feminist agenda. It 
focuses on feminists artists who are engaging in Cyberculture by creating work 
with these technologies to offer alternative views and positions. Strategies for 
oppositional and transgressive positions which firmly place the female artist as 
active agent in the production of new forms of media will be investigated. 

The transformation of the user/computer relationship 
Late twentieth-century machines have made thoroughly 
ambiguous the difference between natural and artificial, 
mind and body, self developing and externally designed, 
and many other distinctions which used to apply to 
organisms and machines. Our machines are disturbingly 
lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.^ 
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Beyond the hype expressed by hardware manufacoirers and postmodern theorists 
there is a potential transformation in the relationship between machines and humans' 
as suggested in Haraway's observation. It points to change in the positioning of 
humans and technology as binary opposites, (a view which has held dominance 
since the Industrial revolution) to a potentially more equitable interaction. 

Questions arising about the meaning of humanity in relation to technology call for 
the adoption of different positions, relations and dialogues. One relevant and 
significant perspective is Brenda Laurel's paradigm of the computer space as akin 
to theatrical space;' human computer interaction as akin to drama; a space, where 
the machines no longer function as only tools to aid a particular process, but as the 
media where human and computers are both active agents. 

In the 19th century, the Renaissance artist, Leon Battista Alberti wrote: ' I write, 
(draw) a square with right angles as big as I want, which I consider as an open 
window through which I can see what there shall be painted'." The 3D simulated 
environments of artificial and virtual reality can be seen as deriving directly from 
Renaissance perspective, the camera obscura and the construction of filmic space 
within Hollywood narrative cinema. Inside the graphic representation of this 3D 
world, the user is confined to the rules of perspective and the rectangular boundaries 
of visual space. Outside of this space lies a white nothingness, infinity. 

Other interactive works, such as process works on the Net, and some multi-media 
works, offer challenges to the dominance of this Renaissance perspective, and suggest 
borders that are transparent, invisible and fragile. The computer space on the Net 
suggests infinity. This point is well illustrated by Gibson's writing about the matrix: 
'Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters 
and constellations of data. Like city lights, receding ' . ' 

How then, are human and machine elements represented within virtual reality (VR) 
spaces? 

The physical encumbrances for engaging in virtual reality worlds are data gloves 
with fibre optics cables leading back to the computer and a head mounted display 
unit. Through stereoscopic L E D eye glasses or head mounted displays, the user is 
offered a low resolufion image of a three dimensional simulated world. Position 
sensors relate movements of the head back to the computer. The hand or fingers 
within the data gloves act as the active agents in providing instructions to the 
computer via fibre optics cable on the location and the desired movement of the 
user, such as forwards and upwards. 

In these worlds, the screen becomes the stage on which the puppet as representative 
of the user can act and be acted upon, or to express it differently, can engage in a 
two way action response dialogue with the computer. For example, in a V R 
demonstration that I attended at Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT) 
Advanced Computer Graphics Centre, the self/ body was represented to the user as 
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an opaque outline of the user's data glove superimposed over the imaginary/ 
simulated 3D environment. 

For the audience and the user, the formulation of these worlds is involved not so 
much with the representation of humans, but with the construction of a simulated 
reality and identity. In Myron Krugers' Videoplace the body or the self is referenced 
as a simulated self, a puppet, a computer, cartoon characters or icon. Male or 
gender neutral simulacra take the place of the self The user is imaged as a point of 
view in a landscape or an entity who is in a two way interaction with another person 
mediated by the machine, or computer. The user is engaged in deciphering what is 
the nature and the rules of this relationship. 

Feminist explorations in Cyberspace 
'Grab and press enter' Natalie Jeremi Jenko* 

The U.S. military's defence strategy: C3I 'Command, control, communications 
and intelligence" denotes technology as an agent of control and destruction. Like 
many other technologies, their antecedents are militaristic and scientific; the machine, 
created and fashioned in the likeness of its makers to suit a culture intent on 
destroying bodies. 

Feminists have taken up opposifional positions in relaUon to the military/industrial 
mainstream and extended the technology in directions never intended by military 
or commercial interests. Feminists working with electronics are involved in some 
of the most corrupting work, the 'saboteurs of big daddy mainframe'.* Strategies 
have been employed by female hackers and data process workers to corrupt and 
infiltrate the trajectory of information power. 

Feminist artists are using this technology to develop new cultural forms that place 
the female centre stage in the technological landscape and counter some of the 
more destructive uses of these technologies. A principd challenge for women artists 
to contribute to the construction of meaning within the space of Cyberculture is 
access to the technology. This requires avoiding the privileging relationships between 
artists and the military. Such a liaison provides the military with research and 
development and provides artists with access to the technology and funding. 

An example of this relation can be seen through the involvement of the artificial 
intelligence lab run by Marvin Minsky at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
(MIT) on ARPA (Advanced Research Projects Agency, Department of Defence) 
money. Minsky says the considerable funding came about because 'They (ARPA) 
were us. For fifteen years the office down there was run by an ex-MIT person or 
equivalent. It was like having a patron'.' Apart from the back door access mode, 
there are some collaborations between educational institutions/industry and artists. 
In Australia, the Advanced Computer Graphics Centre at RMIT has an Artists-in-
Residence programme. Paula Dawson has been one recent artist working there with 
computer based holography. 
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Whilst women have achieved gains within some areas of cultural production 
feminist and female technological explorers are distinctly absent from the 
mainstream address with this technology. It is of course no coincidence that the 
increase of female representation within publishing has happened at a time when 
print has become old media. In new technological developments, women are 
disenfranchised and need to employ strategies and positions to insert, to be inserted 

In the electronic arts, the definition of artists is broad; with artists using technology 
within their work and as the form of their work. This definition includes scientists 
and engineers, computer programmers, all those who produce work which is 
contextualised as artistic production by its public address through the art gallery 
and media expos, for example, Siggraph, International Symposia on Electronic Art 
( ISEA) and ArsElectronica. 

Some of the strategies employed by feminist artists engaging with technology are: 

Inserting/re-inserting the body 
Autonomous representations of women 
Pleasure/Fun and techno play 
New forms of community and social relating 
Intimacy 
Collaboration 
Networking 
Gender and identity subversion 
Language play 

Many of the artists' works I will be exploring use the personal computer with ^ 
authoring software such as Micromedia Director, Adobe Photoshop, HyperCard, 
and Authoware. 

How are body/bodies positioned within interactive technologies? 
At a time where simulacra has become the basis for what we judge to be real, 
humans in interactive technological worlds are often represented as simulations in 
simulated environments rather than representafions of reality. In Cyberspace there 
is no possibility of mirroring the self in bodily form, as it becomes the outsider, the 
other. 

Looking at a range of art, multi-media, and V R works, two opposing positions 
seem to have been adopted in relation to technology and the body, which are 
technology within the body and the body within technology. In most multi-media 
space, the male is placed centre stage in the technological landscape. Bodily 
representations in virtual reality or popular arcade games assumes male or gender 
neutral performers and audience. _^ 
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Stelarc, a performance artist, uses virtual reality technologies and robotics to present 
his notion of the body as obsolete, as an object to be redesigned. The body is 
described as an imperfect sack of loose skin unable to keep up with the speed and 
efficiency of its machines. This idea is echoed in much male popular culture science-
fiction writing, such as Gibson's Neuromancer and in Troy Innocent and Dale 
Nason's 'Cyberdada Manifesto': 'Your body is a burden. It is simply meat'.' ° The 
body is often envisioned as being redundant, inert, whilst the mind roams 
Cyberspace. In contrast, many female artists such as Sally Pryor and Natalie Jeremi • 
Jenko talk about the significance of bodily involvement and discuss the ever present 
risk of R S I when working with technology. 

As Virginia Barratt has noted, females represented as female cyborgs or fembots 
function as perfect vehicles for the narcissistic self reflection of the male viewer. In 
an interview in 1992 she describes the representation of the female in virtual reality 
demonstrations. 'She is a generic type who is featureless apart from the perfect 
breasts and curved female form that is parallel to all those perfect women in media 
advertisements; except she's a step further in being dehumanised, all the features 
have gone, she's chrome and she just reflects the viewer'.'' Her name is Silver 
Susie or Virtual Valerie, the classic fetishistic fembot. 

Whilst analogue technology offers the possibility of copies that deteriorate, digital 
landscapes offer the fantasy of endless reproduction of perfection, replicas or clones 
of the original. The offering of a superior illusionary reality can be read as an 
attempt to deny nature, and the body, and by implication women, as relegated to the 
realm of the body. A transition is taking place away from a visual, purely 
representational environment towards an environment of artificial senses, of 
simulated feelings. 

Interactive technology offers the possibility of a disembodied simulated sex, namely 
teledildonics; a phallic eroticism based on tactile telepresence where the user donning,, 
a full body suit can be fed stimulations to the body's nerve endings in response to a; 
3D vision feed of the creature of your choosing. Teledildonics continues the! 
twentieth century Euro-masculine fetishisation of technology and the female,! 
recentiy represented in the film The Lawn Mower Man and popularised in magazines' 
such as Mondo 2000. 

Inserting the body - The feminist perspective 
Feminist artists have argued for the insertion of the body within technology, and 
the reaffirmation of bodily pleasure. I f the body is only accepted as a site for 
technology, then pleasure can only come from the fetishisation of the machine, or a 
simulated reality mediated by technology. 
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One strategy employed by feminist artists when working with computers is to 
collapse the distance between the clean sterile technology of the computer and the 
blood and guts of the body, what Marvin Minsky at the Media Lab, MIT, (often 
hailed as the 'father of artificial intelligence') calls with obvious horror the 'bloody 
mess of organic matter'. Linda Dement's interactive work 'Tales of Typhoid Mary' 
inserts the viscera of the body, its physicality into the interior of the computer 
space. She uses a Macintosh computer and HyperCard software to explore madness 
and bloodlust through intense close-up images of the female body. 

Paula Dawson, working with the interaction between nature and technology, deals 
with this issue by placing the audience within a large holographic work; 'You are 
here'. This hologram will chronicle the changes in sea levels over the last 2.5 
million years and is to be triggered by different phases of the full mooa The work 
is planned to be staged at Hamilton Island, the ideal illumination requirements for 
the hologram being met eight times during the year. Using technology to chronicle 
natural changes, and nature to affect the technology, the audience are positioned as 
pilgrims to a sacred event. 

Linda DEMENT Arm and Cut Mouth (cut wet lilce at ttie touch of a lover) 
Type C photograph, computer manipulated image(45.0x58.7cm) 

Held in the Griffith University Art Collection a n d reproduced by kind permKsion of the artist. 
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VNS Matrix, a group of artists from Adelaide and Sydney, work with gender 
subversion in images and texts from popular culture to create a feminist space. 
Their manifesto 'A feminist manifesto for the 21st century' speaks of the 
contradictions that relate to technology and definitions of identity. Their work 
introduces a visceral reality, the guts of the body and the female into their 
Cyberculture worlds. As Virginia Barratt expresses it: ' I like the flaws of the body, 
I don't want to be like a piece of beef jerky, I like slime and viscera it's what 
pleasure is about'.' ^ 
'AH New Gen', a work in progress, is developing an interactive arcade game for 
adolescent girls which offers the user a non-hierarchical structure. Gen, their heroine, 
is presented as an intelligence mist within the computer matrix. To win, the players 
have to bond with the women in the game. Gen and the DNA sluts. Characters such 
as Circuit Boy offer a gender reversal of the Silver Susie and Virtual Valerie of the 
boys' game world. Virginia Barratt expresses it: 'One of the things we'd like to do 
is free Silver Susie and Virtual Valerie and give them their own pleasure and work 
stations'." 

VNS MATRIX (Virginia BARRAH, Francesco d a RIMINI, Julienne PIERCE. Josephine STARRS) 

DNA Sluts 1992 
Clbachrome colour photograph (28.7x36.0cm) 

Held in the Griffith University Art Collection ond reproduced by kind permission of tlie artists. 
Acqui red with the assistance of the Ccmr ronwea l th Government through the Australia Counci l . 
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The electronic marketplace 

Although still in its infancy as a cultural form and whilst it reflects a computer 
science approach to communications, Cyberspace (on the Internet) holds the potential 
to become a new social space, a market place for women to meet and communicate 
Communication can function in 'real time' offering a range of possibilities for 
collaboration and the development of new forms of community, surfing on the Net 
and hi tech gossip. 

Telecommunications on the Net allows individuals in different parts of the world to 
communicate on line with unprecedented ease. Again questions of access to the 
technology are of prime importance in contributing to this culture. On the Net, 
representation of the self can be constructed in unlimited ways raising questions 
about gender, ethnicity and age. 

Allucquere Rosanne Stone in an article in 'Cyberspace: The First Steps''recounts 
a situation where a male psychologist poses as a female quadriplegic Julie to elicit 
intimate discussions within a female discussion group on the Net. When the women 
find out that Julie is a male there is anger as the sense of community is violated. In 
Cyberspace different rules apply. On the Net a persona in a physical body is 
meaningless, identities are formed in the representations one chooses. 

One strategy that has been used by artists is to engage in techno play, challenging 
a serious approach to technology. Judy Maloy's Bad information base is a dadaist 
confrontation of the privileging of some information over others to create a data 
base of misinformation. It is a collaborative work constructed by the participants 
of 'raw, bad, inappropriate, misuseful, open to misinterpretation, shallow or silly 
information'" made up of the user's own subject or somebody else's subject. The 
information that wants to be free here is that usually considered inappropriate for 
the system and actively blurs the distinction between artist and audience. 

For female audiences, these works can offer positions of partiality. Both interactive 
pleasures in, and critical distance from machine worlds. 

Taking space in Cyberculture 

The multi-media project I am developing examines the female user/machine 
interface, gender constructions and the representation of the body within 
Cyberculture. The form of the work will use the technologies of the laser disc, CD 
Rom and on-line networking to explore possibilities for engagement from a feminist 
perspective. 

Cyberspace is a cultural environment in the process of inventing itself. At this 
stage, interactive multi-media lacks a developed audio visual language distinguished 
from other forms of computer programming or media. This work looks towards 
the development of a multi-media language, an acceptance of the collapse of master 
narratives, the linear, and traditional forms of representation. The design of the 
user interface and navigation is vital in expressing these possibilities. Models to be 
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researched include the games market and filmic constructions such as story telling 
and character development. 
Within multi-media interactives, the user can easily become unsure of their location. 
The term Lost in Cyberspace describes this sense of dislocation within the interior 
of the computer space. To aid in the user's navigation process, I am looking to the 
use of a character who will speak in direct address to the user. She is Ada Byron/ 
Lady Lovelace, the daughter of Lord Byron, and the first computer programmer of 
the analytical machine, an early computer prototype created by Charles Babbage. 

In the interactive, she functions as both a character from history who directs the 
user around the interactive and as a cipher for various feminist reflections on the 
relationship between technology and women. As navigator, she will have a similar 
function to the narrator in theatre, commenting on the action and suggesting 
responses to the audience. As cipher, different women will speak through her and 
to her. 
I am also interested in developing a navigational model based on the spiral where 
the user can access different domains and move between levels of complexity. The 
spiral, an archetypal form which has no beginning and end. This branching structure 
can use a form which is non-linear and challenges the privileging of narratives. 

This media environment will place the user at tiie intersection of inside/outside, 
machine/body worlds. The user can be visually represented by a camera image, 
icon or graphic construct. The frame then, as mirror can reflect the interior space 
of the machine world and the stage of machine/female environments. 

NOTES 
1 'Cyber' is derived from the Greek 'Kyber' to control or steer. 

The term Cyberspace was coined by William Gibson in the science fiction novel 
Neuromancer to suggest the imaginary space within the computer via the global networks. 

User: The human agent who interacts with technology, usually a computer. 
Interface: A logical or physical device allowing communication between two or more 
devices. 
Artificial intelligence: Also refered to as AI. This is the discipline of making computer 
systems simulate human thinking. The common areas of artificial intelligence research 
and application are Expert Systems, natural language processing, voice recognition, vision 
systems, and robotics. 
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Artificial reality: Artificial reality is a term used by Myron Kruger in 1984 to describe 
his responsive environments. In these situations the user is usually unencumbered and is 
superimposed into a computer generated image. The computer will respond in a particular 
fashion depending on the action of the user. 

Interactive: The stimulus-response-analysis-feedback cycle between a user and a machine. 
Each is capable of selecting alternative actions based on the acfions of others. 

Muki-media: The concurrent or sequential u.se of two or more types of media. In this 
context usually refers to computer, video, laser disc, CD Rom etc. 

Virtual reality: I am identifying virtual reality here as the insertion of the user into a 
computer simulation of physical reality using position sensors and tracking devices to 
locate the various positions of the the user's body, often encumbrance takes the form of 
head mounted displays and eye goggles. 

The Network: The ability to utilise a personal computer networked to other computers 
to allow wider communication was develoj)ed by Defence Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) in 1969 for four host computers and has since developed into several 
million users worldwide on the global electronic network: 'The Net'. The services 
available include electronic mail, virtual cafes, bulletin boards and discussion groups. 

2 Haraway, D. (1990) 'The cyborg manifesto' in L . Nicholson (ed) Feminism/ 
postmodernism, London: Routledge, 194. 

3 Laurel, B. (1991) Computers as theatre, Reading, Mass: Addison Wesley. 

4 Quotation by Leon Battista Alberti from a translation by Luigi Lentin in Leonardo Vol 
24, No. 3. 

5 Gibson, W (1986) A êwromancer, London: Grafton 

6 Natalie Jeremi Jenko is a Cyberartist based in Melbourne. 

7 Haraway, D. (1990), 206 

8 'Saboteurs of big daddy mainframe' quotation by Virginia Barratt from an interview 
with VNS Matrix by Bernadette Flynn at TISEA 1992. 

9 Brand, S. (1988), T/ie Media Lab, Australia: Penguin 

\0 Troy Innocent and Dale Nelson are Cyberartists based in Melbourne. 

11 Virginia Barratt, Interview with Bernadette Rynn. 
Virginia Barratt is a Sydney based artist who explores notions of pleasure and the body 
in her performance work, and is also a member of the Cyberfeminist group VNS Matrix. 

12 Virginia Barratt, Interview with Bernadette Flynn. 

13 Virginia Barratt, Interview with Bernadette Flynn. 
14 Stone, R. A. (1991) inM.BentiikiieA), Cyberspace: The First Steps, Carnhni^cUass: 

MIT Press, 84. 

15 Anna Covey (1992), paper presented at TISEA. 


