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“What eternity is to time, the Aleph is to space. In eternity, all time – past, present and future – coexists simultaneously. In the Aleph, the sum total of the spatial universe is to be found in a tiny shining sphere barely over an inch across.” 

Jorge Louis Borges “The Aleph”

With the advent of computer technology and the Internet the citizens of the global world have come to occupy another space – virtual or “cyber”. Cyberspace has often been compared to the Aleph, Borges’s brilliant evocation of that place “where all places are”. This paper does not aim to define cyberspace, a project hardly conceivable at present, but analyses the cultural processes of appropriation of cyberspace as an American topos. In looking for its American characteristics I focus on its origin, on historical, political and spiritual interpretations of cyberspace. The object of study are a selection of documents, scholarly articles and books that have helped create the discourse surrounding cyberspace by continually referring to familiar American cultural icons and myths. “How, then, can I” exclaims the narrator in Borges’s story, “translate into words the limitless Aleph, which my floundering mind can scarcely encompass?” This indeed is the challenge and limitation set before all trying to explain cyberspace.

While emphasizing the fact that cyberspace is a unique phenomenon, an outcome of a new technology, critics inevitably resort to familiar cultural icons and myths in theoretical discussions. A typical example in the critical discourse on cyberspace has been the appropriation of the rather popular metaphor of the information superhighway. The origin of this term can be traced to the grand American interstate highway system, which emerged at the end of the Second World War to some extent as a result of military concern, in the development of which Al Gore Sr. played a significant role
. Following in his father’s steps, Vice President Al Gore claims to have coined the term information superhighway at a meeting with computer technologists in 1978, according to an article in the Wired Magazine.
 
The American-ness of cyberspace is intrinsic for it can be traced back to the very origin of this seemingly intangible place. The realities of the Cold War required that the network established in the 1960s between the government, researchers and contractors be decentralized, without a single point of control in case of an enemy attack. The world’s first long-distance computer network, the APRANET, was funded by the US Department of Defence in 1969 through its Advanced Research Projects Agency (APRA). In the mid-1980s the National Science Foundation decided to sponsor the building of a network between the computer science departments within the US. Thus the CSNET came into being. As a result by the end of the 1980s access to the network was limited to the military and academic fields. It was only in the 1990s with the inevitable influx of business interests that we witnessed an explosion in communication networking, which has led to the globalisation of an essentially American phenomenon. 

These few facts related to the origin of cyberspace are actually a reminder that it possesses certain physical aspects: hardware and software, bits and bytes, as well as specific locations and destinations, that is in effect physical space. The materiality of cyberspace is what users and analysts often lose sight of. We tend to focus on cyberspace as an abstraction, laying the emphasis on its virtual nature. In the words of one of the first advocates of cyberspace and virtual reality Howard Rheingold: 

Cyberspace … is the name some people use for the conceptual space where words, human relationships, data, wealth, and power are manifested by people using computer-mediated communications. (my italics, 1993:n.p.
)

In addition to being a conceptual space, David Whittle finds that cyberspace is a “fictional, psychic space, where minds fuse”, for him it is “a state of mind” (1996:9). Cyberspace is perceived by the cultural critic as well as by the “average” user foremost as a mental and immaterial space. This approach to cyberspace was launched in 1984 by William Gibson’s introduction of the newly coined word in his cyberpunk novel Neuromancer, which presents a dystopic vision of the near future.

Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every nation, by children being taught mathematical concepts...A graphic representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, receding... (67) 
The “consensual hallucination” collocation has become part of almost any definition of cyberspace, thus bringing forth the fictional, mental and psychic aspects of the idea, ignoring its essential materiality. For the majority of users cyberspace seems to reside within the non-space of the mind and appears basically as its construct. 

Later Gibson explained how he coined the term.

Assembled word cyberspace from small and readily available components of language. Neologic spasm: the primal act of pop poetics. Preceded any concept whatsoever. Slick and hollow – awaiting received meanings. All I did: folded words as taught. Now other words accrete in the interstices. (1991:28)

As Gibson states the word cyberspace was an empty notion, when he coined it and hence this could explain the readiness with which this hollow term has been filled later on with meaning and interpretations. The Gibsonian perspective initiated the purely symbolic and fictional interpretations of cyberspace. Furthermore, Michael Benedikt has emphasized our need to reinvent old myths, thus explaining the proliferation of mythological interpretations of cyberspace. For Benedikt:

Cyberspace’s inherent immateriality and malleability of content provides the most tempting stage for the acting out of mythic realities, realities once “confined” to drug-enhanced ritual, to theater, painting, books… Cyberspace can be seen as… an inevitable extension, of our age-old capacity and need to dwell in fiction, to dwell empowered or enlightened on other, mythic planes, if only periodically, as well as on the earthly one. (6)

How we envision cyberspace influences how we experience it. In line with its American origin, for many cyberspace represents symbolically aspects of the American mythology of genesis. The period between 1985-1995 saw the emergence of utopian visions of cyberspace, when it was repeatedly compared to the familiar and comfortable icons of a “new reality”, “a new continent”, evoking specifically the imagery of discovery, colonization and the frontier. The cyberhype writings that emerged during this period hailed overenthusiastically the spreading out of cyberspace, and it is here that we find most often the recurring frontier metaphor
. Howard Rheingold in 1993 drew a pervasive parallel between virtual community and the act of homesteading on the electronic frontier. Before them it was Gibson who referred to the users of the communication network as the “jacked-in console cowboys”.

Mondo 2000 headed its Summer 1990 edition The Rush Is On! Colonizing Cyberspace. The major article, by John Perry Barlow "Being In Nothingness," is subtitled "Virtual Reality and the Pioneers of Cyberspace." In this article Jaron Lanier, the chief proponent of virtual reality in the first half of the 1990s, is quoted as saying: “I think this is the biggest thing since we landed on the Moon”. He goes on to comment: “I don't choke on that one. Indeed, I'd take it a bit farther, guessing that Columbus was probably the last person to behold so much useable and unclaimed real estate (or unreal estate) as these cybernauts have discovered.” (32)
 
The metaphor of the frontier also reveals how cyberspace is conceptualised in terms of territory and land that lends itself to conquering and domination. This asserts the continuity of cyberspace with the previous American frontiers – the West, cosmic space, science. The comparison associates the new technology with freedom, opportunity, progress. Another example is the following definition of virtual community given by Shawn Wilbur alongside several other possible definitions:

Virtual community is the new middle landscape, the garden in the machine, where democratic values can thrive in a sort of cyber-Jeffersonian renaissance. Driven into a new sort of wilderness, beyond an electronic frontier, we will learn once again to be self-reliant, but also to respect one another. We will reconcile expansion with intimacy, and the values of capitalism with “family values”. (51)

In contrast to the utopian vision on cyberspace as the New World, there is another perspective - the critical one. The dystopic approach to cyberspace also resorts to the metaphors of the frontier and the information superhighway, but in negative terms. Laura Miller, for instance, has criticized cyberspace by examining the question of gender in the settling of the electronic frontier
 and interpreting cyberspace as an essentially male space. 

As has been pointed out by many, the frontier metaphor is an ambiguous one and is not universally favourable. It is related to ideas of traditional imperialism, expansionistic policy and rough justice. Many cyber critics vehemently oppose the colonization of cyberspace by the power elite. Ziauddin Sardar
, for instance, examines cyberspace as the American frontier from a post-colonial perspective. This discourse represents for him an attempt at re-writing colonial history, creating the myth of liberty and free agency for the settlers in this otherwise tightly controlled, scrutinized space. Sardar, among others, finds in the colonization of cyberspace a further manifestation of white supremacist politics, leading to economic and cultural enslavement. Discovering the imperialistic, monopolistic tendencies within the cyberspace realm, Sardar finds that the frontier metaphor is the most appropriate one as it captures the phenomenon of decentralized domination. 

Kroker and Kroker
 find the roots of cyber-utopianism in the postmodern cultural context, marked by the radically divided multiplication of self. The schizoid self, full of resentment, self-contempt and rage in Kroker and Kroker’s view, “bunkers in”, looks for shelter in the alternative reality of cyberspace. Out of this disintegration of self, complemented by the inherently human draw towards mythologizing, emerge the techno-utopian dreams paralleling the American dream. The dream that cyberspace contains alternative possibilities for domination and emancipation is interpreted by the Krokers as “the resuscitation of the doctrine of Manifest Destiny” beyond its biblical meaning, as the process of colonization by the technological elite not only of North America, but of the globe. Herbert Schiller
 expresses a similar view of the U.S. strategy of rapidly developing information technologies under the guise of the doctrine of the free flow of information, so as to ensure an unmatchable advantage of U.S. industries, by referring once again to the information superhighway project and metaphor.

Political writings on cyberspace mirror the binary utopian-dystopian interpretation of cyberspace in cultural criticism. From a political perspective it is often envisaged as a space designated for true democracy and equality. The cyberdreams evident in many of the texts under review reveal a parallel between the faith in the mastery over technology and the Enlightenment belief in the possibility of mastery over the New World, as well as the 17th century Puritan fantasy of establishing a novus ordo seclorum. Texts such as “Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age”
 of the Progress and Freedom Foundation view cyberspace as the New Eden, “the latest American frontier” representing also the “civilization’s truest, highest calling” that will lead to “demassification, customization, individuality and freedom”. 

Al Gore insisted similarly that the information superhighway has “to promote, to protect, to preserve freedom and democracy”. Even more, the Electronic Frontier Foundation was co-founded in 1990 by John Barlow - the first to apply the term cyberspace to the place created by the computer technology. Barlow also authored A Declaration of the Independence of Cyberspace
 in 1996. For Barlow cyberspace is not only a space for political equality, where “all may enter without privilege or prejudice accorded by race, economic power, military force, or station of birth” (n.p.). For him it is a place for free self-expression similar to that found in the psychedelic 1960s.

The faith in computers as “liberators” has been related not only to cyberutopian writings, but to political ideas of technological democratization, based on the notion of strong democracy. Strong democracy is characterized by egalitarian decentralization based on the principle of confederation. Its most typical representation is the New England town meeting in the 17th century. Richard Sclove
 expresses the conviction that the politics of technology shall deepen rather than diminish participatory democracy. An interesting study of the political potential of cyberspace is offered in the book The Electronic Republic: Reshaping Democracy in the Electronic Age published in 1995. In it Lawrence Grossman
 examines the modern optimist’s and the modern pessimist’s views on the future of American democracy in the context of the historical debates concerning the political system in the US. By allowing practices of direct democracy to prevail over practices of represented democracy, cyberspace revives the old debate concerning Jeffersonian democracy and the Hamiltonian republic. The fear of mobocracy, of excessive democracy, of upsetting the delicate balance between pure democracy and governmental authority, that is deeply rooted in American history, is thus revived in the realm of cyberspace. 

A telling example of the potential of cyberspace for the practice of direct democracy is the online advocacy movement MoveOn
. As the organizers state their aim is to serve as “a catalyst for a new kind of grassroots involvement, supporting busy but concerned citizens in finding their political voice”, by consolidating its nationwide network of millions of online activists on such issues as campaign finance, environmental and energy issues, media support, or the Iraq war. On September 18th 1998, they launched an online petition to "Censure President Clinton and Move On to Pressing Issues Facing the Nation." Within days they had hundreds of thousands of individuals signed up, and began looking for ways these voices could be heard. The MoveOn Peace campaign was founded independently. In the days following September 11th, 2001, it launched an online petition calling for a restrained and multi-lateral response to the attacks, which was quickly signed by more than half a million people. The MoveOn movement gives voice to the underrepresented democratic liberal constituency by creating communities online of ordinary people expressing their disappointment with official governmental policies mainly through an avalanche of generated e-mails. Whether this process shall be translated in the generation of actual votes remains to be seen. 

In the meantime the techno euphoria has become more restrained. At the turn of the century many critics have come to the realization that cyberspace tends to reinforce existing inequalities, and perpetuates already dominant ideologies. The problem of ownership and the limitation of access become the central political issues highlighted in relation to cyber technologies. Social inequality proves to be an obstacle as valid in the “alternative” reality of cyberspace as it is in social reality. By using various mechanisms for limiting access such as subscription fees and membership restrictions the recent development of cyberspace validates Chris Chesher’s
 statement that: “The socially underprivileged will be excluded not by evil tyrants, but by economics” (n.p.).

Religious imaginings of cyberspace add another intriguing dimension to the mythological proportions that cyberspace has gained. Michael Benedikt and John Barlow have both spoken of the absolute freedom in cyberspace – a place, which is classless, raceless and genderless, even bodiless. Thus, cyberspace evolves into a higher reality, beyond the “conceptual hallucination”, not a mere product of the mind; it is transformed into a spiritual or soul space. Digital space becomes a religious realm and as such is examined by the new genre of techgnosis - the term appears in Erik Davis’ book
  – a genre linking digital technology to old arcane spiritual ideas. Margaret Wertheim’s The Pearly Gates of Cyberspace published in 1999, emphasizes the phenomenologically uncertain nature of cyberspace and that it is “not subject to the laws of physics”(226). In her analysis “this new digital domain is seen as an attempt to realize a technological substitute for the Christian space of Heaven”(19). She examines cyberspace as the New Jerusalem, the new soul space, appearing in opposition to the all-pervasive reality of matter, especially in the context of the burgeoning interest in psychic phenomena in the U.S. She claims:

As is now evident by the tremendous spiritual yearnings we see around us today, many people in the modern West – especially in America – are not content with a strictly materialist view. In this climate I suggest that the emergence of a new kind of nonphysical space was almost guaranteed to attract “spiritual” and even “heavenly” dreams. (40)

In examining the origin and history of different metaphors related to cyberspace I inevitably face the impossibility to offer a definitive explanation. In attempting to describe it as both a material and abstract place, I find myself in a similar predicament of reducing the notion of cyberspace to already familiar concepts. The notion of cyberspace I would rather refer to a philosophical theory and not that all-American. Following Henri Lefebvre’s tripartite scheme, I would rather interpret cyberspace as simultaneously a projection of the imagination, a physical instantiation and a lived-in space. 

The field we are concerned with are, first the physical – nature, the Cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical and formal abstraction; and thirdly, the social. In other words, we are concerned with the logico-epistemological space, the space of social practice, the space occupied by sensory phenomena, including products of the imagination such as projects and projections, symbols and utopias. (Lefebvre, 11-12)

Cyberspace is primarily a perceived space, a material physical spatiality that is directly open to the senses. Cyberspace as a conceived space is where "utopian" thoughts and visions of a new semiotics and of the creative imagination could come alive. When interpreted as conceived space our knowledge about cyberspace becomes entirely ideational, and can be explained as “discursively devised representations of space” (Soja, 79) Cyberspace is a social space, or a space of representation as Lefebvre calls it, and as such represents a complex, coded symbolism of images that accompany the space of "inhabitants" and "users". It is also the lived-in space of diverse communities: chat rooms, listservers, MUDs, discussion groups, etc.

Edward Soja’s plan to re-describe and clarify Lefebvre’s trialectics of spatiality, leads to his own philosophical scheme, focusing on the notion of Thirdspace. Thirdspace in Soja’s scheme is neither a physical, nor a mental space, transcending the binary mode of conceptualization. Cyberspace seems to be this Thirdspace of social interaction, at once real and imagined, material and perceived through the senses, conceived and mentally constructed. Following Soja’s theory of Thirdspace, cyberspace can be represented as:

(T)he space where all places are, capable of being seen from every angle, each standing clear; but also a secret and conjectured object, filled with illusions and allusions, a space that is common to all of us yet never able to be completely seen and understood, an “unimaginable universe”, or as Lefebvre would put, “the most general of products.(57)

Cyberspace is a result of the production of space. It can thus be seen as an approximation to Soja’s Thirdspace or Levebvre’s most encompassing notion, including all three spatialities of perceived, conceived and lived space. The difficulty of arriving at a precise definition of Thirdspace is emphasized by Soja. A similar obstacle is encountered in all theoretical discussions of the nature of cyberspace. Neither Thirdspace, according to Soja’s argument, nor cyberspace, as I see it, can be fragmented into specialized knowledge domains, for that would destroy their meaning and openness.
At the same time further discussion of cyberspace within such a theoretical framework would help overcome the limitations of existing “readings” that appropriate American cultural, political and spiritual metaphors and symbols. 
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