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The movie e x i s t e d  (1999), directed by David Cronenberg, 
is one of a number of cinematic explorations of humanity’s 
encounter with information and communication technologies 
during the past decade. e x i s t e d  explores the implications 
of digitally-generated multi-sensory ‘virtual reality’ (VR), its 
title referring to the name of a software program that runs 
a complex interactive role-play game. It is intriguing to see 
how the two main characters, one male and one female, are 
made to represent two very different reactions to technology. 
The ‘heroine’, Allegra Geller, a games designer, loves the 
exhilarating rush of entering the virtual domain, and sees it 
as a stimulus to the imagination and the intellect. In a neat 
reversal of gender stereotyping, it is the male character, Ted 
Pikel, who expresses the greater anxiety - close to  hysteria 
- when asked to undergo his first journey into cyberspace, 
fearing a loss of personal integrity and control when ‘under 
the influence’ of the digital program. 

I like eXistenZ because throughout the film these two 
approaches are held in tension. e x i s t e d  deliberately plays 
with that ambivalence, switching between euphoria and 
dislocation as it shifts from one virtual world to another. 

We are presented here, in fictional form, with two con- 
trasting representations of the effects of information and 



‘ B I G  B R O T H E R  O R  NEW J E R U S A L E M ? ’  145 

communication technologies on the way we live, work 
and communicate. Reactions to the impact of technologies 
on human society frequently polarise on the question of 
‘liberation’ or ‘enslavement’ (Cooper 199 5)’  ushering in 
either a utopian ‘new Jerusalem’ of unlimited prosperity 
and wealth or the dystopia of a panoptic, ‘Big Brother’- 
type society. 

In truth, this polarisation is more realistically a con- 
tinuum of responses, embracing a variety of philosophies 
of technology, of social change and even doctrines of 
human nature (E. L. Graham 2002); but such a stark 
coincidence of fear and fascination is a vivid indication 
of our uncertainty as to the future trajectory of human 
engagement with technologies. We find ourselves asking, 
therefore, what choices and opportunities are implicit in 
the hopes and anxieties engendered by new information 
and communication technologies: not only choices to 
do with access and distribution; but also what kind of 
human beings we will be in such a technological future. 
These present themselves as questions about interpersonal 
encounter, about community, about the body politic; yet, as 
we shall see, implicit within the debate about ICT is a level 
of discourse about human nature often ignored by secular 
humanism. For there is a strong religious subtext at work, 
especially in some writers’ expansive pronouncements on 
the mystical and metaphysical dimensions of cyberspace, 
their equation of new technologies with a kind of demi- 
urgical power, and their expectations of technologies 
effecting the liberation of the human race from the limits 
of embodiment, finitude and mortality. 

‘New Jerusalem’: Digital Utopia 
The Net makes a type of equation: Data = information = 
knowledge = wisdom = truth = freedom. (Interrogute the 
hzternet 1996: 126) 
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One of the most frequently occurring models of ICT, and 
especially the Internet, is that they are inherently powerful 
democratic media, serving to create a global virtual forum, 
free of restraint, in which freedom of expression will reign. 
It is argued that ICTs are democratic by virtue of their 
accessibility for ordinary people: they circumvent mediating 
processes that may distort or divert the authentic wishes 
of the people, and they draw more people in to participate 
by virtue of their immediacy of impact. ICTs thus provide 
the technological means to deliver mass participation in the 
political process, free of the bureaucracy and conservatism 
of party machinery, circumventing the manipulation of 
conventional news media or institutional parliamentary 
protocol. Email and the world wide web thus put into the 
hands of ordinary citizens powerful and effective means of 
communication (and influence) which were formerly the 
property of a wealthy elite. For example, new information 
and communication technologies have been suggested as one 
means of attracting groups of voters currently alienated by 
politics. After the election in the UK in 2001, it was suggested 
by the Electoral Commission itself that voting might take 
place in future by mobile telephone (MORI 2001). 

Such an optimistic view finds echoes in scholarly 
literature and research, especially in the United States, 
where the ‘new frontier’ of ICT is often likened to the early 
days of the American nation (Kapor 1993) in which new 
democratic forms are enabled to flourish unconstrained 
by forces of tradition or entrenched political interests, 
New media offer ideal opportunities to create genuinely 
democratic communities, albeit based in virtual, rather than 
geographical constituencies. It is not that new technologies 
are eroding people’s ability or willingness to participate, 
but merely providing new patterns of democratic access 
(Rheingold 1991). 

Such a vision of the on-line utopia of the New 
Jerusalem reflects broadly ‘technocratic’ views. These are 
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single-mindedly positive about the ability of technological 
advance to  facilitate problem-solving and advance human 
interests. ICTs do not threaten or render human activities 
obsolete, but simply free our human creativity to achieve 
new limits. In that respect, too, there is what we may 
term an ‘instrumental’ attitude to technologies, in that 
they are regarded as quintessentially neutral, neither good 
nor bad, merely instruments for achieving purposes and 
values enshrined elsewhere. Underlying this is a version 
of Enlightenment humanism in which the rational subject, 
uninhibited by the external constraints of superstition, 
fear or conservatism, is enabled to scale new heights of 
intellectual and technological achievement. And this link 
with secular humanism is, I believe, quite significant when 
we come to consider the theological dimensions to this. 

The Net has . . , become a simulacrum of a possible libertarian 
world: an unregulated plenitude where technological 
wizardry and a clean hack can overcome the inertia of 
embodied history, where ossified political and economic 
structures will melt down into the liquid flow of bits ...’ 
(Davis 1998: 115) 

There are, however, at least two objections to the utopian 
vision of the digital new Jerusalem. First, when it comes 
to mustering resources to influence public opinion or 
make a political intervention by establishing a presence on 
the Internet, then it is the corporate interests rather than 
private individuals or pressure groups who will have the 
requisite financial resources. Research suggests that the 
economic inequalities already present in other media - TV, 
radio, newspapers, billboards and so on - will simply be 
reproduced on-line (Norris 2001: 95-111). 

The language of cyberspace is English and cyberspacetime 
itself is a Western, post-industrial and specifically American 
creation, For most people on the planet, this reconstruction 



14% N E T T I N G  C I T I Z E N S  

of reality is far from being of paramount importance or 
relevance. It remains to be seen what effects this reality gap 
will have on relations between the West and the Rest, and 
on humanity’s ability to deal with the very real problem 
of earlthly scarcity and limitations: resources, population, 
pollution. (Nguyen and Alexander 1996: 104) 

Second, although the number of outlets for expression 
has increased exponentially, our ability to access them does 
not necessarily increase at the same rate, if at all. If most 
people are selective in what they can absorb, then research 
suggests that we tend to gravitate towards sources that 
already confirm our views. Indeed, there is evidence that 
those participating on-line are activists already involved in 
politics, rather than a significantly broader constituency 
(Norris 2001 : I 8-1 9) .  Similarly, the law of diminishing 
returns may also apply; that is, as more information is 
generated, the chances of any of it making any significant 
impact are reduced. 

This suggests that rather than helping to create an 
accessible, coherent polis, electronic media will actually 
serve to fragment public debate and political intervention. 
The populist nature of media such as the Internet comes 
about because there is very little gate-keeping; but we know 
that it is also very indiscriminate and varied in quality: ‘the 
ability simply to surf a vast unstructured web of material 
which both expresses and provokes an enormous variety of 
tastes and interests gives scope to mere congruence rather 
than co-ordination’ (G. Graham 1999: 99).  

) 

‘Big Brother’: Virtual Dystopia 
Gordon Graham has characterised resistance to new tech- 
nologies, and the Internet in particular, as ‘a neo-Luddite 
reaction’ on the part of those who forecast that the ubiquity 
of computers and electronic media will herald the death of 
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the book, contribute fatally to the dumbing-down of culture 
as our attention spans shorten and individuals retreat into 
the atomistic solepcism of virtual reality (G. Graham 
1999: 7).  

Within this framework, digital technologies are both the 
cause of social fragmentation and also a sanctuary from the 
resulting anomie and alienation. Indeed, many commentators 
derive their critiques from a kind of digital Marxism, 
in which the ideological superstructure (cyberspace) is 
parasitic upon the material - ‘real’ - infrastructure of 
organic life, physical bodies and face-to-face interaction. 
Thus, Jean Baudrillard argues that digital technologies such 
as virtual reality represent a kind of technological substitute 
or prosthesis for reality (Baudrillard 1983). The shift from 
the real to what Baudrillard terms ‘the hyper-real’ takes 
place when representation (of a presumed pre-existent 
reality) is displaced by simulation: 

popular culture preempts the exchange of symbols between 
individuals, introducing another layer of experience that 
undermines the subject’s ability to define and to grasp the 
truth. Electronic mediation cripples the modern system of 
representation, folding it into a new mode of signification 
in which signs are divorced from their referents in the object 
world, becoming reorganized into a ‘hyperreal’ of screen 
surfaces. (Poster 2001: 133) 

This blurring of the real and the unreal marks Baudrillard‘s 
analysis of postmodern space and place wrought by the 
development of cyberspace and electronic communications. 
The Internet is a virtual community in the way Disneyland 
is virtual, capable of existing only insofar as it is a 
simulacrum, a simulation; but in faking reality, it distracts 
US from realising that the community it simulates actually 
no longer exists anywhere. It feeds us the vision of inclusive 
community, personal liberty, freedom of speech, unlimited 
information as a strategy of ‘deterrence’ - in Marxian terms, 
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an ideology - against the fact that these things have in fact 
dissolved. In Le Crime Parfait (199 5), Baudrillard speaks of 
the 'theft' of truth by the simulacrum, in which the idea of 
the real has been stolen by the virtual, which then takes its 
place as the semblance of reality.' 

Many critics argue that the disembodied nature of 
cyberspace and ICT is responsible for the erosion of con- 
ventional patterns of association, for which networked, 
on-line communication is a poor substitute. On-line, 
there is autonomy and freedom; yet ICTs serve to erode 
traditional networks of association, so that we have more 
communication with friends via email than our next- 
door neighbours. Having lost their moorings in physical 
association, our politics begin to dissolve, to become as 
'fragile, airy, and ephemeral' (Heim 1993: 68) as cyberspace 
itself. And for some, the fragility of cyberspace and the 
virtual communities it engenders has something to do with 
its essentially disembodied nature: 

Our virtual life in cyberspace paralyses our bodies. Cyber- 
spacetime promises us liberation from the constraints 
of space, time and materiality. However, without the 
experiences of our bodies, our thoughts, our ideas, our 
ethics and politics must all suffer. We know ourselves and 
our world mainly because we live and move in the world 
through our bodies . . . In cyberspace we no longer need to 
face and live with the presence of others. What then becomes 
of our ethical and political consciousness? (Nguyen and 
Alexander 1996: 117-18) 

While some commentators warn against the panoptic 
nature of ICTs, arguing that our every movement will soon 
be tracked electronically, that we cannot help but leave 
digital traces of ourselves wherever we go in a networked 
world, others argue, more prosaically, that any need for 
coercive, external surveillance is obviated by the fact that 
we are all too prepared to collude in our own oppression 
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and passivity.’ Who needs ‘Big Brother’ the surveillance 
technology, when we have Big Brother reality TV? 

Before the television monitor, the individual participates 
in a new cultural space in which the definition of truth is 
altered. No longer a correspondence to reality, no longer 
posing the critical question (‘What relation does what I see 
bear to what I know?’), televisual epistemology asks rather, 
‘Does what I see hold my attention or urge me to switch 
channels?’ (Poster 2001: 24) 

Technological Re-enchantmentLDisenchantment 

Fundamentally, these are questions of whether an essential 
human nature will be compromised or consummated 
through new technologies. But underlying the discussion 
too are questions of the re-enchantment or disenchantment 
of the world; for it is intriguing to see how much of the 
utopianism towards new technologies and especially the 
Internet evokes themes of spirituality and transcendence. 
For many, new technologies are demiurgical devices, 
enabling humanity to  transcend physical limits, such 
as bodily finitude, illness and mortality, or to transport 
their users to a higher plane of existence. For others, the 
very existential and spiritual integrity of human beings is 
threatened by the encroachment of rationalisation. Despite 
the assumptions about the incompatibility between science 
and religion, therefore, these new explorations into what it 
means to be human in a digital, cybernetic and information 
age call forth theological deliberations. But these, too, 
reflect the utopian and dystopian pairings of the more 
politically driven debates. 

Cyberspace as Sacred Space 
[Tlechnologies of communication are always, at least 
potentially, technologies of the sacred. (Davis 1998: 8) 
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One strand of futuristic speculation captures the 
trend towards the ‘re-enchantment’ of public discourse 
often associated with a move into postmodernity at the 
end of the twentieth century, This sensibility is strongly 
optimistic about the prospects for technologically enhanced 
and assisted development; but it dwells on the spiritual 
opportunities offered by the digital age - cyberspace as 
‘sacred space’. 

Erik Davis has argued for a strong continuity between 
users of ICT with ancient traditions of spirituality, especially 
Hermetism and Gnosticism (Davis 1998). Despite the 
secular, technical-rational nature of modernity, the potential 
of information and communications technologies for 
reawakening dormant instincts for the spiritual is widely 
celebrated. He maintains that advanced technologies are a 
means of realising utopian dreams, apocalyptic fantasies and 
drives towards infinite knowledge and immortal existence. 
Davis calls this new movement ‘techno-paganism’: like 
neo-paganism, a characteristically modern movement, but 
one inclined to equate the sacred with technology rather 
than nature. In regarding the tangible, material world as 
an elaborate cipher for divine power, in which the codes 
and bytes of digital information serve as the vehicles of 
transport into a higher reality, many adepts continue the arts 
and practices of earlier magi and demiurges. In this respect, 
Davis suggests that techno-paganism may be regarded as 
a continuation of early modern Hermetism; although 
may also trace elements of more ancient Platonic, even 
Gnostic, tendencies, in which the fallen, prosaic, material 
- and illusory - world is but a pale shadow of a higher, 
secret, spiritual realm of perfect order and information 
(Davis 1998). 

Michael Heim renders this Platonic connection most 
explicit, when he argues that our fascination with cyber- 
space is a function of a perennial erotic drive to transcend 
the material world in search of ‘a sensationless world of 
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pure ideas’ (Nguyen and Alexander 1996: I I 5 ) .  What we 
are pursuing are the Platonic forms themselves, drawing 
the mind away from the meat of the body into its realm of 
perfection. ‘With an electronic infrastructure, the dream 
of perfect FORMS becomes the dream of inFORMation’ 
(Heim 1993: 82). This sacralising of the technological 
extends to other activities: the Internet as teeming with 
religious activities, from the staging of virtual rituals to the 
posting of cyber-shrines and digitalisation of sacred texts 
in cyberspace (Brasher ~ O O I ) ,  and the celebration of the 
noosphere, a vast, global intelligent system encompassing 
the earth like a benevolent Spirit (Davis 1998: 280). 

Once more, this contradicts interpretations which 
regard science and religion as antipathetic, for here are 
new technologies as - in David Noble’s words - instruments 
of deliverance (Noble 1999): the tangible, material means 
by which humanity can manipulate elemental and 
hidden powers, thereby ascending into a sacred realm of 
‘transcendence’, no longer inhibited by the inconveniences 
of embodiment, Cyberspace invites us, therefore, t o  
consummate the timeless human quest to transcend the 
physical world in search of perfection and immortality; 
but note how this vision is heavily infected with a startling 
dualism of mind and body: ‘The animating archetype of 
the information economy, its psychological spunk, lies in 
a gnostic [sic] flight from the heaviness and torpor of the 
material earth, a transition from the laboring body into the 
symbol-processing mind’ (Davis 1998: 115). 

Disenchantment 

We are the moths attracted to flames, and frightened by 
them too, for there may be no home behind the lights, no 
secure abode behind the vast glowing structures. There 
are only the fiery objects of dream and longing. (Heim 
1993: 86) 
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Just as there are those who speak of technologies as 
facilitating spiritual as well as political enlightenment, 
there are those who regard them as anathema to human 
spiritual flourishing. Such technological pessimists believe 
that the intensification of new technologies can only 
degrade human uniqueness. While his reflections on the 
trajectory of modern culture’s fascination with technology 
predated computers, the Internet and cyberspace, Martin 
Heidegger (I 8 89-1976) articulated some very prescient 
themes which have provided some very powerful material 
for later commentators (Heim 1993; Myerson 2001). 

In The Question concerning Technology, written 
towards the end of his life, Heidegger links what he regards 
as nihilistic tendencies of technology with earlier themes 
about the nature of authentic human existence. Heidegger 
claimed that ‘technology’s essence is nothing technological’ 
(1993: 4): in other words, not to be understood or 
approached through its design or function, or even in terms 
of productive processes, but rather in its potential to yield 
or ‘enframe’ the inner essence of Being. Technology thus 
assumes for him an ontological status; more than a mere 
instrument, or manufactured tool, it is the means by which 
potential being is brought forth (aletheia) into tangible 
form. So technology is not something created or forged by 
human activity, but the manifestation or unconcealing of 
a ubiquitous, elemental force. 

Thus technology becomes an overarching system, a way 
of understanding and relating to the world as a whole; but 
a system that ultimately masters and determines all human 
activities. Everything, including human labour, is reduced to 
‘standing reserves’, or mere raw materials awaiting disposal 
according to the inexorable trajectory of technological 
manufacture. Technology is insidious in its effects, which 
will be to distort and impoverish humanity’s openness to 
the richness of their existence (in his terms, an openness 
to Dasein, or Being). The imperatives of technology now 
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serve to determine the ways in which the world is revealed 
to us, and the nature of our engagement with it, Eventually 
the logic of technological framing is so dominant that it 
obscures other more authentic revelations of the nature 
of being. Humanity may believe that it is in control of 
technology in an instrumental sense, but Heidegger’s 
warning was that technology as an ontological force is 
potentially all-encompassing, at  the expense of authentic 
and spontaneous human apprehension of the world. 

The danger of technology lies in the transformation of the 
human being, by which human actions and aspirations are 
fundamentally distorted. Not that machines can run amok, 
or even that we might misunderstand ourselves through a 
faulty comparison with machines. Instead, technology enters 
the inmost recesses of human existence, transforming the 
way we think and know and will. (Heim, 1993: 61) 

The chief danger of the effects of technology, for 
Heidegger, lay in its engulfing of the human spirit and its 
capacity to distort human intentions and actions. It was the 
ability of technology to transform humanity from within, 
and not so much a fantasy of assimilation as ontological 
transformation (as in the amalgam of human and machine 
in the figure of the cyborg), that constituted technology’s 
fundamental alteration of the essence of human experience. 
In a technological age, human labour has become SO 

contaminated by the demonic forces of reification that the 
inner truth of artefacts is obliterated by (to use a rather 
more Weberian term) technical-rational instrumentality. 
The solution is a reinvigoration of spiritual values (a poesis) 
and a return to a more organic medium in which humanity 
is not alienated from its own existence. As Heidegger puts 
it, ‘Only a god can save us’ (1976). 

Heidegger’s concerns echo those of other philosophers 
and sociologists of modernity (such as Max Weber and 
Karl Marx) in his presupposition that the essence of 
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modernity is to be found in its underlying characteristics 
of rationalisation, bureaucratisation, disenchantment 
and reification of human labour and commodities alike. 
However, one of the problems with Heidegger’s model of 
technology is that, like modernisation, it is a monolithic 
and ahistorical phenomenon independent of human agency 
or cultural and historical variations. Inevitably, perhaps, 
this means that Heidegger’s concept of technology is one 
of an impersonal force against which human beings are 
merely passive, helpless victims: ‘Technology is often 
treated as unitary both from the favourable perspective of 
toolmaking and progress and from the negative standpoint 
of degredation and loss’ (Poster 2001: 34). 

In thinking about the nature of technology and its 
impact on our lives, however, it is important to consider 
how, empirically, it has developed and how in different 
circumstances economy, culture and technology will inter- 
relate. Indeed, the history of one of the most pervasive 
and fundamental technologies of contemporary times, the 
Internet, is a good example of this, Developed originally as 
a means of communication for use in the event of nuclear 
war or other total catastrophe, electronic and web-based 
communication have now evolved in far more populist 
and diverse directions (Ross 1991: 75-100). Technological 
development can have unexpected consequences, a reminder 
that histories of technology do not simply conform to 
patterns of unbroken and progressive innovation (Pinch and 
Bijker [1987] 2003). It is valuable to preserve Heidegger’s 
insight that technologies are more than neutral tools and 
instruments, but rather possessing the power to reconstitute 
human relations in which they are embedded; but other 
aspects of his evocation amount to a somewhat deterministic 
and abstract model of the impact of technology on human 
experience. Under Heidegger, technology reifies into destiny, 
and his retreat into eco-spirituality as the only option 
descends into mystification and abstraction. 
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Posthuman Thinking 
Viewed all together, therefore, we can perceive a crucial fault- 
line running throughout. Do new ICTs represent promise 
or endangerment, mastery or extinction? This is a question 
regarding the future trajectory of human engagement with 
technologies: whether new communications technologies 
foster greater interaction, nurturing new forms of democratic 
participation and freedom of information, creating vibrant, 
networked, global communities, or whether they represent 
an attentuation of healthy political and civic association, a 
narrowing of cognitive horizons encouraging introverted 
individualism which substitutes ‘virtual’ relationships for 
their ‘real’ counterparts; whether they expand our lexicon 
of space, time and place or remove us from embodied, 
face-to-face authentic living. But what does it mean to be 
human, if our very humanity has itself been so transformed, 
so circumscribed, by new ways of technological living? 

The impact of new technologies blurs many of the 
taken-for-granted categories of space, place and time; the 
boundaries of the body; the interface of machine and human. 
In the case of the Internet, it collapses physical distance, 
transcends national boundaries, reinvents conventions of 
text and reading, transforms human interactions into the 
flow of information, creates new artificial environments 
and machinic intelligences. This necessarily calls forth 
some radical rethinking of what it means to be human 
in an age some call the ‘posthuman’: ‘We need to re- 
question the uniqueness of that which is human, and to 
redefine differences between human and animal, human 
and machine, This is, in a sense, the age-old investigation 
into the nature of mind and body, reason and intelligence’ 
(Nguyen and Alexander 1996: 113). 

Notions of the posthuman argue powerfully not simply 
for the power of new technologies on our economic, cultural 
and political existence, but as an ontological force, too. 
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For certain, we cannot disinvent the technologies, but at 
a more fundamental level, nor can we conceive of ‘human 
nature’ untouched by our engagement and interdependence 
with our tools, artefacts and environment. This is perhaps 
most lucidly expressed in Donna Haraway’s seminal essay, 
‘A Cyborg Manifesto’, first published in 1985 (Haraway 
1991). In a high-tech world, she argues, the only political 
and ethical vantage-point to make any sense is one in 
which we regard ourselves as ‘cyborgs’, fusions of flesh 
and machine, human and cybernetic. This means we 
cannot ground our ethics on the high ground of essential 
humanity, uncorrupted spirit or pristine body. ‘Bodies can 
no longer serve as the last outpost of a vanishing world 
of finite spacetime and bounded order’ (Nguyen and 
Alexander 1996: 121). Instead, we need to learn to  think 
ethically, politically, even theologically, from a position of 
complicity with the technologies. That means refusing the 
polarities of instrumentalism or determinism, because both 
deny human agency, the heterogeneity of technologies and 
the reflexive nature of human engagement with our tools, 
artefacts and technologies. 

Both instrumentalism and determinism maintain a 
rigid dualism of agents and tools, action and fabrication 
(Kaufman-Osborn 1997). On the one hand, instrumentalism 
conceives human agency in relation to technologies to 
be supreme, unlimited; the material world of tools and 
artifacts, not to mention non-human nature, is relegated 
to mere matter to be manipulated according to the will of 
human self-aggrandizement. On the other, human agency 
seemingly plays no constructive part in the building of 
worlds; the ‘essence’ of human distinctiveness is somehow 
conceived as independent of the processes of invention and 
fabrication. 

It is therefore not enough to ensure that a technological 
activity or product is examined in its context, exposing the 
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human and environmental implications and even, asking 
questions about its purpose: it has to be acknowledged that 
technologies are the context. Technology is itself shaping 
the value judgements we are making about it. (Conway 
1999: 109) 
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While we may wish to argue that technology transforms 
what it means to be human, that there is no extra-cultural 
human essence independent of material culture, therefore, 
it is necessary to articulate an alternative approach which 
would attribute a radically different place to the role of 
human agency in the making and remaking of humanity, 
nature and culture, and one which attends to the vagaries 
of specific technological activities and forms. 

Andrew Feenberg has argued that theories of technology 
fall into one of two major categories: the instrumental 
theory and the substantive theory. The instrumental theory, 
exemplified by the technocratic model surveyed above, 
‘offers the most widely accepted view of technology. It 
is based on the common sense idea that technologies are 
‘tools’ standing ready to serve the purposes of their users. 
Technology is deemed ‘neutral’, without valuative content 
of its own’ (Feenberg 1991: 5). 

The substantive model of technology, by contrast, under- 
stands technologies as embedded in, and emerging to shape, 
social, cultural and economic conditions. Technology needs 
to be regarded as a form of social practice (Pinch and Bijker 
[1987] 2003); so to assume, as the technocratic perspective 
does, that technologies can be conceived independently of 
context or implementation, is to deny the extent to which 
economic interests, scientific world-views and cultural 
values are embedded in the design and utilisation of 
tools, artefacts and other technologies, not to mention 
their portrayal back to us as instruments of mastery or 
extinction, It is also to evade questions of access, power 
and distribution. 
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The issue is not that machines have ‘taken over,’ but that 
in choosing to use them we make many unwitting cultural 
choices. Technology is not simply a means but has become 
an environment and a way of life: this is its ‘substantive’ 
impact. (Feenberg 1991: 8) 

No Place for No-Place 
In their different ways, Baudrillard and Heidegger are, in 
their protest against the illusory or ideological nature of 
technologies, pointing towards the danger of their being 
elevated above their origins in material contexts, social 
conventions and human labour. The ‘reflexive’ model of 
technological design and deployment, similarly, reminds 
us of technologies’ very embeddedness and complicity in 
such processes, and defies notions of instrumentalism or 
determinism that invite us to ‘bracket out’ questions of 
human agency in relation to technologies. 

It is fine to want to defend the claims of the suffering 
body and human warmth against the cold universality of 
scientific laws. But if universality stems from a series of 
places in which warm flesh-and-blood bodies are suffering 
everywhere, is not this defence grotesque? Protecting human 
bodies from the domination of machines and technocrats is 
a laudable enterprise, but if the machines are full of human 
beings who find their salvation there, such a protection is 
merely absurd. (Latour 1993: 124) 

Reflexivity calls attention to the origins, interests and 
applications inherent in the design and use of new tech- 
nologies; that, in the words of Bruno Latour, our machines 
are already full of human labour. In other words, human 
beings cannot be considered to be the sole actors or agents 
in a world of interdependent humans, machines and nature 
where all are mutually constitutive, 

In virtual reality participants merge with a computer- 
generated world; object and subject combine and interact; 
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the boundaries of the body become indeterminate. Similarly, 
whereas when machines became predominant for the means 
of production, as for example in the manufactories of the 
industrial age they were part of a fixed, quite inflexible 
system of production, supply and demand dedicated to the 
manufacture of particular commodities, in the information 
age they are interactive, inserted into a network of non- 
hierarchical communications with no overarching plan of 
production, amounting to ‘combinations of machines and 
humans in surprising and unanticipated configurations’ 
(Poster 2001: 27). 

Within such a reflexive, hybrid (posthuman) model of 
our engagement with technologies, the boundaries between 
object and subject, determinism and agency, enframing 
and Being, are irrevocably blurred. Our response can no 
longer be the protest against the distortion of an essential 
humanity by invasive, instrumental machines, but a 
question of acquiring appropriate knowledge concerning 
the most equitable means of configuring humans, nature 
and machines, of living alongside and intermingled with 
our tools, technologies and artefacts: a truly ‘cyborg 
ethic’. And there seems nowhere better to begin this 
critical process than with the very notions of utopia and 
dystopia themselves, and whether these alternative visions 
are themselves working according to the assumptions of 
instrumentalism and determinism or by a more reflexive, 
substantive model. 

The tradition of utopian thinking goes back to Plato’s 
Republic (350 BCE) in which he speculated on how a 
perfect society might be ordered. But ever since, writers 
have been conjuring up imaginary good societies (utopias) 
and bad ones (dystopias, anti-utopias, negative utopias) as 
a recognisable exercise in imagining new worlds. But it is 
Thomas More’s Utopia (I 5 I 6 )  which first uses the word, 
taken from two other Greek terms: ‘eutopia’, the good 
place, and ‘outopia’, no-place (Pringle 1997: 11-14). The 
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conflation of these two terms intrigues me. As a good place, 
utopia performs a didactic purpose, suspending reality 
through the exercise of imagination, the better to serve as 
critical lens to its own day. But this ‘fantastic’ function of 
the fictional, non-existent ‘no-placey is a far cry from the 
creation of an imaginary place that bears no relationship 
to anywhere else. To visit the ‘no-place’ of the imagination 
(or virtual domain) without any intention of building the 
‘good place’ to which it points is, arguably, to sell utopia 
short on its ethical or political substance. 

Yet in relation to cyberspace as goodlbad space or no- 
space, therefore, it seems to me that much of the utopian 
appeal of cyber communities and communications rests in 
their very inability to reproduce the complexities of gender, 
race, didability, thus freeing participants to play with 
personal identity, to suspend reality: but this is not so much 
a transcendence of these issues of power and difference, as a 
bracketing out. The fatal choice, however, is to behave as if 
the virtual world were not connected to other worlds in any 
way at all - in other words, to absolutise that world, to seal 
it off from any political interventions or moral debate: to 
refuse to see that world as, in fact, ‘full of human labour’. 

It may be more appropriate, therefore, to acknowledge 
that humans are capable of building and inhabiting all kinds 
of worlds - some material, others virtual - but that they 
are all bound by the relations of their production, albeit 
working according to different conventions. So when Kevin 
Robins says that ‘I think it is time that this real world broke 
in on the virtual one’ (Robins 1935: x37), I hear this not 
so much as a return to Baudrillard‘s rather rigid distinction 
between the virtual and the real nor necessarily a denial of 
cyberspace as a legitimate sphere of operation so much as 
a plea to regard the creation of new synthesised domains, 
however seductive, as always requiring accommodation 
within a ‘political economy of cyberculture’ (Escobar 
2001: 58). 
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Theological Reflection 
Neither a deterministic model of technological develop- 
ment, which affords little scope to human agency or 
choice, therefore, nor an instrumental understanding, 
which assumes human freedom to transcend material limi- 
tations to be absolute, are consistent with a theological 
anthropology which understands humanity in the image 
of God as bounded, finite and relational. 

First, I think we can affirm the creative activity 
represented by human engagement with its tools and 
technologies, an understanding of science and technology 
as entirely consistent with traditional notions of the 
imago Dei (Herzfeld 2002). As Ted Peters puts it, humanity 
cannot not be inventive and innovative (Peters 1997: 15); 
yet he maintains that an understanding of creativity and 
personhood as relational and responsible would preclude 
the treatment of nature as a mere commodity to be 
manipulated at will. To place human creativity - including 
new technologies -within the context of its divine giftedness 
(Peters’s notion of ‘created co-creators’) fosters a different 
sensibility in which such activity is afforded an alter- 
native horizon other than expediency. It argues that human 
will is, ultimately, bounded by the integrity of Others; 
that natural resources, non-human animals and subordi- 
nated human groups are not to be reduced to ‘standing 
reserves’ for our disposal, Rather, everything retains its 
own purpose, to be routed back into the life of God; and 
human self-sufficiency - secular or merely self-regarding 
- is fatally fragile. 

Should we play God? No, we should not play God in the 
promethean sense, But we should play human in the imago 
Dei sense - that is, we should understand ourselves as 
created co-creators and press our scientific and technological 
creativity into the service of neighbour love, of beneficence. 
(Peters 1997: 161) 
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This links back to my discussion of utopia. TO pretend 
that our building of worlds - material, literary or virtual 
- bears no relationship to questions of how we live in these 
worlds is unacceptable because it is a denial of their necessary 
interdependence. We can regard technological endeavour as 
that which results in the ‘concealment’ of the political and 
economic interests, human labour and social conventions 
that go into their construction; or as that which serves to 
reveal the artefactual nature of technologies, their role in 
bringing human creativity into material and tangible form. 

Amid the discussion of technological innovation as a 
legitimate sphere of human creative activity, therefore, it is 
also necessary to recognise the limits of such discourse. The 
notion that humanity can seek redemption via technocratic 
means alone -whether this be the inhabitation of a perfect, 
pure virtual environment or the achievement of bodily 
perfection via genetic modification, cybernetic or prosthetic 
enhancement, even social engineering - represents the 
ultimate in the pursuit of human perfection as the apotheosis 
of our technological, moral or political endeavours, I have 
already argued that to talk of humanity as in some degree 
self-constituting via its own technologies, of being capable 
of influencing the course of its own development is to fall 
prey to what we might term ‘hyper-humanism’: a distortion 
of modernity’s faith in the benevolence of human reason, 
producing the hubristic belief that humanity alone is in 
control of history. Hyper-humanism may even be regarded, 
in theological perspective, as a kind of idolatry: the elevation 
of human, finite creation as ultimate reality; a confusion 
of the fabricated with the ineffable. To affirm humanity as 
simultaneously creative and creaturely is one corrective to 
this, as a counterweight to the self-interest of technocratic 
humanism as, for example, in the tendency of the global 
elite to manufacture technological visions in its own image 
and self-interest, to the neglect of wider questions of equity 
and distribution. 
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Similarly, we have seen how celebrations of the ‘tech- 
nological sublime’ as facilitating human ascent from material 
embodiment into the ideal realm of disembodied, detached 
omniscience are regarded by some as the outworking of 
humanity’s eternal, enduring and universal ‘religious’ 
instincts. Yet these ideals betray only a predilection for 
qualities of detachment, omniscience, immutability and 
incorporeality, motivated by ‘fear of death, loathing of 
the body, desire to be moral and free of error’ (Mazlish 
1993: 218). A theological anthropology, by contrast, sees 
things differently, not least in its eschewal of a symbolic 
of transcendence premised on omnipotence, individualism 
and immortality. Rather than regarding the immanent, 
embodied, material world as an impediment to genuine 
spirituality, or - reminiscent of Gnostic world-views - as 
the profane, flawed, pale reflection of the authentic divine 
world, this vision sees it as the very realm of divine-human 
encounter. This is perhaps best encapsulated theologically 
in a distinction between ‘magical’ and ‘sacramental’ 
action. 

I have already alluded to the similarities between ideas of 
cyberspace as sacred space and Gnostic world-views. This 
teaches that underlying external, material reality is an inner, 
spiritual world perceptible only through access to a higher 
knowledge or superior consciousness. The material world is 
but a shroud for the spiritual realm, which is the true home 
of higher beings and cosmic energies. As with the Hermetic 
world-view, however, signs and symbols are tangible 
manifestations of the higher powers: thus numerology, the 
movements of the stars, mysterious configurations of the 
alphabet, can all give access to the deeper, hidden world of 
the sacred. Hence, 1 think, the flight from the body, but the 
enduring fascination with what is surely the magical nature 
of information and communication technologies - insofar 
as they use digital data, bytes and codes, these can be seen 
as the potent keys to  unlock the vital energy of creation. 
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By contrast, a sacramental understanding of matter and 
spirit regards the physical world as the outward form that 
communicates inner grace; but it does not seek ‘transcend- 
ence’ so much as ‘transformation’ of matter in order to 
experience the sacred. Once again, the attitude towards 
embodiment is revealing: 

Both . . . the spiritualized divine and human body, and the 
noncorporeal existence of humans allied to cyberspace, 
picture the body not in terms of fallen corporeal ‘nature’ 
requiring transformation, but in terms of a necessary 
transcending of the gory messiness of the flesh in a 
technologically or spiritually rarefied version . . . (Oliver 
1999: 343) 

In sacramental activity, the mundane, even the profane is 
taken and transformed, via human labour, into something 
that can be considered a divine epiphany. Yet this does not 
discard, but essentially sacralises, the material in order to 
point to the spiritual; and it does this by being reordered, 
rather than destroyed: ‘We do not encounter God in the 
displacement of the world we live in, the suspension of 
our bodily and historical nature’ (Williams 2000: 207). 
Yet the significance of sacraments, as Rowan Williams 
argues, is not to mimic the power of the divine but to make 
humans holy through their interaction with the material 
world. This is not achieved, however, by discarding, but by 
embracing material, contingent and embodied experience 
for these ends. Yet in embracing it, we discover too, that 
it evades our grasp: that the world of representation and 
world- building (physical or symbolic) is always inadequate 
fully to express the divine. So again, far from being infused 
in themselves with divine or supernatural powers, signs 
and symbols, material objects and practices rather point 
away from themselves to a reality they can never capture. 
This is reflected in theological traditions that speak of the 
non-representability of the divine, the impossibility of 
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speaking the name of the Holy One; and the injunctions 
against believing that human creative powers can ever 
rival those of God. In an age when all energy, reality and 
information is becoming digitalised - the flesh becoming 
word - it is perhaps important to remember that language, 
that quintessential mark of divine (and human) creativity, 
will always fall short of that it attempts to signify. Hence 
the intriguing detail in the Jewish legend of the Golem, in 
which a clay man is animated via the magical powers of 
incantation, but where the artificial being, once given life, 
heralds its essential imperfection - its artefactual rather 
than creaturely status - by being unable to speak (E. L. 
Graham 2002: 92-4). Made through words and signs, it 
remains outwith the economy of language by virtue of its 
human and not divine origins. This is an understanding 
that, whilst human creativity can reflect that of the Creator 
(and in particular by calling existence into being through 
the Word), human invention is always contingent, bounded 
and flawed. 

Conclusion 
At the highest level, public life involves choices about what 
it means to be human. Today these choices are increasingly 
mediated by technical decisions. What human beings are 
and will become is decided in the shape of our tools no less 
than in the action of statesmen and political movements. 
The design of technology is thus an ontological decision 
fraught with political consequences. The exclusion of the 
vast majority from participation in this decision is the 
underlying cause of many of our problems. (Feenberg 
1991: 3 )  

In surveying the range of responses to the impact of ICT 
on personal identity, patterns of community and the 
public domain, we have seen how the information age 
is regarded as simultaneously ‘threat’ and ‘promise’ to 
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human integrity. Yet crucially, this only serves to illuminate 
implicit philosophies of the relationship between human 
agency and creativity, and its products: our tools, artifacts 
and technologies. An insistence on the determinative 
- but not deterministic - nature of technologies, and the 
importance of the political and economic choices imbuing 
human design and interaction with technologies, provides 
an alternative to models of technology as monolithic, 
impersonal and instrumental. To conceive, instead, of 
technologies as reflexive phenomena is to see them as 
simultaneously products of our own creative energies and 
possessing a capacity for shaping, in turn, the environments 
and cultures we inhabit. It also reminds us that important 
value-judgements lie at the very heart of our engagement 
with technologies: what kinds of humans we may become, 
how humanity will use the resources, commodities and 
artefacts granted to it, questions of access, equity and 
distribution. These are, ultimately, questions of how we 
use our creative abilities - abilities to build and inhabit 
all kinds of worlds, material, virtual and imaginary; but 
worlds which, nevertheless, can either enhance or diminish 
the image of God within all of US. 

Notes 
I. See also Kroker 1996. 
2. This view is perhaps best expressed by Neil Postman, in works 

such as Amusing Ourselves to Death (London: Methuen, 1987) 
and Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology 
(London: Vintage, 1993). 
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