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Cyber and my body — Is there a sp@ce without the body?

Bojana Kunst

I

In 1914, the young T. S. Eliot spent a quiet Christmas Eve with his

schoolfellow, describing him later in his correspondence as »a veg-
etarian and the lightest eater | have ever seen.« 1 The description
pertained to no other than the young Norbert Wiener, the future

father of cybernetics, a genius of weak body, and of amazing mind.

this presentation, | would like to use the description of Wiener's

body as an eloquent anecdotal and metaphorical example of the typical

position of the body as viewed by the western rationalist tradition —

namely, as “always in its opposition to the mind .” 3 The same attitude
towards the body is shared by a number of contemporary body notions

which, along with the development of hightechnology, furtherradicalise

the modified concepts of materiality, subjectivity and the body it-

self. At first sight, it seems that Wiener’s “weak body” was just one

of the first signs of the cybernetic omnipotence of the mind, commu-

nication and mediatisation, and become a theoretical, aesthetic and

cultural token of the last decades of the 20 t century, one clearly
reflected in the post-modern obsession with the body. Could it really

be that the body is not only turning into “the lightest eater” (so

popular a notion nowadays in terms of eating disorders), but also

into a thing denoted as incompetent, dysfunctional, unreliable, inef-

ficient, a loser compelled to eventually surrender the battle with

machinery, after having lost the battle with the Cartesian mind?

The question has been answered affirmatively by a number of important

authors (artists, scientists and theorists who deal with contemporary
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technological reality). Some are more enthusiastic, others
less. Gradually disappearing fromthe stage, the body is viewed
as obsolete, dissolved, displaced, as being transferred into
the transparent digital field of computer data. Two Canadian
theorists, Arthur and Marie Luise Kroker, interpret the body’s
disappearance as the main symptom of high-tech reality: with
the advent of the new communication forms that take place in
the virtualization of flesh, we are sort of becoming redeemed
from our bodies. 4Hans Moravec, author of Mind Children  ,avery
influential work of the eighties, asserts that “we will simply
be outclassed” 5, and describes man’s withdrawal from the or-
| ganic body in sci-fi manner. What remains from the body is only
meat. © This is the notion used for the body by William Gibson,
too. He therefore uses the word that “ expresses the frustra-
| tion felt in the contact with the endlessly expendable sphere
of information due to the limitations of bodily needs imple-
mented by the travelling consciousness. "7 Performance artist

| Stelarc strictly refers to his body as obsolete material that

needs to be manipulated, upgraded and gradually replaced with
technological prosthesis, claiming that the conviction about
“the body being obsolete in its form and agency may be the peak
of technological madness, but it might as well become the
highest form of man’s realization. It is only after the body
has become aware of its momentary situation that it will be
ableto form post-revolutionary strategies.” 8 Asthemostradical
and utopian movement advocating the fantasy of the disappear-
ing body, cyber-punk exerts significant influence upon the
body stereotypes of popular culture. One of its main charac-
teristics is the ecstatic belief in the digital, virtual body,
one set free from its traditional limitations (gender, sex,
race, biology), and willing to inhabit and fuse with a thor-
oughly mediated reality matrix. “Technology was invented only
to hide the terrible secret of our decaying bodies.” 9 Inevita-
ble distopian consequences of the disappearing body are dis-
closed especially by two theorists — Jean Baudrillard and Paul
Virilo, both making use of fairly critical, even moralistic
argumentation.  1° Baudrillard critically describes the body of
metastasis, one defying any kind of subjectivity, the lobotomy
of the body oblivious to metaphor, or meaning.
with the invalid body of modernity, one that lost its primary
biological functions in its battle with the infinite abilities
and rapidity of communication/cognitive systems; he discloses
the character oftechnological/scientific fundamentalismwhich,
by means of the reconstruction of the human body, transmutes
natural selection into artificial. 12 Baudrillard and Virilio
explore the distopian image of modern posthuman technological
reality characterized not only by the disappearance of the
body, but also by that of biology, nature and society — the
phenomena remaining as transparent, manipulative and simu-
lated images generated by technology and science.
I.
This yielding to the fantasy of the disappearing body in a new
technological reality can be dealt with from several perspectives and
could be followed all through the history of modernity. The wish for
transcendence of the flesh is of course no novel notion but rather the
perhaps most consistent and continuous idea in western philosophy.
The contemporary redeemed body seems to be reached today in its
digital surrounding — a body without excesses, gender, orifices, or
fluids, a clean, empty body prepared to be transferred to a pure
cognitive surface which would finally fulfil our immortality wish. At
the exciting prospect of the body’s disappearance, the image of the
body (or non-body) comes to mind, which no longer succumbs to the
mortality of nature, and to natural reproduction as the only possi-
bility for it to live on; capable of endless replications of its
conscience, the body would finally achieve transcendence and immor-
tality. What is even more important is that this “wish” received its
philosophical argumentation and scientific validity in the rational-
ist foundation of modernity. The exclusion of the body seems to
promise the achievement of autonomous subjectivity — separate, self-
sufficient as to its reflexivity (representability), in other words,
finally setfree fromits dark, irrational, biological, unclassifiable,
and unhierarchical limits and determinations. Therefore, the body
could be seen only through the procedure of the *“ evacuation of
consciousness from the world " 13 with the latter occupying the posi-
tion over and above nature, including above that of the body, and thus
parading as *“ the prerequisite for founding any knowledge.”
relevant (body) knowledge is produced only when the real body is
finally expelled — we could observe such a way of knowledge produc-
tion all the way through the history of modernity and especially the

11 Virilio deals
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history of modern medical science. 15 The more secrets of the body we
uncover, the more empty and artificial it becomes, subjected to

systematization, generalization, control and universal anticipation.

Itis turned inside out for us just to be able to catch a glimpse of

something Other than Body itself. 16 What seems to be so alluring in
contemporary technological and scientific reality is the illusive

possibility for us to transcend the most troublesome and traumatic

limitation that has always pursued and threatened the rationalist

argumentation of modern subjectivity: to reach this “other” which is

on the other side of the fact that man has always been but part of

unpredictable nature , and has thus inevitably been defined as a

“transient structure with limited capacity for adaptation and achieve-

ment.” " The disappearance and replacement of the body in the scope of

the all-embracing technological reality can also be understood as a

direct consequence of one of the two poles constituting modernity as

defined by Bruno Latour — that of purification that constantly dif-
ferentiates between “two distinctive ontological zones, i.e., the

human on one side and the non-human on the other.” 8 To put it
differently: purification is another name for the radical boundary

thinking »which always leaves out the body to develop the mind.« % The
main characteristic of the body viewed through the prism of boundary

thinking is that, undergoing the anatomic, scientific, aesthetic and

technological procedures imposed by purification, the body is gradu-

ally becoming a place of non-life, a plain object of scientific

interest and that of representation, and a discursive, binary, dig-

ital net, finally. 20 Exactly this purified position of the body is the

position which looks seemingly realisable with the contemporary tech-

nology and it's celebrated or criticised by authors | mentioned in

the first part of the presentation. What such statements seem to

overlook, however, is that this is not the only known “bodily his-

tory” of modernity. Throughout its course, the desire for a replaced,

re-modulated, disciplined, non-living body has been clearly accompa-

nied by the fear of revived machin-

ery —e.g., inthe romantic tale of
Olympia, the myth of Frankenstein,
avant-garde reformulations of the
body. In all these cases, the
remodulated, recultivated and re-
formed body and nature are threat-
ened by the unpredictable charac-
terofhybrid mutations (this stand-
pointcan also account for the mod-

ern fear of genetic technology,
cloning, or biotechnology). Striv-

ing to go beyond life and nature,

the purified body produces real
monsters indeed. The notion of mo-
dernity therefore can not be imag-

ined without the other pole which
Latour defines as »traduction«
(translation)—* the mixing ofgen-
res present as something entirely
novel, a hybrid between nature and
culture .” ?* The understanding of
modernity (and accordingly, that

of post-modern reality) is only
possible with the co-existence of
both these praxes — a co-existence
governed, however, by the paradoxi-

cal fact that “ the more forbidden
itistothink of hybrids, the more
realizable they become " 22 To put
this in the contemporary perspec-
tive: Commonplace is that, in
cyberspace, the ability to download
consciousness into a computer fi-
nally frees people from their bod-

ies — but it also frees the ma-
chines from “their” people. "
Il

To put it differently: modernity
always reflects the body withinthe
dialectics between the utopian and

the distopian. At this point, it

is essential for us to consider

this problem from a different per-

spective and rephrase the question e ¥

aboutthe “disappearing body” with-
outtryingto provide answers solely
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by pointing to the histories of different utopias and distopias, but
by disclosing the fundamental illusion — the one that characterizes
the body/technology relationship all the way from its rationalist
argumentationtoits so-called “postmodern omnipresence”throughwhich,
according to Jameson, technology finally succeeds to the place of the
other —thatofvanished nature. % This illusionis areal basis of the
disappearing body, but it's not really a part of the contemporary
debates, mentioned in the first part of the presentation. Both the
advocates of the utopian fusion of the mind and the technological
reality and the distopians Baudrillard and Virilio talk as diagnosti-
cians of the symptoms exhibited by the body/technology relationship.
On the level of symptoms, this relationship always confronts us with
the opposing standpoints For and Against, with their alternation
always proving a matter of politics. % |n relation to technology, the
disappearance of the body is recognised as a symptom, without us
actually going into its causes. % Qr, if | paraphrase Deleuze, in
relation to the technology, body functions as a badly constructed
common name for a variety of dysfunctions. At this point the feminist
perspective (feminist reading of the history of modernity) could be
helpful to touch the kernel of the aforementioned illusion. It could
be observed throughout the history of modernity how the dialectics
between the utopian/distopian approaches to the body/technology re-
lationship is strictly gendered. With the aesthetic and scientific
imagination the woman'’s body is placed precisely upon the point that
discloses the basic fear of the artificial, the point where the
artificial strikes back and the horror of body engineering discloses
the distopian side of modern progress. 27 There is always a fear
present that the technological venture with the woman’s body will not
be successful. The fear of the body-overdose drives others, espe-
cially infatuated lovers, to madness and death. The consequences of
this kind of attitude also come to light if we consider the aesthetic
and culturalimages of the female body in relation to the processes of
modernization and technological
development in the 20th century.
We should ask ourselves what kind
i of body actually emerged from the
il “cultural liberation” introduced
b by modernization and high tech-
nology. The answer could lie in
| Susan Bordo’s notion of “ the body
of unbearable weight " — the term
| Bordo views as a symptom of “ the
gendered nature of mind/body du-
4 alism . ?® As a result of boundary
' ) thinking, the body of unbearable
weight performs the procedure of
purification as well as that of
the regulation of the aforemen-
tioned fear. The main supposition
concealed in this understanding
is that technology, or the his-
Ih_ tory of itand that of science, is
i not really the matter of woman ;
even if regulated by force, woman
inevitably carries the burden of
the body, a part of unpredictable
nature. The distopian representa-
tion of the female body is nei-
ther just a warning against the
failure of the utopian idea of
progress, nor the sign of nature;
it reveals something much more
important for the understanding
of the organic/technological re-
lationship. Researching the his-
tory of technology, Sadie Plant
revealed aconnection betweencom-
puter programming, cybernetics,
and weaving. ?° The most important
fact resulting from her insight
is that weaving could be inter-
preted asabodytechnique, afore-
runner of contemporary networking
and digital matrices. The demar-
cation line dividing body tech-
nigues and mind operations thus
evaporates; the fact that “ the
computer was always a simulation
of weaving "%° reveals embodiment
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in the very heart of programming, and remains a factor disrupting any

attempt to thoroughly differentiate between life and non-life. The

demonic in the female body mocks the basic illusion inherent in the

modern understanding of technology — the belief that technological

reality is essentially bodiless, non-physical, non-material in char-

acter. Or, as American theoristand historian of cybernetics Katherine

N. Hayles states it, what is the origin of the belief in non-

physicality, or in the non-material character of information? Or,

more specifically, as asks Canguilhem, whence the modern illusion

that machines originate in the rational? With its place in the very

history of the self-understanding of modernity, technology is always

represented as the constituent part of the purification process, so

that the inevitable presence of hybridity (materiality, body, nature)

is expelled into the terrifying domain of distopia. The disappearance

of the body is not the symptom (dysfunction) of contemporary techno-

logical reality but just an illusionary reflection of the modern

instrumental wish to win over the ghost in the machine; the ghost that

is and was always the body.

V.

At the conclusion let me just focus on the one essential characteris-

tic of this changed perspective and the theoretical options | find

acceptable to actually disclose the multi-layer characters of the

body position in the contemporary technological reality, especially

with the late 20 t Century machines which “ made thoroughly ambiguous
the difference between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-

developing and externally designed. "3l Let us once again remember
Norbert Wiener and add another meaning to the initial anecdote about

“the weak body”. Besides establishing a common front of subjectivity

and computer programming, Wiener made another important discovery

which never ceased to haunt his scientific work with humanistic
doubts and concern. Wiener realised that cybernetics explicitly ex-
posed the problem of the demarcation line dividing the human and the
artificial. This was the most important implication inherent in his
theory of cybernetics — the proposition that the boundaries of the
human being are constructed rather than a solid fact,

ately brings us to another, much more interesting problem of today:
if boundaries are indeed constructed, why have they been placed as
they are?

Not only is Wiener's “weak body” a symptom of modern utopian techno-
logical reality and the distopian uproar; it can additionally be
understood as a situation, a new intermediacy revealed to us by
contemporary technological strategies and ways of representation,
the most successful of which are contemporary artistic praxes and
several feminist theoretical approaches towards technology. Technol-
ogy symbolises neither a bright nor a dark side of modernity, nor is

it the Other of postmodern aesthetisation; the fact that “

become disturbingly alive, "33 primarily reflects the need for a dif-
ferent (forgotten) understanding of the subject, nature and iden-

tity. 3% German artist and theoretician Peter Weibel summoned up this
proposition very clearly: “Showing that machines can perform mental
activities, we unveil the illusory character of the latter: thinking

reveals nothing aboutthe nature ofthe subject. This is the radicality

of the matter.” 3 If it indeed seems that the old anthropological
question“  Am I a man or a machine? " can no longer be answered, if it
is no longer possible to determine a clear border between the former

and the latter, this does not mean we are going to disappear due to

the more advanced machinery and be drowned in the all-embracing
technological reality. This does not mean that the body should be

left outside, (as, for example, it happens to Gibson’s character Case

in  Neuromancer ), or indicate the end of anthropology, as Baudrillard

claims. 3 Quite the contrary, it suggests to us to reconsider the side

of modernity that reached incredible proportions in the age of
postmodernism — “traduction” as defined by Latour —, but try to

observe it without its distopian mark. Hybridity constitutes a part

of the original meaning of techne , which was forgotten by the modern
instrumental usage of technology and has been criticised already in
Heidegger’'s work. The development of the high technology, which no

longer serves the sole purpose of functionality and prosthesis, but

essentially contributes to the establishment of new realities, ena-

bles us to stop searching for a hierarchically organised organic
wholeness — and recode the human body anew. To be the ghost (body) in

the machine — this is not a distopian reminder, but one aware of its

continuous presence that has always mocked the traditional perception

of technology and the self-sufficient status of the latter. When the

machine is understood as embodied, when we become aware of the
continuous presence of the body playing its game in-between, there

also appears the possibility to verify the social inscription of

technology, and to establish critical strategies we can employ in the

future.

32 which immedi-
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This direction has been taken today by several feminist theorists in

terms of embodied subjectivity 37 — a notion several theorists have
also inscribed into that of modern hybrids. In this way, we can also

read the discussion between technology and art, which, making use of

new ways of referring to identities, deals with the ambivalence of

the formulation of the body, and perhaps offers new trust into the

individual and its power to design its own self. Faced with new fronts

of representation, the need for openness 38, transparency, and fluid-
ity, the body reveals itself as it has always been when not seen as

something Other — the place where *“ new epistemological anxiety is
evoked, not over loss, but by the memory, or suggestion of union:
sympathetic, associational, bodily response obscures objectivity.

Or as Katherine N. Hayles says: “Teleology is replaced by emergence,
objectivism by reflexive epistemology, autonomous will by distrib-

uted behavior, the body as the supporting system of reason by embodi-

ment, and the liberal humanist manifest of control over nature by the

dynamic partnership between nature and intelligent machinery.”

human being thus becomes part of a distributed system, with man’s

power lying precisely in his dependence. This dynamic partnership

does not turn the body into a disrupting remnant of nature, but is

revealing the “forgotten” body disturbing to the system, identity and

order, one that, according to Kristeva, “does not respect boundaries,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”

What is important is to understood that this is not an utopian story

anymore (as it is still with the cyborgs) but a story about interde-

pendence, the story about a very demanding “ companion relationship.
Or to put it differently: Our artificial partners in this very

demanding “companion relationship” are paradoxically the one who are

reminding us on the fact, that we should overturn the traditional

believe that a man has a body and rather say that the body has a man.
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