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Social Transformation Through Spatial
Transformation:
From Geospaces to Cyberspaces?

Robert M Kitchin

Abstract

In recent years there has been a global growth in cyberspatial
technologies accompanied by increasing speculation from academia and the media
concerning their effect on social activities and relations. This article considers the
role of cyberspace upon conventional Cartesian notions of space-time relations and
evaluates its potential as a new social space. As such, the contention that
cyberspace is radicaily transforming and restructuring social, cultural, political and
economic aspects of contemporary, western society is critically reviewed. In
particular, the changing namre of identity and community is explored. It is
sqggested that many of cyberspace’s effects on social relations can be understood
within the context of spatial transformations. However, much current analysis is
fwer-hyped and utopian, and needs to be re-situated within the ‘real’. In effect, the
implications of cyberspace have to placed within the context of broader social and
economic processes taking place in the world today.

Introduction

_THERE HAS BEEN increasing recognition in the social sciences
of the role space and place in transforming and maintaining social
relations (Soja 1989; Harvey 1989; Gregory 1994). It is generally argued
that space is important at two levels. At the first level, space-time
relations are being transformed, producing the effect of a “shrinking globe'
- communication, travel and transport times and costs are drastically
reduced altering social, political and economic relations. At a second

level, space is increasingly being recognised as being sociaily produced.

Here, it is argued that it is within space that we 'intefac—:_g:?-"with each other
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and play out our lives. However, some spaces are more socially accessible
to us than others. Within the city, for example, it is possible to identify
distinct social spaces where people of different classes, races, gender and
sexuality are accepted and excluded. Space is therefore something which
is produced and contested and which directly and explicitly impinges upon
our everyday social activities.

Cyberspace provides an interesting context to acknowledge the
role of space in social relations because it has been suggested that it
fundamentally alters space-time relations and also provides a new social
space of interaction, devoid of physicality. As such, it can be argued that
the changing nature of social relations both in ‘real’ space and cyberspace
is largely due to the way in which the accepted modernist, Cartesian
notions of space are being challenged by cyberspatial technologies: social
transformations are the results of spatial transformations. -~ Here,
cyberspace is taken as the “world in the wires” (Shields 1996: 6),
incorporating Internet interactions such as e-mail, World-Wide-Web,
builetin boards, chat facilities and file transfers, and virtual reality and
electronically simulated "environments such as MUDs (Multi-User
Domains).

In this paper, the extent to which cyberspatial technologies are
transforming social relations and the role of space in this transformation is
examined. Much of the discussion is framed within a postmodern context,
from which many of the arguments concerning the role of space, spatiality
and identity have emerged. However, in the last section, many of the
postmodern ideas considered will be challenged and an argument
developed to recontextualize writings about cyberspace within the “real'.
My contention is, that although appealing, many of the postmodem ideas
are vacuous, lack substance and are based more upon wishful thinking
than the realities of everyday life. [t is aiternatively argued, while
cyberspace does provide a social space where identity can become more
fluid and where new communities can form, we are neglecting to place
cyberspace within the broader social and economic contexts within which
we live. '
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From Geospaces to Cyberspaces: Space-Time Relations

.Postmodem theorists argue that in a number of fundamental 1
mode_rn:lst societies and the relations that underlie them are changing
Prefakmg down. We are moving into a more unstable age; an age \:
lndl\(iduals are not rational, autonomous, centered and stable but unst
multiple and diffuse (Poster 1995a; Poster 1995b). For many,
postmodern culture emerging is closely tied to technology (McCa:
1991) with theorists envisaging technology as an age;t of cha
technology is helping to break down the modemn and is producing
forms of relations, expressions and society (Schroeder 1994). T
changes have led social critics, such as Poster (1995a), to argue that w
on tI}e verge of massive cultural re-organization as we enter what he t
the “second media age’. To Thu Nguyen and Alexander (1996),
example, network-generated operations, such as cybersy
fund%imentally undermine the political discourse of modermity and sc
practices such as agency, action, territorialisation, progress
development. These they argue are being replaced by usership, opera

n;)r.l-l'inearity, recursivity and chaos. Quoting Emberley (1988: 50)
claim:

The old economy of production, of industrial policy, of state
initiative, of discrete and singular actors and audiences, of
centers and margins, form and contents, in brief, the great order
of referential finalities where the world was compartmentalized,
taxonomically ordered, and prescriptive - all this over.

For them the tumn to postmodernity is a necessity not just a choice,
To the postmodernists, changes seem to be occurring at

Ieveis: At the first level, economic and political systems have t
evolving, with a global movement away from the local, accompanied 1
a vast restructuring. We are living in times of fragmentation, decenter
disorientation and disenchantment. Here the postmodernists emphasis
on the. nature and experience of the new spatiality” caused by incres
globa!hzation (Morley and Robins 1995: 74). The transformation of S[
?.nd time are seen to lie at the heart of these changes; social transforma
Is occurring through spatial transformation. Indeed Soja (1989: 1
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argues that space (and place) are central today’s postmodern society
contending that “the contemporary period of restructuring has been
accompanied by an accentuated visibility and consciousness of spatiality
and spatialisation, regionalisation and regionalism”. Harvey (1989)
argues that there has been a collapse of spatial and temporal boundaries,
with cyberspace and telecommunication technologies leading to a radical
- space-time compression. Whereas innovations such as the Railway
reduced communication times substantially, telecommunications makes
them near instantaneous. Not only has the effects of spatial separation
been negated but expenditure on delivery substantially reduced in real
terms. The increasing efficiency of communication is transiating into
greater and more efficient productivity. The 'wiring of the world' is
leading to a corporate, decentralized globalization. This has led some
commentators, such as Benedikt (1991: 10) to question the “significance
of geographical location at all scales”. For Benedikt, “ We are turned into
nomads ... who are always in touch” with the “spatial dynamics of the
whole world collaps[ing] to those of a pinhead” (Robins and Hepworth
1988: 155). Gillepsie and Williams (1988), however, warn that it is
misleading to think of near-instantaneous telecommunication technologies
as mere “distance shrinkers”. For them, telecommunication technologies,
including cyberspatial technologies, challenge fundamentaily classic
economic geographies based upon the ideas of “friction of distance':

The idea of telecommunications as “distance shrinking' makes it
analogous to other tansport and communications
improvements. However, in so doing the idea fails to capture
the essential essence of advanced telecommunications, which is -
not to reduce the “friction of distance' but to render it entirely
meaningless. When the time taken to communicate over 10,000
miles is indistinguishable from the time to communicate over 1
mile, then ‘time-space' convergence has taken place at a
profound scale. Because all geographical relationships are
based, implicitly or explicitly on the existence of the friction
imposed by distance, then it follows that the denial of any such
friction brings into question the very basis of geography that we ‘
take for granted.

153 Geospace to Cyberspa
Here, Cartesian notions of space based upon the ideas of fixity
absolute positioning are challenged as the spatial and social relationst
between places become folded and contorted. As such, the transformat
of space is explicitly seen as the catalyst for social transformations.
However, while cyberspace does alter space-time relations
must be remembered that “space and place cannot be annihilate
(Morley and Robins 1995: 30). Cyberspace does depend on real w
spatial fixity - the points of access, the physicality and materiality of wi
There is a world outside of the wires in the form of other infrastructu
and local and global markets. Location is not going to become irrelev
because cyberspace does not annihilate all the other determinates
commercial location. Ironically, evidence so far indicates that far fr
eliminating differences between places, cyberspatial technologies actu
permit the exploitation of differences between places by capitalizing
cheap wages, reduced standards of work conditions and cheaper locatic
While there are decentralizing tendencies allowing back-offices to mu
to new areas, the concentration of advanced telecommunication into |
cities means that any process of decentralization of certain activities
accompanied by a centralization of others into areas which act as k
network nodes (Castells 1988). In essence, we are currently witness
the playing out of urban fixity against electronic mobility (Graham :
Marvin 1996), as real-space is overlain by a virtual space in a symbic
fashion (Mulgan 1991). It is increasingly becoming clear, drawing fr
studies of employment and urban-regional restructuring as a result
cyberspatial technologies, that geography remains and will continue
remain of importance (see Alles ef al. 1994, Daniels 1995, Warf 199:
Although space-time relations are undoubtedly being altered they are
being radically reconfigured through some process of annihilation.
such, it can be argued that cyberspatial technologies reinforce
importance of space in understanding social relations. On the one han
is leading to radical space-time compression and on the other it
reinforcing and accentuating traditional geographies of difference.
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From Geospaces to Cyberspaces: Social Spaces

At the second level, postmodernist discourse tends to focus on the
local, and how traditional modernist notions are being challenged and
reconceptualized. Here postmodern theorists focus upon the
conceptualizations and meanings of identity, the body, community and
place, and the blurring of boundaries between reality and virtuality, and
nature and culture. Cyberspace and virtual reality in particular, are highly
rele\tant to the arguments being forwarded. At the heart of these changes
as with the first level, is the concept of space and spatiality. Cyberspace, a;
wel.l as collapsing traditional space-time relations, is providing a new
social space (Tomas 1991); a place where people can meet and interact,
As §uggested, geographers (e.g. Harvey 1989; Gregory 1994; Soja 1996;
Thnft. 1996) have been arguing that real-world spaces are not jus';
Cartesian spaces, absolutely defined and understood with Euclidean
geometry, but are also socially constructed. Here, it is argued that our
access to certain spaces is strongly regulated through social and cultural
practices and beliefs. In effect, certain spaces are socialized by certain
horrfogeneous groups who regulate and exclude ‘unwelcome' visitors,
Soc:a-al spaces, as found in any city, are thus contested through processes of
domination and resistance. We can thus identify social spaces that are
c?nstfucted through identity politics relating to gender, race, ethnicity
disability and sexuality. ,

- {\s such, it is argued that cyberspace is providing new, less
formalizing and formal, disembodied spaces where identities can be
consu'uct_efi and contested. Cyberspace is providing a new locale for
commumtle.s, uprooted from the traditional boundaries of place;
cyberspace is providing explicit spaces of artificial realities. Cyberspaces
are spaces that are socially constructed; they do form social spaces where
people Interact. It is precisely because cyberspace is a social space, but a
space w:.thout physical presence, that it is attracting so much attention
from social scientists. Cyberspace is a social space free of the constraints
of the body; you are accepted on the basis of your written words, not what
you look or sound like, Cyberspaces are “social spaces in which people
still meet face-to-face, but under new definitions of both ‘meet’ and “face™
(Stone 1991: 85). Gibson (McCaffery 1991: 272) remarks that © everyone
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" I'know who works with computers seems to develop a belief that there's

some kind of actual space behind the screen, someplace you can't see but
you know it is there”. In many respects the actual space Gibson identifies
is a consensual social space devoid of any of the qualities of formal, real-
worid space. Indeed Mitchell (1995: 8) describes cyberspace as:

profoundly antispatial ... You cannot say where it is or describe
its memorable shape and proportions or tell a stranger how to
get there. But you can find things in it without knowing where
they are. The Net is ambient - nowhere in particular but
everywhere at once. You do not go to it; vou log ir from
wherever you physically happen to be. [original emphasis]

In addition, because cyberspace has no physical spatial properties,
and is fully the product of human intention it is also said to replace or blus
reality with virtuality (Lajoie 1996). For example, Benedikt (1991: 23
argues that cyberspace causes “a warpage, tunnelling and lesioning of the
fabric of reality”. Cyberspace rapidly increases the blurring of reality anc
virtuality first started with the printed word, and further developed by
radio, television and film. Each of these media provide us with :
representation of the real; a copy of the original (McCaffery 1991). For
Slouka (1996) the danger is that many of us are now willing to accept the
copy as original, and put our trust in those that re-represent the world tc
us. We are to willing to except the virtual for real. To many, thi
replacement of reality with virtuality means that cyberspaces are space:
where we can explore and recontest our identities without materia
consequence.

For many then, cyberspatial technologies represent a catalyst for :
broad and extensive change in culture (Squire 1996). At both the
individual and collective levels, cyberspace is facilitating the deej
restructuring of society, challenging traditional noticns of identity anc
community. The key question is what forms of cultural articulation i
cyberspace going to promote and discourage? (Poster 1995a). Poste
(1995b) suggests that cyberspace technologies do enrich existing forms o
consumer culture, but also depart from traditional mass media and cultur
industries in a number of ways. Firstly, cyberspace is not a broadcas
medium with few producers and many copsumers, but rather :
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decentralized communication system where individuals are both the
consumers and producers. Secondly, cyberspace is interactive; users can
choose what information they receive and send. Thirdly; cyberspatial

identity and community by providing new social spaces of interchange and
cultural transmission. Indeed, Thy Nguyen and Alexander (1996) argue,
that combined, these three factors produce cultural mutation and
considerable cultural promise (Tomas 1991). Similarly, Schroeder (1994)
envisages the emergence of a society in which  cyberspatial
communications become all-important; where technology and science
transform the structure and meaning of society and culture. Escobar

can be illustrated by examining current arguments  concerning
cyberspace’s effect upon identity and community.

Identity

Poster (1995a) argues that cyberspace promotes the individual as a
unstable identity, an indjvidual bound within a continuous process of
multiple identity formation: “the self is reconstituted as a fluid and
polymorphous entity” (Robins 1995: 138). Here, “the boundaries of the
self are defined less by the skin than by the feedback loops” (Hayles 1993:
72). Thus, for Poster (1995b) cyberspace aiters the conditions under
which self-identity is formed, Thjs is the result of two main factors: the
transcendental and liberating effects of cyberspace as the nature of social
spaces change; and the merging, or blurring, of nature with technology.

As noted in the previous section, for many, cyberspaces form a

and material is transcended, Arguments here center on the ideas of
disembodiment and transcendence. Many of the contentions are extremely

= B s R
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utopian, centering on post-human life and the migration into the machmF
In this scenario, embodiment is often represented as an unfo@nate bar‘ru
to interactions; for serious cyberspace enthusiasts “‘an organic body _]ll‘
gets in the way” (Morse 1994: 86). Here, the bOdleS often referred E?t;
"meat’ (Lupton 1995) or "data trash’ (Kroker and Wemste.m.1994_) and .
dream ... is to leave the ‘meat' behind and to become dlStlﬂed.in a clea;
pure, uncontaminated relationship with computer technology (Lup;c.c
1995: 100). . Free of the our bodies we can transc.end our own mortalj
and discover true understanding and new philosophles.. ‘

At a less utopian level, although still centepng on the ideas «
disembodiment, cyberspaces are seen to form protective spaces free of t}
constraints of the body. Here you are accepted for what you say and d
rather than your physicality, status or material wealth. Rheingold (199
61) explains that:

we reduce and encode our identities as words on a screen,
decode and unpack the identities of others._ T.he way we use
these words, ... is what determines our ident:itxfes in cybers.l:{ace
The physical world ... is a place where identity and position o:
the people you communicate with are Wel} known, fixed, an
highly visual. In cyberspace, everybody is in the dark. We can
only exchange words with each other - no glance:s or sh?ugs or
ironic smiles. Even the nuances of voice and intonation are
stripped away.

In cyberspace, nobody need know your race, disabi_lity, or gender. Yc
can hide behind, and view the same situations, using different mask.?
Your body is irrelévant and invisible (Stone  1991). Cy!aers.patx.
interaction, it seems, provides an unrestricted freedom o'f expression that\
far less hierarchical and formal than real world interaction (El?lme 1991 i
Here, personality becomes fluid, ephemeral and empowering be((:iau.
people can choose how they are represented (Lemmas 1996). . In eel
there are a number of well documented cases of people. experimentir
with gender. In one example, a middle aged, male psychiatrist pretenc:le
to be a compassionate disabled, older woman .who Fapped.out tf'
messages using a heartsick (Stone 1991). L_Ism_g .th1.s persprlla, !
psychiatrist developed several, deeply personal relationships mainly wi
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advice. In another example, Slouka (

to be Allison, a persona he had created.

y basedio;o ;Il‘h;n {i:igylgfeg’ an((i]l Alexander (1996), the appeal of cyberspace
uj 1ty and escapism. It is anonymity that
opportunities to- invent alternative identiti T e
_ _ ties and to engage wi i
forms of interaction (Ba; o % Bt
! ym 1995).  Correll (1995 furth
cyl::erspace gives the user more time to carefuily construc)t their :;S';or:z:t

appearances and giving a control not

their 10 o Lo :
e nt:'t(l; :»;1 line SXperimenting with their personal identities. These
onymity, escapism and freedom the di ‘
notion : are the direct result of the
8Ing nature of social spaces and the ways in which space is being

socially produced. This i
4 - 3 1S not to say that i i’
determinant of social relations. Y space is the dominant

For others, cyberspace re

technolo identity is bej
e wiyha;;ie n;g;rizoiel;e, identity is being recontested as the divisions
Hc;rglg)dlssolve and blur. Theorists such as Haraway ( 1991) and Plant
o ﬂlea(r)iltlse; Ctlhar, at present, _the bf)undaﬁes between people, their bodies
ad B Iteg‘gf;)r!cl are being significantly reconfigured (Featherstone
s s ). Balsamo ('1995) Suggests that boundary between
At serves sevex:al ideological purposes. Most importantly
a proper order and installs a hierarchical relationship between

et L . : . . L L . . . .
T T T it e e T T R S " i :
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nature and culture. Balsamo argues that this hierarchy serves to :
reinforce the belief that through technology humans will prevail over thei
encounters with nature. However, to many, the boundaries betwee
technology, nature and culture are blurring with the strict hierarchie
crumbling and merging through a deep restructuring process. For Ston
(1991), cyberspatial technologies are at the heart of this blurring proces:
breaking down the barriers between the social and technologica
biological and mechanical, natural and artificial, with the resultant merger
forming the keystones for the new social space. In turn, this process i
leading some theorists to hypothesize that we are becoming nations o
cyborgs. Here, human and machine merge, with the machine replacing ¢
supplementing the flesh. We are being reconfigured in new ways the
challenge traditional identities. '
Proponents of this theory suggest that it is increasingly difficult ¢
separate nature from technology and support their claims through th
development of a cyborg discourse. “Nature and culture are reworked; th
one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation fc
the other” (Haraway 1991: 151). A cyborg is a human-machine hybri
where technology replaces or supplements flesh (Featherstone an
Burrows 1995). The idea of a cyborg body has been popuiarized in muc
science fiction writing and in films such as Star Wars (e.g. Darth Vader
Robocop and Terminator. At present, technologies such as cosmeti
surgery, biotechnology, genetic engineering and cyberspatial systems, ar
increasingly making us cyborg entities. Whilst the first three of thes
technologies all physically alter our bodies, cyberspatial technologic
(particularly virmal reality) completely immerse the body withi
technology and also provides new extensions to our bodies throug
features such as datagloves, and headsets, with visionists such as Laur
(1993) predicting some future merging between virtual realit
technologies and humans. This theme is well developed in the scienc
fiction writings of authors such as William Gibson (1984). The characte
in his novels are predominantly cyborgs, frequently living lives immerse
in technology with bodies which combine flesh with technology.
Cyborg discourse, is predominantly post-structuralist in natur
denying any reality to the body that is not constructed through cultw
(Lupton 1995), and hence langnage. Here, thé exchange of flesh ft
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an;:zlzlrzztfrod;lces “ rewritings of the body's social and cultural form that
A ); :cehatf: to.the reco_nstltution of social identities” (Tomas 1989-
" .aﬁ‘ect o 3 ei)t?sts are mterested in how these technologies do and
oy 199;; seF , human-ness and identity (Downey et al. 1995;
oo . h or some, the“c?/borg body, as with cyberspace’s
o eend Stew;(:]}ua ities, represen-ts liberation from the confines of gender
Tuid Lo ?;pes', by rendering cultura) categories indeterminate and
oppomnitiz 1; 95: 101). As s-uo:h, the cyborg body represents new
i ol )sh or women and feminist politics. In particular, Haraway
hybricis of maczftlsir?;gal:]?;?ga:lr‘g:ma’ie(alg;ifb?;%? o o arcatd
_ : . As cyborgs, she sugeests
i?:ti :lvc::lzrtli é]::i ;:ozggaﬁotﬁmgc Zc; .reapp;ogiate, contest and enforcgegnew
recently, she contends, “ female emg:)%ii?nenti,eiii;:: btse i]:rgzy' Un'ﬁl

. » OI,
::tc:jssg: (iaraway 1991: 180), geared towards mothgering afc?n i:s,
ons. However, as a.cyborg, embodiment is fluid, partial and
ting to be ascribed meaning. Here, the

e thi:lst gs there are cha{lges relating to identity, some academics
e ! Cyoerspace is fostering new forms of community. Researchers
ggest that cyberspace allows the formation of ‘“virtual (on-ltine)

col ities' i
Mmmunities’ that are free of the constraints of place and based upon new

: ! s ability to simulate communities far outstrips, i
;zg;)rr;?ﬁ:;;i:sdothfar functions as a marketing, advertising and infoniz;tic)l:
e evice. The Internet through its interactivity and relative
peed ofters users a freedom of expression and personal contact allowing a
. ! graphical distance and ti
;;r;:s IEE‘:HFO 1991; gones 1995_?). Through the Internet, we will be ab::err::
D ms o commumtl.es based upon our interests and affinity,
an coincidence of location (Robins 1995). Here, individuals wili
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be able to shape their own community through real choices in who 1
interact with; “we will be able to forge our own places from among
many that exist, not by creating new places but by simply choosing £
the menu of those available” (Jones 1995b: 11). Again, as the lang
used suggests (distance, location, place), it can be argued that the chan;
nature of social space is at the heart of the changing social relation
communities.

In this context, community is seen as a network of social rejat
and not necessarily a concept that is tied to place. In traditi
conceptions of community, place is considered of importance along
common ties and social interaction (Correll 1995). The commu
however, is characterized by such factors such as personal intimacy,
commitment, and social cohesion. For commentators such as Rheing
cyberspace does allow the development of the commumity without
locale; people can form into strong, cohesive and supportive groupil
Indeed, Rheingold's grand vision is a “global civil society’ with a sk
consciousness: community will no longer be local but global.

There is a growing body of empirical work that has starte

examine ideas pertaining to community formation and regulation.
McLaughlin et a@l. (1995) the fact that there are commonly ag
protocols and the advent of distinctive referent language (abbreviat
jargon, symbols) and the formation of strong social networks, sug
that on-line commuaities, in one form or another, do exist. Baym (1!
Correll (1995) and Reid (1995) all provide evidence of well forme
line communities. Baym (1995) has interviewed and documente
interchanges of users participating in the rec.arts.tv.soaps (r.ats.} U
newsgroup. She contends that the people who participate in this g
have created a dynamic and rich community. Just like reai-v
communities there are behavioral norms, differing personalities, sl
significance and allegiances. For her the Internet fosters the grow
distinct cultures grounded in communicative practice.

Correll (1995) details an ethnographic study of an on-line le
cafe. She suggests that her findings challenge the traditional noti
community by demonstrating that a community can be create
alternative spaces. Correll used a three way methodology to study a
line community and the processes at'play.- First she observed the
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n cafe patrons .
. . occasionall ki
various actio . Y asking patrons ;
using 2 semiflss or conver-rsatlc{ns. Next she interviewed twelz'o Seplain
o ciured interviews via private e-mail Last, !:3 e
: she met in

meet face-to-fac
two groups of four, Correll (19958),

sharing of imagined realit;
sharing alities”.  Argy]
iling lists she subscribed to did Egls

Geospace to Cyberspace:

immense social meaning. Only when a list member died, however, did sh
begin to realize the depth of these meanings and how the group supporte:
each other and grieved as a community. Bromberg (1996) suggests the
MUDs besides just being "a game' or another form of communicatio
serves four social functions. On one level, MUDs offer an antidote t

- loneliness providing solace through communication. Secondly, MUD

allow users to experiment with identities and personae. Thirdly, MUL
allow users to explore their erotic sides and virtual reality in particular he
been championed as a new site for sexual encounters. Lastly, MUL
allow users to become the masters and controllers of their environment.

- While it is argued that cyberspace is fostering the formation «
new subcultures and communities on-line, it also been suggested that
performing the same off-line. Schroeder (1994) and Rushkoff (1994) bo
describe a Cyberpunk movement within youth culture based arour
futuristic ideas of computing and communication and associated wi
cybercafes, nightclubs, smart or designer drugs, science fiction writing ar
calls for cultural and political change. The merging of the cyber, tl
technical, with punk immediately conjures an alternative, a challenge
the norm, self-marginalization from the mainstream and social resistan
(Fitting 1991). Indeed, the term Cyberpunk has its roots in the scien
fiction literature of writers such as Gibson and Sterling, who portray
despotic future of post-human life-forms and a society formed arou

cyberspatial technologies, massive urbanization and militariz
corporations (Edwards 1995). For certain sections of today's youth the
images of the future hold resonance and they structure their lifestyles ir
a particular subculture which aims to live out and bring about select
aspects of cyberspaces promise (Featherstone and Burrows 1995
However, Fitting (1991: 297) suggests that these groups are at b
images-of-punk, “a fashion emptied of any oppositional content”.

present, these groups are fairly small and based around major cities st
as San Francisco and London (notably these cities were most influentia!
the sixties drug cuiture - a culture which also focused upon

transcendence and philosophical insights).
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Re-finding the “Real”

While many of these arguments seem we

Il reasoned on closer
examination they are revealed to

be loose and easily deconstructed.
Cyberspace, because of it's lack of physicality, does provide an interesting

environment to study identity and community but many of the arguments
are not fully placed within the broader social and economic structures and
processes that regulate our lives. For example, in relation to the ideas of
disembodiment, Sobchack (1995) reminds us that we do not Just have
bodies, but that we are our bodies. Bodies cannot be transcended but
rather they are a fundamental constituent of us, of being. Cyberspaces are
spaces that are entered and interacted within from the site of the body: it is
the fingers that type or move a Joy stick, it is the whole body that enters a
virtual reality Space not just the eves and the brain, The ideas of

disembodiment  are misnomers, they are just a convenient
conceptualization for e

xploring a number of ideas relating to identity. As
Woodward (1994: 5 1) suggests “the possibility of an invulnerable and
thus immortal body is our greatest technological illusion - that is to say,
delusion”. The body is always present when we interact, whether it be

face-to-face, or via the computer. It does not disappear or relax into coma.
As Stone (1991: 113) expresses:

Itis important to remember that virtual community originates i,
and must retumn to, the physical. No reconfigured virtual body,
no matter how beautiful, will slow the death of a

Cyberpunk
with AIDS. Even in the age of the technosocial subject, life is
lived through bodies.

There is no denying that cyberspace makes an interesting arena to
study identity, but the medium does not fundamentally challenge how self-
identity is constructed - we still use the same rules of engagement, the
S$ame consensual protocols that we use in everyday life. Cyberspace does
provide a more protective space to ‘play’

with our fantasies, our
othernesses (e.g. gender), but it is only a protective space; we can “play’
these fantasies by cross-dressing, by inhabiting the different social spaces
that make up the social fabric of c

ommunities. We can and do experiment
with our representations to others in the real world. When we tumn the
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en on/off we are still the same people._. C}fb'erspace rggfs t;x:;
;&i:famentally reconstitute our personae, or our identities, tr;y more hat

other real-world experiences. It just adds to our many l-p ones I,mt
s ther form of social interaction. As such, going on-line e
}ilzirlli;e’ a person, immobilizing the body and su;penldgxgﬁg) é?:?gl dz
consciousness as argued by Thu. Ngt{yen and Alex:r;oc::leb()dy .e Fou do
not suddenly shed your primary identity and becom

identi fuate:
~you are on-line, rather your primary identity becomes accentuated,

exploredsaiﬁlzﬁran?vﬁie not denying that we are increa:singlydbecoxix]'xiizlxg
cyborgs, in man; cases machines and h‘uma.ns. are fner{;g,mf :::d fr:regsomii
ﬂfe mac,hine does not fully render the pnm.ar'y 1den.t1ty ;a e b
Indeed, Sobchack (1995) argues that whilst she in unthertl heryidenmy e
h us:es a prosthetic leg), that she has not forgotte'n at o
o d in her lived-in body, a body she has no intention © ry ;
B e fom This is not to suggest that body alterations or dlsa.blhty. oes
esca?a;fﬁc?tmi.demity but rather that the (re)contesta‘lilon of 1dent1ze 11s
Ilif)sttoriczlly groundéd. Furthermore Haraway’.? (1991) ideas areﬂ;e:t‘; ne 1-;
slllort on practical politics for women wanting t(_) ?};lbrr::?wgrld, s
ideology and change things at the grass-roots level md e oo
1‘f(rloerc:x the niceties of the written p?.fael. oE-I:::ear’xd clstf . af Ny
w . '
tEChIIOlOgi:S :ifeinchn“:gﬁe;gn; ih:ﬂclllominant pau-iarchal, philosogh:cal
E'“gued o raincr the body, as Haraway, Balsamo ar'1d. PlanF envisage
o co?i(;r?ec;nologies a;e helping to reinforce existing vuewt?onr}tsi.s
g:r:rsizther than the technologies being reappropriated bﬁ:uﬁ;rrln?re
politi,cs they are being used to fortify 15he. ideas of :chgfn g:ry) e
touching digital photos), body loamigg-(dletzng, cosrlne i urge c'a,rnes e
as objects of beauty, desire and passivity (nearly al wzx: n Ch:ap s
cyberspace are thin, beawtiful and passive) and wombiers) ey ,1996),
skilled workers (clerical, data entry, component assembie o tyoie
‘Rather than fresing women, it further ensiaves ‘them 1r;t§e‘ ereonypies
roles and means little to women whc;)e a:’: allirs:fajtfinr;lz:iﬁ; oo 1o oxplor
?c‘i)i'l}::'ityAtsaIS(l;g};: fl?: ?5‘:1:;: ffl;tfr fnﬁerpingqurr‘ent r?al world interactions.

(7
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As Robins (1995) suggests, the use of the Internet does not mean
that we will able to recover the meaning and the experience of community
which commentators, such as the optimist Howard Rheingold, feel are
dissolving in rea] space. I is a misnomer to directly equate
communication into communion and community (Robin 1995). Whilst
some virtual communities seem to have rules and protocols very similar to

strong is the sense of responsibility? (Jones 1995¢). Rheingoid (1994)
himself questions whether refationships and commitments as we know
them are even possible in a place where identities are fluid?, In
communities in ‘real space’, community members must, and do, live
together. It is not simply a case of logging on and when we fee] like it
logging off. Whereas the Internet allows interaction where we can
disengage with little or no consequence - if you do not like what the
neighbors have got to Say you can just tumn the machine off, or uproot and
connect to somewhere else, or enter a ‘slaging match' where the fear of
physical reprisal is minima], Whereas personal conflict is often deait with
with diplomacy in real places, flame wars are not uncommon in
cyberspace - the screen depersonalizes contact, For McLaughlin ez a4/,
(1995) virtual communities are ar best pseudocommunities. Dialogue is
specific to few and vet read by a larger unknown set of participants who
may or may not be considered community members; conversations are
less  inhibited, nonconforming and relatively free of personal
consequences; and  despite exchanges, the cotrespondence  is
predominantly between virtual strangers - when the machine is turned off
the only things known are those given, those written, the person essentially
remains a stranger.
For Robins (1995: 150) “there is an invocation of community, but
not the production of society”. Cyberspatial technologies are not going to
provide a quick technological fix to the communities that we live in on a
daily basis. Providing aiternative communities does not negate the
~ problems of the one’s we do actually live in, in fact they are likely to add
to their further demise. Cyberspace in this light is seen as providing an
escape hatch; if you do not like reality, just try to ignore it by logging on.
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Rather than placing our efforts into trying to escape czr tg;o::z;?snxi
should be channeling our efforts into finding solutions e sroson.
community spirit and cohesion in the' western worldf(remtf1 moer this i
redominantly western problem). Heim .(1991-) al§o .e_ar; o pumde
1c:;i" users rise that the spirit of community wiil diminis lasBz;own e
become between many and are no longer purelyt perso?sa a.md own (5
further suggests that communities based upon interes ond ot e
reduces diversity and narrows the sphere§ of m.ﬂuence. he fears &
weaken communities in real space, as like w:l_l only be‘ co nica
with like. As Davis (1993) explains the danger is that socnzty il beco
even more polarized and segmented than at present W o
- “ghettoisation’, the breakdown of place‘d-ba.?ed, c¥mmirlnzya§;s
a?;tions, the narrowing of atti;udes, an;lt a r:l?;;t:gc ;;3 ei(s);; ” Ii)s ovér.hy;
of what has been written : ' o
and ovez/;/l-li?opian. While it clear, that. cyberspace is all’izlt‘n:jge sg:rceeﬁg.
elations and does provide a new social space we m e
1” d our analysis within the “real’. We must accept that we do li :
i:lufvo;d, and despite of the problems each of ES strug_gle 1\;19t151 e1v3¢.=:7r3);t
“there is not some perfect world of cyberspace (l.lot.nntsim ’ to. o
we will be able to migrate to. He St‘x‘ggests tha:' it :sirtua1 fo - relos
virtual culture in the real world” and. de-mytholise v il ot 1
are to assess the serious implications it l;;s for (;u:S I;:l(‘:SeOI;S ga:ing e
ives” . This is not to deny that cyberspac
i::letf:ral(ipleiizssions as radio and teievisio_n before it butlra‘:‘tr};:dthit(
.acknowledge that cyberspace is an extension of the ;e; ) pro;ess
completely separate, new world. At the center ﬂc:in his prosess
contextualising the implications qf c.:yberspace vl\:l s ot o
should be the recognition that it is the trans o;‘r:; o
relationships that underlie many of the transformation

Conclusions

The concept of space is undoubtedly important itn u;f%:ct cu:
how cyberspatial technologies are aiready, and are going ci):;atio ns har
and society. Cyberspatial technologies and';’elecommun
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significant effect upon . space-time relations, drastically altering
communication, travel and transport times and costs. Preliminary
evidence suggests that as a result, a significant restructuring of
employment patterns, organizational structures and urban-regional
infrastructure is already underway, radically altering the global economy.
Cyberspace also provides a new social space, devoid of physicality, where
people are accepted on the basis of what they say rather than on how they
iook and sound. This social space is providing a space where people can
explore their identit(y/ies) and become members of new virtual
communities. However, the changes that cyberspace is predicted to bring
about must be placed within the broader context of the social and political
upheaval that is taking place in the world today. The over-hype and
promises of post-organic life-forms and post-industrial salvation are the
pipe dreams of the intoxicated and are, at present, completely divorced
from the realities facing much of the worids’ population. Cyberspace has
fallen victim of the hype which surrounds many new technologies. While
cyberspace is going to have significant impact upon our lives it will not be
the panacea for all the worlds’ problems. In our analysis, we must
recognize the significance of the spatial and endeavor to re-find the “real’.

169 Geospace to Cyberspace:

~References

Alles, P., Esparza, A. and Lucas, S. (1994) Telecommunications and the larg

city-small city divide: Evidence from Indiana cities. Professionc
Geographer 46: 307-316. ]
Argyle, K. (139?96) Life after death. In Shields, R. ‘(Ed.} Cz_dture.; of Interir;ei
= Virtual spaces, real histories and living bodies. Sage: London. pp. 13:
142. T . 3 n
Aycock, A. and Buchignani, N. (1995) The e-mail murfiers‘ Reflections on ;l:;:
, letters. In Jones, S.G. (Ed) Cybersociety: Computer me
communication and community. London: Sage. pp. 184-2'27.»[11 ode
Balsamo, A. (1995) Forms of technological e:mbodune:ntc:i RBe:achngs ;:L (Egé‘
o M. and Burrows, .
tempo! culture. In Featherstone, .
gfrz:rsﬁa::y Cyberbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultures of technologic
embodiment. Sage: London. pp. 215-233.
Baym, N.K. (1995) From practice to culture on Usenet. In Star, SL.(Ed). T
’ Cultures of Computing. Blackwell: Oxford. pp. 29-52.  Firctste
Benedikt, M. (1991) Introduction. In Benedikt, M. (Ed.) Cyberspace: First stet
Press, Cambridge, MA. pp. 1-25. _ _
BrombergMg. (?996) Me=WDs communities? Identity, belonging a
c’onsciousness in virtual worlds. In Shield§, R (.E.d_) Cz.:l;z‘:re.:k
Interner: Virtual spaces, real histories and living bodies. Sage: Lon
. 143-152, . '
Brown I.l,)p(19;4) The seven deadly sins of the information age. Infermec
22(3). _
Castells MF ()1988) The informational city: Information technolag{;r, econon
, restructuring and urban-regional process. B]z?.ckwell, Oxford. _ .
Correll, S. (1995) The ethnography of an electronic bar: The lesbian ca
’ Journal of Contemporary Ethnograpl‘;ﬁ 2-2 270-29:}; 40 97110
i ices | inki . ap 1 97-110.
Daniels, P. (1995) Semcesmashnnkmg- wor eogr _ g
Daalsis,ls’ M. ((1993) Who killed LA? A political autopsy. New Left Review 199:
54.
Dery, M. (1996) Escape velocity: Cyberculture at the end of the century. Hod
and Stoughton, London.
Downey, G.L., Dumit, J. and Williams, S. (1995) Cyborg anthropology. Cylm
Anthropology 10: 264-269. - o
Edwards, P.N. (pl99Sg)y Cyberpunks in cyberspace: The politics of subjecut\:;z
' the computer age. In Star, SL. (Ed). The cultures of computi
Blackwell: Oxford, pp. 69-84. T )

e



Robert M. Kitchin
170

Emberiey, P. (1988) Technolo ihili i
otiins 3 b1 e gy, valges and nihilism. Science, Technology and
Escobar, A. (1994) Welcom i
, A, ¢ to Cyberia: Notes on the anthr
Featherstcyberculture. Current Anthropology 35: 211-231. vpolcey of
Zr::,. Mtr. ;nd Bunows, R. (1995} Cultures of technological embodiment:
A bm bo get:on. In Featherstone, M. and Burrows, R. (Ed.) Cyberspace:
: yoerbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultures of technological embodiment.
i age: London. pp. 1-20. "
itting, P%(I}S:91) The lessgns of Cyberpunk. In Penley, C and Ross. A (Eds)
Gib echnoculture. University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis o
Gfusonz W. (1984) {Ve_‘uromancer. Harper Collins: London. |
i epsxe,o ?re a:iio ;:Zjlﬂlams, H. ( 1988) Telecommunications and the reconstruction
comparati ] ;
1311?1321- parative advantage. Environment and Planning A4 20:
Graham, S. and Marvin, S (1996)
X , S. Telecommunications ty: i
Gree spaces, urban places. Routledge, London. e the ciy: Electronic
reb;r:, DI.)(!994) Geographical imaginations. Blackwell, Oxford.
Hara y,fe ..(‘19853) A manifesto for cyborgs: Science, technology, and social
o lr;umsm in the 1980s. Socialist Review, 80: 65-107. o
ay,f - (.199.1) A cyborg rpanifesto: Science, technology, and socialist-
eminism in t}.m late twentieth century. In Simians, cyborgs and wi
Hare Free Association Press, London. ' T e vomen.
ey, D. (1989) The condition of ] ]
postmodernity: A iry i gl
- cultural change. Blackwell, Oxford. 77 0 iyt the origis of
Hein es, 1\,11(: (}99_7) Virtuai quies and flickering signifiers. October 66: 69-91
N .C(b991} The_erotlc ontology of cyberspace. In Benedikt, M (.‘é‘.d)
Holland, Sy erspc_rce: First steps. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. pp. 59—%0 . .
. {1995) Descartes goes to Hollywood: Mind, body and e-render in
cgn;emporary cyborg cinema. In Featherstone, M. and Bun"ow; R. (Ed.)
); erspace, Cyberbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultures of tech;zolo ica'l
o embodiment. Sage: London. pp. 157-174. ' ¢
) .
t-:rna__,.at[z;ﬁl dslg .II;;ZI'HCI (1996) Contradictions in cyberspace: collective response
andl_xe_ . R. _(Ed.) Cultures of Internet: Virtual spaces, real historieis
Jones, 5.0 (lgggg)bodzes. Sage: London. pp. 125-132.
.G. a) (Ed.} Cybersociety: C / icati
J conmmisy. Lonice: Seen ty: Computer mediated communication and
ones, 3.G. (1995b) Introduction: From where to who knows. In Jones, $.G (Ed.)

Cybersociety: Com ; .
- puter mediat i .
London: Sage. pp. 1.0 iated communication and community.

171 Geospace to Cybersp

Jones, S.G. (1995¢) Understanding community in an information age. In Jc
S.G. (Ed) Cybersociety: Computer mediated communication
community. London: Sage. pp. 10-35.

Kroker, A. and Weinstein, M. (1994} Data trash: The theory of the virtual ¢
New World Perspectives, Montreal.

Lajoie, M. (1996) Psychoanalysis and cyberspace. In Shields, R. (Ed.) Cul
of Internet: Virtual spaces, real histories and living bodies. |
London. pp. 153-169.

Lanier, J. (1989) Virtual environments and interactivity: windows to the 1
(panel session). Computer Graphics, 23(5): 8.

Laurel, B. (1993) Computers as theatre. Addison-Wesley: Reading MA.

Lemos, A. (1996) The labyrinth of Minitel. in Shields, R. (Ed) Cults
Internet: Virtual spaces, real histories and living bodies. Sage: Lo
pp. 33-48.

Lupton, D. (1995) The embodied computer/user. In Featherstone, M
Burrows, R. (Ed) Cyberspace, Cyberbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultu
technological embodiment. Sage: London. pp. 97-112.

McCaffery, L. (1991) Storming the reality studio: A casebook of Cyberpur
postmodern fiction. Duke University Press: London.

McLaughlin, M.L., Osborne, K.X. and Smith, C.B. (1995) Standards of c
on Usenet. In Jomes, S.G. (Ed) Cybersociety: Computer me
communication and community. London: Sage. pp- 90-111.

Mitchell, W.J. (1995) City of bits: space, place and the infobahn. MIT Pres

Morley, D. and Robins, K. (1995) Spaces of identity: Global media, ele:
landscapes and cultural boundaries. Routledge, London.

Morse, M. (1994) What do cyborgs eat?: Oral logic in an information sc
Discourse 16: 86-123.

Mulgan, G. (1991) Communication and control: Networks and the new eco.
of communication. Polity Press, Oxford.

Novak, M. (1991) Liquid architectures in cyberspaces. In Benedikt, M.
Cyberspace: First steps. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. pp. 225-254

Plant, S. (1993) Beyond the screens: Film, Cyberpunk, and cyberfem
Variant, 14: 12-17.

Poster, M. (19952) The second media age. Polity, Oxford.

Poster, M. (1995b) Postmodem virtualities. In Featherstone, M. and Burr
(Ed)  Cyberspace, Cyberbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultu
technological embodiment. Sage: London. pp. 79-96.

Reid, E. (1995) Virtual worlds: Culture and imagination. In Jones, 5.G
Cybersociety: Computer mediated communication and comn
London: Sage. pp. 164-183. - "/



Robert M. Kitchin 172

Rheingoid, H. (19%4) The Virtugl Community: Surfing the Internet. Minerva,
London, .

Robins, K. (1993) Cyberspace and the world we live in. In Featherstone, M. and
Burrows, R. (Ed.) Cyberspace, Cyberbodies and Cyberpunk: Cultures of

" technological embodiment. Sage: London. pp. 135-156.

Robins, K. and Hepworth, M. (1988) electronic spaces: new technologies and the
future of cities. Futures 20: 155-176. :

Rushkoff, D. (1994) Cyberia: Life in the trenches of hyperspace. Flamingo:
London.

Shields, R. (1996) Introduction: Virtual spaces, reat histories and living bodies. In
Shields, R. (Ed) Cultures of Internet: Virtual spaces, real histories and
living bodies. Sage: London. pp. 1-10.

Schroeder, R. (1994) Cyberculture, cyborg post-modemism and the sociology of
virtual reality technologies.: Surfing the soul of the information age.
Futures 26: 519-528,

Slouka, M. (1996) War of the worlds: The assault on reality. Abacus: London.

Sobchack, V. (1995) Beating the meat/surviving the text, or how to get out of this
century alive. In Featherstone, M. and Burrows, R. (Ed.) Cyberspace,
Cyberbodiies and Cyberpunk: Cultures of technological embodiment.
Sage: London. pp. 205-214.

Soja, E. (1989) Postmodern geographies: The reassertion of in critical social
theory. Verso: London. '

Soja, E. (1996) Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and other real-and-imagined
Places. Blackwell, Oxford. :

Squire, S.1. (1996) Re-territorializing knowiedge(s): electronic spaces and virtuai
geographies. Area28: 101-103.

Stone, A.R. (1991) Will the real body please stand up?: Boundary stories about
virtual cultures. In Benedikt, M. (Ed.) Cyberspace: First steps. MIT
Press, Cambridge, MA. pp. 81-118, S

Thrift, N. (1996) Spatial Formations. Sage, London.

Thu Nguyen, D. and Alexander, J, (1996) The coming of cyberspacetime and the

. end of polity. In Shieids, R. (Ed.) Cultures of Internet: Virtual spaces,
real histories and living bodies. Sage: London. pp. 99-124,

Tomas, D. (1989) The technophiliac body: On technicity in William Gibson's
cyborg cuiture. New Formations 8: 113-129 s :

Tomas, D. (1991) OId rituals for new space: Rites de passage and William
Gibson's cultural modet of Cyberspace. In Benedikt, M. (Ed.)
Cyberspace: First steps. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. pp. 31-48.

Warf, B. (1995) Telecommunications and the changing geographies of knowledge
wansmission in the late 20® century. Urban Studies 32: 361-378.

173 Geospace to Cyberspace
2
Woodward, K. (1994) From virtual cyborgs to biological time lZ)ombj:
Technocriticism and the material body. In Bender, G. and Dr;c e;‘yr:c .
(Eds.) Culture on the brink: Ideologies of technology. Bay ;

Seattle, pp 47-64.



