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STRETCHING BEFORE AND AFTER

C a ro lin e  Bassett

“Narrative re la tions, w hich see the desire for narra tion  encoun te r its tale,
can them selves be political actions.” (Kottm an, 2000, p. xxiii)

Preface

I find  an  identity  because I am  a narratab le . I find  an  identity  because I recog
nize m yself in a tale told by an o th er. As A driana Cavarero has suggested nar
ra tion  reveals my shape. It reveals a p a tte rn  traced out by my actions, a pat
te rn  I m ade b u t one  I cou ld  n o t discover fully on  my own (Cavarero, 1997). 
T his is my life story, my narrative identity. It is continuous -  in  that I am held 
in a narrative th rea d  -  b u t it is also in flux; the  story develops and  the shape 
changes. This is my own story, b u t it is opened  by narra tion  in to  the horizons 
o f a p articu lar cu ltu re , a t a particu la r m om ent in tha t cu ltu re ’s history, and it 
is socially symbolic o f th a t cu ltu re . I am  at once myself an d  I am of my time. 
Today, the  shape traced  o u t th ro u g h  narra tion  m ight reveal a self that is a 
cyborg. Increasingly, I con ta in  technologies. I ex tend  in to  a landscape itself 
as artificial as it is natu ra l. In d eed , it is h ard  to say where I end  and  w here the 
w orld beyond m yself begins. Certainly the boundary  is n o t form ed only at my 
skin. P erhaps it is fo rm ed  by my experience, by my life story, o r by the narra
tion o f tha t life story -  which m igh t itself be a narra tion  undertaken  partly by 
a m achine . If  I rem ain  myself, I have to ask myself what kind o f self am I, in 
these conditions? A nd w hat choices, w hat actions are open  to me, what kind 
o f a political c rea tu re  can I becom e?

Introduction

Exploring in fo rm ation  technology and  subjectivity th rough  narrative can 
help  th ink  th ro u g h  som e issues in cyber-feminism; what it is, and  what it needs
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to do. C urrently, cyber-feminism is o ften  a ce lebratory  d iscourse -  o ften  a 
d iscourse u n d e rs to o d  to be sh ared  b e tw een  cyborg ized  w om en an d  the  
feminised m achine environm ents which contain  these w om en, and  from  which 
they are indistinguishable (see Plant, 1996). O th e r  form s o f  techno-fem inist 
analysis, understand ing  inform ation technology as a productive site for a fem i
nist politics of re-signification share this general optim ism , and  also find within 
inform ation  technology the g rounds fo r a technologically  derived a lteration  
in the conditions within which w om en o p e ra te  (see Stone, 1995). In con trast 
stands an approach  to the subject a n d / in  in fo rm ation  technology  th a t allows 
for the restitu tion o f cyber-feminism as a political critique an d  as a p ro jec t for 
transform ation, to be u n d ertak en  by active agents. This restitu tion  is im por
tan t because, in  my view at least, feminism  itself rem ains a p ro jec t with w ork to 
do. A ccepting tha t the rise o f in fo rm ation  technology has en ta iled  a certain  
m easure o f fém inisation, b u t has n o t m aterially  ch an g ed  g en d e r inequality, it 
has new kinds o f work to do. Cyber-fem inism  m akes sense to  m e -  as a politi
cal p ro jec t -  only if it is concerned  centrally  with transform ation .

In  w hat follows cyber-feminism is ex p lo red  from  th ree  directions. First, 
the re lationship  between in fo rm ation  society theo ry  an d  d o m in an t form s o f 
contem porary  cyber-feminist is considered . I suggest th a t in fo rm ation  society 
theory has form ed the grounds o f m u ch  con tem p o rary  cyber-fem inist th ink
ing (a lthough it does this in ways th a t a re  com plex, an d  th a t re la te  n o t only to 
essentialist form s o f cyber-fem inism ). I w ould like to  d isturb  these g rounds, 
partly to suggest tha t they may be th e  wrong g ro u n d s from  which to begin  to 
develop a political approach  to cyber-fem inism , partly to undersco re  my claim 
that they are n o t the  inevitable g rounds u p o n  w hich to base cyber-fem inist 
analysis o f  in form ation -  as they o ften  ap p e a r to be today.

T hrough  this analysis I hope to m ove cyber-fem inism  to a new space, one  
which allows som e differen t approaches to  the  concep tualisation  o f the  sub
jec t a n d /in  inform ation to be considered. D isturbing the connection  betw een 
cyber-feminism and  inform ation society theory  can m ake it evident th a t cyber
fem inism ’s priorities need  to be re-draw n -  and  re-draw n w ithin horizons th a t 
are differently understood . T he w orld is ch an g ed  th ro u g h  the advent o f in
form ation, b u t w ithout the link to  the  in fo rm atio n  revolution thesis it is no  
longer necessary to assum e tha t this change adds u p  to a radical b reak  -  to 
the ascension o f in form ation as the  new  p rim e m over. A nd w ithout the  inces
sant chorus proclaim ing tha t in fo rm ation  is p rogress (and  the only progress 
possible) tha t the inform ation society thesis p roduces, it is possible to strip 
away the com forting illusion th a t this change is b o th  inevitable an d  necessar
ily for the  better.

T he second p art o f the p ap er does som eth in g  d iffe ren t -  an d  som eth ing
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ra th e r m ore  tentative. T h e  focus rem ains in p art on  critique, b u t this tim e no t 
o f cyber-fem inism  in its m ost essentialist m om ent. R ather, I look at the p rob 
lem s em erg ing  w hen post-structural critical theory, particularly tha t o f But
ler, is deployed to  co n sid er g en d e red  subjectivity in  on-line spaces. Parallels 
can be draw n betw een the  p rob lem atic  o f d ifferentiation (betw een the sub
je c t  an d  the  d iscourse th a t writes the subject) th a t em erges here, and  the 
questions I see as b e in g  raised by cyber-fem inism ’s conscious confusion o f 
the  figure o f the  cyborg with th e  body o f the in form ational web, o r the Ma
trix. In b o th  cases the  question  o f agency becom es im portant.

T h e  final p a r t o f  the  p ap e r develops an  alternative approach . Drawing 
on  A driana C avarero and  Paul R icoeur I contrast an  und erstan d in g  o f iden
tity as narra tab le  with perform ative accounts o f subjectivity looking at attem pts 
(includ ing  my own) to  read  B u tle r’s accoun t o f subjectivity in to  the virtual. I 
conclude th a t a co n cep tio n  o f cyber-subjectivity deriving from  narrativity can 
be used to articu la te  an d  argue fo r a form  o f cyber-feminism tha t stresses the 
co n tin u ed  necessity fo r politics, ra th e r than  dem anding  the celebration of 
new  form s o f life. This way o f th ink ing  abou t identity  m ight suggest th a t an 
u rg en t p ro jec t fo r (cyber) fem inism  is the developm ent o f  form s o f opposition 
to  the  particu la r kinds o f “fém in isa tion” tha t are characteristic o f inform ated 
capital an d  th a t a re  p ro m o ted  by it. In particu lar I would like to argue fo r a 
form  o f cyber- fem inism  th a t operates “within and  against” as m uch as with 
“the  grain  o f ’ an  en v iro n m en t fem inised th rough  the  extension o f inform a
tion  technology in to  all areas o f life.

Information Revolution

“ [W ]hat som e re fe r to as th e  post-m odern condition , o thers re fer to as
in form ation  society.” (B ram an, 2000, p .308)
It is a rticu la ted  as th e  netw ork society o r the age o f inform ation. It is 

invoked to  explain  th e  w aning o f narrative, o r the rise of post-Fordist working 
patterns, o r to acco u n t fo r a general increase in  the  speed  o f ou r lives. It 
seem s to be and  do  m any things. At root, however, the in form ation  society/ 
in fo rm ation  revolu tion  thesis is based in the single assertion. This is the asser
tion  th a t in fo rm ation  has p ro d u ced  w hat Schiller has called a “massive dis
con tinu ity .” T he in fo rm ation  society, tha t is, is n o t “a p ro jection  o r an ex
trapo la tion  o f existing tren d s in W estern Society... [bu t it is] a new principle of 
social-technical o rgan ization  an d  ways o f life” (Schiller, 1997, p. 116). Infor
m ation  revolu tion  theorists believe th a t inform ation  technology overwhelms 
previous form s and  relations o f p roduction , re-organizes com m unication, and
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supersedes old form s o f social life an d  social organization . This re-organiza
tion also produces new social subjects -  an d  they are  in  a very real sense the 
subjects o f technology, n o t o f  the social totality.

T he specific in form ation technologies said to  be involved in  p ro d u c in g  
such a revolution and  such a change in subjectivation are ra th e r  m ore  diffi
cult to describe, no t least because th e  in fo rm atio n  revolu tion  has b een  p ro 
claim ed many times over. Daniel Bell, who an n o u n c ed  the  in fo rm atio n  soci
ety a t the end  o f the 1960s suggested it w ould em erge due  to the  new  work- 
patterns u shered  in by com puterization  (see W ebster, 1995). M anuel Castells’ 
1970s analysis o f the  network society, in w hich th e  ascendancy o f the m or
phology o f the netw ork over the social logic is asserted , sh ifted  the  focus to
wards in form ation networks (Castells, 1996). Today, the  focus is again mov
ing; it is biopow er th a t is regarded  as key to  the  constitu tion  o f the  m u ltitude 
and  the  Em pire in H ard t and  N egri’s re cen t writing, fo r exam ple (H a rd t and  
Negri, 2000). Clearly, it is the  principle o f  the  ascendancy o f in fo rm ation  to 
the ro le  o f prim e m over w ithin the  social totality th a t links the  d iffe ren t dec
larations over the years. Indeed , th e re  a re  ways in w hich in fo rm ation  society 
theory, taken as a whole, is fundam entally  in d iffe ren t to  the  specific qualities 
o f the inform ation  technology u p o n  w hich its assertion  o f ru p tu re  rests. A 
corollary o f  this has been  tha t in fo rm ation  society theory  is also largely indif
feren t to the  ways in which such in form ation  technologies m ight be gendered . 
T hat is, the  question is n o t central to  th e  basic analysis even th o u g h  it may 
(does) becom e im p o rtan t in con tem porary  elaborations o f th a t analysis.

H ardly surprisingly, the same ind ifference to the  g en d e r o f in fo rm ation  
technology is n o t found  am ongst fem inists ex p lo ring  in fo rm ation  -  arguably 
indeed , cyber-feminism finds its roo ts in  D o n n a  Haraway’s 1984 Cyborg M ani
festo, which is a techno-fem inist1 exp lo ra tio n  o f precisely this issue. Despite 
this, m uch  cyber-feminist w riting since Haraway has ten d ed  to  cleave to  the 
basic assertions o f the  in form ation so c ie ty /in fo rm atio n  revolution thesis, and  
in a m ore absolute way than  Haraway, even while it has taken  g en d e r and  
technology as it project. Certainly this is tru e  fo r a w ell-docum ented cu rren t 
within cyber-feminism based on form s o f g en d e r a n d  technological essential- 
ism. Sadie P lant is the  obvious exam ple h e re  (see P lant, 1996; Squires, 1996). 
This is also the case w hen influential app roaches to cyber-subjectivity based 
around  fem inist post-structural critical theory  an d  q u ee r theory  (see Turkle, 
1995, for instance) are considered. H ere , how ever the  co n n ectio n  is m ore

11 have called Haraway techno-feminist since the M anifesto at least pre-dates both  the 
popularisation of the in ternet and the em ergence o f cyber-feminism which essentially 
developed in response to the latter.
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ro u n d a b o u t an d  to trace it o u t requ ires tha t a tten tion  is paid  to the connec
tion  betw een theories o f th e  in fo rm ation  society /in form ation  revolution and 
theories o f the post-m odern . A starting  po in t here  is to no te  that the belief 
th a t th ere  is a m ore  o r less d irec t co rrespondence between the  advent o f post
m odern ity  an d  th e  adven t o f  th e  inform ation  society /in form ation  revolution 
is widely he ld  (see B ram an 2000, above). Inform ation is understood  as at 
once a cause of, an d  as an  instan tia tion  of, the fragm ented  cultural forms of 
post-m odern  life (see Lyotard, 1984). These form s m ight include m odes of 
living (spatial an d  tem pora l organization) form s o f subjectivity, and  cultural 
p ro d u c tio n s o f all kinds. T o p o in t o u t th a t a version o f the  inform ation  soci
e ty /in fo rm a tio n  revolu tion  thesis underp ins m uch fem inist writing on  tech
nology an d  gen d er, is th e re fo re  to link together n o t two term s (fem inism  
with in form ation  revo lu tion ), b u t th ree  (fem inism  with inform ation revolu
tion  an d  post-m odern ity ).

It seem s increasingly necessary to question this th ree way connection. 
First because techno-fem in ism ’s old  m ethod  o f operating  as a force distinct 
from , b u t still w ithin the  g ro u n d s of, inform ation  society frameworks is now 
increasingly p roblem atic . T h e  force o f fem inist writing o n  inform ation  tech
nology originally derived from  its ability to find  a distinctive po in t o f view 
from  w ithin this trip artite  fram ew ork. B ut this is becom ing h ard er to do. In 
the  tim e since th e  1980s, w hen Haraway wrote the Manifesto, there  has been  a 
process o f increasingly abso lu te convergence betw een m ainstream  and  fem i
nist understand ings o f  con tem porary  inform ation technology; a convergence 
based a ro u n d  a sh ared  sense o f th e  fem inization of this technology. A conse
qu en ce  o f this is th a t cyber-fem inism  o r techno-fem inism  no  longer functions 
to  critique th e  in fo rm atio n  society -  even from  within. L et a lone from  with
out. It is simply a n o th e r  articu la tion  o f the same analysis. T he result, I sug
gest, is th a t the  distinctiveness o f th e  cyber-feminist position, and  the kinds of 
critical an d  political d istance cyber-fem inist analysis can p roduce, is dim in
ished. T o  substantiate this p roposition  I want now to briefly com pare the con
tem porary  landscape with th a t laid ou t in the  Manifesto. T he po in t here  is to 
ask how  the  cyborg has lost its b ite.

Hoiv the cyborg lost its bite

“T he hybrid ization o f  h u m an  and  m achine is no  longer a process that 
takes place only at the  m argins o f society ra th e r it is a fundam ental epi
so d e  a t  th e  c e n te r  o f  th e  c o n s t i tu tio n  o f  the  m u lti tu d e  a n d  its 
pow er.” (H ard t and  N egri, 2000)
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In  the fiction o f William Gibson cyberspace was widely ce leb ra ted  as an 
escape from  the “m eat.” It was an  escape o u t o f  (fem inine) n a tu re  in to  (mas
culine) culture. G ibson’s fictional view point co n n ec ted  with real-world analy
ses o f the  im pact o f  the diffusion o f in fo rm atio n  technology. O n  the  one 
h an d  the  developm ent o f new form s o f in fo rm ation  technology  p rom ised  to 
autom ate everyday life processes, o n  the  o th e r the  deve lopm en t o f new in fo r
m ation spaces entirely devoid o f “no ise” p rom ised  to deliver the  d ream  of 
perfect com m unication (see M oravec, 1988; K ittler, 1997). Haraway’s M ani
festo challenged this dom inan t u n d ers tan d in g  o f  th e  p robab le  im pact o f  the 
w idespread diffusion o f in fo rm ation  in to  society an d  cu lture . A voiding the 
“abstract concep t” (Feenberg, 1999, p. 15) o f  in fo rm ation  technology  as p u re  
code (“the  one code tha t translates all m ean in g  perfectly”), Haraway looked  
instead at how the  form s o f co m p u te r technology  developing in  th e  early 
1980s m igh t interface with hum ans. She co n c lu d ed  th a t the  logic o f in fo rm a
tion technology could be located n o t in tran scen d en ce  b u t ra th e r in co n n ec
tion. T he allure o f the virtual w ould n o t be  fo u n d  in  d isem bodied  code, n o r 
in fleshless connection o r subsum ption (the “bodiless exaltation o f cyberspace” 
as G ibson p u t i t ) . Instead she argued  -  against the  m ainstream  at the tim e -  
that inform ation  technologies w ould p ro d u ce  new form s o f connection  be
tween bodies and  m achines.

Situated on the cusp of Marxism an d  post-structuralism , second wave fem i
nism and  post-structural critical theory7, Haraway used this insight to develop 
a technophile  politics th a t set o u t to exp lore the  disruptive possibilities in fo r
m ation technology raised for conven tional assum ptions ab o u t gen d er. She 
p roduced  the cyborg as an “ironic political m yth,” a tech n o p h ile  entity  th a t 
resisted assimilation into the in fo rm ation  m ach ine  b u t g loried  in its co n n ec
tions with it.

O thers also adop ted  the cyborg -  b u t in  less radical an d  less am biguous 
ways. T he focus on increasingly in tim ate  an d  tigh t form s o f h u m an  co m p u te r 
in teraction  found in Haraway’s w riting  parallels real developm ents in com 
pu ting  (for instance the rise o f personal co m pu ting  and  o f  g raphical in te r
faces). As it tu rned  ou t Haraway’s Manifesto was b e tte r a t conceptualizing the 
reality o f inform ation technology as it em b ed d ed  itself in to  everyday life than  
accounts o f inform ation stressing escape and  dis-em bodim ent. Haraway’s cy
borg, reflecting the prioritizing o f the h um an  m achine relation  that occurs 
with the growth of user-friendly interactive systems was a figure tha t fitted the 
times. As a consequence the Manifesto was im m ensely influential. Indeed , argu
ably it is “foundational” (Kennedy, 2001, p. 285) n o t only within feminism , bu t 
within m any forms of thinking ab o u t the in teractions betw een hum ans and  
m achines. This perhaps is why the ironic cyborg, raised to be an  oppositional
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figure, has now becom e the  approved figure for the new work, the new con
sum er, the new digital citizen. T he hybridization o f hum an and  m achine is now 
accepted as a standard  featu re o f the contem porary world, it is “no longer a 
process th a t takes place only at the  m argins of society ... [but] ra ther a funda
m ental ep isode” (H ard t an d  Negri, 2000). In sum, the cyborg is everywhere -  
b u t it n o  longer re ta ins is its political force as a figure tha t stands against ortho
dox readings o f the inform ation revolution. The pardal evisceration o f the power 
o f the cyborg as fem inist myth -  as som ething operating as a powerful political 
fiction (Braidotti, 1996) -  was achieved partly by virtue o f its popularity.

Today the  cyborg also rem ains a figure within cyber-feminism, b u t the 
focus has sh ifted  away from  it. In  the work of P lant and o thers attention is 
given less to the  cyborg individual and  m ore to the new inform ation  networks 
in to  which cyborg individuals a re  subsum ed. In the  place o f the “original” 
cyborg, a figure fam ously beyond  gender, cyber-feminism places the femi
n ized netw orks th a t con ta in  w om en; this is cyber-fem inism ’s m atrix. In focus
sing o n  fem inized  in fo rm atio n  networks cyber-feminism sets aside the ques
tion  o f agency a ltogether. In d eed  agency is no  longer requ ired  since new 
form s o f cyber-fem inist w riting a re  n o t operating  a round  a perceived necessity 
fo r change. For them  the  n eed  is to  explore o r indeed  celebrate this new terrain 
th a t bo th  contains'women  an d  contains the  fem inine principle.

T he distinctions th a t fu n c tio n ed  to distinguish Haraway’s analysis from  
the  m ainstream  analysis o f  the  in form ation  society have collapsed alm ost en 
tirely in  this form  o f cyber-fem inism . First, the shift from  transcendence to 
co n n ectio n  -  a ce rta in  k ind  o f fem inization -  is now accepted. It is around  
interactivity betw een hum ans an d  m ach ines/flesh  and  non-flesh /na tu ral and 
artificial tha t in fo rm ation  society /inform ation  revolution theorists make their 
claims. Second, cyber-fem inism  can no longer set itself u p  as a critical strand, 
op era tin g  w ithin b u t also in opposition  to the general und erstan d in g  o f the 
in form ation  so c ie ty /in fo rm atio n  revolution thesis, o r even as ho ld ing  a spe
cific position  on th e  form s and  types o f connection  desired. T he cyborg / 
m atrix  coup ling  desired  an d  developed by cyber-feminism points to why this 
m igh t be so since this coupling , cyber-fem inism ’s ideal, is indistinguishable 
from  the  ideal form  o f th e  new social subject requ ired  by and  envisaged by 
inform ational capitalism. T h at process whereby (mostly female) hum ans m ight 
be p lugged  in to  sym pathetic (fem inized) inform ation networks, to produce 
“ideal” (ideally efficient) form s o f hum an  com puter in teraction  in newly con
figured  w orkplaces is precisely a process o f cyborgisation. This is the intimacy 
betw een w om en an d  m ach ine  th a t is, for exam ple, en tailed  in the flexible, 
surveillant, w orking life o f th e  call cen tre  operato r, the figure paradigm atic 
o f the  developing  in fo rm ation  econom y.
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This connection indeed, m ight m ake it evident why the celebratory m ode 
of cyber-feminism is problem atic. T he “triu m p h ” o f the cyborg project, if this is 
re-configured as the “achieving” o f a particu lar form  o f fem inization o f the 
everyday environm ent, rings very hollow w hen m aterial conditions o f  the infor
m ational capitalism are properly considered. Why should w om en celebrate the 
“fem inizadon” o f work, the move towards an  undifferen tiated  intimacy between 
wom en and  m achine entailed in  call cen tre  work, fo r instance -  o r in m ost 
o ther inform ation society posts? In these contexts the cyborg has becom e p rob 
lematic as an icon fo r contem porary  cyber-feminism. Indeed , the lingering 
possibility/prom ise of disruption it still inspires m ight now operate  less to open  
up  new form s o f thinking, and  m ore to obscure the disciplining effects th a t an 
intimacy with inform ation technologies (fem inized o r not) all too often brings.

So setting aside the cyborg, w hat w ould it m ean  to restitu te  to cyber-femi
nism th a t sense o f m aking dem ands th a t was explicit in H araw ay’s Manifesto-  
tha t m ade h e r cyborg a demanding figure? W hat form s m igh t cyber-fem inism  
take if its priorities are reset from  “ce leb ra tio n ” to “ch an g e”? First, this kind 
o f cyber-feminism could be defined  as o p e ra tin g  w ithin an d  against the  fem i
nized grounds inform ation technology p roduces, w ithin an d  against an  in
creasingly fem inized culture. This m igh t req u ire  the  rep u d ia tio n  o f p articu 
lar m odes o f the fem inine -  som eth ing  n o t developed  fu r th e r here . Second, 
this k ind  o f cyber-feminism requires a co n cep tio n  o f the  subject as som eone 
who can act within such grounds -  som eone in d eed  who can act against them  
at times. W ithout such subjects, I w ould like to  suggest, we m igh t have (we do 
have) cyber-feminisms (as theoretical discourses) b u t we c a n ’t actually have 
cyber-feminists. In search o f such a subject I consider below the possibilities 
tha t op en  up  if the subject a n d / in  the  m ach in e  is u n d ers to o d  as som eone 
constitu ted  th rough  narrative.

Stretching before and after

“T he genealogy o f narration , afte r having tu rn e d  th e  everyday practice 
o f storytelling in to  a refined  art, thus leads -  th ro u g h  a progressive slide 
in to  the  autonom y o f the work -  to the  o m n ip o ten ce  o f the book. At the 
en d  o f the succession, instead o f b e in g  ‘n a rra tab le ’ the  ex isten t becom es 
paradoxically a ‘n a rra ted ,’ w hich from  tim e to  tim e is u n d e r  the  illusion 
th a t it has an  existence. [But] in  spite o f  everything, the  ex isten t exists 
and  re-exists... ‘At a certain  p o in t, surely, we m ust accep t th a t m aterial 
reality exists, th a t it continually  knocks u p  against us, that texts are not the 
only t h i n g . (Cavarero, 1997, p. 127, my itals)
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As the  stock o f  in fo rm atio n  rises, the stock o f narrative has tended  to fall. 
T his sense o f narrative collapse is w idespread in writing on  techno-culture 
(see Darley, 2000). It founds V irilio’s apocalyptic read ing  o f inform ation as 
th a t w hich collapses space an d  du ra tion  in to  absolute speed, thereby strip
p ing  away the g rounds w ithin which narratives m ight be m ade, o r within which 
stories m igh t be “w alked” (Virilio, 1995). It is also evident in cyber-feminist 
w ritings since these too  o ften  stress affect and  intensity, concentrating  on what 
is in stan taneous, w hat is felt a t the  m om ent o f use, o r  w hat is produced at the 
m o m en t o f use -  th e  subject h erse lf being  included  in  this instantaneous and 
fleeting  p ro d u c tio n  process.

Less o ften  co n sid ered  w ith in  cyber-cultural writing an d  cyber-feminist 
w riting  cleaving to  the  in fo rm atio n  revolution approach  with all that this en 
tails, is how form s o f user in te rac tio n  with ICTs m ight be exam ined as they 
persist an d  as they are co n tin u o u s over time, even as they cross and  re-cross 
h e te ro g en eo u s  spaces. In stead  o f focussing on  the discrete m om ent of in ter
action  with technology  as a m o m en t p roducing  (o r dissolving) the subject as 
a technological subject, w hat needs to be explored  here  is how the subject 
persists over tim e. O ne way to  do  this is to ask how s /h e  m ight be held to
g e th e r in  a narrative th read . Such a subject could  exist an d  re-exist through 
an d  across in fo rm ation  netw orks, and  beyond them . F urther, s /h e  would be 
a subject whose m ateria l configuration  is n o t confined to  the body.

In th ink ing  ab o u t narrative and  identity I have been  inform ed by the 
w ritings o f Paul R icoeur, H a n n ah  A rendt, and  A driana Cavarero, all o f whom 
have considered  identity  in re la tion  to narrative. All share a conviction that 
“life” exceeds the  text, s tan d in g  bo th  before and  after it and  all conceive of 
narrative as a fo rm  th a t can b in d  this life together in m eaningful ways -  it is 
thus narrative th a t provides th e  individual existent with h e r identity.

Paul R icoeur’s accoun t o f narrative identity, and  o f the maintenance of 
identity  over tim e is to be read  as an extension o f the narrative arc he has 
developed  in his w riting  on  fiction  and  history -  and  particularly in the first 
volum e of Time and Narrative ( 1984). For Ricoeur narrative is produced through 
a series o f d istinct m om ents o f  em p lo tm en t ( mimesis) and  together these pro
duce  narrative as an  arc. This arc spans the initial pre-configuration of an 
ex perience o r event, draws u p  to itself the central m om en t o f the configura
tion  o f the tale (th e  m o m en t o f poesis), and  also includes as an  integral m o
m en t, the re -open ing  o f this tale in to  the horizon o f the read er or narrator. 
In his la ter w riting R icoeur explores ways in which identity can be understood  
w ithin these narrative fram ew orks (R icoeur, 1991). H ere identity itself is un 
dersto o d  as an o th e r  narrative arc, an o th er narrative practice. W ithin this nar
rative econom y the  life story, a pre-configuration o f the tale, stands in ad
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vance o f the  narra tion  o f the tale. In  this sense th e  n a rra tio n  o f an  identity  is 
an act th a t is a t once faithful to a life story (reach in g  back towards it) bu t 
which also breaks with it since it is also a fictional reso lu tion ; the  reso lu tion  in 
poesis o f  a life. For Ricoeur the existent is thus u n derstood  n o t as a subjectivated 
individual p roduced  th rough  an act in  language, b u t n o r in d eed  as an  ind i
vidual destined by an act in narrative. F or R icoeur, (as fo r C avarero ), the ind i
vidual is someone that already lives.

T he narrative arc conceived o f  h e re  how ever stretches afte r as well as 
before. It is only the  act o f narra tion  th a t p roduces th e  tale in  its fullest ex ten t 
since it is this that involves the lived life com ing  to  fru ition  “in the  living 
receiver o f the story being  to ld” (R icoeur, 1991). In  this way narrative identity, 
which is the significance o f a life story o r its resolution, is inter-subjective -  and  
indeed  interactive. It “wells up  from  th e  intersection o f the w orld o f the  text 
and the world o f the re ad e r” (R icoeur, 1991, p. 430, my itals).

C avarero’s account o f identity  draws on  A re n d t’s in  th a t it stresses con
nections an d  relations betw een “.... [a] h u m an  being , th e ir life story, an d  the 
n arra to r o f this story” (A rendt, c ited  in  C averero, 2000, p. 40). C avarero’s 
sense o f the  narratab le  self can be read  across R icoeur’s acco u n t o f narrative 
identity -  usefully o p en ing  up som e questions ab o u t the  n a rra to r  o f  the tale, 
and  the place of its narration . T he d istinc tion  Cavarero draws betw een the 
actions th a t m ake up  a life and  the narratab ility  o f  th e  tale o f th a t life is m ade 
partly th ro u g h  the distinction drawn betw een the  what o f a life an d  its who. 
This is a distinction tha t usefully raises the  question  o f self-identity over tim e 
and th ro u g h  m aterial transform ations. C avarero argues th a t it is precisely the 
knowledge tha t one has a co n tinu ing  life story, a story which could  be told 
back to one  and  which could  be recognized as o n e ’s own, th a t confirm s the 
individual in  h e r everyday, and  in  h e r  on-going, sense o f self. For Cavarero, 
identity an d  in particu lar the maintenance o f identity  over tim e thus depends 
n o t on repetition , b u t on the know ledge th a t th e re  is som eth ing  to be n a r
rated  abou t oneself. B ringing the desire fo r this n a rra tio n  to g e th e r with o u r 
inability to narrate ourselves Cavarero p roduces the  paradox  o f the  narra tab le  
self. This is the self who is always seeking the  un ity  n arra tio n  m igh t provide, 
b u t who can n o t fully satisfy h e r own desire to be n a rra ted  -  to know herself. It 
is because the self is involved in the  con tinuous, open , and  inter-subjective 
p roduc tion  of her-self th a t she is able to  act.

In Relating Narratives, Cavarero aligns post structura list theories o f  the 
subject with a particu lar m ode o f cu ltu ra l p ro d u c tio n . She suggests th a t a 
consequence o f book cu lture (read  h e re  as synonym ous with th e  linguistic 
turn) is th a t individuals are increasingly th o u g h t to exist only in  language. 
Becom ing narrated ra th e r than  narratable selves (Cavarero, 1997, p. 127), th e ir
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capacity fo r action is closed down. This alignm ent m ight be problem atic. O n 
the  o th e r  h an d , it is clear th a t digital cu lture has tended  to reinforce an u n 
d e rs tan d in g  o f the  self as n a rra ted  ra th e r than  narratable -  that is, as textually 
o r  cyber-technologically p ro d u ced , a n d /o r  as discursively perform ed, ra ther 
th an  existing befo re  o r  after the  text o r technology.

Certainly this is a p o p u la r theorization  o f the subject w ithin cyber-theo
retical w riting (see S tone, 1995; Turkle,1995; Farquhar 2000, for instance) 
which has often  fo u n d  in cyberspace and  in the identity confusion it p ro 
duces “living” ev idence o f th e  kinds o f apparen tly  flexible subjectivities 
postm odern ism  h e ra ld ed  in  theory  (see Hayles, 1993). T he postm odern  sub
je c t  is easily u n d ers to o d  to be  em inently  suited to a life on-line. U nderstood 
as partia l, and  as fragm en ted , an d  as som ebody discursively produced , she is 
o ften  already un d ers to o d  to operate  in many worlds at once. It is therefore no 
surprise th a t for som e cyber-theoretical writers the virtual subject is apparently 
capable o f “perfo rm ing  as,” as a discrete entity, in various virtual spheres and in 
real life -  and  som etim es indeed  simultaneously. If discourse writes the body it 
can perhaps write an identity which has many bodies at once. Thus, for Stone, 
identity on-line is a perfo rm ance a n d /in  technology, o f a subject that is funda
mentally m ultiple. T he subject puts on  cyberspace and  in doing so can p u t on an 
identity m ore o r less at will (Stone, 1995, p. 90). Sherry Turkle develops a simi
lar argum en t -  and  in  Life on The Screen quotes m ore or less approvingly an 
in fo rm ant, who claim ed th a t real life was “ju s t an o th er window,” one world 
am ongst m any in  w hich he  m igh t choose to  operate  (Turkle 1995).

T u rk le ’s consideration  o f cyber-identity draws on B utler’s theorization of 
the  perform ative p ro d u c tio n  o f th e  self. Turkle, along with o th e r cyber-theo- 
retical writers, has also suggested  th a t cyberspace opens the way for the p ro 
ductive queerin g  o f gender, sexual, and  o th er norm s, and for productive iden
tity experim en tation  o f  all kinds (Bruckm an 1993; Schmeiser, 1995; We, 1994; 
S tone, 1995). C yberspace m igh t therefo re  be used to offer a vindication of 
the  politics o f re-signification B utler offers (Butler, 1993). My sense however, 
is th a t it reveals these politics as problem atical.

For B utler, the  subject is discursively p roduced  through repeated  acts in 
language, citations from  norm ative discourses th a t p roduce the  subject as a 
raced, sexed, g en d e red  subject. B utler began with gender b u t ex tended  her 
ac co u n t to  bodies, u n d e rs to o d  n o t as essentially p ro d u ced  bu t ra th e r as 
m orpho log ized  th ro u g h  perform ative acts in language (Butler, 1993). Fol
lowing D errida, these perform ative acts in language are viewed as iterative 
acts, b e in g  based on  rep e titio n  an d  alterity, ra th e r than  on sim ple repetition . 
As a consequence they can fail to  rep ea t exactly, leaving space for forms o f re- 
signification o r queering -  a form  o f citation th a t subverts. Cyberspace has
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seem ed to some to be ideal g rounds fo r the practice o f  a radical politics based 
a round  such processes o f re-signification. T his is because setting  ab o u t ex
ploiting the  possibility that the perform ative act constitu ting  the  subject m ight 
fail to rep eat exactly, has seem ed to be a fairly sim ple -  even an  in stan t -  
p roposition in cyberspace. This p roposition  relies on  the m alleability o f cyber
bodies on  the one hand , and  the conven ien t way in  which co rpo rea l bodies 
can be regarded  as literally o u t o f  th e  fram e o n  th e  o ther.

A problem  with these (optim istic) claim s is th a t they have been  substan
tially under-m ined  by the em pirical evidence o f users an d  o f use practices 
which ten d  to suggest th a t cyberspaces o ften  o p e ra te  w ithin the  sam e n o rm a
tive values that operate  everywhere else. (See Bassett, 1997) R em aining w ithin 
the register of perform ative conceptions o f identity, the  conclusions th a t m ight 
be drawn from  this observation are non-propitious. O n th e  one  h an d  the 
evidence suggests th a t the perform ative p ro d u c tio n  o f the  self w ithin a virtual 
world remains constra ined  by the  discourses th a t define  certa in  bodies as d e 
sirable o r intelligible. This being th e  case even w hen this p ro d u c tio n  is n o t 
constra ined  for the individual by an  already existing body. In a sense this 
simply am ounts to saying norm ative d iscourse will o u t as usual -  desp ite  a 
technologically achieved a lteration  in  the  (bodily) constitu tion  o f th e  sub
ject. H ere  then , the specificity o f the  body in  cyberspace is shown to be irre l
evant to the process o f subjectivation. A t w hich po in t, the  cyber-body’s fa
m ous m alleability becom es som ew hat beside th e  p o in t -  an d  discourse is re 
vealed as ind ifferen t to the m aterial specifics o f  w hat it conform s.

T here  is however, a yet m ore pessimistic way to read  the  situation th ro u g h  
Butler since the logic o f h e r a rg u m en t also suggests th a t the  possibilities fo r a 
politics o f re-signification around  identity  are  narrower in cyberspace th an  else
where. Butler claims th a t itera tion  m eans th e re  is always a certain  d istance 
between discourse and  the subject (this desp ite  th e  fact the  subject is d iscur
sively p ro d u ced ). However, in cyberspace, in  a universe in which bodies are 
already discursive, B utler’s claim th a t “ [d jiscourse  is n o t life, its tim e is n o t 
yours” (cited in Kottm an, 2000, p. xi), an d  h e r  conclusion th a t re-significa
tion is possible w ithin the term s o f the  ite ra tin g  act, w hich can always fail to 
rep ea t as expected, and  which always fails in  p a r t because o f the  distance be
tween discourse and  the subject, rings ra th e r  hollow.

W ithout living bodies operating  in  excess o f  d iscourse -  bodies th a t m igh t 
fail to approxim ate to the norm  -  the  co nstra in ing  discourses o p era tin g  to 
conform  the subject, operate in a m ore total way. In this way it could be claim ed 
that discourses conform ing the subject are m o re  absolute in  virtual cond itions 
than  in “norm al” ones.

Seen in this way, virtual conditions, an d  virtual identities, a t one p o in t
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considered  to offer exciting  new  grounds fo r operating  a politics of re-signifi
cation, have to be u n d ers to o d  to do  som ething ra th e r different. The question 
o f virtual life an d  virtual iden tity  actually turns ou t to under-score the difficul
ties o f  th ink ing  ab o u t a m ean ingfu l politics o f re-signification, as it is attached  
to  p e rfo rm a tiv e  c o n c e p tio n s  o f  th e  sub ject. In d e e d  it can  be u sed  to 
p roblem atize th e  w hole n o tio n  o f agency as it pertains to perform ative ac
counts o f  subjectivation.

This is the sam e im passe as th a t p roduced  by cyber-fem inism ’s dissolu
tion  o f the  subject in to  th e  expansive -  an d  fem inized -  body o f the m achine, 
d iscussed above. H ere , again, b u t this tim e w orking th ro u g h  a theory  of 
perform ativity, w hat has b een  p ro d u ced  is an absolute identification o r abso
lu te  subjectivation to  the  m ach ine  -  w hether m achine a n d /o r  subject are 
considered  as d iscourse o r as technology. In this sense fem inist post-struc
tu ral critical theory  an d  cyber-fem inist essentialism produce the  same kind of 
“w allpaper” cyborg. In  n e ith e r case can the gendered  subject, stand out against, 
o r m ove in d ep en d en tly  in  re la tio n  to, o r indeed  be distinguished from , the 
netw orks th a t p ro d u ce  h er; h e r  background , of which she is now also a part.

A sense o f narrative identity, as I have sketched it o u t above, m ight p ro 
d uce a d iffe ren t co n cep tio n  o f the  subject, since the ex isten t here  can be 
u n d ers to o d  as s /h e  who stands before and  after bo th  language and  technol
ogy, b u t who ca n n o t be red u ced  to either. W ithin this fram ew ork the cyber- 
tex tual p ro d u c tio n  o f the  self is only ever one m om en t in an  ex tended  n arra
tive econom y o f the  self; the  narrative arc p recedes and  follows the cyber-text, 
o r  the  cyberspace m om en t.

To develop this, it seem s useful to re tu rn  to Cavarero and  pursue the 
d istinction  betw een the  la tte r’s app roach  and  B utler’s, com paring  C avarero’s 
sense o f the  n arra tab le  self with B utler’s accoun t o f subjectivation. Kottman, 
also in  p u rsu it o f  this d ifference, distinguishes between B u tle r’s sense o f the 
perform atively p ro d u ced  subject, in  which the possibility for re-signification 
(and  th ere fo re  politics) is u n d ersto o d  to exist in the space between the dis
course an d  the  life (hence B u tle r’s claim th a t “ [ d i s c o u r s e  is n o t life, its time 
is n o t yours”, cited  above), an d  C avarero’s sense o f an identity politics as they 
co h e re  a ro u n d  narrative identity, w hen narra tion  is always en trusted  to an
o th er. As K ottm an po in ts ou t, in  part, this distinction turns on  the question 
o f the  nature o f this o th er. T h a t is, th ere  is d ifference betw een what Cavarero 
un d ers tan d s as the  “necessary o th e r” in narra tion  and  B utle r’s sense o f the 
constitutive outside, the  exclusionary m atrix  th a t produces the subject (Butler, 
1993). K ottm an u n d ers tan d s  this in  term s o f a contrast betw een B utler’s ab

je c t  o th er, who is never m ore  th an  a th ird  person  perspective, and  C avarero’s 
insistence on “an  o th e r who is really an  o th e r” (Kottm an, 2000, pp. xii- xiv).
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My own sense is tha t the “reality” o f  this o th e r m igh t be used  h ere  to 
underscore  the degree to which a co n cep tio n  o f identity  as narrative can al
low the subject to be com posed o f d iffe ren t m aterialities. W orking w ithin the 
narrative frameworks outlined  above the  “real o th e r” is to  be  viewed as a com 
p o n en t in the narrative arc tha t finally p roduces th e  existent, th a t gives them  
their identity. This o th er is thus ex te rio r to  th e  self -  in  th a t s /h e  is n o t an  
internally  generated  perspective. However, even as a real o th er, s /h e  is also 
on the inside, in that s /h e  is p a rt o f  th a t narrative econom y -  th a t arc -  th a t 
produces the self. A n o th er way to p u t this is to  say tha t the desire fo r n a rra 
tion by a real o th e r extends the op era tio n s th a t p ro d u ce  identity, thereby  
preclud ing  the existent from  com plete  iden tification  with h e r  m o m en t to 
m om en t itera tion  -  h e r itera tion  w ithin in fo rm atio n  networks fo r instance. 
T he narratab le  self who em erges o p era tin g  w ithin technological networks o r 
elsewhere, is thus n o t p in n ed  down by h e r  iden tification  with h e r  n a rra ted  
self -  since this self is n a rra ted  by a real o th er. In  this way she escapes the 
tyranny o f the performative a n d /o r  the technologically perfected  perform ative. 
In summary, it is feasible to explore the  ro le  o f  technological m ediations in 
the p roduc tion  o f an  identity  (or a life story), b eg in n in g  n o t with an  accoun t 
o f social existence “pred icated  on in te rp e lla tio n ” (see K ottm an, 2000), bu t 
ra th e r by presum ing that identity concerns m ateria l existence as well as dis
course. This opens the way to u n d ers ta n d  identity  as a co n tin u o u s th read  
m ain ta ined  across bo th  sides o f th e  screen  an d  m ain ta in ed  over tim e.

Conclusion: the body o f narrative

I begin this p ap e r by arguing th a t cyber-fem inism , u n d ers to o d  as a politi
cal p ro jec t which can realistically th in k  ab o u t itself as agential is a t an  im 
passe. I argued  th a t this impasse has com e ab o u t because cyber-fem inist writ
ing has accepted too uncritically as a starting  po in t, th a t tangle o f wires and  
thoughts that goes u n d er the nam e “in fo rm ation  revolution .” I have suggested 
tha t this approach  tends to p roduce  concep tions o f  the  subject th a t are bo th  
absolutely fragm ented  and  absolutely derived from  inform ation . This k ind  o f 
thinking produces hum ans no t as subjects b u t as objects o f the network. Against 
this, I have used narrative to begin  to develop a fo rm  o f th ink ing  ab o u t con 
tem porary subjectivity as it is in flected  by technology. This app ro ach  is fo
cussed n o t on narrative geom etries. R ath er I have considered  narrative as a 
m ode o f in terp re tation ; as a way o f m aking  sense o f lived experience in  time.

As a final move, h e re  I w ould like to sum  up  som e ways in  w hich this 
approach  does open  new doors to th in k in g  ab o u t technologically  p ro d u ced
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transform ations in  subjectivity an d  in particu lar in gendered  subjectivity. Two 
im p o rtan t issues th a t have th rea d ed  th rough  this article concern  the uncer
tainties in fo rm ation  technology  produces, firstly ab o u t the boundaries o f the 
self (an anxiety ab o u t the  body) and  secondly ab o u t the coherence o f the 
self; ab o u t its persistence as a self, over time. For some form s o f cyber-femi
nism , n e ith e r  o f these u n certa in ties  are problem atic. For essentialist cyber
fem inism  the  d issolution  o f th e  subject into the m atrix provides a final an
swer to the question  o f  b o u n d arie s  betw een hum an  and  m achine, since these 
are simply rem oved. For o th e r  fem inists adop ting  the B utler approach , the 
p o in t is to exp lo re the  fragm en ta tion  o f the self, and the  possibilities this 
p roduces for re-signification. T o m e however, it does seems im p o rtan t to find 
a way conceive o f the  self ( as a con tinuous m aterial self), bu t one which doesn’t 
oblige us to re tu rn  to the  sexed biological body. This body, so often u n d er
stood as the  essential shape o f who I am, w here 1 am , and  how I rem ain who I 
am  over tim e, clearly c an n o t be the  ultim ate reference p o in t if we need  to 
include w ithin o u r  sense o f  self activities th a t reach  out beyond this body. I 
include h ere  those activities th a t take place in a d ifferent m ode from  the one 
the  body finds itself in  (in the  inform ational m ode, for instance). N either 
how ever can this body sim ply be absorbed  into the new fem inized body of 
in fo rm ation  (a g ian t body) since while this does allow a technological recon
stitu tion  o f the  m ateria l self, it dissolves the subject as a m eaningful category.

I hope I have shown th a t the  kind o f approach I develop here, one centred 
on  narrative ra th e r th an  on  th e  body, and  one tha t understands experience 
as exceed ing  the  tex t ra th e r  th an  being  constitu ted  within discourse alone, is 
useful in  find ing  a way a ro u n d  these issues. T he conception  o f a m aterial self, 
b o th  con tinuous an d  continuously  transform ing, held  to g e th er by narrative 
experience , narrative em p lo tm en t, and  the possibility o f narration , ra th e r 
th an  by recourse to  the biological body -  and  therefore n o t exploded into 
fragm ents in the  non-biological spaces o f inform ation, has potential. Why? 
Because a narrative ap p ro ach  allows identity  to be considered as a m aterial 
process -  since m ateria l objects “n a tu ra l” and  “artificial,” h u m an  and  techno
logical, bodily an d  discursive can all becom e elem ents o f th a t narrative arc 
th a t p roduces the  self. At the  sam e time it provides a m eans by which to think 
ab o u t identity  as con tin u o u s an d  to th ink  abou t the subject as som eone with 
agency. In this way a con cep tio n  o f  identity based on narra tion  does take us 
b eh in d  and  beyond those existing conceptions o f identity a n d / in  m achines 
th a t in form  cyber-fem inism . T h a t is, it can offer a d ifferen t approach  both  to 
analyses m arked  by re-fo rm ulated  essentialism  discussed above in relation to 
“fem in iza tion” an d  those m arked  by m ore discursive post structural accounts 
o f “life on the  sc reen ” th a t stress the  perform ative p roduc tion  of the self.
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T he final p o in t I want to m ake concerns narrative -  a category th a t m ight 
be u nderstood  to in troduce a w hole new  series o f p roblem s with w hich to 
replace the old. H ere  I would simply insist th a t narrative itself, as I read  it 
here, is form ed within historical ra th e r  th an  universal horizons;2 it is p erhaps 
an thropological ra th e r than  ontological. N arrative is n o t only useful as a cat
egory th ro u g h  which to explore iden tity  an d  technology  because it can con
tain m ultitudes and  m aterials o p era tin g  a t d iffe ren t speeds with d iffe ren t 
densities, and  because it can be used  to organize th em  in to  som eth ing  m ean
ingful -  even into som ething called a life o r  a self. N arrative is also a useful 
category because it is itself continually  fo rm ed  an d  re-form ed w ithin new his
torical contexts. In this way it is socially symbolic. R oland B arthes once said 
that narrative is simply there  “like life itse lf’ (B arthes, 1997). T hese days, we 
m ight use this com parison to stress con tingency  an d  transform ation . Like life 
itself narrative is som ething tha t is under-go ing  a process o f  transform ation .
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