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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
There is a popular tale being told about our present age and it goes 
something like this: We are constantly seeking new ways to take leave 
of good old, dull reality. Blockbuster 3D movies filled with stunning 
visual effects and computer graphics, multi-channel high definition 
home cinema systems, and boundless on-line communities and gaming 
worlds invite us to lose ourselves in digital dreamscapes, ever richer, 
ever crispier, ever more complete. Unfiltered, unmediated reality pales 
and dwindles outside our homes-turned-multimedia centers, while me-
dia conglomerates thrive on our never satisfied craving for the make-
believe. 
 Early versions of this narrative were told well before the emer-
gence of the current industry of illusions. From antiquity and onwards, 
the competitive relationship between first-hand reality and its alluring 
alternatives have caused concern as well as fascination amongst phi-
losophers, theologians, and artists. But during the twentieth century, 
following the explosive growth of film, television, and computers, a 
host of opinion makers from all walks of public life have dramatised 
the conflict in utopian and dystopian terms. This strategy followed the 
truism that, until it has become naturalised as a part of everyday life, 
the significance of any new technology can only emerge upon consid-
eration of its future potential. New media and information technolo-
gies, in particular, are assessed on the basis of their future promises (or 
threats) rather than their actual achievements. 
 It stands to reason, then, that some of the most sustained and com-
prehensive articulations of cultural attitudes visavi the omnipresence of 
virtual reality are to be found in science fiction narrative. Around the 
turn of the millennium, the appearance of a number of lavish Holly-
wood science fiction films, notably The Truman Show and The Matrix, 
signalled that the current reality industry and the problems which it 
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entails had come to loom large in the popular conciousness.1 These 
films, while to all appearences eminently postmodern, continued a line 
of critical scrutiny which has been conducted in utopian and dystopian 
science fiction (henceforth referred to as sf) since the early twentieth 
century, and which is the proper object of this study. Sf both reflects 
and informs surrounding cultural discourses, and at its best it does so 
with striking astuteness. By virtue of its specific narrative mode it has 
proved eminently well suited to pinpoint and highlight the philosophi-
cal and ideological knots which mar the ever spreading, ever tightening 
web of electronic information that surrounds the globe. From ambi-
tious texts stretching from E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” (1909) 
to William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), I will follow the main is-
sues into contemporary discourses of science, politics, education, aes-
thetics, among others, and also into religious and philosophical tradi-
tions whose authority adds weight to these discourses.  
 Although the science fiction genre provides the main material used 
in this investigation, it is not a genre study. It does no doubt add to the 
knowledge of many sf texts, some canonical, some obscure, but my 
objective has been to use sf as a means to illuminate and bring into 
relief broader cultural perceptions and themes which are focused in the 
notion of “virtual reality”.  By defining and discussing fictions explor-
ing this notion in a fairly wide historical and conceptual framework, 
the study may possibly be a disappointment to the reader intent on how 
specific innovations have been anticipated and developed in the sf tra-
dition. It will, however, seem all the more relevant for those interested 
in what they signify in a wider cultural context; how “virtual reality” 
aquires its cultural meaning by bluntly confronting us with what is 
surely one of mankind’s oldest questions: What is real and what is not? 
Our own ever more refined and convincing powers to produce artifices 
to fool our own senses have constantly fuelled our capacity for onto-
logical uncertainty, showing how precarious and unreliable, indeed 
illusory, are our attempts to separate between essence and appearance, 
reality and illusion. 
 The Ur-text of the tradition considered in this study is arguably 
Plato’s simile of the cave in The Republic. It illustrates the idealist phi-
losophy with a narrative of people locked in a cave and presented with 
a shadow show, which they believe is all the reality there is. This kind 

 
1 Other films which deal with the theme include They Live (1988), Lawnmower Man 
(1992), Strange Days (1995), Dark City (1998), eXistenZ (1999), The Thirteenth 
Floor (1999), The Cell (2000), and Vanilla Sky (2001). 
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of metaphysical paranoiac scenario also haunts Western literature, and 
drama in particular, e.g. Shakespeare, Calderón, Strindberg, Beckett. 
The historical preference for scenic treatment of the theme seems quite 
logical given the theater’s traditional task of producing multisensory 
illusionist effects, and, as it were, transmute scenic elements into a 
unity which, ideally, is perceived as a world unto itself, whole and 
complete. In fact, the term “réalité virtuelle” was coined by the French 
dramatist Antonin Artaud in 1938, signifying the totality of verbal and 
physical elements of the theatre.2 
 The multisensory, virtual reality of the stage has also been a pow-
erful metaphor for poets and novelists to illustrate, encourage, or alle-
viate metaphysical anxieties in the gnostic vein. The idea of the world 
as prop or façade – brought up to technological speed in the films men-
tioned earlier – comes to signify a state of spiritual ignorance, delusion 
or imprisonment which is deemed part of the human condition. In 
nineteenth and twentieth century poetry and prose, techniques of visual 
illusionism are frequently used as metaphors to describe a moment of 
cosmic unveiling, or uncovering of the “abyss”. In a key passage in 
Moby Dick, Ahab’s conceives of the whale as the manifestation of a 
cosmic evil operating behind the physical surface of things. 
 
All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event – in the liv-
ing act, the undoubted deed – there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts 
forth the mouldings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If man will 
strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrust-
ing through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near to me. Some-
times I think there’s naught beyond.3 
 
To regard, by way of a specific thematic affinity, sf in the light of high 
literary culture certainly highlights the aesthetic and intellectual limita-

 
2 “All true alchemists know that the alchemical symbol is a mirage as the theater is a 
mirage. And this perpetual allusion to the materials and the principle of the theater 
found in almost all alchemical books should be understood as the expression of an 
identity (of which alchemists are extremely aware) existing between the world in 
which the characters, objects, images, and in a general way all that constitutes the 
virtual reality [“réalité virtuelle”] of the theater develops, and the purely fictitious 
and illusory world in which the symbols of alchemy are evolved.” (Antonin Artaud, 
The Theater and Its Double [Le Théâtre et son Double, 1938], Mary Caroline Rich-
ards, trans. New York: Grove Press, 1958, p. 49. Italics in the original.) The thematic 
continuities uniting alchemy, theatrical illusionism, and present day notions of virtual 
reality will be discussed in chap. 1, although without reference to Artaud. 
3 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker, eds. New 
York: Norton, 1967), p. 144. 
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tions which romance narrative formulas and mass market demands 
impose upon the genre. There are certainly more profound and com-
plex expressions of timeless gnostic paranoia to be found in “serious” 
literature than in sf narratives. But this does not blunt their main point: 
Twentieth century media and information technologies have brought a 
new urgency to ancient metaphysical spectres, and – which is even 
more important – produced all new spectres to haunt us. The transfer-
rence of the notion of “the world illusion” from the plane of metaphys-
ics to that of engineering opens it to issues which have less to do with 
the ultimate nature of reality, than with the fate of man as a biological, 
ethical, and, not the least, political being in the era of the hyperreal. 
Cyberculture critic Erik Davis notes that “regardless of how convinc-
ing or ‘realistic’ VR technology actually is, the presence of such simu-
lating machines releases the metaphysical ambiguities of the simula-
crum into the contemporary world, a world whose materialism, both 
philosophical and consumerist, makes it ill equipped to handle the ar-
chaic and tricky power of the phantasm.”4 This is astutely observed, 
but the enrollment of the technological “phantasm” in the service of 
religion, science, or entertainment also forces us to recognise a fact of 
more immediate political consequence, and one that sf is eminently 
well equipped to address: the maker or upholder of virtual realities 
wields power, power which can be used both for oppressive or eman-
cipatory purposes. The main conflicts surrounding the genesis and use 
of virtual realities are hence ethical and even political in nature. These 
are aspects which will be foregrounded in this study. 
 The endeavour to supplant ordinary reality with its full-fledged 
substitute affirms man’s mastery over nature in a way that remains 
unsurpassed for symbolic import, and the ability to entice and confuse 
audiences with the seeming “reality” of that which is mere illusion is 
in itself a propagandistic feat of the first order. As suggested already in 
the Marxist conception of ideology as “false consciousness” (a phrase 
strikingly suggestive of some sf scenarios discussed in this study) the 
defining of reality is a political privilege, bitterly and sometimes vio-
lently fought over by various factions. It should then be immediately 
noted that it is the oppressive potential which dominates the sf imagi-
nary at least until the early 1980’s, when more positive envisionings 
begin to appear after the so-called computer revolution. The majority 
of the works disussued here present three basic scenarios which corre-

 
4 Erik Davis, Techgnosis. Myth, Magic + Mysticism in the Age of Information (New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 1998), p. 249. 



 15

spond to specific technocultural contexts: virtual reality as a more or 
less addictive means of escape from the pain and tediousness of ordi-
nary existence; virtual reality as a confined environment which pre-
sents itself to its unwitting subjects as reality itself; and virtual reality 
as a parallell universe of digitally rendered phenomena, entered in full 
knowledge of its “illusory” status. Obvious classical and literary 
precedents aside, the first of these narrative forms has been articulated 
under the influence of visual mass media entertainment, while the lat-
ter two have developed in the wake of computer technology and in-
formation science. 
 The virtual reality theme in sf has thus developed in response to the 
constantly increasing immersion of the industrialised world in elec-
tronically transmitted images and self-contained media environments. 
Recognition of this process, or crisis, is frequently short-handed in 
terms provided by critics who started to appear in the 1960s: “the 
pseudo-event” (Daniel J. Boorstin); “the society of the Spectacle” 
(Guy Debord); “the electronic nervous system” (Marshall McLuhan); 
“the hyperreal” (Umberto Eco and Jean Baudrillard). These writers, 
along with Gilles Deleuze, Paul Virilio, and other cultural theorists of 
postmodernity, represent a theoretical stratum of a cultural sensibility 
which also permeates the films mentioned above, and the narratives 
investigated in this book. The problems arising from electronic media 
are also, of course, addressed in more pragmatical terms in profes-
sional and political forums, often with the aim to promote or safeguard 
certain values deemed central to democracy itself, notably literacy, 
knowledge of history, physical fitness, or social ability among the 
young. Many of the works considered during the course of this study, 
then, can be read as contributions to a debate otherwise conducted by 
educators, politicians, and opinion makers.5  
 This investigation, admittedly, has a strong national bias: only 
three of the authors taken up for consideration in the period after 1930 
are non-American. The main reason for this is simply that after Hux-
ley, I have been able to locate very few non–US writers paying the 
notion of virtual realities any sustained attention, the main exception 
being the Canadian William Gibson (who only moved to Canada from 
USA as an adult, and has had US publishers since his debut). This is 
largely, then, a study of American sf. Even more specifically, the ma-
jority of the texts examined are examples of so-called genre sf: works 

 
5 Cf. Scott Bukatman, Terminal Identity. The Virtual Subject in Postmodern Science 
Fiction (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993), p. 28 ff. 
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which consciously follow generic protocols developed within the 
American “pulp” tradition, and which are published and marketed with 
their generic identity clearly signalled.6 But in order to achieve a more 
precise understanding of the ideological significances of these texts, I 
have also delved into areas of European cultural and intellectual his-
tory quite far removed from those in which sf is generally considered, 
notably religion, the theater, media, and the pictorial arts. In these 
wide-ranging yet interconnected fields I have found what I believe are 
significant contexts and influences. 
 What emerges with striking clarity through this deeper historical 
perspective is a long-running dialectical tension between two opposite 
aggregates of ideological stances visavi virtual reality. This tension 
informs all twentieth century fictions addressing the theme, and it can 
be seen as epitomous of vaster patterns of ideological conflicts engen-
dered by technological modernity itself. In one corner, we find concern 
or even alarm, and the virtual realities dismissed on religious, ethical, 
sociomedical, or aesthetical grounds as exerting a negative influence 
on the human mind and body, by luring us away from what is per-
ceived as sounder, more ennobling and “authentic” pursuits. Tradition-
ally, these pursuits beckon from outside the realm of technology alto-
gether, in the immediate rapport with nature or in direct social inter-
course. Deliverance can also be had from other media, notably the 
printed word, but also in “serious” pictorial art whose purpose 
stretches beyond that of “mere” sensory illusionism. In the other, less 
crowded corner, we find an enthusiastic fascination with virtual reality 
as an engineering and/or artistic triumph, which serves to expand the 
boundaries and possibilities of human experience, knowledge, and 
creativity. These contrasting attitudes, or sets of attitudes, are articu-
lated and sometimes intertwined in intellectual environments which 
include Platonism, Protestantism, Hermeticism, and Romantic aes-
thetic theory.  
 To focus on sf in a discourse which includes so many public voices 
and carries such an impressive historical heritage is not a choice made 
on the assumption that it is more informed, more insightful, or more 
impartial than, say, critical theory, sociological studies, or investigative 
journalism. On the contrary, writers of genre sf are in the entertainment 
market, partly bound by romance narrative formulas, and with no obli-

 
6 See Peter Nicholls and John Clute, “Genre sf”, John Clute and Peter Nicholls, eds., 
Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, London: Orbit Books, 1993, p. 483–84; Peter 
Nicholls, “Pulp magazines”, ib., p. 978–80. 



 17

gation to delve into the issues involved with the intellectual responsi-
bilities of the academic, the cultural critic, the educator, or the ambi-
tious journalist. Furthermore, writers are compromised by the fact that 
they are in the illusion business themselves, creating counterfeit reali-
ties through words, an undertaking which would reasonably affect their 
attitude towards the arrival of ever more sophisticated devices for pro-
ducing multisensory illusions.7 Prose fiction competes with other forms 
of narrative fiction on a limited market, and in order to assess fairly 
how these (mainly pessimistic) scenarios can be seen as attuned to a 
wider cultural discourse on media and information technology, we do 
well to keep in mind that they are articulated by a professional group 
that has very concrete stakes in the issues involved. 
 But even with these limitations, sf writers have a privileged posi-
tion, by having recourse to specific narrative strategies through which 
the hazards and promises of science and technology – alleged or real – 
can be exposed in dramatic and didactically efficient terms. Sf is fre-
quently hailed for its satirical potential by the genre’s advocates, and 
its power for critical interrogation of human institutions can, in fact, be 
seen as a constitutive element. The Marxist critic Darko Suvin ob-
serves that sf  “sees the norms of any age, including emphatically its 
own, as unique, changeable”. According to Suvin’s influential defini-
tion of the genre, its subversive potential stems specifically from a 
method of “cognitive estrangement”, which distinguishes it both from 
the realistic novel, as well as myth, and other forms of non-realist nar-
rative: 
 
Where the myth claims to explain once and for all the essence of phenomena, SF first 
posits them as problems and then explores where they lead; it sees the mythical static 
identity as an illusion, usually as fraud, at best only a temporary realization of poten-
tially limitless contingencies. It does not ask about The Man or The World, but which 
man?: in which kind of world?: and why such a man in such a kind of world? As a 
literary genre, SF is fully as opposed to supernatural or metaphysical estrangement as 
it is to naturalism or empiricism. 
 […] SF is, then, a literary genre whose necessary and sufficient conditions are 
the presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition, and whose main formal 
device is an imaginative framework alternative to the author’s empirical environ-
ment. 

 
7 Some of the historical tensions between sensory and verbal illusionism will be dis-
cussed in chapter 1. 
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 Estrangement differentiates SF from the “realistic” literary mainstream extend-
ing from the eighteenth century into the twentieth. Cognition differentiates it  not 
only from myth, but also from the folk (fairy) tale and the fantasy.8  
 
This definition draws on Brecht’s theory of Verfremdung, but posits 
“estrangement” specifically in a context of non-realist literature, as a 
consequence of the introduction of a “novum”. By novum (a term ap-
propriated from Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch) is understood an 
element unfamiliar from the reader’s actual environment, a “strange 
newness” – typically conceived within a scientific or technological 
conceptual framework.9 The novum cannot be of magical or supernatu-
ral origin, but must be “validated by cognitive logic”; that is, it must be 
acceptable within the epistemological framework provided by secular 
rationalism and scientific method.10 First and last, sf is a potentially 
political literature in Suvin’s view. The process of cognitive estrange-
ment which the novum sets into play provides a perspective from 
which to break old habits of perception and regard historical and social 
reality afresh, and hence recognise that it is subjectible to critical inter-
rogation and historical change. It is this subversive potential, Suvin 
maintains, “its ethico-political liberating qualities”,11 which is the true 
merit of sf: 
 
All the epistemological, ideological, and narrative implications and correlatives of 
the novum lead to the conclusion that significant SF is in fact a specifically round-
about way of commenting on the author’s context […]. Even where SF suggests – 
sometimes strongly – a flight from that context, this is an optical illusion and episte-
mological trick. The escape is, in all such significant SF, one to a better vantage point 
from which to comprehend the human relations around the author. It is an escape 
from constricting old norms into a different and alternative timestream, a device for 
historical estrangement, and an at least initial readiness for new norms of reality, for 
the novum of dealienating human history.12 
 
Even if Suvin’s theoretical stance is far from unproblematic, his defini-
tion is helpful for establishing the relevance of the narratives discussed 
in this book in the wider cultural discourse on information techno-

 
8 Darko Suvin, Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. On the Poetics and History of a 
Literary Genre (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979), p. 7 f. 
9 Ib., p. 4. 
10 Ib., p. 63 ff. 
11 Ib., p. 82. 
12 Ib., p. 84. 
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logy.13 Here, media and information technology become “estranged” 
from being projected into forms amazing but still contiguous with ex-
isting ones, thus drawing our attention to those significances and pos-
sibilities which habit have rendered invisible or transparent. 
  Sf’s potential as social and cultural critique has been increasingly 
recognised during the last few decades, and to postmodern critics of 
the field, the term has come to denote not only a literary mode, but a 
certain kind of epistemological stance which is not limited to fictional 
narrative. It has been described as “a mode of awareness, a complex 
hesitation about the relationship between imaginary conceptions and 
historical reality unfolding into the future” (Csicery-Ronay),14 as well 
as “a kind of popular cultural discourse, a way of thinking about a so-
ciopolitical present defined by radical and incessant technological 
transformation” (Veronica Hollinger).15 
 This kind of theoretical refitting of sf was furthered by the advent 
of “cyberpunk”, a subgenre which emerged during the early to mid-
1980s and discarded many of the genre’s more fantastic themes – e.g. 
aliens, time machines, space travel – and instead addressed culturally 
more acute technoscientific phenomena, especially those related to 
computers. Cyberpunk – which for most critics equalled the work of 
William Gibson – tended to favour countercultural or marginal social 
settings, and informed narrative with the codes of rock music, drugs, 
film, fashion and advertising, which, together with high tech jargon 
produced a hip, noirish and sometimes opaque pop-modernism distinc-
tive from the blandly realist prose of much conventional sf. 
 Cyberpunk was recognised not only in criticism, but in wide areas 
of postmodern cultural theory. Especially so in the academic and criti-
cal field known as cyberculture studies, which addresses the social, 
 
13 Suvin’s definition has been criticised for, among other things, being prescriptive 
rather than descriptive; for not sufficiently recognising the Romantic elements of 
science fiction, nor acknowledging its pulp heritage, and for placing too great a de-
mand on the “scientific” possibility of the alternate or future world presented. Cf. 
Carl Freedman, Critical Theory and Science Fiction (Hanover and London: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2000), p. 16 ff.; Peter Nicholls, “Definitions”, Encyclo-
pedia of Science Fiction, p. 313; Adam Roberts, Science Fiction (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2000), p. 8 f.; Istvan Cscicery-Ronay, “Marxist theory and science 
fiction”, in James, Edward, and Mendlesohn, Farah, eds., The Cambridge Companion 
to Science Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 119, 122. 
14 Istvan Cscicery-Ronay, “The SF of theory: Baudrillard and Haraway”, Science 
Fiction Studies, 55, vol. 18, November 1991 (www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/55 
/icr55art.htm [2009-12-17]). 
15 Veronica Hollinger, “Stories about the Future: From Patterns of Expectation to 
Pattern Recognition”. Science Fiction Studies, vol. 33:3 (2006), p. 453. 
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political, ideological and philosophical significances of digital infor-
mation technology, particularly various forms of on-line human inter-
action. William Gibson, along with cyberpunk precursors such as 
Philip K. Dick, the films Blade Runner and Videodrome, were read not 
as “mere” fictions, but as cultural commentaries in parity with such 
postmodernist notables as Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, 
Paul Virilio, Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (many of whom often 
refer to sf themselves), and, above all Donna Haraway’s 1991 social-
ist/feminist essay “A manifesto for cyborgs”, the seminal text of cy-
berculture studies. Important input also came from Fredric Jameson’s 
Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, with its 
oft-quoted regret that it does not include a chapter on cyberpunk,  “the 
supreme literary expression if not of postmodernism, then of late capi-
talism itself”. 16  
 True to its calling, cyberculture studies limits its historical scope to 
the post-war era, with a clear emphasis on the final two or three dec-
ades of the previous millennium, thus focusing on a cultural epoch 
known by many names: postmodernism, the postindustrial age, late 
capitalism, the information age, etc. This focus obviously reflects the 
fact that the key “virtual” or “cyborg” technologies all appeared after 
the war – often, in fact, as a direct result of the war effort. Their phi-
losophical, psychological and political consequences started to be ex-
plored in literature during 1960s, e.g. in the work of Thomas Pynchon 
and William S. Burroughs, and came to enter popular culture only dur-
ing the 1980s.17 Pynchon and Burroughs, alongside cyberpunk and its 
sf antecedents, articulate in their respective ways the emergence of a 

 
16 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Dur-
ham: Duke University Press, 1991), p. 419, n.1. During the 1990’s some influential 
anthologies considering science fiction in a context of cyberculture appeared: Larry 
McCaffery, ed., Storming the Reality Studio: A Casebook of Cyberpunk and Post-
modern Science Fiction (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992); N. K George 
Slusser and Tom Shippey, eds., Fiction 2000: Cyberpunk and the Future of Narrative 
(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press), 1992;. Michael Benedikt, ed., Cyber-
space: First Steps (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1991). Relevant articles have also 
been published in academic journals on sf, notably Science Fiction Studies. Important 
book-length works are Scott Bukatman, Terminal Identity: The Virtual Subject in 
Postmodern Science Fiction (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993), 
and N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernet-
ics, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1999). 
17 A noteworthy instance of an early popular ”virtual reality” fiction is the Disney 
feature TRON (1982). 
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postmodern frame of mind, a “psychic habitus” as Jameson puts it, a 
sense  
 
that something has changed, that things are different, that we have gone through a 
transformation of the life world which is somehow decisive but incomparable with 
the older convulsions of modernization and industrialization, less perceptible and 
dramatic, somehow, but more permanent precisely because more thoroughgoing and 
all-pervasive.18 
 
A notion that information technology and cybernetic epistemology has 
severed “us” – denizens of the postindustrial, late capitalist world – 
from a humanist (Romantic, liberal, essentialist, bourgeois, etc.) per-
ception of ourselves and of our world is expressed in more apocalyptic 
terms in Haraway’s essay. “We cannot go back ideologically or ma-
terially”,19 since, in effect, “we are cyborgs”,20 already coerced into 
thinking “not in terms of essential properties, but in terms of design, 
boundary constraints, rates of flow, system logics”.21 The perception 
that we are crossing a “cyborg divide”; undergoing a crucial, unprece-
dented shift in our forms of being, knowing, and feeling has been ar-
ticulated endlessly in cyberculture’s millennialist fringe, poignantly 
captured as a trembling between “the sweet sad love of what we were, 
and […] the frightening beauty of what we may become.” (Danny Hil-
lis)22 
 In sf narrative, postmodern theory, and cyberculture discourse, the 
notion of a virtual reality feeds into an apocalyptic or revolutionary 
myth of the rise of a new world, and a new humanity freed from – or 
bereft of – the weight of history and (gendered) biology through inces-
sant involvement with technology. Here, theory and narrative forms an 
epistemological and rhetorical moment located somehow outside his-

 
18 Jameson 1991, xxi. 
19 Donna Haraway, "A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century," in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The 
Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 151. 
20 Haraway 1991, p. 162. Another way of to divorce the concept “cyborg” from the 
high-tech, glitzy and alienating aura which emanates from its fictional representa-
tions (RoboCop, Star Trek, cyberpunk) is to simply accept present day technological 
enhancements as engendering cyborgs: pacemakers, prosthetics, artificial joints, etc. 
Even glasses, in this respect, is cyborg technology. (Cf. Hayles 1999, p. 115). 
21 Haraway 1991, p. 162. 
22 Hillis, Danny, “A Time of Transition/The Human Connection”, James Frenkel, ed., 
True Names by Vernor Vinge and the Opening of the Cyberspace Frontier (New 
York: Tor, 2001), p. 32. Cyberculture’s millennialist fringe is discussed more fully in 
chapter 4. 
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tory, and conjures up a “present” into which the future already seems 
to implode, and in which historical past is condensed in a few exposi-
tory sentences, or subsumed under monolithic headings such as “lib-
eral humanism”, “essentialism”, “nature”, “patriarchy”, etc.23 
 This, as it were, synchronic approach is efficient for conveying a 
sense of the no doubt immense psychological, philosophical, social and 
political ramifications of information technology, and for the delina-
tion of responsible stances towards it. But in no way does it lessen, or 
render irrelevant, a scholarly curiosity about the historical roots of the 
notion of an artificial, second-order reality and how it has been nar-
rated through the ages. On the contrary, the very proliferation of virtual 
worlds in our digital present would make the need for historical con-
textualisation all the more pressing. 
 My desire to provide such a contextualisation is admittedly sparked 
by the apocalyptic nimbus surrounding the rise of virtual worlds in sf 
narrative, in film, and in other cultural artefacts, but the present inves-
tigation does not aim to interrogate the legitimacy of apocalyptic inter-
pretations. Instead, it situates them in a long line of narratives address-
ing the power of technological representations and simulations, and 
thus brings their cultural significance into deeper historical relief. If 
anything, this approach de-emphasises the revolutionary, trans-
historical thrust inherent in cyberculture discourse, by demonstrating 
the persistance of humanist (essentialist, liberal, bourgeois) vision even 
in sf narratives which have helped define this discourse.  

* 
A few points of clarification on the use of some key terms and con-
cepts may be called for here. 
 The term “virtual reality” is appropriated from a specific human-
computer interface technique developed in the late 1980s.24 But it is 

 
23 Cf. Csicery-Ronay 1991, for a discussion of the “sf strategies” of leading cybercul-
ture theorists Baudrillard and Haraway. 
24 The Britannica Online describes the technology as follows: “VR applications im-
merse the user in a computer-generated environment that simulates reality through 
the use of interactive devices, which send and receive information and are worn as 
goggles, headsets, gloves, or body suits. In a typical VR format, a user wearing a 
helmet with a stereoscopic screen views animated images of a simulated environ-
ment. The illusion of  ‘being there’ (telepresence) is effected by motion sensors that 
pick up the user's movements and adjust the view on the screen accordingly, usually 
in real time (the instant the user's movement takes place). Thus, a user can tour a 
simulated suite of rooms, experiencing changing viewpoints and perspectives that are 
convincingly related to his own head turnings and steps. Wearing data gloves 
equipped with force-feedback devices that provide the sensation of touch, the user 
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given a fairly wide berth in this investigation by referring to a techno-
logically generated set of sensory stimuli which produce a subjective 
experience of a phenomenally complete physical reality, indistinguish-
able from ordinary reality, or constituting a reality in its own right. 
While “virtual” is the default term employed throughout this study, it 
will be frequently interchanged with similar or related terms such as 
ersatz, simulated, alternate, secondary, counterfeit, illusory, artificial, 
fake, etc., depending on context and/or the dictates of stylistic varia-
tion. “Reality” is a concept whose meaning by necessity varies accord-
ing to different ontological perspectives and ideological agendas, but 
when I use it in conjunction with any of the adjectives listed above, it 
is in a sense which adheres to philosophical realism: a spatio-temporal 
continuum experienced through the senses, and separate from the per-
ceiving subject. 
 Further clarification may be in order as to what I mean by the vir-
tual reality as a technological product. Most of the works examined 
have taken their cue from existing media and information technologies 
– film, television, and computers – but they are not chosen or evalu-
ated by virtue of their adherence to any particular engineering project. 
I have included for analysis works which describe virtual realities 
made up of mere physical props, engendered by hallucinogenic drugs, 
and dependent on psychological techniques such as auto-suggestion 
and behavioral conditioning. I also discuss narratives which do not 
bother to explain the workings of its fabricated reality in more than 
scattered and contradictory hints. But even if the presence of a clearly 
identified technological basis is not a prerequisite to merit mention in 
this study, the narratives discussed all describe a calculated manipula-
tion of the senses which originates from, or is dependant on, material 
causes outside the experiencing subject. Wholly subjective hallucina-
tions, private dream-worlds projected onto the sensorium entirely from 
within the hallucinating subject, do not concern us here. The works 
discussed all consider virtual reality as possessing some intersubjective 
quality, in most cases mainly by virtue of it being consensual, shared 
by many indivuals. It is also, at least partly, subject to control or edit-
ing by some external agent, a criterion which allows us to include nar-
ratives of single individuals locked within solipsisticaly isolated engi-
neered hallucinations. This delineation also makes room for narratives 

 
can even pick up and manipulate objects that he sees in the virtual environment.” 
(Henry E. Lowood, “Virtual reality (VR)”, www.britannica.com/eb/article-253106 
[2009-12-17]) 
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about drugs in the analysis, which seems vital to do given the fact that, 
historically, electronic and chemical alternate worlds have been juxta-
posed both within the sf tradition and in the popular mind, as seen in 
the notions of the “media addict”, and the common association be-
tween computer animations and drug-induced hallucinations.25 
 The sense I give to “virtual reality” and its equivalents in this book 
also leads to consideration of the traditional pictorial arts as latent vir-
tual reality technologies, which may sound curious to a reader unwill-
ing to dissolve the boundaries between “art” and “technology”. But 
this distinction is of quite recent origin. Before Romanticism, art and 
technology were both instances of “technê”, craft or skill. As the his-
torical background chapter of my investigation demonstrates, artists of 
the pre-Romantic period frequently had no “nobler” purpose than to 
confuse audiences with the seeming reality of the illusion. Likewise, in 
the case of the sf narratives, the technologies in question have been 
consistently projected in a context of mass entertainment, communica-
tion, propaganda etc, and the purely aesthetic possibilities of “reality 
machines” are rarely recognised. However, I will have cause to con-
sider some aesthetical arguments, e.g. in theatrical criticism, insofar as 
they have implications for, or are tangential to, considerations of vir-
tual or ersatz realities in their ethical or ideological perspectives, re-
gardless of aesthetic intention or appreciation. 
 Let it also be noted in this context that virtual realities of a sort 
may also be generated by mere words, a recurring theme in aesthetics 
and philosophical speculation at least since the Renaissance. This vast 
and fascinating theme is not the subject of this book, but it is still hard 
to avoid in a historical perspective, since the notion of using language 
to achieve a form of second-order creation has been developed in close 
consideration of the visual arts. Several of the writers taken up in this 
study also discuss the power of language in relation to the power of 
images or multisensory illusions, and in order to clarify some of the 
issues involved, the art – or technology – of writing will be addressed. 
There are also, I might add, several sf novels which examine language 
as a chief means to construct a secondary reality for propaganda pur-
poses (Orwell’s 1984 and Philip K. Dick’s The Penultimate Truth be-
ing prime examples), but to include them in the investigation would 
require a major shift of scope and method, and blur its present focus on 
 
25 Hippie legend Jerry Garcia’s alleged comment on VR is typical of this association: 
“They made LSD illegal. I wonder what they are going to do about this stuff.” 
(Quoted in Howard Rheingold, Virtual Reality, London: Secker & Warburg, 1991, p. 
354.) 
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visual and multisensory technologies, and the specific issues to which 
these give rise. 

* 
A brief survey of this chronologically structured investigation will give 
the reader a better idea of its scope, general lines of enquiry, and con-
clusions. 
 The first chapter provides a background to the relevant sf narra-
tives by showing how representations in general, and illusionist art in 
particular, have been estimated in some key intellectual environments 
prior to the twentieth century. In this survey, I have been more or less 
wholly dependant on previous scholarship in a number of disciplines 
for relevant sources. After a brief discussion of Plato and his blanket 
condemnation of all forms of representations as untruthful per defini-
tion and hence corrupting, I move on to Christian iconophobia of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and argue that the suspicion to-
wards pictorial representations anticipate twentieth century sceptical 
attitudes towards visual mass media, insofar as the ignorant crowd is 
believed to be morally and spiritually corrupted by the enticing illu-
sion. In the context of Puritan Christianity, a pervasive association 
between artificiality and femininity is also established, which is con-
tinued in more recent fictions such as Brave New World and even Neu-
romancer. 
 From this extremely consequential iconophobic ideology of re-
formist Europe, the study turns towards the partly contemporaneous 
but starkly contrasting celebration of pictorial mimesis in renaissance 
Italy, where newly developed means to represent or simulate physical 
reality (e.g. in the central perspective) came to boost notions of human 
demiurgy, “man the maker”. A closer look at the illusionist stage craft 
of the period suggests that this pseudo-heretical ideology was instru-
mental in legitimising absolutist rule in the popular mind. Concur-
rently, the mathematical epistemology integral to the act of reproduc-
ing three-dimensional physical reality onto a two-dimensional plane is 
seen as inherently political, foreshadowing post-WW II notions of the 
world as eminently quantifiable and reproducible, and subject to 
mathematical simulation. 
 Moving towards the modern era, the chapter also looks at how 
Classicist and Romanticist aesthetics discredited illusionist art with 
arguments partly similar to those used by Christian iconophobes. I then 
discuss one such discredited venture, the early immersive mass me-
dium known as the panorama, and how some of the responses it elic-
ited anticipate twentieth century attacks on the cinema. It is also noted 
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how nineteenth century techniques of visual immersion were con-
ceived in association with military interests, an association which has 
persisted to this day and is frequently addressed in sf. The chapter con-
cludes with a reading of J.K. Huysmans’ 1886 novel Against Nature, 
which unites many of the strands from a debate already long-running 
and tangled. This novel posits the degenerative effects of virtual reali-
ties in a psychological context, while also suggesting their ideological 
allegiance to the politically charged notion of society as controllable 
and manipulable by scientific means. 
 In chapter two, the scope narrows to focus on the proper object of 
the investigation, sf literature, and deals with some anti-utopian narra-
tives of the early to mid twentieth century, notably E.M. Forster‘s “The 
Machine Stops”, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and Ray 
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451. In this fairly coherent tradition, visual 
media are projected as ever more life-like, immersive and intrusive, the 
tools of totalitarian governments promoting consumerist capitalism, 
while also undermining the humanist ethos of liberal individualism. 
Huxley’s novel responds to developments in the entertainment industry 
and the social sciences which took place above all in the US, and it 
thus prepares us for the fact that after WW II, the absolute majority of 
novels and stories dealing with these issues are American. Yielding to 
this, the remainder of the study deals almost exclusively with Ameri-
can texts, and relates them to specific American cultural and tech-
noscientific contexts. 
 The third chapter turns from the dystopian spectres evoked by 
commercial television and visual media, and addresses the closely re-
lated motif of reality itself as an illusion, devised by government, mili-
tary, and corporate powers. This classical paranoiac theme reflects an 
uneasiness with an alleged recasting of the US into a smoothly running 
machine of bureaucratic and corporate efficiency, and the emergence 
of conformist and consumerist middle-class lifestyles during the Ei-
senhower era. This process followed the country’s swift emergence as 
a global superpower after the war, and it also entailed a boom in many 
scientific areas which were deemed instrumental for defence, man-
agement, education, marketing, etc. In many fields – some new, some 
new-fangled – the simulation and the contained experimental setup 
became the preferred means of knowledge production, a fact amply 
illustrated in sf narratives of counterfeit worlds whose cynical archi-
tects keep unwitting individuals in a state of amnesia or ignorance. 
 Stories by Frederik Pohl and Daniel F. Galouye also recognise the 
obvious analogies between this scenario and religious myth, ironically 
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placing the pitiless scientist who locks human guinea pigs in elaborate 
false worlds in the role of malignant demiurge. Specifically, it is gnos-
tic myth which is most conspicuously evoked; its arch-narrative of 
spiritual imprisonment and emancipation lending itself as a rhetorical 
tool to demonstrate how looming power bodies of Cold War America 
undermine personal autonomy and, ultimately, democracy itself. Con-
currently, we find in Galouye’s Simulacron-3 a tentative acceptance of 
virtual reality as the equivalent of ordinary reality, which points to-
wards more recent post- or transhumanist celebrations of digital spaces 
as equalling or even surpassing those we inhabit in our biological exis-
tences.  
 The chapter concludes with a discussion of Philip K. Dick, who 
pursued the virtual reality theme with unequalled inventiveness and 
complexity, and whose stature continues to grow also outside the field 
of sf readership and criticism. When confronted with Dick’s work, the 
political significances of the theme tend to conflate with existential 
anxiety in an idiosyncratic interrogation of the human condition in the 
age of machine intelligence and ersatz realities. Still, the readings of 
Dick’s Time Out of Joint and The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch 
aim to highlight affinities with the anti–establishment thrust of more 
conventional sf narratives, while also considering how they relate and 
give way to metaphysical concerns.  
 The no doubt most commonly observed feature in Dick’s work is 
his troubled recognition of virtual reality technologies as subverting 
humanist-liberal dichotomies between artifice and copy, human and 
machine, reality and simulation. From the early 1980s and onward, 
these ontological destabilisations have become increasingly pro-
nounced in sf and related discourses as a response to the developments 
in “cyborg” or “posthuman” technologies touched upon above: com-
puters, bioengineering, robotics, prosthetics, etc. 
 The fourth chapter investigates how sf has negotiated the epistemo-
logical and ontological upheavals prompted by the notion of the com-
puter as a gateway to a parallell universe of digital information. This is 
first envisioned in Vernor Vinge’s posthumanist utopia “True Names” 
1981, which welcomes digital space as a means to escape the limita-
tions of bodily existence, but envisions this emancipation as a con-
tinuation of a humanist and corporealist project, rather than a departure 
from it. The idea of computer networks represented as a spatial envi-
ronment for disembodied interaction was further developed in William 
Gibson’s novel Neuromancer, which provided the enthusiasts of the 
burgeoning computer revolution with an enticing vision of what our 
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posthuman future might be like. Neuromancer, however, is a work that 
harbours deep ambiguity towards the actual merit of cyberspace and its 
related technologies; it is sensitive to their transcendental appeal while 
also suggesting how their overuse results in moral deterioration and 
political apathy.  
 Neuromancer is the final work examined in this investigation, 
partly because it forms a finishing or conclusive point of the trajectory 
we follow through this investigation, but also because of its seminal 
role for the orientation of later sf. After Neuromancer, the virtual real-
ity theme became a staple in genre sf, employed in works by Lisa Ma-
son, Greg Bear, Dan Simmons, Neal Stephenson, Jeff Noon, Tad Wil-
liams, and many others, and in films such as The Matrix trilogy, The 
Truman Show, and eXistenZ. To continue the investigation from the 
relatively sparse terrain of pre-Gibson sf into this dense thicket would, 
of course, be highly motivated in the interest of historiographical com-
pleteness. However, it would call for a considerable change of pace 
and perspective, and impose a highly selective reading of the field, 
while also occluding the discernment which only a certain historical 
distance can provide. So, while Neuromancer stands at the gateway of 
this later development, I treat it as if it were the top of a pyramid, em-
phasising its indebtedness to older sf rather than its originality. 
 The study concludes with a brief chapter written in a more specula-
tive vein, in which I relate the overwhelming dominance of US writers 
drawn to this theme to an idiosyncratic tension in American mentality 
between a struggle for authenticity, truth, and direct rapport with na-
ture on the one hand, and an abiding fascination with the perfect copy 
or simulacrum on the other. I see this tension rooted in conflicting atti-
tudes towards “the wilderness” during the nation’s settlement phase. 
Finally, I suggest that the notion of a virtual reality also can be related 
to a post-Cold War US vision of the world as a fully manageable and 
transparent system, run according to the logic of democracy and mar-
ket capitalism. 
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1. 
 

THE CHARM AND DANGER OF 
THE ILLUSION 

 
 
 
1.1. Introduction 
 
It is an uncontroversial observation that one of the things which most 
decisively separates us from other mammals is the mimetic impulse. 
Not only is it a key to our development as species, but also to our intel-
lectual and emotional progress as individuals. Aristotle was among the 
first who identified the instinct to imitate as a fundamental human trait, 
a cornerstone both to artistic creation and to education, and the evi-
dence amassed over the ages testify to the immense cultural signifi-
cance of mimesis.26  
 In the present age, the drive to represent reality – whether actually 
there to begin with, to see and touch, or merely envisioned – in another 
medium is being channelled into immensely complex technological 
systems, which dazzle us with their completeness, their richness of 
sensuous detail, their capacity to “take you there” in body and spirit. 
The most advanced computer graphics on the cinema screen seem to 
live and breathe, and do not reveal any of their origin in the dry algo-
rithmic procedures which produce them. A ride in an advanced flight 
simulator is practically undistinguishable from the real thing, and 
through the computer you can enter and freely move through virtual 
rooms made up of pure digital information. 
 During its long history, the concept of mimesis has been employed 
in too many different senses for a formalised, clear-cut definition to 
emerge, but is seems fairly safe to propose that it is a prime manifesta-
tion of the symbolic faculty of the human mind; the power to separate 
 
26 Aristotle, Poetics, Stephen Halliwell, ed. and trans. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), p. 37. 
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thought from sense impression, and the thing itself from the idea of the 
thing.27 Culture follows from – or is perhaps equivalent to – the order-
ing, formalisation and disciplining of symbolic codes. As the history of 
sensuous representation has progressed from cave paintings to com-
puter simulations, the successful negotiation of this “splitting of the 
world” has been a crucial task in all key cultural endeavours: religion, 
philosophy, art, science, and politics. Poets and artists thrive on the 
very separateness between thing and sign, celebrating, as it were, both 
the great globe itself and the infinite possibilities and impossibilities of 
representing it. Philosophers try to sound and measure the gap between 
world and word, whereas religious and political authorities, as well as 
scientists, have had the complementary task of bridging it or making it 
invisible, by claiming to tell the truth; their language and symbols pur-
porting to be mere channels through which we perceive reality itself. 
 These discourses, the sum of which constitutes a substantial part of 
what we usually mean by “culture”, testify to the fact that mastering 
the art of representation entails power. “The history of mimesis is a 
history of disputes over the power to make symbolic worlds”, observes 
a recent critical enquiry into the concept.28 We depend on words and 
images to decide what is real and what is important in the world and in 
our lives, and even if we may attempt to gain knowledge without their 
direct aid (through meditation, contemplation of nature, etc.) we can-
not, as social beings, hope to escape their formative influence in the 
long run. This power of symbols acts differently, depending on the 
maker’s intentions, the technical medium employed, and the precon-
ceptions of those who partake of the finished result. The variables are 
all historically and culturally specific, but insofar as the use of symbols 
has been considered critically, it has been in recognition of two deeply 
interrelated and inherently political objects: to exert influence over the 
minds of others on the one hand, and to expand the sphere of human 
affairs on the other. From antiquity to this day these complementary 

 
27 For a comprehensive discussion of the development and significances of the con-
cept of mimesis, see, for example, Gunter Gebauer and Christoph Wolf, Mimesis: 
Culture – Art – Society (Mimesis, 1992) Don Reneau, trans. (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995). A philosophical enquiry into the notion of mimesis is pro-
vided in Kendall L. Walton, Mimesis and Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the 
Representational Arts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993). A com-
prehensive survey of theories of mimesis in classical and Romantic aesthetics is 
found in M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp. Romantic Theory and the Critical 
Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953), pp. 8 – 14. 
28 Gebauer and Wolf 1995, p. 3. 
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functions form two continuing issues in the cultural debate on a tech-
nologically generated counterfeit reality. 
 This study focuses on forms of “symbolic worlds” which are non-
verbal, i.e. visual or multisensory, and in this chapter, I intend to fol-
low how ideological issues have been articulated in the historical peri-
ods prior to the emergence of modern information technology in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Three historical and cul-
tural contexts will be the main focus of our attention: Protestant Chris-
tianity, Renaissance aesthetics and Romantic aesthetics. The first and 
third of these have exerted immeasurable influence on modern skepti-
cal attitudes towards the technologically mediated representation, 
while the second of anticipates current enthusiasm over digital tech-
nologies in striking detail. 
 

 
 

 
 
1.2. The seductive image and the weakness of our 
nature 
 
 
1.2.1. Plato  
 
A major question which immediately forces itself upon any contempla-
tion of the notion of a virtual reality throughout European history is its 
role in the arts, since mimesis is one of the most foregrounded concerns 
in aesthetics since Aristotle. This vast discourse provides relevant and 
illuminating historical backgrounds to the sf theme of the ersatz real-
ity, and need to be considered. But any sustained discussion on ques-
tions of imitation and aesthetic ideology per se would burden my ar-
gument with issues which are largely irrelevant for the main purpose of 
this study. Then again art – what is intended as art, or has come to be 
designated as art – often prompts critical responses which have little or 
nothing to do with merely aesthetical preferences or ideas. Images at-
tempting to faithfully simulate a physical reality for “innocent” artistic 
purposes have frequently drawn the attention of religious and political 
authorities concerned less with aesthetic issues than with how such 
displays of illusion will affect the cognitive and moral life of the pub-
lic. 
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 A continuous theme in the pre-modern debate on images and imita-
tions is how they affect man’s potential for knowing and experiencing 
true, or essential reality. Critics such as Plato and Augustine have 
claimed that images attach the mind to ephemeral surface appearances, 
while advocates have argued that they may be helpful in directing the 
mind towards essentials – whether those essentials be understood in 
religious or philosophical terms. The ideological controversies sur-
rounding the image have reflected and articulated a series of closely 
related conceptual dichotomies which have been crucial in Western 
thought: matter and spirit, mind and body, appearance and essence, 
information and medium. There is also the question of the role of the 
corporeal senses, above all vision, in the task of reaching the truth, 
which is closely related to these dichotomies. In the history of informa-
tion technology, the visual image has had a troubled relationship with 
the written and spoken word, which, with the rise of Christianity and 
centrality of Scripture, began to enjoy a lasting reputation as a more 
truthful and authentic form of representation.  
 But the ancients recognised some of the problems which visual 
representation may cause for man’s ability to assess the truth of the 
world properly. A seminal figure in the criticism of representation is 
Plato, whose famous simile of the cave in book VII of The Republic is 
arguably the first fictional text that explores the notion of an artificial 
or virtual reality. Plato uses the motif of a shadow-show to illustrate 
the relation between the world of matter and the world of ideas: 
 
Picture men dwelling in a sort of subterranean cavern with a long entrance open to 
the light on its entire width. Conceive them as having their legs and necks fettered 
from childhood, so that they remain in the same spot, able to look forward only, and 
prevented by the fetters from turning their heads. Picture further the light from a fire 
burning higher up and at a distance behind them, and between the fire and the prison-
ers and above them a road along which a low wall has been built, as the exhibitors of 
puppet-shows have partitions before the men themselves, above which they show the 
puppets.29 

 
Behind the prisoner’s backs, men carry “implements of all kinds that 
rise above the wall, and human images and shapes of animals as well, 
wrought in stone and wood and every material”.30 The shadow-show, 
Socrates explains to Glaucon, is the world of the senses; the fire is the 
sun, and true reality lies outside the cave, in the dazzling light of the 

 
29 Plato, The Republic, Paul Shorey, ed. and trans. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1963 [1935]) vol. II, p. 119 f. 
30 Ib., p. 121. 



 33

ideal. The chains, of course, are metaphors for our servitude to the 
world of the senses. But the predicament of the underground dwellers, 
with head and legs in chains, is also strongly suggestive of punishment. 
(As a matter of fact, a stockade-like device, possibly involving iron 
collars, was frequently employed as a penal method in classical Ath-
ens.31) So, already in The Republic, metaphysics is bound up with poli-
tics, however unintentionally. To a modern reader the simile states 
implicitly that whoever controls what I see, hear, smell, taste and 
touch, also controls what I think. In this view, the narrative emerges as 
a piece of science fiction, as much as a metaphor for man’s existential 
ignorance.32 

 In his dismissal of representations, Plato made no vital distinction 
between the image and the word, since they both failed to reveal true 
reality. In book X of The Republic, all artists, poets, and tragedians 
were expelled from the ideal state, since they steered the mind away 
from pursuit of the highest real, and clouded reason with passions and 
phantoms of the imagination. The highest object of reason is truth and 
knowledge of the ideal, which is inimical to art, since art reproduces 
the world of appearances in all its confusion. “The creator of the phan-
tom, the imitator, we say, knows nothing of the reality but only the 
appearance.”33 The artist and the poet are twice removed from essential 
reality, since the object imitated is itself only the imitation of the idea. 
The painting or the poem can be no more than “a form of play” which 
gives no true knowledge of what it imitates, but rather adds to the con-
fusion which a mere sensory apprehension of the world already cre-
ates: 

 
[T]he same things appear bent and straight to those who view them in water and out, 
or concave or convex, owing to similar errors of vision about colours, and there is 
obviously every confusion of this sort in our souls. And so scene-painting in its ex-
 
31 Danielle S. Allen. The World of Prometheus: The Politics of Punishing in Democ-
ratic Athens (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 200 f. 
32 This way of reading Plato could serve to illustrate a basic strategy of sf ; the liter-
alisation of metaphor into fiction. Sf historian Robert Philmus identifies “the ten-
dency of science fiction […] to transmute an abstract idea into concrete myth. [---] 
What is […] characteristic in science fiction (and other kinds of fantasy) […] is [the] 
fictional embodiment of the metaphoric substance of an idea. For science fiction 
generates its mythic fantasies by taking literally, and dramatizing, the metaphors 
expressive of those ideas that define, at least in part, the beliefs and nature of the 
social order.” (Robert Philmus, Into the Unknown: The Evolution of Science Fiction 
from Francis Godwin to H.G. Wells, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983, 
p. 21.) 
33 Plato 1963, p. 443. 
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ploitation of this weakness of our nature falls nothing short of witchcraft, and so do 
jugglery and many other such contrivances.34 
 
The image, then, is seen as an obstacle in the intellect’s quest for 
bridging the abyss from the world of matter to the world of pure forms, 
no more truthful than the shadow-show in the cave. Plato’s concern 
over “this weakness of our nature”, which lets us be led astray and 
confused by the spectacular imitation, reflects an elitist view on the 
“little man” lured by “the spectacle” which is echoed in twentieth cen-
tury diatribes against “escapist” mass media entertainment. 
  
 
1.2.2. Christian iconophobia 
 
Plato’s dismissal of illusionist “magic” also anticipates the heated and 
sometimes violent controversies in Christianity over the proper role of 
images in religious worship. This conflict, which is clearly recalled in 
twentieth-century responses towards visual media and information 
technologies, is rooted in a tension between matter and spirit which has 
never been wholly resolved in Christian dogma. Although theological 
and doctrinal in nature, it has also become enmeshed in politics, since 
religious authority was inextricably interwoven with political authority 
at least until the late seventeenth century and the beginning of reforms 
which separated the secular and religious spheres in the public life. 
 Both detractors and advocates of the image in Christianity have 
recognised the tremendous power of images over “the weakness of our 
nature”, but have from that fact drawn vastly different conclusions as 
to how that power should be managed from above, i.e. by the intellec-
tual and political elite. Images have been condemned (and destroyed) 
ever since Patristic times on the pessimistic assumption that they un-
avoidably lead to idolatry and superstition. On the other hand, they 
have been defended in a more optimistic spirit as a tremendously effi-
cient means for instructing simpler souls in the Divine mysteries.35 
Both these parties, however, have agreed on some fundamental theo-
logical issues: the ultimately irrepresentable nature of the Divine, the 
centrality of Scripture as “the chief medium through which God could 

 
34 Ib., p. 449. 
35 The historical outline presented here is largely gathered from Margaret Aston, 
England’s Iconoclasts, Volume I. Laws Against Images (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1988), and John Phillips, The Reformation of Images: Destruction of Art in England, 
1535–1660 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).  
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speak to man”, 36 and the inherent risk of idolatry, as expressed in the 
second commandment’s prohibition against “graven images”. How-
ever, even with these points uncontested, disagreement as to what 
would pass as “proper” use and what would constitute as idolatry was 
enough to fuel a long series of conflicts culminating in the Protestant 
iconoclastic campaigns of the sixteenths and seventeenth centuries. 
 Several Church fathers condemned religious images on grounds of 
their sensuous appeal. Tertullian (160?-225?) saw all images as idola-
trous, since they were “alien to God, and […] tainted with worldly 
glory”, and he also associated them with feminine vanity in the form of 
make-up, gaudy dresses, etc. (The association between artificiality and 
femininity was taken up by the Protestant reformists, especially in their 
attacks on the theatre, and persists in the media dystopias of twentieth 
century science fiction.37) One century after Tertullian, the bishop Eu-
sebius complained that image-making sought to emulate the creative 
power of God, and furthermore seduced and corrupted the senses.38 S:t 
Clement of Alexandria also questioned the legitimacy of kneeling to 
statues, while “setting men – the true divine images – at nought”.39 
 Despite these objections, the educational potential of images was 
recognised from early on in Christianity, and eventually came to de-
termine Rome’s official position on the subject. In the 530’s, the 
archbishop of Ephesus defended images and adornments in worship for 
the benefit of the uneducated, while also holding that the intellectual 
elite was in no need for such outer trappings.40 In the year 600, Pope 
Gregory the Great decreed that churches should be decorated as a 
means to educate the illiterate in the Christian truths. In order to defuse 
the issue of possible idolatry he relegated the images to the status of 
mere illustrations of Scripture. Image was deemed subservient to 
Word, but still eminently useful.41 

 
36 Phillips 1973, p. 41. 
37 Cf. David Freedberg, The Power of Images, Studies in the History and Theory of 
Response (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 397 f. 
38 Freedberg 1989, p. 397. 
39 Aston 1988, p. 119. Cf Phillips: “Origen, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian and, in 
fact, most writers up to the middle of the fourth century decried the use of art in the 
Church” (Phillips 1973, p. 86, n. 11.) 
40 Freedberg 1989, p. 400. 
41 Freedberg 1989, p. 398; Clark Hulse, The Rule of Art. Literature and Painting in 
the Renaissance (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 29 f. 
The elevation of the word over the image, it may be pointed out, is not a Christian 
innovation. It can be traced back at least to Aristotle and his low appreciation of “the 
spectacle” which, although it is “emotionally potent […] falls quite outside the art 
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 While religious images were thus sanctioned by Rome, iconopho-
bia shook the Orthodox church, resulting in the so-called iconoclastic 
controversies in the eighth and ninth centuries. In 726, the Byzantine 
emperor Leo III moved to destroy images throughout the East Roman 
empire, and this practice was ratified in a 754 synod, which declared 
all images as idols and excommunicated all who defended their use. 
But this decree was annulled by an ecumenical council in Nicaea in 
787, which declared that images were legitimate in worship since they 
brought recollection of their archetypes (in the theological sense of the 
word), and furthered contemplation of the Divine.42 This doctrine, in 
favour of images, was elaborated by Aquinas, who recognised that all 
knowledge is of sensory origin and that the weak mind of man attaches 
itself more easily to signs and images than to spiritual abstractions. 
“[I]t is natural to man to reach the intelligibilia through the sensibilia 
because all our knowledge has its beginning in sense.”43 
 The destruction or desecration of images was to remain an offence 
throughout the medieval Christian world. They were recognised as 
necessary and even sacred aides in contemplation the Divine, with the 
important reservation that they (and other physical trappings of liturgy) 
were merely to channel officially sanctioned adoration, and never 
themselves become the objects of superstition and idolatry. Images 
were to be venerated, but not worshipped. But the running concern of 
the ecclesiastical powers that be was that the ignorant mind always ran 
the risk of confusing the prototype with its representation, identifying 
the image “with the spiritual reality which it represented”.44 A thir-
teenth-century French bishop complained that the simple folk did not 
“distinguish in their prayers between the images of saints and the saints 
themselves”. The seventeenth-century reformer Robert Parker illus-
trates such ontological confusion with a classical anecdote which both 
by detractors and supporters of illusionist art would employ well into 
the Romantic era: how the Greek artist Zeuxis had painted grapes so 
convincingly that birds mistook them for real grapes, and tried to eat 

 
and is not integral to poetry.” (Aristotle 1995, p. 53 f.) The influence of Aristotle’s 
stern judgment is easily recollected throughout wide strata of contemporary taste, e.g. 
the high- to mid-brow contempt of visual effects in popular cinema, at the expense of 
scriptwriting and acting. But the contemporary and secular tendency to regard visual 
media as somehow inferior to the printed or spoken word is probably more informed 
by Christian attitudes than by Aristotelian aesthetics. 
42 Phillips 1973, p. 14. 
43 Aquinas, Summa Theologica I, I q, art. 9, quoted in Phillips 1973, p. 15. 
44 Aston 1988, p. 31. 
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them.45 Not to burden the evidence of a single testimony, this example 
brings home in remarkable clarity that what was ultimately at stake in 
the Christian debate over images was the Church’s privilege to define 
what was real and what was not. Consequently, the ignorant Christian 
laity always ran the risk of confusing the reality of the spirit with the 
illusion of the senses. As we will see, a similar concern permeates 
twentieth century admonitions against how too-powerful visual media 
corrupts the “little man”, although ostensibly within a different ideo-
logical framework. 
 The doctrine of the commemorative use of images was not intrinsi-
cally concerned with the verisimilitude of the image, but Parker’s jux-
taposition of spiritual and visual delusion suggests that reformers were 
wary of overly realistic representations. The sanctioned commemora-
tive function would be obscured by a latently superstitious fascination 
with physical verisimilitude and a threatening erosion of ontological 
categories. The reformist James Calfhill, writing in the 1560s, summa-
rised the problem: “the livelier the counterfeit is, the greater error is 
engendered”46 – a phrasing which, incidentally, is echoed two and a 
half centuries later by the Romantic poet and critic Samuel Taylor Col-
eridge, a propos illusionist art: “the more complete the delusion, the 
more loathsome the effect.”47 One Calvinist document argues that all 
images are delusive per definition, and remain so in spite of any physi-
cal likeness: “the object of delusion is of necessity something false, 
and it can never be called true because it pretends to be true by means 
of its external appearance and imitation.”48 A Scottish Puritan accuses 
the (Catholic) artistic illusion as harmful to the uneducated mind in a 
1629 poem; “cows’ning poore people by deceitful slight, of paynter’s 
arte affording false delight”.49 Quite reasonably, statues were consid-
ered the most dangerous, since they were three-dimensional and hence 
more life-like than paintings and stained-glass windows.50 
 The doctrine of the irrepresentability of the Divine, and the cor-
rupting influence of sensory impressions on the spiritual life tended to 
 
45 The anecdote is originally told by Pliny the elder, and was well known during the 
Renaissance. 
46 Quoted in Aston 1988, p. 408. 
47 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria (1817), vol. II, (J. Shawcross, ed. 
London: Oxford University Press, 1949 [1907]), p. 256. 
48 Quoted in Sergiusz Michalski, The Reformation and the visual arts. The Protestant 
image question in Western and Eastern Europe (London and New York: Routledge, 
1993), p. 183. 
49 Quoted in  Michalski 1993, p. 184. 
50 Aston 1988, pp. 401–408. 
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encourage not only suspicion towards images, but also an indifference 
towards nature in the Protestant ethos. “From the purists’ points of 
view”, writes Aston, “all works of art were beside the point – as was 
nature herself.”51 But for educational purposes, the need to demonise 
images also occasionally entailed the need to contrast it with nature, 
“God’s handiwork”, which could be embraced as a superior source for 
spiritual instruction and knowledge. Although this is not a major ele-
ment in the Protestant ethos, it clearly anticipates the humanist insis-
tence on natural and authentic experience which forms such a promi-
nent part of the twentieth-century media dystopias. For the purposes of 
this study it is also worth emphasising that it seems to have been espe-
cially prevalent in England, and later in the English settlements in the 
New World. 
 The leading reformer bishop John Hooper advised his clergy in the 
1540s to “teach unto the senses”, and to illustrate the Resurrection with 
the seasonal cycle of vegetation rather than with man-made images.52 A 
similar view on education and learning developed among seventeenth 
century Puritans, according to which direct observation of God’s work 
was favoured over written authorities and philosophical speculation.53 
This is in line with what a recent historian calls the “Protestant com-
mitment to live in the world as well as transcend it”, as expressed by 
the influential seventeenth century Massachusetts preacher and English 
emigrée John Cotton. Cotton’s conception of Puritanism, as related by 
historian Ann Kibbey, 
 
sanctions not only the soul’s interior “spirituall life” but also “the outward and tem-
porall life … which we live in the flesh.” The latter includes the whole of the Puri-
tan’s ordinary secular life, “that whereby we live, as members of this or that City, or 
Town, or Commonwealth, in this or that particular vocation and calling” and “that by 
which we doe live this bodily life, I meane, by which wee live a life of sense, by 
which wee eate and drinke, by which we go through all conditions, from our birth to 
our grave, by which we live, and move, and have our being”.54 

 
The Puritan ethos, of which iconophobia is a facet, is thus partly and 
somewhat inconsistently founded in a recognition of the authority of 
 
51 Aston 1988, p. 101. 
52 Phillips 1973, p. 86. 
53 See R.K. Merton, Science, Technology and Society in Seventeenth Century Eng-
land (New York: Harper and Row, 1970 [1938]), pp. 66–73.  
54 Ann Kibbey,  The interpretation of material shapes in Puritanism. A study of 
rhetoric, prejudice, and  violence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 
32.  Quotes within the quote are from John Cotton, The Way of Life (1641), which I 
have been unable to consult first-hand. 
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sensory impressions and corporeal experience in the development of 
the spiritual life. The respect for nature, “God’s handiwork”, and direct 
social intercourse as sources for spiritual instruction also anticipate the 
emphasis put on immediate experience as a prerequisite for authentic-
ity and moral integrity in nineteenth and twentieth century humanism. 
We will encounter this theme in Wordsworth, who mobilised his Ro-
mantic adoration of “Nature’s soul” against early industrialism’s pro-
duction of commercial spectacles. It also forms an important part of 
the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau, and informs Forster, 
Bradbury and subsequent anti-utopian sf that addresses the spectre of 
technological virtual realities. This theme will be discussed in chapter 
two. 
 
 
1.2.3. Illusion as witchcraft: Two Renaissance allegories 
 
The sixteenth and seventeenth century suspicion of artistic illusion as a 
beguiling trap for the weak soul can be found in two of the great epic 
poems of the Renaissance, and arguably the first literary works that 
consider the notion of artificial reality as inherently problematic: 
Tasso’s Jerusalem delivered (1575) and Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie 
Queene (1589). Although these works were written from within the 
two opposed Behemoths of European Christianity – the Counter Ref-
ormation and the Protestant reformation, respectively – they share a 
puritanical association of artificiality with promiscuity, femininity and 
loss of manly resolve. In Canto XVI of Jerusalem delivered, and Book 
XII of The Faerie Queene we find heroes trapped in magic realms of 
beauty, artificiality and sensuality, ruled by witches. The similarity is 
not incidental nor fully explained by the narrative conventions of the 
heroic epic (the motif of the hero beguiled by enchantresses being a 
standard ingredient since The Odyssey). Spenser in fact borrowed 
many elements directly from Tasso’s epic.55 
 In Book XVI of Jerusalem delivered, the knight Rinaldo is held 
captive by the witch Armida in her bower, a place of exquisite beauty 
which appears wholly natural, whereas it is entirely the product of 
magical art: 
 
  The garden sweet spread forth her green to show, 
  The moving crystal from the fountain plays, 

 
55 See Ellen G. Miles and Leslie Rhinehart, “’Art conceal’d’: Peale's double portrait 
of Benjamin and Eleanor Ridgely Laming”, The Art Bulletin, March 1996. 
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  Fair trees, high plants, strange herbs and flowerets new, 
  Sunshiny hills, dales hid from Phoebus' rays, 
  Groves, arbors, mossy caves, at once they view, 
  And that which beauty moat, most wonder brought, 
  Nowhere appeared the art which all this wrought 
  So with the rude the polished mingled was 
  That natural seemed all and every part, 
  Nature would craft in counterfeiting pass, 
  And imitate her imitator art: 
  Mild was the air, the skies were clear as glass, 
  The trees no whirlwind felt, nor tempest smart, 
  But ere the fruit drop off, the blossom comes, 
  This springs, that falls, that ripeneth and this blooms.56 
 
The perversity of this scenery does not emanate from its artificiality 
per se, but the fact that it does not announce its artificiality and – per-
haps even more provocatively – that the established hierarchical roles 
of nature and art have been magically reversed. Nature, that which 
precedes all representation, assumes the role of imitator. More than 
400 years later, the same reversal takes place in the opening sentence 
of Neuromancer, now announcing the rise of the posthuman: “The sky 
above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel.”57 
 We will note that this blending of ontological categories is not 
condemned outright in Tasso’s epic. Guilt is established rather by as-
sociation. It is a witch who is the architect, a woman whose sole pas-
sion is to keep the hero Rinaldo from fulfilling his proper destiny (re-
gaining Jerusalem from the Saracenes) and uses a variety of sensual 
pleasures to keep him in his present state of lethargy, including “art”. 
Thus, the conventional Christian association between artificiality and 
femininity/emasculation, and between art and heresy, which was 
founded in Patristic times and ardently embraced by the Protestant 
reformers, is reaffirmed in this key literary document of the Counter 
Reformation. 
 In Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, labelled a “great Protestant 
poem” by C.S. Lewis,58 the witch is called Acrasia (the name means 
“excess” or “intemperance”) and the episode’s stated purpose is to 
allegorise the virtue of temperance, particularly concerning things sex-

 
56 Torquato Tasso, Jerusalem Delivered (Gerusalemme Liberata), Edward Fairfax, 
trans., edited by Henry Morley (1901), Book XVI. Available at: omacl.org/Tasso/ 
16book.html. Italics mine. 
57 William Gibson, Neuromancer. New York: Ace Books 1984, p. 3. 
58 C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love. A Study in Medieval Tradition (Oxford: The 
Clarendon Press, 1936), p. 324. 
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ual. Similar to Jerusalem Delivered, the sin of intemperance is prac-
ticed in an environment of artificial beauty and pleasure, called the 
Bower of Bliss. It presents a pastoral landscape of flowers and ver-
dancy, but exaggerated in order to outdo what mere nature can 
achieve: 
 

(50) 
Thus being entred, they behold around 

  A large and spacious plane, on euery side 
  Strowed with pleasauns, whose faire grassy ground 
  Mantled with greene, and goodly beautified 
  With all the ornaments of Floraes pride, 
  Wherewith her mother Art, as halfe in scorne 
  Of niggard Nature, like a pompous bride 
  Did decke her, and too lauishly adorne, 

When forth from virgin bowre she comes in th’ early morne.59 
 
The Bower of Bliss is a locale where nature, through “art”, has been 
not imitated as much as enhanced in its pleasant aspects and cleansed 
from all the inconveniences of crude Nature: “Nor scorching heat, nor 
cold intemperate / T’ afflict the creatures, which therein did dwell”.60 
Still, the whole setting has all the appearance of being natural, a won-
der whose finer points are described in terms more or less copied from 
Tasso: 
 
  (58) 
  [---] 
  The painted flowres, the trees vpshooting hye, 
  The dales for shade, the hilles for breathing space, 
  The trembling groues, the Christall running by; 
  And that, which all faire workes doth most aggrace, 

 The art, which all that wrought, appeared in no place. 
 

(59) 
One would haue thought (so cunningly, the rude, 
and scorned parts were mingled with the fine,) 
that nature had for wantonnesse ensude 
Art, and that Art at nature did repine; 
So striuing each th’ other to vndermine, 
Each did the others worke more beautifie; 
So diff’ring both in willes, agreed in fine: 
 
 

 
59 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Qveene, II, xii. A.C. Hamilton, ed. London: Long-
man 1977, p. 290.  
60 Ib., p. 291. 



 42 

so all agreed through sweete diuersitie, 
This Gardin to adorne with all varietie. 61 

 
Like Armida’s castle, the ontological ordering of nature and art has 
been reversed, but here the play between them is rendered more intri-
cate, with opposition resolved in the synthesis of aesthetic pleasure.  
 According to Stephen Greenblatt, the strategy of making the arti-
fice appear natural epitomises an important feature in the philosophy 
of appearances and counterfeit which permeates Renaissance culture. 
Greenblatt juxtaposes the lines from stanza 58 above with Baldassare 
Castiglione’s observation in The Courtier: “grace” can be acquired if 
one strives “to conceal all art and make whatever is done or said to be 
without effort”.62 This kind of deceptiveness was of course deeply in-
imical to the Puritan ethos with its emphasis on “plain speaking”, and 
the individual’s direct rapport with truth through Scripture, virtuous 
action, and hard work.63 We note that several sf narratives of counter-
feit realities from the 1950’s exploit a comparable fear of deception. 
The hapless hero is the unwitting inhabitant of a simulated reality 
which does not announce itself as an illusion; its “art” appearing in no 
place. 
 Furthermore, the association between a wholly artificial environ-
ment and sexual license in Tasso’s and Spenser’s allegories is faith-
fully re-enacted in several dystopias of virtual realities; e.g. in Hux-
ley’s Brave New World. In both Huxley’s future state of enforced hap-
piness and in the Bower, sex is separated from procreation.64 Acrasia’s 
artificial realms is replete with temptation in the form of semi-nude 
women and boys but no actual physical lovemaking takes place. C.S. 
Lewis remarks that “[t]here is not a kiss or an embrace” within its 

 
61 Ib., p. 292, italics mine. Although Fairfax’s translation of Gerusalleme Liberata 
was not published until 1600 – 13 years after the publication of The Faerie Queene – 
the Armida episode and other parts of it had begun to circulate in literary circles in 
England. (Miles and Rhinehart 1996.) 
62 Quoted in Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning: From More to Shake-
speare (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), p. 189.  
63 Greenblatt 1980, p. 189 f. – A close reading of stanza 59 gainsays, however, 
Greenblatt’s observation that the Bower’s art chooses “only those aspects of nature 
that correspond to man’s ideal visions”. The power of the illusion stems partly from 
the cunning mix of “rude” and “scornéd” parts with “fine”, a particular strategy 
aimed not to present an idealised simulacrum of nature, but to blur the boundaries 
between nature and art. 
64 Of course, this theme is not exclusively bound to that of virtual realities, but often 
held out as a symptom of cultural degeneration in a wider sense, e.g. in T.S. Eliot’s 
“The Waste Land”. 
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boundaries.65 This is not altogether true, but the ambiance is one of 
voyeuristic passivity and post-coital lethargy rather than active sexual 
advances. “Acrasia”, according to the OED, means excess and intem-
perance – two shortcomings frequently attributed to consumers of por-
nography, which is a main area of employment for virtual reality tech-
nologies in the dystopian sf tradition. In an American pulp magazine 
story from 1930, excess is replete: “the glutton, the drunkard, the man 
mad over women [finds] his own special paradise” through a sophisti-
cated virtual reality device. Presented with such powerful means for 
escaping the demands of real life (such as temperance), civilisation 
promptly falls.66  
 Tasso’s and Spenser’s epics are the first texts in Western literature 
which consider the multi-sensory illusion or imitation as inherently 
problematic. Although they both denigrate the notion of an artificial 
nature, Spenser’s version is slightly more acerbic, possibly influenced 
by the more consistently iconophobic Protestant ideology. While Ri-
naldo pities Armida, who has fallen genuinely in love with him, Guyon 
chains Acrasia and destroys the Bower, since it threatens his manly 
(Protestant) resolve and self-discipline. He finally liberates the former 
lovers whom the witch, Circe-like, has turned into beasts. They all 
wear an “unmanly” look when they have regained their human form. 
This sequence of events is clearly echoed in the solution routinely of-
fered in the dystopias of virtual realities: destroy the illusion machine, 
liberate the humans whose thraldom is frequently projected as a loss of 
masculine powers and virtues. 

 
 
 
 
 
1.3. The human demiurge 
 
1.3.1. The celebration of illusionist art 
 
When Tasso and Spenser wrote their epics, the attempts to produce 
simulacra of physical reality had been vigorously pursued in painting, 

 
65 Lewis 1936, p. 332. 
66 Laurence Manning and Fletcher Pratt, “City of the Living Dead” (Donald A. Woll-
heim and George Ernsberger, eds, The 2nd Avon Fantasy Reader. New York: Avon 
Books, 1969), p. 158. 
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sculpture and theatrical design for well over two centuries, both in re-
ligious and profane art. These explorations form an essential aspect of 
Renaissance culture both north and south of the Alps, as well as in 
England, and can be seen in the animal studies of Albrecht Dürer, the 
perspective paintings of Rafael, or the stage designs of Inigo Jones. 
These developments, and the theories which accompanied them, would 
have been formative influences both for Tasso and Spenser. 
 With the rise of the linear perspective, a plethora of trompe 
l’oeuille-effects, and sophisticated theatrical machinery, illusionist 
techniques were most persistently pursued in fifteenth and sixteenth 
century Italy, a culture less burdened by iconophobia, Illusionism was 
a prestigious endeavour much favoured by patrons, and a prime cause 
for admiration in polite society. 
 Testimonies to the prestige of illusionism are legion. Boccaccio’s 
The Decamerone relates how the artist Giotto is so skillful that one 
cannot tell his pictures from what they represent: 
 
Giotto was of so excellent a wit that, let Nature, mother of all, operant ever by con-
tinual revolution of the heavens, fashion what she would, he with his style and pen 
and pencil would depict its like on such wise that it shewed not as its like, but rather 
as the thing itself, insomuch that the visual sense of men did often err in regard 
thereof, mistaking for real that which was but painted. 67 
 
Baldassare Castiglione, author of that classic manual for social coun-
terfeit, The Courtier, was impressed by a comedy where the “streets 
looked as if they were real […] through the art of painting and well-
conceived perspective”.68 In his famous The lives of the artists, the ar-
chitect Vasari is no less enthusiastic over a production of a comedy 
where the buildings were “all made to make them appear to be what 
they represent”.69 When compared to the discussion in Protestant 
Europe, it is striking how comfortable urbane audiences outside the 
theopolitics of the Reformation seem to have been with the notion of 
representation which aims at deception of the senses, both in religious 
and secular art.70 The interest seems to have been almost wholly on the 

 
67 Boccaccio, Decameron, John Payne, trans., Charles S. Singleton, rev. and ed., vol. 
2 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982), p. 459.  
68 Translated and quoted in A.M. Nagler, A Source Book in Theatrical History (New 
York: Dover, 1959 [1952]), p. 71. 
69 Quoted in Nagler 1959, p. 72. 
70 A comprehensive discussion of  how illusionist painting was received and dis-
cussed in the aesthetic debate in  Renaissance Italy is found in Norman E. Land, The 
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maker of the illusion, whereas the “deluded” audience is a mere wit-
ness and testimony to that skill. This can be compared to the Chris-
tian/Protestant position, which generally dismisses the maker as serv-
ing Rome, the Devil, or both, and focuses on the spiritual havoc 
wreaked on the gullible observer. The difference is superbly illustrated 
by the different uses to which Pliny’s previously quoted anecdote of 
Zeuxi’s painted grapes was put. The reformer Parker is concerned with 
the fate of the deluded birds/laity, whereas the leading humanist Mar-
silio Ficino celebrates the illusionist victory as a triumph of human will 
and demiurgic ingenuity: 
 
And what is quite wonderful, human arts produce by themselves whatever nature 
itself produces, as if we were not the slaves, but the rivals of nature. Thus, Zeuxis 
painted grapes in such manner that the birds flew to them. Apelles painted a steed 
and a she-dog in such manners that in passing by horses would neigh and dogs 
bark.71 
 
This does not mean that the psychological power of the image, which 
caused such panic among some Protestant reformers, was ignored or 
glossed over. The humanist scholar Franciscus Junius proposes that 
both poetry and painting have the power to imitate nature so forcefully 
that viewers and readers are held in a trancelike state. They both 
 
wind themselves by an unsensible delight of admiration so closely into our heart, that 
they make us in such an astonishment of wonder to stare upon the imitation of things 
natural, as if we saw the true things themselves; in so much that we do not love, 
though we find ourselves mis-led, to have this our joy interrupted, but we do rather 
entertain it with all possible care and study.72 
 
As this passage suggests, image and word were not always considered 
as fundamentally different forms of representation in Renaissance 
thought, as can be gathered in Horace’s sentence ut pictura poësis – 
“as a painting, so a poem”, which was frequently quoted and para-
phrased in Renaissance aesthetics.73 Both poetry and painting, accord-

 
Viewer as Poet: The Renaissance Response to Art (University Park, PA: Pennsyl-
vania State University Press, 1994), pp. 3–26 et passim.  
71 Marsilio Ficino, Platonic Theology (Theologica Platonica, 1482), Josephine L. 
Burroughs, trans., appended to Paul Oskar Kristeller, “Ficino and Pomponazzi on the 
Place of Man in the Universe”, Journal of the History of Ideas, 5 (April 1944), p. 
233. 
72 Franciscus Junius, The art of Ancient Painting, 1638, quoted in Land 1994, p. 22. 
73 Cf. Land 1994, p. 4. The device of ekphrasis, the translation of visual art into po-
etry, was also cherished in poetics. (See for example Hulse 1990.) 
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ing to Junius, have the power to “hold the reins of our hearts, leading 
and guiding our Passions by that beguiling power they have, whither-
soever they list.”74 Junius’ imagery is strongly suggestive of witchcraft 
and would thus be consonant with Protestant iconophobia, but it is 
meant as praise and not as an expression of moral concern. The re-
sponse seems to be entirely one of joyous abandonment. 
 But admissions of ontological confusion of the kind expressed by 
Boccaccio and Junius should not be taken at face value. The pleasure 
of the trompe l’oeuille springs from a brief initial moment of bewil-
derment, and as soon as the deception status is established, one can 
admire the artist’s technique. In this respect, Renaissance audiences 
were surely as discerning as those of today. 
 In humanist discourse illusionist techniques were not generally 
considered morally harmful. They can, however, be seen as sympto-
matic of some philosophical concerns which began to be articulated 
during the Renaissance and which mark the emergence of a modern 
consciousness. According to Norbert Elias, Renaissance man began to 
recognise the gulf between the subjective experience of consciousness 
and the objective existence of external reality. From this split ensued a 
scientific epistemology as well as a philosophical dilemma which has 
remained unsolved to this day: how do I know that what I perceive is 
real? Elias highlights the specific role of illusionist techniques in this 
process: 
 
This uncertainty, the doubt concerning the relation of reality and illusion, pervades 
the whole [Renaissance] period. The transition to a more realistic presentation of 
perceptions in painting is, to an extent, symptomatic of the peculiar oscillations and 
amalgamations of reality and illusion. Through the attempt to represent three-
dimensional spatial phenomena on two-dimensional canvas, on one hand a more 
realistic artistic form is attained, and in this phase that is indeed the goal that is pur-
sued. But what is projected on to the canvas is at the same time an illusion of three-
dimensional space. It is a phantom. This possibility, this desire to give illusion the 
form of reality is the counterpart to the philosophical uncertainty over whether what 
appears as reality is illusion. The question “What is real, what is illusory?” preoccu-
pies people over and over again at this stage of consciousness.75 
 
The artistic illusion thus can be seen as reflective of a troubled recog-
nition of the split and latent opposition between outward appearances 
and essential reality, which also influenced the new ideals for social 

 
74 Quoted in Land 1994, p. 22. 
75 Norbert Elias, The Court Society (Die höfische Gesellschaft, 1969), Edmund Jeph-
cott, trans. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983), p. 252 f. 
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conduct that we find codified in such works as Castiglione’s The 
Courtier. Exploitation of this split is also a central strategy in the im-
mensely influential political theory put forth in Machiavelli’s The 
Prince. The Protestant insistence on conforming outward appearances 
to inner truths, as manifest in the ideal of parrhesia or “speaking the 
truth”, is alien to the urban culture of deception, counterfeit, and theat-
ricality which developed at the European courts, and which relegated 
ideals of plainness or naturalness to the pastoral drama.76 
 Renaissance illusionist practices hence reflect the rise of a subjec-
tivist epistemology which made the concepts “reality” and “illusion” 
not easily delineated. Insoluble as the dilemma was, it no doubt weak-
ened the ontological authority of the one as it strengthened that of the 
other. This destabilisation came to immediate and concrete political 
use in the subterfuges and rhetorical stratagems surrounding princely 
politics. But the “innocent” enjoyment of the purely artistic illusion 
also can be seen as inherently political. The equine imagery used by 
Franciscus Junius’ to convey the power of the illusions describes, in 
fact, a loss of individual autonomy – in the media-dystopias of the 
twentieth century, their “beguiling power” poses a formidable threat to 
democratic values and institutions. 
  
 
1.3.2. The man-made world and the dream of order 
 
The present-day fascination and concern with how ontological catego-
ries become confused in ever more sophisticated techniques of repre-
sentation and simulation were felt during the Renaissance, and is one 
of the most conspicuously modern features of that age. Moreover, 
Renaissance illusionist techniques can be seen as affiliated with an 
equally modern dream of the world as a coherent system of quantifi-
able and manageable relations. This utopian notion has had immense 
historical repercussions which became articulated during the sixteenth 
century. 
 The logical conclusion of this dream in the cybernetic age is the 
notion of re-creating the world as a digital, phenomenally full-fledged 
virtual reality, which is encountered in 1950’s science fiction, and is 
also seriously considered by present-day cyber-utopianists.77 The alli-
ances between illusionist techniques and forms of political control dur-

 
76 Cf. Elias 1983, p. 253 ff. 
77 Cf. chapter four below. 
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ing the Renaissance have been pondered by Jean Baudrillard. Some-
what idiosyncratically, Baudrillard singles out stucco, the material 
used par préférence in the manufacturing of theatrical illusions, as 
conveying the bourgeois utopia of a universal system for social con-
trol. This symbolism lies in the fact of its ubiquity, its “democratic” 
malleability and limitless potentiality: 
 
From these incredible achievements with stucco and Baroque art we can unravel the 
metaphysics of the counterfeit, as well as the new ambitions of Renaissance man. 
These latter consist in an earthly demiurgy, the transubstantiation of all nature into a 
single substance, a theatrical sociality unified under the sign of bourgeois values, 
beyond difference and blood, rank or caste. Stucco is the triumphant democracy of all 
artificial signs, the apotheosis of the theatre and fashion, revealing the unlimited 
potential of the new class, as soon as it was able to end the sign’s exclusivity. The 
way is clear for unheard of combinations, for every game, every counterfeit – the 
Promethean designs of the bourgeoisie are first engrossed in the imitation of nature, 
before it throws itself into production. In the churches and palaces, stucco embraces 
all forms, imitates all materials: velvet curtains, wooden cornices, and fleshy curves 
of the body. Stucco transfigures all this incredible material disorder into a single new 
substance, a sort of general equivalent for all the others, accruing a theatrical pres-
tige, since it is itself a representative substance, a mirror of all the others.78 
 
Stucco heralds a new social freedom and mobility, and simultaneously 
enacts a new ideology of control based in the dream of a technological 
organisation and structuring of the world: “Technology and technoc-
racy are already fully operative in the notion of an ideal counterfeit of 
the world, expressed in the invention of of a universal substance and a 
universal combinatory of substances.”79 The notion of a universal ra-
tionality is also mirrored, according to Baudrillard, in the Counter Ref-
ormation and the Jesuit ambition of establishing a global, centrally 
organised Christian church whose authority would be both political 
and spiritual. Stucco decorations and Jesuit notions of the organisation 
of power thus both bear witness “to the same project of universal con-
trol and hegemony, to a social schema in whose foundation the internal 
coherence of a system already operates.”80 The juxtaposition of stucco 
and systems for social control, curious as it might seem, is made con-
tiguous with the overt allegiances between (computerised) simulation 
techniques and forms of political and social control and manipulation 
which is found in the present “code-governed phase” of history. When 

 
78 Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death ([L’échange symbolique et la 
mort, 1976] London: Sage Publications; 1993), p. 51 f. Italics in the original. 
79 Ib., p. 52. 
80 Ib., p. 52. 
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commenting upon the ubiquity of binary codes in modern scientific 
epistemology, Baudrillard observes: “Again we find the hallucination 
or illusion of a world reunited under a single principle – a homogenous 
substance according to the Counter-Reformation Jesuits.”81  
 To contemporary commentators of illusionist and counterfeit tech-
niques in Renaissance culture any political dimensions went, under-
standably, unrecognised. What they signified above all was man’s 
power over nature and the semi-divine status bestowed upon him by 
art, science, and technology. In this respect, the Renaissance culture of 
the counterfeit follows a logic similar to the one which I suggest un-
derpins the American fascination with the copy and the simulation, 
although more philosophically conscious. Man, in a well-known con-
ceit, is a microcosm with the ability to contain the entire universe intel-
lectually. Integral to this idea is the proposition that the world is emi-
nently translatable into, or identified with, language and other sym-
bolic systems – a code to be interpreted and even reproduced. “This 
grand book, the universe […] is written in the language of mathemat-
ics” stated Galileo,82 expressing a heroic (or hubristic) belief in man’s 
ability to capture, or rule, the whole of nature in a comprehensive for-
malised system. 
 Under the auspices of Hermeticism, the belief in the possibility of a 
total identification between object and sign took the forms of specula-
tions about the primal language – the “adamic tongue” – and the nature 
of the logos by which God created the world. Scholars such as 
Giordano Bruno turned towards emblematics, alchemy, cabalist magic 
and theurgy ( “white magic”) in their quest to find the “true names” of 
things and understand what might be labelled the original code of the 
universe – once again foreshadowing the cybernetic utopia of re-
constructing our planet as a computer simulation.83 
 The crypto-heretical dreams of mastery over nature did not limit 
themselves to the quest for “true names”, but also involved illusionist 
 
81 Ib., p. 59. 
82 Quoted in Stillman Drake, Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo (New York: 
Doubleday & Company, 1957), p. 237–238. 
83 Hermeticism was based in some esoteric texts written in late antiquity, but claimed 
by its advocates to have been revealed by an Egyptian priest in a mythical past. The 
core of Hermetic lore, the Corpus Hermeticum, was brought to Florence by a monk 
in 1460 and Cosimo de Medici commissioned Marsilio de Ficino to translate it. 
Alongside Ficino, Pico della Mirandola and, above all, Giordano Bruno were ardent 
interpreters of the esoteric Hermetic wisdom. A standard work on the Hermetic tradi-
tion during the Renaissance is Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic 
Tradition (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964). 
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and simulation techniques in art and engineering. Marsilio Ficino’s 
already cited Theologica Platonica is a rich articulation of Hermetic 
hubris, and for our purposes especially interesting in its foregrounding 
of illusionist art and devices as affirmations of man’s self-divinisation. 
It is ostensibly a treatise on the soul’s immortality, the third sign of 
which is “the activities of the arts”, which includes engineering. After 
having mentioned Zeuxis’s grapes and Apellus’s steed, Ficino widens 
man’s demiurgical powers to include automatons and three-
dimensional models of the solar system: 
 
Praxiteles shaped a marble Venus for an Indian temple which was so beautiful that it 
could hardly be kept safe and undefiled from the lascivious ones who passed by. 
Archytas of Tarentum made a wooden pigeon with his mathematical skill, poised it 
in the air, filled it with breath and thus made it fly. As Hermes Trismegistus reports, 
the Egyptians made statues of the gods which were able to talk and to walk. Ar-
chimedes of Syracuse made a heaven of brass in which all the movements of the 
seven planets could be truly performed as in the heavens, and the whole thing moved 
like the heavens.  [---] Thus man imitates all the works of the divine nature, and per-
fects, corrects and improves the works of lower nature. Therefore the power of man 
is almost similar to that of the divine nature, for man acts in this way through him-
self. Through his own wit and art he governs himself, without being bound by any 
limits of corporeal nature; and he imitates all the works of the higher nature.84 
 
Once man has come into possession of more powerful means for pur-
suing his creative genius, Ficino concludes, Archimedes’s brass 
heaven will be superseded by a genuine simulacrum of the heavens 
themselves, presumably provided by alchemical or magical means. 
 
[S]ince man has observed the order of the heavens, when they move, whither they 
proceed and with what measures, and what they produce, who could deny that man 
possesses as it were almost the same genius as the Author of the heavens? And who 
could deny that man could somehow also make the heavens, could he only obtain the 
instruments and the heavenly material, since even now he makes them, though of  a 
different material, but still with a very similar order?85 
 
The identification of the ingenious individual with a demiurgic creator 
is also in evidence in the familiar view on poetry and art as a second-
order creation, which was articulated during the sixteenth century, and 
which needs to be considered in this context. In his authoritative study 
on the poetics of Romanticism, The Mirror and the Lamp, M. H. 
Abrams concludes: 

 
84 Kristeller 1944, p. 233. 
85 Ib., p. 235. 
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That there is some connection between artist and divinity is, of course, as old as the 
belief that poetry is sponsored and inspired by the gods; and in classic times, the 
divine origin of the world was sometimes illustrated by reference to the activity of a 
sculptor or other human artisan. But the explicit reference of the poet’s invention to 
God’s activity in creating the universe appears to have been a product of Florentine 
writers in the later fifteenth century.86 
 
Abrams quotes Cristoforo Landino, who was a member of Ficino’s 
Platonic ‘Academy’, and who stated in 1481 that “the feigning of the 
poet […] departs from making and comes very near to creating. And 
God is the supreme poet, and the world is his poem.”87 “The most in-
fluential statement”, according to Abrams, was made by Scaliger in his 
Poetics of 1561, a key document in Renaissance poetics. 
 
[Scaliger] pointed out […] that poetry excels all other arts in that, while these “repre-
sent things themselves just as they are, in some sort like a speaking picture, the poet 
represents another nature and varied fortunes, and in so doing makes himself, as it 
were, another God.” Because the poetic art “fashions images more beautiful than 
reality of those things which are, as well as images of things which are not,” it does 
not seem “as in the case of the other arts, to narrate things like an actor, but like an-
other God, to produce the things themselves […].88  
 
Sir Philip Sidney expressed a similar view in his The Defence of Poe-
sie (1579-80), but in softened terms, possibly to avoid provoking Puri-
tan sensibilities. The other arts are – somewhat unfairly – seen as pro-
ducing mere imitations of things already present in nature, whereas the 
poet is 
 
lifted up with the vigor of his owne invention, dooth growe in effect into another 
nature, in making things either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite a newe, 
formes such as never were in Nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, 
Furies, and such like […].89 
 
Hence, the semi-divine powers of the poet are demonstrated above all 
by his powers to create things non-existent in nature. (We note in this 
context that the fantastic creatures mentioned are all gathered from 
Greek mythology – angels, or other supernatural figures of Christian 

 
86 Abrams 1953, p. 272. 
87 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 273. 
88 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 273. See also Brian Cummings, The Literary Culture 
of the Reformation. Grammar and Grace (Oxford and London: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), p. 265 f. 
89 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 273. 
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mythology would reasonably not be considered as “newe forms”, but 
rather parts of an invisible nature.) 
 As we shall see, this ability becomes refined in Romantic theories 
of poetic and artistic creation, and is very much in evidence in present-
day visions of the potential of cyberspace, in which the freedom to 
render manifest all manner of phantasmagorical forms is frequently 
foregrounded. Sidney’s defence can thus be compared to a virtual real-
ity enthusiast of the early 1990’s describing cyberspace as “the place 
where conscious dreaming meets subconscious dreaming, a landscape 
of rational magic, of mystical reason, the locus and triumph of poetry 
over poverty, of ‘it-can-be-so’ over ‘it-should-be-so.’”90  
 Through their respective skills, then, the poet, the painter, and the 
artisan were all seen to be pursuing the semi-divine goal of creating 
secondary, artificial worlds. Of these, the two latter operated with 
means which lie the closest to the notion of a virtual reality in the 
sense used in this study. Even though poetry and art were juxtaposed 
as almost interchangeable endeavours – as demonstrated in the ekphra-
sis – the basic differences between their respective modes of represen-
tation were of course taken into account. We note that Ficino’s other-
wise fairly exhaustive itemising of “man the maker’s” glorious tri-
umphs does not include the verbal arts. 
 Ficino could, however, well have included the linear or central 
point perspective, a revolutionary artistic invention which needs to be 
considered in this context. Its gradual invention emerges as a vital 
event in the continuous self-divinisation of Renaissance man, manifest-
ing the dream of subjugating the physical world into a coherent and 
manageable system of quantifiable relations.91 As such, it epitomises 
what Stephen Greenblatt has called the “complex technology of control 
whose origins we trace back to the Renaissance”.92 Moreover, it not 
only disciplines nature according to an emerging paradigm of scientific 
rationality, but the perceptual habits of the observer: the sense of vi-
sion itself. In the words of art historian Roy Strong, through central 
perspective “the eyes of the spectator can be almost forced to look at 

 
90 Marcos Novak, “Liquid Architectures in Cyberspace”, in Benedikt 1991, p. 226.  
91 Baudrillard’s choice of stucco to convey the deeper ideological significance of the 
Renaissance production of counterfeit and illusion seem all the more puzzling when 
one considers linear perspective. Especially so since he singles out the theatre as 
being the art form which “gripped social life in its entirety […] from the Renaissance 
on”, and theatrical design was a prime area for employment and exploration of linear 
perspective. 
92 Greenblatt 1981, p. 174. 
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things in a certain way.”93 From having been constantly dislocated and 
reconfigured in the discontinuous spatial perspectives of medieval art, 
visual explorations became structured according to the laws of Euclid-
ean geometrics, gravitating around an absolute centre keeping it (and 
the world) literally in line. 
 The new habits of vision which linear perspective entailed are 
wholly congruent with the ideology of absolutist rule, which started to 
emerge at about the same time. Stage illusionism, of which central 
perspective was an essential part, was developed with great energy 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries at European courts, in 
the theatrical entertainment known as masques, and in other forms of 
royal spectacles which aimed at celebrating the divine glory of the 
prince. 
 The masque drew on Neo-platonic and Hermetic ideas of how ideal 
reality was communicated to the sublunary sphere through arcane 
symbols conveying intuitive knowledge of the Ideal not accessible by 
mere language.94 These symbols took the form of emblems, in which 
esoteric meaning was produced by a combination of image and word. 
Hence, it reflects a movement towards equilibrium between the visual 
and the verbal, which runs quite contrary to the scriptocentric ideology 
of Puritan Christianity and its inherent denigration of images. Accord-
ing to the magical logic which so threatened Protestant iconophobes, 
the image or emblem was believed to be infused with an otherworldly 
presence. “An ancient image of Justice”, notes Frances Yates, “was not 
just a picture but actually contained within it some echo, taste, sub-
stance, of the divine Idea of Justice”.95 In the illusionist spectacles of 
the masque and the court fête, this magical logic furthered political 
causes: royal personages in their silent mythological or allegorical 

 
93 Roy Strong, Splendour at Court. Renaissance Spectacle and Illusion (London: 
Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1973), p. 73. 
94 It can be pointed out that the Neoplatonist view on the symbol departed from 
Plato’s thoughts on art and poetry. His assumption was that images always repre-
sented objects of the sensory world, and hence were “twice removed” from the world 
of true forms. (Plato 1963 p. ) Plotinus, however, meant that art above all imitated the 
ideas themselves, in Abram’s words by-passing surface reality in order to reach es-
sences and imitate ideas first-hand. “[W]e must recognize that that they [the arts] 
give no bare reproduction of the thing seen but go back to the Ideas from which Na-
ture itself derives”. (Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 42.) 
95 Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2002 [1964]), p. 70. See also E.H. Gombrich, “Icones Symbolicae: 
the Visual Image in Neoplatonic Thought”, J.W.C.I., 1948 (XI), pp. 163–92.  
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roles actually were believed to take on some essence of the supernatu-
ral and hence conveyed the divine sanction of their rule. 
 Roy Strong sees the propagandistic function of illusionist stage 
craft evident already in the fact that wonders of central perspective 
could be fully enjoyed, due to the arrangement of seats, only by a small 
fraction of court audiences: 
 
The old-established means of décor in the form of scattered props and moveable 
pageant cars enabled everyone placed round the three sides of a hall to take part in 
the visual experience. In contrast, a stage with a proscenium arch, side wings and 
painted backcloth was viewable in perfection from one point only, for all the lines of 
perspective met in the eyes of the onlooking prince. Those sitting at the sides of the 
arena saw nothing but distorted scenery. In court spectacle perspective stage sets 
were the ultimate apotheosis of the monarch, for they deliberately added to the other 
hierarchical gradations increasingly governing court life, that of sight. The more 
important one was, the closer one sat to the king, and the closer one was to the king, 
the nearer one’s eyes were to reading the unfolding spectacle with his eyes. The pro-
motion and spread of this type of illusion […] is directly connected with the rise of 
absolutism.96 
 
In the masque, royal power also came to be associated with the power 
of Renaissance science and technology to control nature and propel 
man to a semi-divine status. Roy Strong summarises the full ideologi-
cal significance of the illusionist miracles of the court spectacle as fol-
lows: 
 
The fête enabled the ruler and his court to assimilate themselves momentarily to their 
heroic exemplars. For a time they actually became the “ideas” of which they were but 
terrestrial reflections. The world of the court fête is an ideal one in which nature, 
ordered and controlled, has all dangerous potentialities removed. In the court festival 
the Renaissance belief in man’s ability to control his own destiny and harness the 
natural resources of the universe find their most extreme assertion. In their astound-
ing transformations, which defeat magic, defy time and gravity, evoke and dispel the 
seasons, banish darkness and summon light, draw down even the very influences of 
the stars from the heavens, they celebrate man’s total comprehension of the laws of 
nature.97 
 
A vital aspect of this demiurgic theme is that illusionism need not be 
reserved for the re-creating of ordinary reality, the physical world as 
actually experienced through the senses. Artists and theatrical design-
ers also took it upon themselves to conquer reality by rendering mytho-
logical and magical events with equal degree of verisimilitude as that 

 
96 Strong 1973, p. 73. 
97 Ib., p. 76. 
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bestowed upon trees, houses, and other mundane objects. The masque 
thus heralds a continuing theme in the discussion of the counterfeit 
reality, which was touched upon above à propos poetry. 
 A significant and intriguing parallel to present day virtual realities 
is the “interaction of audience and entertainment” which took place in 
masques, since the audience, i.e. the royal or princely families and the 
court, were involved in the events on stage.98 This custom prefigures 
the late twentieth-century phenomenon of role-playing games, which 
emerged as parlour games in the 1970’s and proved eminently suited 
for computer mediated interaction. In the on-line games of Everquest, 
World of Warcraft etc., participants don mythological or folklorist 
identities and engage in fantastical events within computer-generated 
virtual worlds. Technology does indeed provide both the “instruments 
and the heavenly material” to use Ficino’s words – hardware and soft-
ware – to allow man to “also make the heavens”.  
 
 
1.3.3. The Romantic poet as creator God 
 
With the emergence of the Romantic movement, merely impressing 
the spectator with illusionist mastery became gradually discredited, as 
ideas of subjectivity and originality rose to prominence as prime aes-
thetic qualities. But with its enduring popular appeal, illusionist effects 
remained a major undertaking in the visual arts throughout the eight-
eenth and the nineteenth centuries, most innovatively in theatrical de-
sign and in the mass-market entertainment known as the panorama. 
 In 1750, an English theatre critic could echo Renaissance critics 
and claim “that we expect that resemblance to be so perfect, that we 
shall be able to persuade ourselves that what is in reality but a copy, is 
an original”.99 At the end of the century the German theatrical designer 
Johann Adam Breysig conceived of a theatre “in which the total effect 
of nature and art is produced with deceptive realism, in which every 
possible type of performance and play can be represented”, and which 
furthermore “would render all other types of theatre superfluous”.100 
Although it is not clear exactly what Breysig means by “the total effect 

 
98 D.J. Gordon, “Roles and Mysteries”, in Gordon, The Renaissance Imagination, 
coll. and ed. by Stephen Orgel  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975),  p. 
19. 
99 John Hill, from The Actor (1750), quoted in Nagler 1959, p. 397. 
100 Quoted in Stephan Oetterman, The Panorama: History of a Mass Medium, Deb-
orah Lucas Schneider, trans. (New York: Zone Books, 1997 [1980]), p. 24. 
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of nature and art”101, the ambition of a universal form of mimetic thea-
tre brings to mind the totalitarian Renaissance utopia, as described by 
Baudrillard, of a symbolic system uniting the world in a “project of 
universal control and hegemony”. In this context, it is significant that 
Breysig’s universal and absolute theatre is wholly conceived according 
to a capitalist logic of market demand and the least common denomi-
nator. It is to carry its own costs through ticket sales, and for this pur-
pose illusionist effects are necessary: “The whole theatre depends on 
taking in money, and for this reason effect is prized above all else.”102  
 For elitist critics such as Goethe or Wordsworth, such considera-
tions deserved nothing but contempt. In 1798, Goethe attacks illusion-
ist theatre with the influential argument that the artefact which aims at 
nothing but presenting an exact copy of nature appeals first and fore-
most to the aesthetically unsophisticated mind. “[T]ruth of nature and 
truth of art are two distinct things, and […] the artist neither should nor 
may endeavour to give his work the air of a work of nature”. 103 Like so 
many before him, Goethe refers to the anecdote of Zeuxis’s painted 
grapes and the birds (although he replaces the grapes with cherries), in 
order to discredit those misguided “connoisseurs” who confuse these 
two objects, art and nature.104 As we recall, the reformer Robert Parker 
mobilised the anecdote against those ignorant souls unable to separate 
divine reality from its mere representation, and hence needed firm in-
struction as to the true function of images. The historical and ideologi-
cal distance between Parker and Goethe may be wide but they are still 
united by an elitist apprehension of how the ignorant mind is seduced 
by the overly convincing illusion. 
 Coleridge, writing in a similar vein, condemns the art that repli-
cates nature “without any check of difference” as nothing short of 
“disgusting”, and captures the conflict syllogistically: “the more com-
plete the delusion, the more loathsome the effect.”105 (The phrasing, we 
recall, is strikingly similar to the reformist James Calfhill’s claim: “the 
livelier the counterfeit is, the greater error is engendered”.106) “If the 
artist”, Coleridge writes further, 

 
101 I have been unable to locate the German original. 
102 Oetterman 1997, p. 24. 
103 J.W. van Goethe, “On Truth and Probability in Works of Art”, in J.E. Spingarn, 
trans. and ed., Goethe’s Literary Essays (New York: Harcourt and Brace, 1921, pp. 
51–58), quoted in Nagler 1952, p. 438. 
104 Ib., p. 439. 
105 Coleridge 1949, p. 256. 
106 Cf. above, p. 37. 
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copies the mere nature, the natura naturata, what idle rivalry! If he proceeds only 
from a given form, which is supposed to answer to the notion of beauty, what an 
emptiness, what an unreality there always is in his productions, as in Cipriani’s pic-
tures! Believe me, you must master the essence, the natura naturans, which presup-
poses a bond between nature in the higher sense and the soul of man.107 
 
Goethe’s distinction between “truth of nature and truth of art”, and 
Coleridge’s distinction between the outward appearance and the inner 
essence of nature, are both typical expressions of Romantic philosophy 
and aesthetic, and reflects the split between two forms of knowledge 
which had begun to open among the educated classes already in the 
mid seventeenth century. One form was reached through the “new phi-
losophy” of empiricism, Baconian scientific rationalism and its quanti-
tative epistemologies, which is commonly referred to as Enlightenment 
philosophy. The other, Romantic kind of knowledge was achieved 
through the intuitive imagination, and expressed in dreams, myth, po-
etry and art. From this split, an ideology developed according to which 
the work of art is a separate reality in its own right, adhering to its own 
truth and following its own laws. Goethe again, describing the decid-
edly non-realistic art form of opera: “When opera is good, it creates a 
little world of its own, in which all proceeds according to fixed laws, 
which must be judged by its own laws, felt according to its own 
spirit.”108 
 In this context, the concept of semi-divine “creation” in reference 
to the artist’s or the poet’s work which we saw taking form during the 
Renaissance became “a routine critical term”.109 It was divorced, how-
ever, from Hermeticist notions of magical demiurgy, and instead came 
to thrive in close relationship with the belief in the imagination as the 
wellspring of poetry. Already in 1712, Joseph Addison celebrated how 
we in poetry “are led, as it were, into a new creation, and see the per-
sons and manners of another species!”110 Almost a century later, in Au-
gust Schlegel’s Berlin lectures, which were seminal for the Romantic 

 
107 Coleridge 1949, p. 257. “Cipriani” can be no other than the Italian artist Giovanni 
Batista Cipriani, an eighteenth century painter who, among other things, was em-
ployed in an ambitious attempt to create an immersive virtual environment: a floor-
to-ceiling fresco painting of the Lake District covering the walls of John Locke’s 
country house Nobury Park. This painting has been called an “immediate predeces-
sor” to the panorama. (Oetterman 1997, p. 99).  
108 Nagler 1959, p. 438. 
109 Abrams 1953, p. 282. 
110 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 275. 
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movement, the poet is hailed as transporting his audience “into a 
strange world, in which he can rule according to his own laws.”111 Shel-
ley claimed that poetry, created by the “imperial faculty” of the imagi-
nation, “makes us the inhabitants of a world to which the familiar 
world is a chaos […]. It creates anew the universe.”112 
 This hugely influential view of the artist as an original creator and 
the work of art as a construct with no necessary mimetic responsibility 
towards mundane reality also gave liberal allowance for the portrayal 
of mythological and supernatural figures and events. The very term 
“Romantic” connoted the fanciful, wonderful, extraordinary, or the 
like, and these qualities are in ample evidence in the literature and art 
of the period. Limiting our focus to the English scene, we find super-
natural motifs in serious poetry such as Coleridge’s “Kublai Khan” and 
“The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, Keats’ “La Belle Dame Sans 
Merci”, in the art of Fuseli and Blake, and of course in the popular 
Gothic genre. By the same token, Medieval and Renaissance literary 
motifs experienced a revival. Enchantresses, magic castles, gnomes 
etc. helped convey the idealist impulses which lay at the heart of the 
Romantic sensibility, as allegorical representations of truths more per-
ennial and profound than those articulated by scientific rationality. Just 
as cyber-advocates of recent decades promote computer generated vir-
tual realities as spiritually emancipating, the Romantics promoted the 
imagination as holding a liberating potential for the human spirit, ena-
bling us to realise our full potential beyond the barriers erected by 
physical, historical, and political necessities. 
 The Romantic cult of the imagination thus holds a subversive po-
tential, and can be seen as affiliated with the revolutionary movements 
of liberalism and republicanism. One critic has, in fact, argued that the 
supernatural secondary worlds of Romantic poetry provided images 
and narratives which were eminently suited to describe the dreams, as 
well as the nightmares, of a brave new world engendered by the French 
revolution.113 The revolution was an event of literally apocalyptic pro-
portions, and to describe its full intellectual and emotional impact, the 
fantastic language of myth and romance would come naturally both to 
advocates and detractors of the revolution. As we will see in the final 
chapter, the fantasy themes and motifs which permeate much of com-

 
111 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 281. 
112 Quoted in Abrams 1953, p. 282. 
113 David Duff, Romance and Revolution. Shelley and the Politics of a Genre (Cam-
bridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 12 f. 



 59

puter and hacker culture can also be seen as carrying a revolutionary 
symbolism. 
 
 
 
 
 
1.4. The technological spectacle  
 
1.4.1. Romantic mistrust of technology 
 
If we briefly retrace the Romantic notion of the work of art as a world-
in-itself to its Renaissance origins, we recall that the dream of man as a 
divine creator of worlds was not reserved for art or poetry but also a 
proper object of science and engineering. Romantic artists and critics, 
however, were seldom sympathetic to scientific and technological ven-
tures, associated as they were with what they perceived as a spiritually 
stifling mechanistic philosophy. An overt or latent technophobia is one 
of the features which distinguishes the “demiurgy” of Romantic aes-
thetics from its Renaissance antecedents. 
 A telling and for the purposes of this study highly relevant expres-
sion of this stance is found in August Schlegel’s comments on the 
camera obscura, a forerunner of the photographic camera, which was 
also a popular artist’s aid in the rendering of correct perspective. 
Schlegel denounced its use as inartistic, since it tended to “encourage a 
flat, unimaginative style”. Moreover, the camera obscura in Schlegel’s 
view “places the landscape under the artist’s control and tames it, so to 
speak, rather than allowing the eye to struggle directly with the wild 
ferocity of nature and transmit some of the grandeur of the sight to his 
smaller picture”.114 Schlegel, as we recall, was instrumental in refitting 
the Renaissance utopia of man as creator God into Romantic aesthetic 
theory. But this passage effectively deflates the complementary notion 
of demiurgical man as defeating and re-creating nature through magi-
cal and technological means, and introduces a note of humility vis-à-
vis nature which is quite alien to the hubristic Renaissance stance. 
Even when freed from the constraints put on perception by mediating 
technology, the artist can never hope to represent fully the vastness of 
the real thing onto a canvas, but only gives a hint of its “grandeur”. 
The naked eye is cognitively and morally superior to the dominating 
 
114 Quoted in Oetterman 1997, p. 29. 
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and controlling mediated vision. Schlegel’s point may be strictly aes-
thetical but it does anticipate twentieth century media dystopias and 
their technophobic insistence on unmediated sensory experience of 
nature as a prerequisite for emotional and moral integrity.  
 Schlegel’s view of the camera obscura as an instrument for con-
trolling and taming wild nature also inadvertently hints at its political 
significance. The device was employed by the English military for 
purposes of mapping and surveillance of the Scottish Highlands after 
the defeat of the Jacobites in 1746. In his history of immersive media, 
Oliver Grau writes: 
 
To control the occupied territories efficiently and plan future military operations, the army was 
very interested in accurate drawings of the terrain, detailed panoramic vistas, and views of the 
landscape. Only detailed cartographic data could be used effectively to play through questions 
of tactics, field of fire, positions for advance and retreat, and the like, so when a new pictorial 
technique emerged that made it possible “to be in the picture,” it was soon pressed into the 
service of the House of Hanover’s geopolitical aspirations.115 
 
A basic observation in any investigation of the socio-political contexts 
of virtual realities is that their pursuit has occasioned close and com-
plex alliances between the military-political and the art-entertainment 
sphere. (A recent example is the military-funded software firm ICT, 
which produces both military and commercial versions of computer 
games.116) Here, at the very threshold of the age of media and mechani-
cal reproduction, this kind of symbiosis is suggested by the fact that for 
the mapping of the Highlands, the army employed the artist Paul 
Sandby, who later became a noted landscape painter. “It is safe to as-
sume”, writes Grau, “that Sandby’s ability to observe nature with pre-
cision, for which he later became famous, owed much, if not all, to the 
military training of his artist’s eye.”117  
  
 
1.4.2. The virtual reality of the panorama 
 
The political connotations of illusionist visual effects become more 
obvious towards the end of the eighteenth century with the introduc-
tion of the hugely popular mass-market medium known as the pano-

 
115 Oliver Grau, Virtual Art: From Illusion to Immersion, (Virtuelle Kunst in 
Geschichte und Gegenwart: Visuelle Strategien, 2001], Gloria Custance, trans. 
(Cambridge, Mass. and London: The MIT Press, 2003), p. 53. 
116 See below, p. 119. 
117 Grau 2003, p. 53. 
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rama. I will dwell on this first truly immersive medium at some length 
since it so clearly prefigures, in technical functions as well as in critical 
responses, the dystopian imaginings and speculations spawned by later 
and more advanced forms of virtual reality. The term “panorama” has 
come to be applied to a number of representational techniques, as well 
as a lateral view of any vista, but the term properly refers to an immer-
sive representational device which was patented in 1787 and defined as 
“a continuous circular representation hung on the walls of a rotunda 
specifically constructed to accommodate it.”118 The spectator held the 
centre, enclosed by a painted 360” canvas portraying landscapes, city-
scapes, battle scenes, etc. Verisimilitude was also achieved by placing 
appropriate objects in the area between the spectator and the backdrop, 
thus re-creating the chosen vista partly in three dimensions. In the 
more ambitious and costly panoramas sound effects, artificial wind, 
and smoke would be introduced in order to heighten the effect. The 
panorama clearly prefigures the virtual realities and “holodecks” of a 
more recent technological imagination in more immediate ways than 
film or television, simply because it is multisensory and immersive, 
enclosing the spectator from all sides.119 
 Needless to say, the panoramas of the late eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries were produced for reasons quite different from those 
that supported the Romantic notion of art as an alternate, secondary 
creation. Granted, both these projects construct virtual spaces organ-
ised in order to achieve certain desired effects, and they both obviously 
continue the demiurgical projects of the Renaissance. But whereas 
Romantic artists are concerned with approaching the ideal, consciously 
and passionately contrasting their creations to everyday reality (mak-
ing us, in Shelley’s phrasing, “inhabitants of a world to which the fa-
miliar world is a chaos”) the panorama aimed to produce an illusion 
which was seen as continuous with actual reality, effectively enticing 
the audience into epistemological uncertainty.120  
 
118 Comment 1999, p. 7. 
119 Cf. Grau 2003, p. 70. 
120 Oliver Grau suggests that the panorama, like the camera obscura before it, was 
recognised for its military value, since the inventor Robert Barker received initial 
patronage from Lord Elcho, a high-ranking officer and nobleman “obviously inter-
ested in a new technique of perspectival representation that might be useful for mili-
tary surveys and planning. Thus, the inception of the panorama was characterised by 
a combination of media and military history.” (Grau 2003, p. 57.) Grau presents no 
evidence, however, that military interests actually motivated Lord Elcho’s patronage, 
and furthermore declares that “the notion of using the panorama as a mobile instru-
ment of military planning was a nonstarter from the beginning.” (Ib.) 
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 This ambition elicited quite contrasting responses among contem-
porary critics. Citing a number of sources, Oliver Grau concludes that 
opinion “was divided into two diametrically opposed camps: a minor-
ity, who criticized that there was too much illusion and saw in this a 
danger, and a majority, who valued the panorama precisely because of 
its illusionistic effects.”121 The detractors, who especially hold our at-
tention here, denigrated the medium primarily from the viewpoint of 
Classicist and Romanticist aesthetics: it failed as art. But aesthetics 
were heavily infused with moral and latently political attitudes, and 
many negative utterances made in the public sphere clearly prefigure 
dystopian sf of the twentieth century, while also recalling Christian 
iconophobia. A main point was that the panorama aimed at deception, 
which made the issue one of ethics. (No doubt, as Bernard Comment 
points out, artists also felt their own activity threatened.122) 
 Snorted one contemporary critic: “All the artists could see was an 
expensive scrawl amusing to children big and small whose only merit 
was that the perspective was well observed and that the objects repre-
sented were imitated faithfully.”123 The suggestion that fascination with 
the complete illusion transforms adults into children is wholly in line 
with Parker’s and Goethe’s reference to Zeuxis’s grapes and the birds, 
and also points towards warnings of the degenerative, regressive ef-
fects of all too lifelike media.124  
 The panorama forms an integral part of William Wordsworth’s 
description of London spectacles and shows, in Book VII of The Prel-
ude (written in 1804) which recalls Christian reformers’ iconophobic 
stances and also articulates some dystopian themes encountered in 
twentieth century sf. The panorama and similar immersive displays 
“within doors” are distinctive from art, and a harmless concession to 
“man’s weakness”, by which is understood naïve fascination with the 
illusionist spectacle: 

 
 

 
121 Grau 2003, p. 62. 
122 Bernard Comment, The Panorama, (London: Reaktion, 1999), p. 87. In the intro-
duction, I suggest a similar mechanism motivating some of the literary media dysto-
pias of the twentieth century. (Cf. above, p. 17.) 
123 Quoted in Comment 1999, p. 86. 
124 It should be noted, however, that Goethe himself seems to have had no quarrel 
with the panorama – on the contrary, he enjoyed the device so much that he installed 
a small panorama depicting a mountain scenery in his own home. (Grau 2003, p. 60.) 
In all likelihood, Goethe could embrace the medium because he did not consider it in 
terms of art, or even as a rival to art. 
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At leisure then I viewed from day to day, 
The Spectacles within doors – birds and beasts 
Of every nature, and strange Plants convened, 
From every clime; and next, those sights that ape 
The absolute presence of reality, 
Expressing, as in mirror, sea and land, 
And what earth is, and what she hath to shew. 
I do not here allude to subtlest craft 
By means refined attaining purest ends, 
But imitations fondly made in plain 
Confession of Man’s weakness and his loves; 
Whether the Painter, whose ambitious skill 
Submits to nothing less than taking in 
A whole horizon’s circuit, do, with power 
Like that of angels or commissioned Spirits, 
Fix us upon some lofty Pinnacle, 
Or in a Ship of Waters, with a World 
Of Life, and life-like mockery, beneath, 
Above, behind, far-stretching, and before; 
Or more mechanic Artist represent 
By scale exact, in model, wood or clay, 
From blended colors also borrowing help, 
Some miniature of famous Spots or Things, 
St Peter’s Church, or, more aspiring aim 
In microscopic vision Rome herself; 

 or haply some choice rural haunt, the Falls Of  Tivoli, 
  and high upon that Steep 

The Sybil’s mouldering Temple! every Tree, 
Villa – or Cottage lurking among rocks 
Throughout the landscape, tuft, stone, scratch minute –  
All that the Traveller sees when he is there.125 

 
The poet leaves these “mute and still” indoor virtual reality spectacles 
and exits to the street to ponder tawdrier and more boisterous forms of 
spectacle: pantomime shows, “Clowns, Conjurers, Posture-masters, 
Harlequins”. Towards the end of the poem an array of sensationalist 
and illusionist street attractions including automatons, street perform-
ers and puppet shows form a “Parliament of Monsters” and, finally, a 
monstrous mill – that classical image of inhuman industrialism – 
which devours and disgorges defenseless people: 
 

All moveables of wonder from all parts 
Are here, Albinos, painted-Indians, Dwarfs, 
The Horse of Knowledge, and the learned Pig, 

 
125 William Wordsworth, The Fourteen-Book Prelude, W.J.B. Owen, ed. (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 143 f. 
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The Stone-eater, the Man that swallows fire –  
Giants, Ventriloquists, the Invisible-girl, 
The Bust that speaks, and moves its goggling eyes, 
the Wax-work, Clock-work, all the marvellous craft 
Of modern Merlins, Wild-beasts, Puppet-shews, 
All out-o’th’-way, far-fetched, perverted things, 
All freaks of Nature, all Promethean thoughts 
Of man; his dullness, madness, and their feats, 
All jumbled up together, to compose 
A Parliament of Monsters, Tents and Booths, 
Meanwhile, as if the whole were one vast mill, 
Are vomiting, receiving, on all sides, 
Men, Women, three-years’ Children, Babes in arms.126 

 
The soulless spectacle is the “true epitome” of London itself, an un-
substantial chaos of meaningless diversity which works as an oppres-
sive and enthralling force even on the strongest minds. 
 

 Oh blank confusion! true epitome 
Of what the mighty City is herself 
To thousands upon thousands of her Sons, 
Living amid the same perpetual whirl 
Of trivial objects, melted and reduced 
To one identity, by differences 
That have no law, no meaning, and no end; 
Oppression under which even the highest minds 
Must labour, whence the strongest are not free!127 

 
The oppressive effects of the spectacle can only be countered by an 
intellect which is not distracted by the fragmentariness of the “whirl”, 
and “sees the parts / As parts, but with a feeling for the whole.” The 
poet maintains that this unifying yet discriminating gaze is a goal for 
all spiritual education, and that it depends on an immediate rapport 
with nature. In accordance with the Romantic glorification of pre-
modern ways of life, this rapport is seen as the privilege of colonial 
subjects and non-European others: 
 

 [---] Attention springs, 
And comprehensiveness and memory flow, 
From early converse with the works of God, 
Among all regions; chiefly where appear 
Most obviously simplicity and power. 
Think, how the everlasting streams and woods, 

 
126 Ib., p. 156. 
127 Ib., p. 157. 
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Stretched and still stretching far and wide, exalt 
The roving Indian: on his desart sands 
What grandeur not unfelt, what pregnant show 
Of beauty meets the sun-burnt Arab’s eye!128 

 
The “mute and still” wonders of the panorama and other virtual reali-
ties, then, are deemed as fairly innocent per se, but they do border – 
geographically and morally – upon the corrupting and degenerative 
processes of the cruder spectacles of the street, whose seductive pow-
ers are ultimately a threat to the autonomous subject of liberal democ-
ratic ideals. Theodor Adorno, Guy Debord, and other, mainly Marxist 
post-war critics of our media-saturated society take strikingly similar 
views, although their analyses, obviously, do not prescribe a closer 
conversation with “the works of God” as a prime remedy. 
 The illusionistic effect of the panorama is rendered in dramatic 
terms by the German critic J.A. Eberhardt in 1805, who was not con-
tent, like Wordsworth, to write the phenomenon off as a fond “confes-
sion of man’s weakness and his loves”. Even in translation, his de-
scription of a panorama experience rather brings to mind the feverish 
prose of E.T.A. Hoffmann, suggestive of magical enchantment or pos-
sibly mesmerism, while also anticipating the ontological vertigo which 
we will encounter in sf narratives of ersatz realities: 
 
I sway between reality and unreality, between nature and non-nature, between truth 
and appearance. My thoughts and my spirits are set in motion, forced to swing from 
side to side, like going round in circles or being rocked in a boat. I can only explain 
the dizziness and sickness that befall the unprepared observer of the panorama in this 
way. I feel myself trapped in the net of a contradictory dream-world […]. Neither the 
knowledge that I am nowhere near the vantage-point, nor the daylight, not even com-
parison with the bodies that surround me can awake me from this terrifying night-
mare, which I must go on dreaming against my will.129 
 
The panorama also elicited a calmer form of objection which has re-
mained a standard part of the critical repertoire when it comes to illu-
sionism since Romanticism: it did not encourage the spectator’s imagi-
nation to partake in the creative process.130 An anonymous 1830 French 

 
128 Ib. Italics mine. 
129 Quote compiled from Grau 2003, p. 64 and Comment 1999, p. 97. 
130 The co-creative role of the reader’s or audience’s imagination in the appreciation 
of a work of art is a key feature in Romantic aesthetic ideology, although less pro-
nounced than the elevation of the imagination as a prime force in the original crea-
tion. We also encounter it well prior to the Romantic era, e.g. in the prologue to 
Shakespeare’s Henry V, in which the audience is encouraged to flesh out the meagre 
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article legitimises the denouncement of the “maximum illusion” by 
stressing the active part played by the spectator’s imagination in mak-
ing art life-like: “What we do not want to see in artistic productions is 
a complete imitation of nature”, since it is “we who complete his [the 
artist’s] work; it is our imagination that will add movement, that will 
bring the spark of life to masterpieces of art.”131 More than a century 
later, the argument is reproduced by Theodore Adorno as he derides 
all-too realistic film for leaving “no room for imagination and reflec-
tion on the part of the audience, where these […] may withdraw and 
fantasize on their own.” The equation of the film and reality causes the 
“stunting of the mass-media consumer’s powers of imagination and 
spontaneity”.132 The necessity to protect the inner life of the individual 
against the paralysing powers of mechanically produced simulacra, 
ever more intrusive in their multisensory completeness, is also a major 
theme in twentieth-century dystopian sf. 
 The apparently quite forceful psychological impact of the pano-
rama no doubt explained its broad mass-market appeal, and also brings 
the political potential of virtual reality technologies into sharper relief. 
This potential was also soon recognised, as the medium was put to 
overtly propagandistic uses, consistently portraying vistas of national 
symbolic value: capitals, monuments, battle scenes and (especially in 
America) natural wonders such as the Mississippi river and the Grand 
Canyon. Exotic colonial vistas were also legion in European pano-
ramas, which, according to modern interpreters, made the medium 
instrumental in the legitimisation of imperial expansion in the public 
mind.133 Most obviously propagandistic, however, would be the battle 
scenes which “run through the history of the panorama like a thread”, 
 
stage effects with the aid of their own imagination: “And let us, ciphers to this great 
accompt, / On your imaginary forces work. / Suppose within the girdle of these walls 
/ Are now confin’d two mighty monarchies, / Whose high upreared and abutting 
fronts / The perilous narrow ocean parts asunder: / Piece out our imperfections with 
your thoughts; / Into a thousand parts divide on man, / And make imaginary puis-
sance; / Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them / Printing their proud hoofs 
i’ the receiving earth; / For ‘tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings, / Carry 
them here and there, jumping o’er times, / Turning the accomplishment of many 
years / Into an hour-glass […].” (William Shakespeare, King Henry V [J.H. Walker, 
ed. London: Methuen, 1961], p. 6 f.) Some 500 years later, the sf writer Vernor 
Vinge envisions a computer-based virtual reality as based on a similar co-creative 
role of the imagination. (See below, p. 187) 
131 Quoted in Comment 1999, p. 97. 
132 Theodore Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment. John Cum-
ming, trans. London: Verso, 1997, p. 126 
133 Oetterman 1997, p. 21 f.; Comment 1999, p. 8.; Grau 2003 p. 65, 69. 
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idealising moments of national triumph.134 Being immersed in the care-
fully arranged illusion, the spectator, according to Grau, had no choice 
but to identify with the soldiers depicted. “The immersion coerced the 
observer into participating inwardly in the battle on the side of the 
Prussians”, Grau states in an analysis of a panorama depicting the bat-
tle of Sedan, and quotes a contemporary newspaper report: “One feels 
with these grim warriors, and what moved their souls at the time, con-
tinues to shake our own.”135 Immersion, thus, according to Grau, entails 
an act of mental participation or identification which is eminently pli-
able according to the political agenda of those producing and/or sanc-
tioning the propaganda. In the case highlighted by Grau, this means the 
Preussian monarchy.  
 Grau’s analysis contests the previous and more complex analysis of 
Stephan Oetterman, in which the medium is seen as affirming notions 
of bourgeois political hegemony, including some of the anxieties 
which came with that role. According to Oetterman, the panorama was 
an eminently bourgeois medium already from the way its very design 
was meant for a democratic form of consumption. In terms reminiscent 
of Roy Strong’s reading of the use of central perspective in sixteenth 
and seventeenth century theatre, which reflected the rise of absolutism 
in European politics through its single, privileged vantage point, Oet-
terman points out that the panorama could be enjoyed equally by the 
entire audience, since spectators stood on a platform at the very centre 
of the rotunda: 
 
Pictures constructed in central perspective are […] “exclusive” pictures, in that at any 
given moment they exclude all except one – privileged – person from viewing it. As 
a form of art that yielded to the pressure of the horizon, the panorama produced a 
side effect that was certainly unintentional: it created a new and more “democratic” 
perspective.136 
 
Simply put, this democratisation of perspective followed from the vir-
tually infinite points of view from which the panorama could be fully 
enjoyed. This also entailed its status as a mass medium, open to any-
one who bought a ticket and was willing to share the experience in 
close physical proximity to total strangers.137 
 
134 Grau 2003, p. 91.  
135 Quoted in Grau 2003, p. 108. 
136 Oetterman 1997, p. 68 f. 
137 This reading of the panorama is contested by Grau, who claims that a royal vision 
still symbolically dominates many panoramas, since battle scenes generally depicted 
some hill or higher ground understood as housing the supreme commander, whose 
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 Oetterman further maintains that the panorama was “an apparatus 
for teaching and glorifying the bourgeois view of the world”, both 
through what was represented and the way it was represented.138 The 
political dimension is inherent in the word “panorama” itself – literally 
“viewing all” – which carries with it the ideal of an all-encompassing 
gaze. As in the case of the central perspective, however, this gaze was 
carefully guided both as to what was seen, and how it was seen. Oet-
terman holds that it was both “an instrument for liberating human vi-
sion and for limiting and ‘imprisoning’ it anew”.139 A key element in 
this conflicting process was, according to Oetterman, the experience of 
the horizon, which was central to the panorama’s effect on its audi-
ence. The panorama established the horizon as an organising principle 
of a typically bourgeois visual experience, which also held an impor-
tant symbolism – it was a boundary which could be expanded and 
transgressed, and which could hold infinite promise of what lay be-
yond it, but which also enclosed the subject at all times, on all sides.140 
 Oetterman also relates the fascination exerted by the panorama to 
what he describes as a “diffuse sense that the world constitutes a 
prison”, which found a number of expressions in eighteenth century art 
and literature, notably Piranesi’s series of etchings known as Carceri 
(1745-50) and Goethe’s Werther (1774).141 The epoch’s fascination 
with dungeons is tentatively but suggestively explained as expressing a 
bourgeois frustration over the absolutist rule of monarchic Europe. As 
the paradigmatic example of Werther makes clear, however, the sense 
of imprisonment would also result from frustration with the hegemony 
of bourgeois pragmaticism, as incarnated by Werther’s friend and rival 
Albert. To expand on Oetterman’s argument, the counterfeit reality of 
the panorama can be seen as unintentionally reflecting a classic di-
lemma of bourgeois existence: the hope of virtually limitless possibili-
ties opened up for the individual by science, technology and market 
capitalism on the one hand, and the experience of those same forces 
constricting our soul, inner essence, or the like, with their instrumental-
ist logic and demands of productivity on the other. In several of the 
dystopian sf narratives later taken up for discussion, the virtual realities 

 
virtual vantage point was part of the picture but was still located above the spectators, 
and hence subjected the individual viewer to a fictitious scrutiny from above. (Grau 
2003, p. 107.) 
138 Oetterman 1997, p. 21. 
139 Ib., p. 7. See also Comment 1999, p. 8. 
140 Ib., p. 7 ff, p. 21 f. 
141 Ib., p. 20 f. 
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(typically designed by military or corporate bodies) hold their “audi-
ences” literally captive. Among the more recent instances of this anar-
chic or libertarian association between illusion and imprisonment we 
find the Matrix films.142 
 The ideological significance which Oetterman ascribes to the pano-
rama emerges still clearer when it is compared to the panopticon, Jer-
emy Bentham’s never realised idea for the monitoring of prison in-
mates. The principle behind the panopticon was basically one of psy-
chological conditioning. Prisoners were to be monitored at all times 
and the knowledge of incessant surveillance would eventually be inter-
nalised by the prisoners themselves, engendering an “inner warden” 
which effectively would prevent them from committing further crimes 
upon release. In recent decades, in the wake of Michel Foucault’s ideo-
logical analysis of the device, it has become something of an emblem 
for non-violent means of state control.143 Previous commentators have 
also pointed out that the panopticon and the circular panorama con-
struction are remarkably alike in engineering terms. Oetterman even 
argues that the former was directly inspired by the latter.144 And just as 
the centrally placed warden of Bentham’s prison has unlimited and 
instantaneous visual access to the prisoners’ every activities, so is the 
centrally placed panorama audience encouraged into thinking of the 
world as an eminently surveillable and hence controllable place.145 To 
paraphrase Adorno, there is no place to withdraw, no place which es-
capes scrutiny – a feature commonly ascribed to the digital cyber-
spaces projected in cyberculture criticism, which are seen as spatial 
extensions of an already achieved global hegemony of market capital-
ism. 
 Grau, it might be added, takes a diametrically opposed stance and 
sees the structural similarities between the panorama and the panopti-

 
142 It should be noted that the topos of the world as a prison is considerably older than 
the rise of bourgeois political demands in the era preceding the French revolution. 
Prison metaphors abound in gnostic manuscripts and we recall the prisoners of 
Plato’s cave. One might also think of the exchange between Hamlet and Rosencrantz 
in Hamlet, II, ii.  
143 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Surveiller et 
punir: naissance de la prison, 1975), Alan Sheridan, trans. (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1995), pp. 195–228. Cf. also Oetterman 1997, p. 40 ff. A panopticon-like 
two-way television system is a crucial means for controlling the populace in Orwell’s 
1984 (1949).  
144 Oetterman 1997; see also Comment 1999, p. 139–145. 
145 Comment 1999, p. 138. 
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con as further evidence of the former’s absence of any inherently de-
mocratic ideology: 
 
In the panorama, the prisoners are replaced by the picture, but this offers nothing 
more to the observer, who is hermetically sealed off from everything extraneous to 
the picture, than an illusionary total view: Were it not hermetic there would be no 
feeling of presence or virtuality. [---] The situation of Bentham’s Panopticon is re-
versed in the Sedan panorama: The observer is the object of political control.146 
 
Apart from the fact that Grau allows a single, if famous, panorama 
installation bear almost sole witness to the political symbolism of the 
medium itself – which presented several other kinds of venues than 
martial ones – his interpretation of the immersion per se as psychologi-
cally paralysing seems one-sided, and not sufficiently corroborated by 
contemporary sources. Then again, Oetterman’s (and Comment’s) at-
tempts to see the relatively short-lived phenomenon of the panorama as 
expressive of a diffuse and conflicted bourgeois experience of both 
emancipation and disempowerment are also quite speculative, and 
scant with contemporary evidence. Insightful as such modern interpre-
tations may be, they are perhaps as telling of twentieth (and twenty-
first) century anxieties surrounding modern forms of ersatz realities as 
they are helpful in the unraveling of these anxieties’ tangled historical 
roots.  
 
 
1.4.3. Virtual reality as decadence: J.K. Huysmans’ Against Nature 
  
During its heyday, the panorama formed a striking feature of the urban 
space and ignited powerful responses among its audiences, celebrated 
as well as derided by artists and critics. Yet, it did not always provoke 
the number nor the intensity of critical reactions which a postmodern 
mind, alerted to the ontological and political conundrums of mediated 
or simulated realities, might deem they deserved. This impression is 
supported by the fact that the medium left few imprints in contempo-
rary literature. Wordsworth’s denigration of the panorama and other 
“spectacular” phenomena in The Prelude, written when the medium 
experienced its first boom, stand quite isolated in Romantic litera-
ture.147 But it is only towards the end of the nineteenth century we find 
 
146 Grau 2003, p. 111. 
147 Balzac lets the boarders of Le Père Goriot (1831) make puns on the word “pano-
rama”, but the novel does not comment on the phenomenon in any significant way. 
(Cf. Comment 1999, p. 57.)  



 71

a sustained attempt to consider the philosophical and moral issues 
raised by the panorama and similar devices in the novel Against Nature 
(À Rebours, 1884), by J.K. Huysmans. Although it does not specifi-
cally mention panoramas or similar devices, Huysmans’s novel de-
serves to be considered at some length as a forerunner to twentieth 
century envisionings of the disastrous consequences of ersatz realities. 
 Against Nature is commonly regarded as the central literary ex-
pression of the so-called esprit décadent of the late nineteenth century. 
In the “decadent” sensibility, which forms a strand in the symbolist 
movement, apocalyptic themes merge with aestheticist and hedonist 
attitudes, summarised in catch-phrases such as fin de siècle – fin du 
globe, àpres nous le déluge, and l’art pour l’art. The main features of 
the decadent stance had been defined by Poe and Baudelaire: contempt 
of petty bourgeois morality and pragmaticism and an insatiable craving 
for stimuli, preferably those provided by art, poetry, or drugs. While 
this ethos in some respects can be seen as a continuation of Romanti-
cism, it departs from the Romantic cult of nature, by dismissing it in 
favour of the artifice. Like much symbolist poetry, Poe’s and Baude-
laire’s poetry envisions – or enacts – realms of perfect beauty and 
harmony secluded from coarse and common nature.148 
 The hero of Huysmans’ weird and singularly undramatic novel is 
the hypersensitive Des Esseintes, the last of a long line of inbred no-
blemen, who devotes his entire existence to the pursuit of the perfect 
artifice. He barricades himself in an isolated house in the Paris vicinity, 
where he becomes increasingly obsessed with creating various kinds of 
artificial sensations aimed to replace nature. This quest, which involves 
a series of what arguably could be labelled virtual realities, leads even-
tually to his physical and mental breakdown and final re-conversion to 
Catholicism. 

 
148 Both Poe and Baudelaire acknowledged the virtual reality techniques of their day 
in positive terms. Poe’s stories frequently revolve around ingenious hoaxes and coun-
terfeits, and in the prose piece “The Landscape Garden” he likens the effect of a 
minutely modelled “landscape garden” to what may be a diorama (a panorama–like 
device invented by Daguerre), and also theatrical illusions: “I could scarcely help 
fancying that the whole was one of the ingenious illusions sometimes exhibited under 
the name of ‘vanishing pictures’” or “some well-arranged theatrical spectacle or 
melodrama”. (Edgar Allan Poe, “The Landscape Garden”, Complete Tales and Po-
ems, New York: Vintage Books, 1975, p. 617 f.) Baudelaire’s poetry is infused with 
the longing for wholly artificial vistas of aesthetic and sensual pleasure. It might also 
be mentioned that he was fascinated by photography – as evidenced by the famous 
daguerrotype portrait of the poet – and in a letter he boasted to prefer the illusions of 
the diorama to the academic landscape painting of the day. (Oetterman 1997, p.79.) 
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 Des Esseintes’ main interest is to combine and calibrate colours 
and odours to perfection, but he also invests a fortune in minutely re-
produced spatial environments. The most ambitious of these is a simu-
lated ship’s cabin fitted into the dining room, which provides the hero 
with a perfect simulacrum of a sea-voyage, and whose design, includ-
ing “mechanical fish” is described in meticulous detail: 
 
 The dining-room resembled a ship’s cabin with its vaulted ceiling, its semicircu-
lar beams, its bulkheads and floorboards of pitch-pine, its tiny casements cut into the 
panelling like a porthole. Like Japanese boxes which fit one inside the other, this 
room was inserted into another, larger room, the actual dining room built by the ar-
chitect. 
 The latter had two windows; one was now invisible, concealed by the bulkhead 
which could, however, be slid aside at will by pressing on a spring, in order to renew 
the air which, entering through this opening, could then circulate around the pitch-
pine box and penetrate within it; the other, directly opposite the porthole in the panel-
ling, was visible but no longer served as a real window; in fact, a large aquarium 
filled all the space between the porthole and the genuine window, housed in the ac-
tual wall. [---] 
 Sometimes in the afternoon, when Des Esseintes happened to be up and about, 
he would set in operation the various pipes and ducts that permitted the aquarium to 
be emptied and refilled with clean water, and then pour in some drops of coloured 
essences, thus creating for himself, at his own pleasure, the various shades displayed 
by real rivers, green or greyish, opaline or silvery, depending on the colour of the 
sky, the greater or lesser intensity of the sun, the more or less imminent threat of rain, 
depending, in a word, on the stage of the season and the state of the atmosphere. He 
would then imagine he was between-decks in a brig, and would watch with great 
interest as marvellous mechanical fish, driven by clockwork, swam past the porthole 
windows and became entangled in imitation seaweed […]. (17 f.)149 
 
This outrageous contraption allows the user to savour the pleasures of 
a sea-journey in ideal form, without bodily inconveniences to mar the 
actual experience: 
 
In this manner, without ever leaving his home, he was able to enjoy the rapidly suc-
ceeding, indeed almost simultaneous, sensations of a long voyage; the pleasure of 
travel – existing as it largely does only in recollection and almost never in the pre-
sent, at the actual moment when it is taking place – this pleasure he could savour 
fully, at his ease, without fatigue or worry, in this cabin whose contrived disorder, 
whose transient character and as it were temporary furnishings corresponded almost 
exactly with his brief sojourns in it, with the limited time spent on his meals, and 
which provided a complete contrast with his study […]. (18) 
 
 
149 Page references are to J. K. Huysmans, Against Nature (A Rebours, 1884), Marga-
ret Mauldon, trans, Nicholas White, ed. (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998) 
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The benefit of enjoying the “sensations of a long voyage” without ac-
tually going anywhere was a standard way to describe the wonders of 
the panoramas, e.g. in Charles Dickens’ 1848 newspaper report from 
an American moving panorama of the Mississippi: “It is an easy means 
of travelling, night and day, without any inconvenience from climate, 
steamboat company, or fatigue”.150 While no doubt inspired by the 
panorama and similar devices, Des Esseintes’ contraption also prefig-
ures the so-called mareorama, which was introduced by the brothers 
Lumière at the 1900 World Fair. The spectator there entered a cabin 
and enjoyed a simulated sea-journey, complete with rolling movements 
and waves projected on screens behind the portholes. 
 But Des Esseintes’s private naval simulator is not intended for 
profitable public consumption, but for private pleasure. Neither does it 
adhere to the principle of maximum, photographic realism which gov-
erned the panorama industry. The experience is edited according to the 
Romantic idea that experience is best savoured in the tranquillity of its 
recollection (c.f. Wordsworth and the daisies), and the doctrine already 
touched upon the imagination playing a final and decisive role in the 
full rendering of the illusion: 
 
Besides, he considered travel to be pointless, believing that the imagination could 
easily compensate for the vulgar reality of actual experience. In his view, it was pos-
sible to fulfil those desires reputed to be the most difficult to satisfy in normal life, by 
means of a trifling subterfuge, an approximate simulation of the object of those very 
desires. (18 f.) 
 
The active role of the imagination does not, however, lessen the allure 
of the painstakingly complete mechanical illusion, which so offended 
the Romantics. Evoking the triumphant hubris of Ficino and the her-
metics, Des Esseintes states that “artifice was the distinguishing mark 
of the human genius”, and that nature “has had her day”. He points to 
stage illusionism as instances of man’s demiurgic powers, which 
merge artistic creativity with technological mastery: 
 
there is not one single invention of hers, however subtle or impressive it may be thought to be, 
that the human spirit cannot create; no forest of Fontainebleau or moonlit scene that that can-
not be produced with a floodlit stage set; no waterfall that hydraulics cannot imitate so per-
fectly as to be indistinguishable from the original, no rock that papier mâché cannot copy; no 
flower that that specious taffetas and delicately painted papers cannot rival. There is no doubt 
whatever that this eternally self-replicating old fool has now exhausted the good-natured admi-

 
150 Quoted in Oetterman 1997, p. 329; Comment 1999, p. 132. See also Comment 
1999, p. 130 f., for further examples. 



 74 

ration of all artists, and the moment has come to replace her, as far as that can be achieved, 
with artifice. (20) 
 
Technology is not only capable of imitating nature perfectly, but also 
of surpassing her with new forms of beauty. In a passage which brings 
the machine aesthetics of the Italian futurists to mind, technology is 
celebrated not for its pragmatic but for its symbolic value. It is the 
means by which man can achieve aesthetic values denied nature, spe-
cifically feminine beauty: “Does there, in this world, exist a being con-
ceived in the joys of fornication and born in the pangs of birth pangs of 
a womb, of which the model and type is more dazzling and more 
splendid than those two locomotives now in service on the railroad of 
Northern France?” (20) The combination of “delicate slenderness and 
terrifying strength” which these engineering feats achieve, and which 
human females can never hope to achieve, is proof that “man has done 
as well, in his own sphere, as the God in whom he believes”. (21) 
 Even the “dirtiest” and most utilitarian of machinery, then, is in-
fused with idealist potential, although Des Esseintes mainly embraces 
technologies of representation and their means for manipulating the 
senses. In this project, which ultimately will make of him a physical 
and mental wreck, he is increasingly fascinated with olfactory sensa-
tions and he fantasizes how an artificial environment could be evoked 
through a proper combination of synthetic fragrances produced on an 
industrial scale and spewed out through chimneys all over Paris. The 
result would be that workers could receive the invigorating effects of 
country air without the expenditure of travel, while at the same time 
being spared “the deadly boredom” of the countryside. Moreover, with 
the aid of a “fairly fertile imagination”, old lechers can be provided 
with an olfactory “Platonic substitute” of brothels and prostitutes with-
out suffering the consequences. Des Esseintes relishes the fact that 
“harsh nature has no part in this extraordinary phenomenon” and that it 
is made possible by “industry alone”. (100 f.) 
 Once again, these imagined engineering feats are still dependant on 
the active participation of memory and imagination to become, as it 
were, fully operational, and hence rather continues a Romanticist aes-
thetic which sees the subjective response of the individual as that 
which brings life and meaning to the artistic product. The exact replica 
is not always an objective in itself, since an “approximate simulation” 
provides a sufficient cue for escaping drab and painful reality. Des 
Esseintes veers, as it were, between distinct and partly opposed ideolo-
gies of mimesis and illusion. 
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 Furthermore, the Romantic elevation of the imagination is sup-
ported not only by technology but also by a die-hard materialism 
which eradicates the difference between the original and copy from a 
phenomenalist point of view. Whether grounded in an “authentic” ob-
ject or not, the experience is no more and no less than the sum of its 
sensory components: 
 
Thus, nowadays it is widely known that, in restaurants celebrated for the 
excellence of their cellars, gourmets enjoy drinking fine vintages made out of 
inferior wines which have been treated by the method of M. Pasteur. Now, 
whether genuine or fake, these wines have the same aroma, the same colour, 
the same bouquet, so therefore the enjoyment experienced in tasting these 
adulterated imitations is absolutely identical with the pleasure one would take 
in savouring the pure, natural wine which is obtainable today, even at an as-
tronomical price. (19) 

 
In Des Esseintes’s musings, this upheaval of experiential hierarchies 
which technology makes possible is translated to “the world of the 
intellect”, affirming the ontological fullness of the products of the 
imagination: 

 
By applying this devious kind of sophistry, this adroit duplicity, to the world 
of the intellect, there is no doubt that you can enjoy, just as easily as in the 
physical world, imaginary pleasures in every respect similar to the real ones; 
no doubt, for example, that you can embark on long explorations by your 
own fireside, stimulating, if need be, a reluctant or lethargic mind by reading 
a suggestive account of distant travels […]. (19) 

 
The philosophy of imitation put forward in Against Nature is a – 
largely ironic – blend of idealist yearning and ruthless materialism, 
idiosyncratic and yet typical of the fin de siècle intellectual climate. 
 From the vantage points offered by the computer simulations of the 
twentieth century, one is particularly alerted to how Des Esseintes’s 
obsession with artifice and minutely calibrated sensory manipulation 
reflects an immoderate faith in the ability to control, through technol-
ogy, every aspect of one’s environment. For Des Esseintes, this belief 
is not restricted to include his immediate physical environment; other 
people also are subjected to his incessant need for absolute control. 
During one of his interminable flights of fancy, he leisurely recalls an 
attempt he once made to transform a young boy into a murderer. He 
introduced the boy, a street urchin, to a life of luxury and promiscuity 
in a brothel, in the hope that once the subject had gotten used to his 
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new existence he would do anything to keep it. “I’m simply trying to 
produce a murderer”, he explains to the bewildered madam of the es-
tablishment chosen for the experiment, and goes on to explain: 
 
[B]y bringing him here, by showing him a luxury which he didn’t even suspect existed and 
which will necessarily imprint itself on his mind; by giving him such a windfall every couple 
of weeks, he’ll become accustomed to these pleasures which his means do not permit him to 
enjoy; let’s suppose that he’ll need three months for them to become absolutely essential […] 
so, at the end of the three months, I shall put a stop to the little income which I’m going to 
advance you for this good deed, and then he’ll steal, to be able to come here; he’ll do some-
thing quite desperate, so that he can tumble about on this coach, under these gas-lights! […] 
[The boy] will – I hope – kill the man who turns up at the wrong moment while the lad’s trying 
to break into his desk; in that event I’ll have achieved my purpose […]. (60) 
 
The logic behind this experiment reflects nineteenth century determin-
ism in terms suggestive of twentieth century personality engineering. 
But Des Esseintes’ experiment in behavioural conditioning fails due to 
unforeseen events; the madam keeps the money “without delivering 
the goods”, and one of the prostitutes falls in love with the boy. Des 
Esseintes’ fundamental mistake, of course, is the assumption that he 
can predict complex psychological and social processes with any de-
gree of certainty. In the novel’s diegesis, the failed experiment takes 
place years prior to Des Esseintes’ pursuit of virtual realities and they 
are not directly connected thematically. But the ideological consistency 
between these pseudo-scientific demiurgic projects is evident.  
 Against Nature echoes the Bower of Bliss, and anticipates the 
works of Huxley, Bradbury, et al, not only by pointing to the detrimen-
tal effects of artificial environments, but also by the association of arti-
ficiality with promiscuity and sterility. The only women in the book 
are prostitutes and Des Esseintes is impotent. This condition stems 
from his degenerate bloodline, in which the males have “grown pro-
gressively more effeminate”, but it is also metonymical for his life-
style. Effeminacy, impotence, sterile sexuality, and promiscuity are 
constantly associated with virtual realities in later media dystopias, 
most obviously so in the routine assumption that the “killer applica-
tion” for this kind of technology will be pornography.  
 These works, to which we now turn, relocate the late nineteenth 
century linking of artificiality and degeneration from the politically 
insignificant world of decadent bohemia to the far more fateful arena 
of mass media. Although the social crises which allegedly have fol-
lowed from this industry were suggested in some responses to the 
panorama, they were only clearly identified with the rise of cinematog-
raphy and other forms of media technology. In order to follow the lit-
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erary response to this development, we will first cross the English 
channel, and then move on across the Atlantic to the American reality 
industry. 
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2. 
 

THE HUMANIST REACTION 
 
 
 
 
2.1. The terror of direct experience 
 
Des Esseintes is a leisured aristocrat, free to indulge in his orgies of 
artificiality due to the financial independence his class enjoys. Apart 
from the whimsical scheme of distributing “country air” from factory 
chimneys for the benefit of Paris workers, his ideologisation of artifici-
ality is wholly removed from social contexts. It is symptomatic that he 
anticipates the mareorama, a mass market attraction, with no other 
object than personal gratification, a means by which to explore the 
subtleties of sensory stimuli in aristocratic isolation. 
 During the twentieth century, however, the “artificial paradises” 
provided by technology are frequently projected in fiction as collec-
tively experienced phenomena. They are attributed with degenerative 
effects which take on disastrous proportions, and fundamental cultural 
values and institutions crumble under the corrupting influence of col-
lective escapism. This cultural pathology is seen as the more or less 
direct result of such modernist projects as social engineering, the 
automation of labour, and the rise of consumerist capitalism, and a 
final triumph of an instrumentalist and materialist ideology which 
alienates man from nature, from his fellow man and from his inner 
being. The majority of the works discussed here belong to a tradition 
of dystopian fiction which emerged as a response to these perceived 
threats. Several of them may be more specifically defined as anti-
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utopian, since they attack forces of modernity originally invested with 
utopian hope.151 
 While championing such “irrationalist” human traits as intuition, 
creativity, and passion, these fictions warn us, in tones ringing both 
with Puritanism and Darwinism, that the possibility of supplementing 
ordinary reality with engineered hallucinations will inexorably lead to 
a slackening of moral and physical stamina and ultimately the degen-
eration of the species. The ultimate doom of a society which turns its 
back on a “natural” life of duty, work and authenticity and escape into 
worlds of electronic and chemical make-believe is conveyed in a series 
of closely related (and latently misogynistic) themes: the solipsistic 
retreat into “the electronic womb”, egotism, the corruption of family 
ties, sterility, and promiscuity.  
  
 

 
151 The meanings of the terms “utopian”, “dystopian”, and “anti-utopian” are far from 
settled in literary scholarship or criticism, and they are heavily invested with ideo-
logical interest. In genre discussions, dystopian fiction is usually considered to be a 
variant of utopian fiction, since it evolved directly from utopian narrative and pre-
serves its method of scrutinizing the present through the lens of an imagined future. 
For the purposes of this study, however, I find it useful to adhere to the conventional 
dichotomous use of the terms, according to which utopian fiction denotes descrip-
tions of a future which is meant to be perceived as an improvement over the author’s 
own, as a result of beneficent social, political, and technological processes. Dysto-
pian fiction, on the other hand, signifies a form of narrative which warns against 
supposedly dangerous social, political, and technological possibilities in the author’s 
own historical moment, by positing more or less disastrous future results in fictional 
form. “Anti-utopian” is here employed in the sense suggested by, among others, 
Hillegas and Jameson, as a more pointed form of dystopian narrative which call into 
questions the alleged blessings of putatively utopian ideologies or projects by pro-
jecting their results in a dystopian form. For discussions of these and related terms, 
see, for example, Mark R. Hillegas, The future as nightmare: H.G. Wells and the 
Anti-utopians (New York: 1967), p. 3 f.; Suvin 1979, pp. 37–62; Lyman Tower Sar-
gent, “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, Utopian Studies 5:1 (1994), pp. 1–
38; British and American Utopian Literature, 1516–1985. An Annotated, Chrono-
logical Bibliography (New York and London: Garland Publishing, 1988), pp. xi–xiii; 
Tom Moylan, Demand the Impossible: Science Fiction and the Utopian Imagination 
(London: Methuen, 1986),  passim; Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Sci-
ence Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia (Boulder: Westview Press, 2000), passim; Freedman 
2000, pp. 62–86; Jameson, Archaelogies of the future. The Desire Called Utopia and 
Other Science Fictions (London and New York: Verso, 2005), p. 198 f.; Edward 
James “Utopias and anti-utopias” (in Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn, eds., The 
Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003, pp. 219–229); Chris Ferns, Narrating Utopia: Ideology, Gender, Form in Uto-
pian Literature (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), p. 15 f. 
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 2.1.1. E.M. Forster, “The Machine Stops” 
 
The vision of an idle mankind wasting its powers in the grip of techno-
logically mediated experience is first elaborated in E. M. Forster’s no-
vella ”The Machine Stops” (1909), a seminal anti-utopia that was 
partly conceived as a reply to the rationalist utopian visions of H.G. 
Wells.152 The story also contributes to the debate on degeneration 
which permeated European intellectual life at the time, by portraying 
technologised rationality as a retrogressive rather than progressive 
process. While the narrative form is that of sf or “scientific romance” 
(the term Wells chose to designate this kind of narrative), the story 
stresses the value of close personal relationships which also informs 
Forster’s more famous realist narratives; his “core belief in the endur-
ing power of intimate ties to mitigate against an increasingly authori-
tarian and mechanized world.”153 
 In “The Machine Stops”, a spiritually and physically atrophied 
future humanity dwells in a wholly automated subterranean global so-
ciety. All needs are served by the ubiquitous Machine, an immense, 
self-regulating and self-evolving technical system. The Machine is 
regarded with religious awe and when it finally collapses mankind is 
doomed. The story is thus expressive of the common view that we no 
longer can control technological development and have become slaves 
to our own creations.154 The Machine, Forster has his hero exclaim, 
“develops – but not on our lines. The Machine proceeds – but not to 
our goal” (176)155, words which echo in countless humanist attacks on 
science and technology throughout the last century. 
 The Machine’s most devastating function is its power to isolate, 
through information technology, humans from each other and from 
direct contact with nature, as well as from their own bodies. Life is 
thus depleted of depth and meaning.156 Practically no technologically 
unmediated social activities exist. Individuals live out their days in 
 
152 See Hillegas 1967, pp. 82–95; Charles Elkins, “E.M. Forster’s ‘The Machine 
Stops’: Liberal-Humanist Hostility to Technology”, in Richard D. Erlich and Thomas 
P. Dunn, eds., Clockwork Worlds: Mechanized Environments in Science Fiction 
(Westport: Greenwood Press, 1983), pp. 47–61. 
153 Sarah Cole, Modernism, Male Friendship, and the First World War (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 21. 
154 See Langdon Winner, Autonomous Technology: Technics-Out-Of-Control As A 
Theme In Political Thought (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1977), passim. 
155 Page references are to E.M. Forster, The Collected Tales (New York: Knopf, 
1947). 
156 Cf. Elkins 1983, p. 54 ff. 
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cells, from which they interact through a videophone system and re-
ceive all knowledge and entertainment from home terminals. This 
channeling of human intercourse and sensory experience has left our 
sensibilities coarse and shallow, closed to the ineffable dimensions of 
experience: 
 
the Machine did not transmit nuances of expression. It only gave a general idea of 
people – an idea that was good enough for all practical purposes […]. The imponder-
able bloom, declared by a discredited philosophy to be the actual essence of inter-
course, was rightly ignored by the Machine, just as the imponderable bloom of the 
grape was ignored by manufacturers of artificial fruit. Something ‘good enough’ had 
long since been accepted by our race. (148) 
 
The removal from authentic experience leads to a culture of pathologi-
cal alienation. The woman Vashti, one of the protagonists and a repre-
sentative member of this society, is “seized with the terrors of direct 
experience” (154) when confronted with the prospect of actually meet-
ing her son face to face – a denial both of unmediated reality and of her 
own motherhood. Similarly, she reacts with instinctive revulsion upon 
physical contact. 
 Forster’s satire was conceived just prior to the explosive spread of 
film, and the spectre of visual mass entertainment is notably absent 
from his nightmare future. Audio-recordings of wind, birdsong and 
other natural sounds supplant contact with genuine nature and not, as 
in Huxley and later “post-cinematic” dystopias, visual or multisensory 
entertainment media. In “The Machine Stops”, mankind’s only pastime 
is attending electronically transmitted lectures, and the production of 
“ideas”, the more abstract the better. A renowned historian admonishes 
his audience: “Let your ideas be second-hand, and if possible tenth-
hand, for then they will be far removed from the disturbing element – 
direct observation.” (182) The novella’s attack on technology’s perver-
sion of our senses and souls is thus integrated with, and expressive of, 
a more general form of anti-intellectualism, which prospered in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century cultural debate, spearheaded by, 
among others, Friedrich Nietzsche, William James, and D.H. Law-
rence. In Forster’s case, it also reflects an empiricist and pragmaticist 
stance partly rooted in Puritanism and nursed in English thought dur-
ing the Victorian and Edwardian eras.157  

 
157 See Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind 1830–1870 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1957), pp. 110–136. 
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 In Forster’s novella the automated informational society has made 
travel all but redundant, since a standardised global culture has eradi-
cated cultural differences: “What was the good of going to Pekin when 
it was just like Shrewsbury? Why return to Shrewsbury when it would 
be just like Pekin? Men seldom moved their bodies; all unrest was 
concentrated in the soul.” (156) The redundancy of the body is also 
ideologised in this society; it is “a demerit to be muscular”, and Vashti 
is first presented as “a swaddled lump of flesh […] with a face as white 
as a fungus” (144). She is also hairless and toothless as a baby or se-
nescent woman – mankind’s future cerebral existence rendered as re-
gressiveness (153). 
 Her son Kuno, however, is passionate, physically able and hence 
branded as an atavism by the Machine. Denied by his mother, and des-
perate for genuine and authentic experience, he escapes from this 
world of artificiality and human isolation to the surface of the earth 
(which has been deemed uninhabitable by the Machine) to discover 
humans living dignified and full lives close to nature. Faced with the 
fact of humanity’s spiritual self-mutilation, he diagnoses the chief ill-
ness afflicting this information society as the denial of the corporeal 
aspects of existence and rehearses one of classical humanism’s basic 
tenets: “Man is the measure. […] Man’s feet are the measure for dis-
tance, his hands are the measure for ownership, his body is the meas-
ure for all that is lovable and desirable and strong.” (167) The Ma-
chine, he states further, “has robbed us of the sense of space and of the 
sense of touch [and] blurred every human relation” (176).158 
 Forster thus stages a championing of natural and biological exis-
tence against technological regimes which became a standard ingredi-
ent in nineteenth and twentieth century humanism, and which may be 
labelled “naturalism” (in a sense different from the ones commonly 
associated with the term).159 This form of naturalism was outlined by 

 
158 Kuno’s proud and masculine corporeality is also typical of a “Hellenist” celebra-
tion of the youthful male body which permeated late Victorian homoso-
cial/homoeroticist discourse, and which also was leveled by Walter Pater and J.A. 
Symonds against middle-class morale. (See Cole 2003, p. 21–91, esp. p. 23 f.) 
159 In philosophy, ”naturalism” usually refers to a materialistic view that everything 
is explicable in terms of natural laws, and in aesthetics it signifies a non-idealised 
representation of reality. I use it in a sense suggested by Nicola Abbagnanos article 
on “Humanism” in the first edition of the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, in which it is 
applied to one of the aspects of classical humanism, manifest in “the conviction that 
man is part of nature – that nature is his realm, that the features which tie him to 
nature (his body, his needs, his sensations) are essential to the point that he cannot 
abstract from them or ignore them”. (Nicola Abbagnano, “Humanism”, in Encyclo-
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the eminent Forster critic Lionel Trilling, who also employs the image 
of the “machine”: 
 
The belief that the organic is the chief criterion of what is authentic in life and art 
continues, it need hardly be said, to have great force with us, the more as we become 
alarmed by the deterioration of the organic environment. The sense of something 
intervening between man and his own organic endowment is a powerful element in 
the modern consciousness, and overt and exigent issue in our culture. In an increas-
ingly urban and technological society, the natural processes of human existence have 
acquired a moral status in the degree that they are thwarted. It is the common feeling 
that some inhuman force has possessed our ground and our air, our men and women 
and our thought, a machine more terrible than any that Emerson imagined.160 
 
Forster allows for an ambiguous hope, as the story ends with the 
breakdown of the Machine, and the subsequent annihilation of the civi-
lisation it spawned. While a helplessly enfeebled humanity faces mass 
extinction, the unspoilt denizens of the surface are ready to take over. 
Vashti and Kuno, reunited in their dying moments, disagree as to 
whether the same mistake will be repeated in the future: “some fool 
will start the Machine again, to-morrow”, claims Vashti, while Kuno 
asserts that “[h]umanity has learnt its lesson”. The last image is hope-
ful: an airship crashes through the ceiling and allows them a final 
glimpse of “the untainted sky” (197). 
 

 
 

 
 
2.2. Escape of the masses 
 
 
2.2.1. The threat of film 
 
Forster’s story focuses on information technologies used mainly for 
interaction, administration, and education, and how these threaten to 
steer mankind away from a healthy and natural sensuality towards nar-
rowly intellectual pursuits. However, later fictions that deal with ma-
chine-made vicarious experience have taken their cue mainly from the 

 
pedia of Philosophy [1st ed.], vol. 4, Paul Edwards, editor in chief, New York and 
London: Macmillan 1967, p. 70.) 
160 Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (Harvard: Cambridge University Press, 
1972), p. 127 f.  
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entertainment and media industry, and project dystopian scenarios 
which in some respects are diametrically opposed to Forster’s anti-
intellectualist naturalism. Demands for truthful sensory representation 
have declined in “The Machine Stops”, and people are content with a 
video telephone system that is unable to convey “nuances of human 
expression”. But the leisure industry, led by film, prompted fictions 
where mankind abandons the dullness of ordinary life in favour of arti-
ficial realities replete with sensual (mainly sexual) experiences. This 
fairly coherent body of fiction is more pointedly polemical than 
Forster’s more philosophical brand of naturalist humanism, as it di-
rectly identifies consumerist culture and the entertainment and adver-
tising industries as its adversaries.161  
 With the rise of film, the technological destabilisation of the rela-
tionship between original and copy was increasingly perceived by con-
servative and radical critics alike as detrimental to our perceptive fac-
ulties. And being a commercial mass market medium, film was 
deemed a threat to the spiritual health of culture as a whole. Such con-
cerns were anticipated in some of the responses to the panorama and 
similar devices, but the explosive spread of film and its powerful sen-
sory impact subjected it to more numerous and heated attacks than any 
previous visual medium (seventeenth century religious art possibly 
being the exception). 
 In 1915, the American poet and critic Vachel Lindsay expressed a 
socio-medical concern and claimed that “moving picture nausea is al-
ready taking hold of numberless people”, the victims of “photoplay 
delirium tremens”, and that the only remedy was spending time out-
doors.162 Some English critics, listed by William Greenslade, saw the 
medium as degenerative mainly because of its mass market appeal. In 
1923, the St. Louis emigrée T.S. Eliot employs drastic degenerationist 
imagery in his fear that the rapid spread of cinema would cause the 
“lower classes […] to drop into the same state of protoplasm as the 
bourgeoisie”.163 In 1932, after the adding of sound to cinema, thriller 
 
161 It is worth noting, however, that the Puritan “master code” accommodates both 
these emphases, lending its support both to the anti-hedonist, anti-consumerist stance, 
and Forster’s celebration of direct experience. 
162 Vachel Lindsay, The Art of the Moving Picture, 1915, quoted in Miles Orvell, The 
Real Thing: Imitation and Authenticity in American Culture 1880–1940 (Chapel Hill 
and London: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), p. 150. 
163 T.S. Eliot, “Marie Lloyd”, in Frank Kermode, ed., T.S. Eliot: Selected Prose 
(London: Faber, 1975), p. 174. Also quoted in William Greenslade, Degeneration, 
Culture, and the Novel 1880–1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
p. 242. 
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writer John Buchan saw the medium as a possible “real danger, if it 
results in a general degradation of the public taste and a communal 
softening of the brain”.164 And in the same year a book titled The 
Devil’s Camera appeared which draws its metaphors from racist dis-
course in branding cinema “a dread menace to civilization” and “the 
Hun of the modern world”.165 
 But these writers do not dwell on the illusionist effect per se as 
detremental; the threat does not emerge from the destabilization be-
tween reality and illusion, but from the vulgarity of content and the 
sheer size of the audience. However, in Theodor Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer’s attack on the “culture industry” in The Dialectic of the 
Enlightenment (1944) the medium’s increasingly faithful technical 
reproduction of reality is considered a problem in its own right: 
 
The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry. The old 
experience of the movie-goer, who sees the world outside as an extension of the film 
he has just left (because the latter is intent upon reproducing the world of everyday 
perceptions), is now the producer’s guideline. The more intensely and flawlessly his 
techniques duplicate empirical objects, the easier it is today for the illusion to prevail 
that the outside world is the straightforward continuation of that presented on the 
screen. This purpose has been furthered by mechanical reproduction since the light-
ning takeover by the sound film.166 
 
The inability to separate reality from illusion, which had been a cause 
of concern already for some commentators of the panorama and illu-
sionist art, is a sign of the baseness of the film medium. And like the 
1830 French critic questioning the complete imitation of nature, 
Adorno and Horkheimer condemn the perfect cinematic illusion as 
detremental to the imagination. It “leaves no room for imagination and 
reflection on the part of the audience, where these […] may withdraw 
and fantasize on their own.” Equating film with reality causes the 
“stunting of the mass-media consumer’s powers of imagination and 
spontaneity”.167  In this influential view the cinematic illusion becomes 
instrumental in the vast disempowering processes of industrial capital-
ism through its paralysing force over the senses. 
   
 
164 Quoted in Greenslade 1994, p. 242. 
165 R.G. Burnett and E.D. Martell. The Devil's Camera; Menace of a Film Ridden 
World (1932), quoted in Greenslade 1994, p. 242. 
166 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Dialektik 
der Aufklärung: philosophische Fragmente, 1947), John Cumming, trans. (London 
and New York: Verso, 1997), p. 126. 
167 Ib. Cf. above p. 66. 
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2.2.2. Aldous Huxley, Brave New World 
 
More than a decade prior to The Dialectic of the Enlightenment, the 
film industry’s power to “flawlessly […] duplicate empirical objects” 
is a cause for concern in one of the most influental anti-utopian narra-
tives of the twentieth century, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World 
(1932). The novel depicts a future society in which the ideologies of 
utilitarianism, conformism and consumerism form the basis of a non-
violent dictatorship, which implements its values through detailed sci-
entific management of the populace. Individualism, being a latent 
cause of conflict, is stifled even prior to birth. Human embryos are 
grown in bottles, genetically designed and multiplied in a process pre-
figuring cloning, and already destined for a specific function in the 
world state. After “decantation”, they are moved, like the children in 
“The Machine Stops”, to public nurseries, where their adaptation proc-
ess is continued with hypnagogic education and various conditioning 
techniques that continue throughout life. 
 The prime means for political control-through-pacification in 
Brave New World are insitutionalised promiscuity and the drug 
“soma”, which irons out all aggressive and asocial impulses. Soma 
distracts the citizens from reflection and introspection, intellectual ac-
tivities which might lead to a questioning of the values on which this 
world-state rests. This goal is also furthered by “televisors” and the 
“feelies” (an obvious reference to “talkies”), a form of multisensory 
cinema. Both soma and the feelies function as social lubricants and 
escapist technologies. Soma, however, is the most important instru-
ment, dispensed freely among the populace and practically mandatory. 
It engenders uncritical affection for other people, and also provides “a 
holiday from reality”. Its dosage is carefully measured according to the 
desired effect; “half a gramme for a half-holiday, two grammes for a 
trip to the gorgeous east, three for a dark eternity on the moon”. (43)168 
The feelies and the soma, then, are products and tools of a materialist 
and instrumentalist view on the human being: a system subject to con-
trol through electrical and chemical means.169 
 The feelies are multisensory if not wholly immersive, using three-
dimensional images, stereophonic sound, “scent organs” and tactile 
 
168 Page references are to Aldous Huxley, Brave New World & Brave New World 
Revisited (New York: Harper & Rowe, 1965 [1932; 1958]). 
169 Cf. Janet Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyber-
space (New York and London: The Free Press, 1997), p. 19 f.  
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sensations channelled through metal handles in order to provide the 
maximum illusion. The medium is wholly removed from any artistic 
purposes (there is no art in this society) and primarily used for soft 
pornographic shows and other forms of inane sensationalist entertain-
ment. The shows are manipulated to be more intense than any natural 
sensory experience; in a soft-porn production the actors appear on the 
screen “dazzling and incomparably more solid looking than they would 
have seemed in actual flesh and blood, far more real than reality” 
(128). When they kiss, the sensation is conveyed to the audience, 
whose “facial erogenous zones […] [tingle] with almost intolerable 
galvanic pleasure.” During a sexual encounter on a bearskin rug, 
“every hair […] [can] be separately and distinctly felt” by the audi-
ence.(129) This mechanism bears a resemblance to Des Esseintes’ 
cleansing of reality through artificial environments in Against nature. 
In Huysmans’ novel, however, the motivations are aesthetic and phi-
losophical, whereas the feely only provides an intensification with no 
further qualifications. The enhanced sensation of the bearskin carries 
no meaning beyond the mere sensory data and the erogenous effect 
they produce. According to Adorno and Horkheimer, the inferiority of 
the film medium largely stems from its increasingly faithful reproduc-
tion of reality, which blurs the distinction between original and copy. 
In Brave New World, an even greater betrayal of our senses takes place 
as the representation is phenomenally superior to the original experi-
ence. While the conflation of reality and its representation in the film 
medium destabilises the hierarchy of experiential modes, the dystopian 
feely inverts it. 
 Literary life is practically destroyed in this sensualist culture, as are 
other classical humanist arenas for individual self-improvement: art, 
nature, the study of history, not to mention religion. The very medium 
of books is replaced by “reading machine bobbins and sound-track 
rolls”, and toddlers are conditioned to feel an instinctive hatred of both 
literature and nature by being exposed to books and flowers which are 
rigged to give them electric shocks. “They’ll be safe from books and 
botany all their lives”, the Director of Hatcheries and Conditioning 
asserts.(15) Books are unwelcome in this society since they might “un-
desirably decondition […] reflexes”, i.e. stimulate individual thought. 
The love of flowers and nature, although harmless per se, has a cardi-
nal flaw because this love does not require consumer goods in order to 
be satisfied. On the level of plot, the joining of books and flowers in a 
common conditioning process seems fortuitous, but the association 
between reading and the direct experience of nature – “converse with 
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the works of God” – in the formation of the autonomous subject is 
rooted in Protestant ethics and Romanticist aesthetics. This theme is 
later mobilised, as we shall see, in Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and 
other works to confront the politically pacifying effects of multisen-
sory media. 

* 
The wonders of utilitarianism and hedonism in Brave New World are 
partly reported through the eyes of “the Savage”, a young man raised 
in an Indian reservation in which life is harsh, and alcoholism and drug 
use is rife, but which also fosters ascetic spirituality and stern moral 
sentiment. The savage, the son of a hapless woman tourist from Lon-
don trapped in the reservation decades earlier, is taken back to the 
modern world, where he becomes increasingly disgusted with the lax 
morals and spiritual shallowness that confront him. His values are 
formed partly by the “primitive” cultural values of the reservation, 
partly by Shakespeare (he has obtained a one-volume edition in his 
childhood). This double heritage enables him to question the utilitari-
anist utopia from the complementary perspectives of non-Western 
spirituality and heroic Western humanism. Most emphatically, how-
ever, he embraces a stern Puritanism fuelled by sexual neurosis. 
 His ultimate claim, which he puts before the “world controller” and 
chief ideologist Mustapha Mond, is the right to be “unhappy” – to ex-
perience all the pains and vicissitudes of life unalleviated by chemical 
and electronic escape routes. Mond grants him his wish and he escapes 
to an old lighthouse where seeks to drive out “the filth of civilised life” 
and “to be purified” (189) by hard manual labour and flagellation. In 
this manner, he embraces an ascetic ideal incorporating both Puritan 
and Catholic elements, while also re-enacting an initiatory rite from his 
native tribe.170  
 The appreciation of pain is expressive of the masculinist ethos 
which pervades Huxley’s satire and which renders the acceptance and 
consumption of ersatz realities implicitly feminine. The gendering of 

 
170 Pain and discomfort, it might be pointed out, were important values in the Victo-
rian and Edwardian mentality, allied both with the Puritan ethos and to the Darwinian 
tenet of the struggle for life. Huxley’s grandfather and Darwin’s apostle, T. H. Hux-
ley, saw pain as an unavoidable and necessary condition for evolutionary progress 
and, by inference, for human dignity: ”we should cast aside the notion that the escape 
from pain and sorrow is the proper object of life”. (Thomas H. Huxley and Julian 
Huxley, ed., Evolution and Ethics 1893–1943, London: Pilot Press 1947, p. 84.) 
Brave New World can, in fact, be read in its entirety as one sustained argument de-
fending this belief. 
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the virtuous life is plainly stated in the Savage’s desperate (and rhe-
torical) question as he tries to persuade people into abstaining from 
soma: “Don’t you want to be free and men? Don’t you even under-
stand what manhood and freedom are?”171 We have already had nu-
merous occasions to observe the close associations between artificial-
ity, femininity/effeminacy, and promiscuity in Western thought: in 
Tertullian’s association of religious images and female vanity; in Puri-
tan attacks on Catholic liturgy and the theatre; in Spenser’s The Faerie 
Queene and, to some extent, in Huysmans’ Against Nature. It is also 
evident in “The Machine Stops”, as the woman Vashti is fully loyal to 
the ethos of artificiality while Kuno’s revolt largely follows from his 
“atavistic” masculinity. 
 In accordance with the Savage’s default masculinisation of auton-
omy and authenticity, the only characters in Brave New World who do 
not question the official ideology are women, and it is the women who 
most enthusiastically seek the bliss of soma and feelies. The Savage’s 
over-sexed mother Linda accompanies her son back to civilisation only 
to discover that her decayed body is met with revulsion in this age of 
artificial youth. No youth-preserving techniques were available in the 
reservation and now her only escape is to dwell in a perpetual soma 
high. The wonderfully “pneumatic” Lenina Crowne swerves between 
men and becomes utterly confounded when faced with the monoga-
mous impulses of both her boyfriend Bernard Marx and the Savage. 
The shallow promiscuity corresponds to her incessant consumption of 
soma and her love of the feelies. During a nighttime flight across the 
English channel in a private helicopter, Bernard Marx – who harbours 
dissentive and individualist views – exposes her inner emptiness by 
confronting her with raw nature, nocturnal and desolate. Her revulsion 
is akin to that of Vashti, when she is forced into physical contact with 
other people: 
 
 On their way back across the Channel, Bernard insisted on stopping his propeller 
and hovering on his helicopter screws within a hundred feet of the waves. The 
weather had taken a change for the worse; a south-westerly wind had sprung up, the 
sky was cloudy. 
 “Look,” he commanded. 
 “But it’s horrible,” said Lenina, shrinking back from the window. She was ap-
palled by the rushing emptiness of the night, by the black foam-flecked water heav-
ing beneath them, by the pale face of the moon, so haggard and distracted among the 
hastening clouds- “Let’s turn on the radio. Quick!” She reached for the dialing knob 
on the dash-board and turned it at random. (69) 

 
171 Huxley 1965, p. 163. 
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It should be noted here that the conservative and, as it were, masculin-
ist humanism which underpins Huxley’s satire is riddled with irony. 
Bernard’s subversive impulses are thoroughly compromised by his use 
of the Savage’s fame to further his own social advancement, whereas 
Lenina’s conditioned promiscuity and shallowness crackles under the 
influence of the Savage, whom she craves but cannot have. And the 
Savage’s Puritan/individualistic condemnation of utilitarianism and 
hedonism has a pathological aspect, fuelled by denial of his own desire 
for Lenina. When she offers herself to him he beats her, yelling 
“Whore! Impudent strumpet!” in an almost parodic rehearsal of Puritan 
clichés. Huxley is too much the novelist, it seems, to subordinate the 
richness of character and the complexity of human motives to the ob-
jectives of political satire, no matter how clearly defined these objec-
tives may be. 
 The Savage’s violent Puritanism culminates after he has exiled 
himself from the rest of society. He barricades himself in an aban-
doned lighthouse where he purges himself with penitence, fasting, and 
flagellations. Unwittingly, he becomes the subject of a feely-
production which makes him a celebrity and attracts a crowd of 
onlookers gathered to gawk at his flagellations. Lenina is among them, 
and when he once again assaults her in an attempt to beat down his 
own sexual attraction, the collective tensions turn the situation sponta-
neously into an orgy, in which the Savage finally succumbs to the siren 
calls of promiscuity and soma. The next morning, overcome with 
shame and guilt, he hangs himself. The Savage’s failed attempt to es-
cape the society of base sensuality and mindless entertainment only 
affirms its logic and reinforces its dominion – ultimately much more 
efficient than the militaristic dictatorship of Orwell’s 1984. The rebel-
lion is bound to be counterproductive since it only feeds the very spec-
tacle against which it rebels. This is the infallible logic of the specta-
cle.172 
 
 
172 The Savage’s rebellion and its reception thus captures the process described by 
Jean Baudrillard some forty years after the publication of Brave New World, in which 
every revolt, every gesture of dissent is rendered harmless by being co-opted by an 
already wholly commodified system of signs and images: “transgression and subver-
sion never get ‘on the air’ without being subtly negated as they are: transformed into 
models, neutralized into signs, they are eviscerated of their meaning”. (Jean Baudril-
lard, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign [Pour une critique de 
l’economie politique du signe, 1976], Charles Levin, trans. St. Louis: Telos Press, 
1981, p. 173.) 
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2.3. Coming to America  
 
 
2.3.1. The complete illusion  
 
Huxley’s projection of how an immersive and multisensory medium is 
used as a mere opium for the masses, with no redeeming potential, is 
clearly reflective of a high-brow perception of the film medium as an 
illusionist mass market entertainment rather than a medium with seri-
ous artistic potential. Huxley, of course, was English, and some of the 
more articulate condemnations of film came from continental Europe 
which, during the 20’s and 30’s, became increasingly exposed to 
American popular culture. Although Brave New World is set in Lon-
don, its atmosphere is unmistakably suggestive of  jazz-age California,  
and the technologies for conditioning and propaganda projected in the 
novel take their cue mainly from American behaviourist psychological 
research of the 20’s and 30’s. It is one of the great ironies of the work 
that the feelies were not always understood as a bad thing by Ameri-
cans. It was recognised as a model for at least one American media 
entrepreneur, the cinematic inventor Morton L. Heilig who, in 1954, 
envisioned a “Cinema of the Future”, a film experience that would be 
fully multisensory and immersive, occupying the audience’s entire 
field of vision. It would outdo the feelies, Heilig stated in space age 
hyperbole: “a great new power, surpassing conventional art forms like 
the Rocket Ship outspeeds the horse”. (In all fairness, Heilig was not 
wholly innocent as to the potential dangers of such a medium; its “abil-
ity to destroy or build men’s souls depend purely on the people behind 
it.”173)  
 Even though Huxley’s cautionary fable has continued to exert an 
enormous influence on the dystopian imagination, American sf writers, 
impelled by actual developments within media and information tech-

 
173 Quoted in Grau 2001, p. 157. In 1960, Heilig moved on to develop “Sensorama”, 
an arcade-style virtual reality device which simulated a motorcycle ride with 3-D 
visuals, motor noises, smells and vibrations. A magazine headline also read “Mort 
Heilig’s Feelie Machine”. (Rheingold 1990, pp. 49–60, 393.) 
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nology, would find ample occasions to examine the notion of a virtual 
or ersatz reality without alluding to the feelies. By the time of the pub-
lication of Brave New World, the consequences of ever more life-like 
entertainment media had already been explored in apocalyptic terms in 
Laurence Manning and Fletcher Pratt’s pulp science fiction story “City 
of the Living Dead” (1930), of whose existence Huxley was no doubt 
totally unaware. The story tells of the quest for the perfect illusion as a 
degenerative process which ultimately serves the interests of a finan-
cial elite, and which ends with humanity kept in electronic cocoons 
and fed with artificial dreams. The idea has been explored in sf ever 
since, e.g. in the film The Matrix. Manning and Pratt identify the dis-
appearance of danger and adventure from the world as the cause of our 
cultural malaise – a notion familiar from the degeneration discourse of 
the nineteenth century, now updated to an era of automation.174 In this 
automated future the only occupation left to men after the machines 
have done their work is “the frantic pursuit of artificial pleasure”. Like 
legions of Des Esseintes, “men become connoisseurs of odours” and 
spend fortunes on perfumes and clothes. (151)175 
 From this situation a business concept is born which seems pre-
scient of today’s so-called adventure vacations, role-playing games and 
“reality” television shows. The details of how this society of spectacle 
comes about deserve to be quoted at some length: 
 
It began with a Japanese named Hatsu Yotosaki, who was hired to furnish new 
amusements – “thrills” they called it – to a party of rich Australians who had gone on 
an extended air voyage over Antarctica. The Jap conceived the idea of letting each 
member of the party know, indirectly, that some other one of the party was a criminal 
lunatic who was scheming to murder him. Long before their six months’ cruise was 
up, they were all eying each other with suspicion and fright […]. Three of them were 
even killed by mistake. 
 When they got back to Melbourne, Yotosaki told the survivors the story of how 
he had manufactured their fear and fright. Instead of jailing him for murder, they 
hailed him as a deliverer, the founder of a new idea. The idea was taken up with 
enthusiasm, and everywhere men were hired by others to involve them in wild and 
impossible, often bloody, adventures. 
 But even here the scientists tried to intervene with their Machines. Why, they 
argued, go to all this trouble and expense to provide adventures for oneself, when one 

 
174 See, for example, Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and 
Imperialism, 1830–1914 (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1988), p. 
238 ff. 
175 Page references are to Laurence Manning and Fletcher Pratt, “City of the Living 
Dead” (Donald A. Wollheim and George Ernsberger, eds, The 2nd Avon Fantasy 
Reader. New York: Avon, 1969), p. 151. 
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could obtain them second-hand by attending the mechanized theatres? The answer of 
the public was that the second-hand adventures of the theater were insipid, being 
without the element of personal contact; they gave the spectator none of the personal 
thrill that is part of real adventure. This led to the formation of great companies to 
furnish adventures to people. (151) 
 
This development worries “the governments of the world” as it threat-
ens the goal of keeping the populace safe and free from worries, so 
they set their scientists to the task of developing “an antidote to the 
adventure companies”, resulting in various ways of enhancing the cin-
ema experience by creating immersive environments: 
 
They had already perfected sound and motion in the earlier ages; to this was now 
added a device that added the sense of smell […]. But the people tired of these shows 
[…]. The scientists then produced the sensations of heat and cold – people went to 
winter pictures wrapped in furs as though for a trip to the arctic regions; vast artificial 
winds stormed through the theaters to the tune of  the swaying boughs in the pictures; 
clouds of smoke and tongues of veritable burning flame were rolled out over the 
audience; and at last devices were introduced which gave the sitters gentle electrical 
shocks at emotional moments in the performances.176 
 
The movement towards the totally artificial sensory environment is 
crowned with the discovery of what we today would call a neural inter-
face. A surgeon develops a technology for direct connection between 
neural ends and “artificial metal nerves”, based on the neurophysi-
ologic fact that “all nervous impulses are delivered by electrical 
means”.(153) Before long, blind people are equipped with photosensi-
tive cells in their eye sockets (a device which today, incidentally, is the 
subject of actual research), and the inevitable disastrous conclusion is 
drawn, namely, that such a technology enables the final abandonment 
of reality: “If a man could by these means see what really happened, 
why should he not also see things that have never occurred?” (154)  
 The final phase in this carefully related apocalyptic scenario is the 
construction of “adventure machines”, which eventually lead to the 
downfall of human civilisation when no-one opts to face the vicissi-
tudes and adversities of real life. The subject is surgically deprived of 
all natural sensory organs, and recorded data are fed directly into the 
brain: 
 
Thus if the operator wished to make the adventurer feel that he was hunting, the 
record of a hunting adventure was placed in the Machine, and the cable leading from 
the adventurer’s nerves was connected to it. The nerves of the adventurer’s foot 

 
176 Ib., p. 152 f. 
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would assure him that he trod the mould of the forest; the nerves of his eyes would 
bring him a vision of the dim vista of trunks and a wild animal bounding through 
them; the nerves of his hands and arms would tell him he was making the correct 
motions to take aim and bring the animal down; and through the nerves of his ears, 
the Machine Adventurer would hear the dying scream of the beast he had slaugh-
tered. (156) 
 
The primitivist scenario and the meticulous reconstruction of the bod-
ily experience suggests that a wholly automated and artificial society 
would breed nostalgia for corporeal and “natural” ways of life. Unlike 
Forster, who sees in representational technology only a reduction of 
the richness of direct sensual experience, and unlike Huxley, who ren-
ders it a simple augmentation of the grossest sensory input, Manning 
and Pratt allow technology to compensate for the loss it has caused, 
responding to a yearning for heroic, pre-technological phase in human 
history. But this is not all: with the technology firmly in place, any 
form of human desire can be satisfied. We learn that “the glutton, the 
drunkard, the man mad over women found here his own special para-
dise”, hedonistic pursuits of a grosser nature. (158) 
 Manning and Pratt also realise, in passing, that a technology which 
separates mind from body would have the potential to fulfill transcen-
dental longings, as it allows users to float “as disembodied spirits 
down endless corridors of an artificial Nirvana”. (158) This shift of 
focus from sensuous to spiritual desires is as sudden as it is momen-
tary, but still remarkable because it calls attention to the vast idealist 
significances of a simulated reality which is not bound by the laws of 
physical matter. In this respect, the short story anticipates “the bodiless 
exultation” of Neuromancer’s cyberspace. But this lofty option does 
not affect the unequivocal dystopian tendency of the story, since man-
kind’s purpose is to strive and struggle in the physical and biological 
world. (Given the racist tendency of the story as a whole, the Oriental 
denomination of a transcendent state – Nirvana – is also possibly in-
tended as denigrating.) 
 “The City of the Living Dead” strikingly illustrates philosopher 
Don Ihde’s observation, made sixty years after the story was pub-
lished, that technology generates a doubled desire in the subject: “a 
wish for total transparency” of the technology on the one hand and the 
desire to have “the power, the transformation that the technology 
makes available” on the other. This double desire, Ihde states, is con-
tradictory: “I want the transformation that the technology allows, but I 
want it in such a way that I am basically unaware of its presence. [---] 
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The desire is the source of both utopian and dystopian dreams”.177 
Manning and Pratt, it might be added, gives an unambiguous dystopian 
twist to their story: the operation enabling these engineered dreams is 
irreversible, and, once the subject is encapsulated in a silver coffin, he 
or she can never return to the real world. 
 The regressive potential of the engineered hallucination is brought 
to its logical conclusion in James Gunn’s 1954 novella “Name Your 
Pleasure”, where the simulated reality is the ultimate tool of an artifi-
cial intelligence that enforces a utilitarian hedonistic policy based on 
the dictum “Happiness is the only good”, even at the expense of free 
will.178 The means to secure happiness for everyone includes, among 
other things, “entertainment: the perfection of the fictional life” in ever 
more advanced electronic media, culminating in “the final blending of 
illusion and reality”.179 The process culminates in the equivalent of pre-
natal bliss which, as Huxley suggested, is the logical end of any tech-
nology aiming to cleanse human existence from pain and conflict. The 
dictator machine’s accomplishment is attained when it submerges men 
and women in womb-like bottles – an obvious loan from Huxley – and 
subjects them to the “long, slow, happy, fetal dreams” 180 before they 
expire and enter the final abolition of conflict, the “ultimate happi-
ness”.181 The story ends in a utopian gesture affirming a Puri-
tan/masculinist ethos, as the hero manages to re-program the computer 
to immerse itself into a similar state, leaving mankind free to choose its 
own destiny, including pain and conflict. 
 Or so it seems; in an ontologically destabilizing narrative volte-
face, the hero is seized with suspicion: “How could they be sure that 
this was reality, not another wish-fulfilment dream from [the machine 
dictator]? How could they be sure that they had really conquered it and 
were not just living an illusion in a watery cell?”182 The abysmal onto-
logical dilemma is written off with a subjectivist argument: “reality” is 
only a subjective interpretation of “electrical flows through [the] sen-
sory network”, and the only meaningful fact is one’s own existence: 

 
177 Don Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld: From Garden to Earth (Bloomington 
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990), p. 75. 
178 “Name Your Pleasure” was, along with two other novellas set in the same fic-
tional universe, later refitted as the novel The Joy Makers (1961), from which quotes 
are taken. 
179 James Gunn, The Joy Makers (New York: Bantam Books, 1971 [1961]), p. 180. 
180 Ib., p. 171. 
181 Ib., p. 181. 
182 Ib., p. 201 
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“All a man had was himself and his faith in himself and such illusions 
as he chose to believe”.183 To some extent, this subversion of a conven-
tional realist philosophy anticipate the more accepting stance towards 
the virtual reality which will emerge during the following decades.  
 
 
  
 
 
2.4. Televised reality 
 
 
2.4.1. The medium of conformity  
 
Gunn’s novella was published during the 1950’s, a decade when the 
notion of artificial realities and engineered hallucinations acquired a 
new degree of topicality and urgency, as the public and private spheres 
became increasingly saturated with images: from magazines, from ad-
vertising, from cinema, and – most fatefully – from television.184 This 
development was led by the United States, and the remainder of this 
section will be dominated by American genre science fiction writers, 
who joined a choir of voices warning that the existentially alienating 
power of mass media in general, and television in particular, posed a 
threat to democratic values and institutions. 
 This attitude formed part of a more general apprehension towards 
the changes brought upon traditional American values by the nation’s 
new role as a global superpower, and the explosive growth of the 
economy. It is a well known historical fact that the period immediately 
following World War II represented a radical transformation of the 
nation’s political, economical and cultural life. The US emerged as one 
of two superpowers locked in global rivalry and this situation forms 
the most striking contrast to earlier epochs. However, even in arenas 
other than those of nuclear politics (although not unrelated to them) 
changes were deep and far-reaching, leading to “a significant shift in 
values”.185 This was recognised early on by radical, liberal and conser-
 
183 Ib., p. 178, 201 
184 For a discussion of the visual culture of 1950’s America, see Karal Ann Marling, 
As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950’s (Cambridge, MA. 
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185 Lary May, “Introduction”, in Lary May, ed., Recasting America. Culture and 
Politics in the Age of Cold War (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 1. 
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vative opinion makers alike, and designations such as “the age of con-
sent”, “the age of alienation” or “the age of conformity” were coined 
as shorthand for a cultural self-diagnosis. A number of sociological 
studies drew attention to an alleged undermining of traditional Ameri-
can values in the emerging post-war landscape, defined as it was by 
nuclear politics, corporate capitalism, and social engineering of the 
citizenry. The pioneering work in this debate was sociologist David 
Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950), in which the current crisis was 
diagnosed as the disappearance of an individualistic, rugged, “inner-
directed” personality type, and the emergence of an “other-directed” 
personality type who was pliable and anxious to conform to the corpo-
rate agenda.186 Riesman’s analysis was followed by others throughout 
the Eisenhower era. A social psychologist writing in 1961 summed up 
the anxiety they evoked in some of its salient catch-phrases, not with-
out irony: 
 

[…] we have had professional reason to be particularly interested in the 
recent and wide-spread viewing-with-alarm of our present state as an “age of 
conformity”.” The prototypic “status-seeker,”, the “exurbanite,” “organiza-
tional man,” is seen as submerged in “togetherness”, lost in “groupthink,” 
victimized by “hidden persuaders,” and wandering lonely in a crowd.187 
 
Daniel J. Boorstin, writing from a conservative ideological position, 
comments upon this alarm in more derisive terms, and claims to be 
“unimpressed by [the] villainy” of “the hidden persuaders, the organi-
zation men, Madison Avenue, Washington bureaucracy, the eggheads, 
the anti-intellectuals, the power élite, etc., etc., etc.”188 The pressure felt 
among the middle classes to define one’s own social and professional 
life as uncompromised by the spectre of conformity was also explored, 
in tragicomic terms, in Richard Yates’ 1961 novel Revolutionary Road. 
 In this anxious, frequently paranoiac section of the public debate, 
visual mass media is branded as a chief instrument in the corruption of 

 
186 David Riesman, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character 
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Whyte’s The Organization Man (1956), and Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuad-
ers (1957). 
188 Daniel J. Boorstin, The Image, or, What Happened to the American Dream (New 
York: Atheneum, 1962), p.vii. 
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the American populace’s sense of social and political responsibility, 
because it provides a second-order reality which is mistaken for reality 
itself. This response was not wholly new; already in 1922, the political 
thinker Walter Lippman saw a danger in photography and film being 
so “utterly real” that the audience was enticed to believe that they were 
the direct impressions of reality rather than human artefacts: “They 
come, we imagine, directly to us without human meddling, and they 
are the most effortless food for the mind conceivable”.189 
 But during the 1950’s, in the wake of commercial television, ad-
monitions became more widespread. The media provide, according to 
one sociologist writing in 1951, “an enormous fund of shared vicarious 
experiences”.190 Concern was evident on both ends of the political 
spectrum. Boorstin’s tersely titled The Image (1962) argues passion-
ately that America has substituted reality for images and illusions pro-
duced by the news and entertainment media, and now must free itself 
of these illusions in order to rediscover its true identity and historical 
purpose. The Marxist sociologist C. Wright Mills issued a more 
pointed warning that the commercial mass media fostered the Ameri-
can middle class into political indifference and malleability by defining 
its vision and range of experience, and confining it to a world of its 
own: 
 
We are so submerged in the pictures created by mass media that we no longer really 
see them, much less the objects they supposedly represent. The truth is, as the media 
are now organised, they expropriate our vision. 
 There is the eventful scene itself, the pictures of the scene, and the response to it. 
Between scene and response is the picture, given by the mass media. Events outside 
the narrow scene of the weekly routine have little meaning and in fact are mostly not 
known except as they are omitted, refracted, or reported in the mass media. The 
mass-communication system of the United States […] reflects society, but selec-
tively; it reinforces certain features by generalizing them, and out of its selections 
and reinforcements creates a world. In so far as people live beyond their immediate 
range of contacts, it is in this world they must live.191 
 
Mills does not single out a specific medium in his critique, but it could 
hardly have been conceived prior to commercial television, which just 
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was starting its invasion of American homes.192 “From its commercial 
beginnings in the late 1940’s”, observes Patrick Brantlinger, “televi-
sion has been accused more often – and from more ideological per-
spectives – of causing cultural and political decadence than any earlier 
communications medium.”193 It was branded as a threat by left-wing 
and liberal critics in terms partly anticipated by Forster, Manning and 
Pratt, and Huxley: television was morally debasing, destroyed familial 
and social ties, undermined literacy and encouraged intellectual as well 
as physical passivity.194 Children’s viewing habits were (as they still 
are) a particular cause for concern. The Huxleyan association between 
electronic and chemical means of escape, the soma and the “feelie”, 
was recalled in the alleged addictive properties of the medium and the 
notion of the “TV junkie”.195 The destabilisation or inversion of the 
ontological priority of reality over illusion could be observed in sit-
coms such as I Love Lucy, in which characters carried the same name 
as their actors and were modelled on the socioeconomic profile of the 
intended target group, the white middle class.196  
 But even with the introduction of colour television in 1953, the 
medium could not combat the sensory intensity of cinema, which met 
the challenge from television with techniques for more powerful illu-
sions. Colour productions became the rule rather than the exception; 
wider screen formats and stereophonic sound were developed, and 
Manning and Pratt and Huxley’s dystopian versions of multisensory, 
immersive experiences were partly attempted in 3D film and the noto-
rious Odorama.197 But television was still crucial for the emergence of 
the postmodern sensitivity to inhabiting an “infosphere”, a world in-
creasingly made up of mediated information. One more recent critic 
has lamented the demise of direct experience in terms reminiscent of 
Forster: “What we see, hear, touch, taste, smell, feel, and understand 
about the world has been processed for us. Our experiences of the 
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world can no longer be called direct, or primary. They are secondary, 
mediated experiences.” 198 We are “living within artificial, recon-
structed, arbitrary environments that are strictly the products of human 
conception, we have no way to be sure what is true and what is not. 
We have lost context and perspective.”199 This diatribe, written in the 
1970’s, repeats a theme articulated in early 1950’s dystopian sf, when 
the medium was still in its infancy. 
 
 
2.4.2. Televisions 
 
In American science fiction of the1950’s, the notion of television as an 
addictive second-order reality can be discerned in a number of texts, 
frequently extrapolated into more or less immersive, virtual environ-
ments. Ray Bradbury’s short story “The Veldt” (1950) presents future 
domestic life as centered round a crystalline screen projecting images, 
the latest achievement of a culture obsessed with thrills and artificial 
sensations, and which has allowed deep and meaningful human rela-
tions to deteriorate.200 The story combines a Huxleyan perspective with 
gothic horror, while also reflecting the nascent debate on television’s 
effect on children. “The Veldt” tells of a suburban family, the Hadleys, 
whose automated house sees to their every need. The technological 
triumph of this house is the nursery, a room whose walls and ceiling 
project “telepathic emanations” as three-dimensional, immersive envi-
ronments. “You sent out your thoughts. Whatever you thought would 
appear.”201 The children of the family dream up an African veldt, a sun-
scorched landscape of prowling lions and hovering buzzards, and in 
this environment they repeatedly enact a fantasy of lions devouring 
their parents. When the couple start worrying about their children’s 
choice of artificial reality they plan to shut the nursery down. To pre-
vent this from happening, the children lock their parents in the nursery, 
where they are promptly killed by the lions who suddenly and inexpli-
cably have materialised in the flesh. 
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 The psychological explanation of these murders is that the Hadleys 
have neglected their parental duties and emotional bonding under the 
corrupting influence of technological aides. The nursery, we learn, has 
been installed as a therapeutic tool in order to help rid the children of 
neuroses, which, we are led to understand, have developed from their 
parents’ near-total permissiveness. The result is an utter lack of respect 
and an inability to take no for an answer, culminating in the patricidal 
impulse. A psychiatrist explains that this room where they can enact 
their fantasies “is their mother and father, far more important in their 
lives than their real parents.”202 
 The deterioration of family ties through representational technol-
ogy, a theme first struck by Forster, also leads to a total blurring of 
natural roles. The father observes: “They’re spoiled and we’re 
spoiled”, referring to their consistently effortless existence. This is 
reminiscent of the young couple in Brave New World who are meta-
phorically reduced to being “twin embryos gently rocking together” by 
the soma and all the other technological trappings employed to protect 
the citizens from reality. The Hadleys are set on a similarly regressive 
course by the automated marvels of their home: “this house which 
clothed and fed and rocked them to sleep and played and sang and was 
good to them.” The monstrous children are the logical result of this 
civilisation, morally deficient and wholly directed towards artificially 
provided sensory pleasure: “I don’t want to do anything but look and 
listen and smell; what else is there to do?”203 Again, one is reminded of 
Des Esseintes, engrossed in his own artificially stimulated senses. 
 The African veldt, an environment ruled by harsh Darwinian laws 
and, significantly, closely associated with a pre-technological, “natu-
ral” phase in man’s evolutionary history, forms an effective contrast to 
a society utterly out of touch with nature and with its own historical 
roots, strikingly similar to the hunting fantasy in “The City of the Liv-
ing Dead”. The irony of the story is, of course, that the artificial reality 
device, the crowning achievement of an excessively technological civi-
lisation, is what allows nature and reality to finally return from its im-
posed exile: the virtual lions actually kill. The eroding of the boundary 
between representation and reality is a fantastic enactment of the col-
lapsing boundary between technology and nature, and the text thus 
merges two extremely pervasive figures in twentieth century thought: 
the Romantic–humanist notion of “technology out of control” and the 
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Freudian “return of the repressed”. Hence, when the lions come out of 
the walls to devour the Hadleys, it is not only the betrayed children 
who take their revenge; it is denied nature putting on her most terrify-
ing aspect as she usurps technology and reclaims her lost son, man. 

* 
The supernatural element brings “The Veldt” closer to gothic horror 
than sf, and somewhat blunts its critique of electronic media. 
Bradbury, however, gives the issues raised by commercial television a 
more sustained and “realistic” treatment in his novel Fahrenheit 451 
(1953), an anti-utopia in the Huxleyan tradition which specifically ad-
dresses the loss of literary culture in an age and a nation devoted to 
images and electronic media. 
 In the novel, books are banned as sources of dangerous ideas which 
threaten the conformist ideology of a consumerist society (“None of 
those books agree with each other”204). The protagonist Montag is a 
fireman, a profession now re-assigned from the task of putting out fires 
to that of the burning of books. He gradually comes to recognise the 
spiritual emptiness of his life and society and joins a clandestine net-
work of former scholars and humanists evicted from the abolished uni-
versities, and committed to rescuing as much as possible of the world’s 
literary heritage by memorising classics for future transcription. 
 In this society, the general public’s need for leisure and entertain-
ment is meanwhile fed with interactive soap operas, “parlor families”, 
presented by three dimensional television screens surrounding the 
viewer. Montag’s wife, whose status as unhappy victim of this society 
is demonstrated by unconscious suicide attempts, spends most of her 
time in the television parlour where she acts out a written part in the 
inane quarrels and conversations of a large family: “They mailed me 
my part this morning. I sent in some box-tops. They write the script 
with one part missing. [---] When it comes time for the missing lines, 
they all look at me out of the three walls and I say the lines.” (20) 
Technically the television show might thus be labelled interactive, but 
merely in the most meagre sense of the word, as her part in the soap 
opera is confined to the pre-written script. 
 The virtual family delivers a simulacrum of community and is a 
safe and controllable surrogate for the real thing, which carries little 
weight in this society. If not completely weeded out, as in Brave New 
World, the arduous task of child-bearing is decidedly out of fashion. 

 
204 Page references are to Ray Bradbury, Fahrenheit 451 (New York: Ballantine 
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Montag’s wife does not want children of her own, and another women 
declares that no one “in his [sic!] right mind […] would have chil-
dren”. Another woman opts for a Caesarean section, since there is “no 
use going through all that agony for a baby”. The TV-induced perver-
sion of familial ties already projected in “The Veldt” is briefly hinted 
at, as one of the women describes how she avoids interacting with her 
children by confining them to the television parlour, which leads to a 
potentially violent alienation between parents and children: 
 
I plunk the children in school nine days out of ten. I put up with them when they 
come three days a month; it’s not bad at all. You heave them into the “parlor” and 
turn the switch. It’s like washing clothes: stuff laundry in and slam the lid. [---] 
They’d just as soon kick as kiss me. Thank God, I can kick back. (96) 
 
The replacement of books by inane interactive, immersive television, 
and the refusal to endure the pain of childbirth are both metonyms for 
the basic flaw of the media-saturated society identified by Forster and 
Huxley: a rejection of direct confrontation with reality as defined in 
terms of corporeality, biological and physical necessity and unmedi-
ated experience. And like them, he continues the Puritanical associa-
tion between artificiality and femininity. 
 But in Fahrenheit 451, the default gendering of the virtual reality is 
countered by the young woman who inspires Montag to start his rebel-
lion. Clarissa, as she is called, is a girl intensely alive and spiritual, 
attuned to the natural world through different textual means. Her eyes, 
“so dark and shining and alive” are “fixed to the world”; she gives off 
an aroma of “fresh apricots and strawberries”. Her face is radiant not 
with “the hysterical light of electricity” but “the strangely comfortable 
and rare and gently flattering light of the candle.” She likes to “smell 
things and look at things”, and savours late-night walks and the rain 
falling into her open mouth. (5 ff, 23. In “The Veldt” the very same 
celebration of sensory experience was rather a sign of degeneration, 
since the source of impressions was artificial and not natural.) 
 Clarissa manifests the archetypal female persona of “nature’s 
child”, and in her immediate sensory rapport with nature she shows no 
special interest in literature, since it only provides secondary experi-
ence. Her literary origins are readily located in nineteenth century Ro-
manticism; she fully heeds Wordsworth’s imperative to quit your 
books and let “nature be your teacher”, and also the ethos of Emerson 
and Thoreau, which holds out immediate knowledge of nature as nec-
essary to acquire full spiritual growth.  
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 The character of Clarissa’s directs Montag’s attention to the natural 
life world and serves as a catalyst for his rebellion, but once she has 
exited the narrative (she is incarcerated as a possible threat to society) 
the ideological affiliations between literature, nature, and corporeality 
– familiar from Brave New World – are emphasised through various 
means. Montag’s second mentor is a man called Faber, a bibliophile 
who savours the pure olfactory pleasure of tomes: “Do you know that 
books smell like nutmeg or some spice from a foreign land?” (81) A 
similar point is made in a scene describing how Montag sits in a sub-
way car and furtively tries to read St. Matthew, only to lose concentra-
tion from a non-stop stream of commercial messages. The frustration 
fills him with the desire “to feel his feet move, arms swing, lungs 
clench, unclench, feel his throat go raw with air”. (80) The description 
of raw, exhilarating bodily experience echoes Whitman, but we are 
also reminded of Kuno’s celebration of bodily experience in “The Ma-
chine Stops”. 
 At the climax of the novel, Montag is forced to flee into the wil-
derness after having killed the chief of the fire department. He ap-
proaches a small band of book-memorisers, and savours the feel of his 
bruised and battered body as “a thing of brush and liquid eye, of fur 
and muzzle and hoof”. (156) The theriomorphic imagery aligns the 
“natural” experience of one’s body with the all but lost experience of 
reading books.  
 Literature, according to Faber, is the prime medium for the repre-
sentation of reality, by virtue of its truthfulness to life and richness in 
detail. Through a somewhat cryptic dermatological imagery, a life-like, 
corporeal quality is bestowed to the medium itself: 
 
This book has pores. It has features. This book can go under the microscope. You’d 
find life under the glass, streaming past in infinite profusion. The more pores, the 
more truthfully recorded details of life per square inch you can get on a piece of 
paper, the more ‘literary’ you are. (83) 
 
The passage brings to mind the notion of the poet as a semi-divine 
creator originating in Renaissance aesthetics. Moreover, Faber’s decree 
is in debt to the Romantic idea of the organic, life-like quality of all 
genuine art, and that art can aspire to be more than mere representa-
tion. Coleridge had vowed to “endeavour to destroy the old antithesis 
of Words and Things: elevating, as it were Words into Things and liv-
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ing things too.”205 But Faber’s philosophy is more immediately influ-
enced by the view held by Emerson and also Whitman, namely that 
poetic language possesses a life of its own, analogous to the life of 
nature. Emerson celebrates the pithy language of “truckmen and team-
sters”, and opposes it to the bloodless discourse of polite society 
through drastic anthropomorphy: “Cut these words and they would 
bleed; they are vascular and alive; they walk and run.”206 Whitman uses 
similar corporealist terms when he describes the “perfect writer” as 
one who makes the words “sing, dance, kiss, bear children, weep, 
bleed, rage”, etc.207 
 In Fahrenheit 451, the corporeal dimension of literature is enacted 
in the roaming band of bibliophiles who identify themselves with the 
very books they have memorised: “I am Plato’s Republic. Like to read 
Marcus Aurelius? Mr. Simmons is Marcus.” (151) We also learn that 
the embodied chapters one and two of Thoreau’s Walden live in the 
pastoral communities of, respectively, Green Rivers, Ohio and Willow 
Farm, Maine. In its celebration of immediate sensory rapport with na-
ture, Walden emerges as a key intertext to Fahrenheit 451, down to a 
specific mythological allusion. In Walden, Thoreau admonishes a re-
turn to “reality” in tellurian terms, describing a vertical movement 
“through the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradition, 
and delusion, and appearance […] till we come to a hard bottom and 
rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and no mis-
take.”208 Further, he describes the spiritual strength gathered from 
growing and tending his beans with a reference to Antaeus, the figure 
in Greek myth who drew his strength from the earth: “[The rows of 
beans] attached me to the earth, and so I got strength like Antaeus.”209 
In Fahrenheit 451, modern society has disengaged itself from the “re-
ality checks” provided by authentic experience and good literature, and 
Faber illustrates its moribund self-contained cycle with the same Greek 
myth of life-giving tellurian power: 
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209 Thoreau 1971, p. 155. 
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The comfortable people want only wax moon faces, poreless, hairless, expres-
sionless. We are living in a time when flowers are trying to live off flowers, instead 
of growing on good rain and black loam. [---] Yet somehow we think we can grow, 
feeding on flowers and fireworks, without completing the cycle back to reality. Do 
you know the legend of Hercules and Antaeus, the giant wrestler, whose strength was 
incredible so long as he stood firmly on the earth? But when he was held, rootless, in 
midair, by Hercules, he perished easily. If there isn’t something in that legend for us 
today, in this city, in our time, then I am completely insane. (83)  
 
Fahrenheit 451 continues Forster’s and Huxley’s dystopian visions in 
obvious ways, but also, and perhaps more significantly, identifies di-
rect knowledge of nature as the prime mover of artistic creation, moral 
integrity and political autonomy. In this, it clearly builds on themes 
struck by the Romantic and Transcendentalist movements of the nine-
teenth century. Given the Puritan heritage of the latter, we can thus 
discern an intellectual continuity between Christian iconophobia and 
the post-war media debate, to which Fahrenheit 451 forms a salient 
contribution.  
 It is worth noting, however, that the novel briefly recognises that 
the medium of television as such need not be detrimental to spiritual 
depth and wholeness. Faber dampens Montag’s initial bibliophilia by 
explaining that the value of any medium is determined by its content 
alone: 
 
It’s not books you need, it’s some of the things that once were in books. The same 
thing could be in “parlor families” today. The same infinite detail and awareness 
could be projected through the radios and televisors, but are not. No, no, it’s not 
books at all you’re looking for! Take it where you can find it, in old phonograph 
records, old motion pictures, and in old friends; look for it in nature and look for it in 
yourself. Books were only one type of receptacle where we stored a lot of things we 
were afraid we might forget. There is nothing magical in them at all. (82 f.) 
 
Faber’s non-orthodox and rationalist approach towards information 
technology is further illustrated by the fact that he adapts it for subver-
sive uses, in Cold War spy novel fashion. He has modified an earphone 
radio (“Seashell”), of the kind used by Montag’s wife Mildred to seal 
herself off from reality, into a two-way transmitter or bug by which 
Montag can transmit sensitive information directly from the Fire De-
partment to Faber’s underground den. Still, he condemns the strategy 
as cowardly although serving a good cause. Resorting to technological 
subterfuge can never be heroic. 
 Faber’s partly discredits his own “content-over-media” position, 
however, as he develops his argument into a condemnation of the tele-
vision medium itself as detrimental. Through the power of its sensory 
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input it helps keep modern society out of touch with the bedrock of 
reality, and provides a reality all its own, one which is overwhelming, 
irrefutable and impervious to intellectual distancing and analysis: 
 
The televisor is ‘real’. It is immediate, it has dimension. It tells you what to think and 
blasts it in. It must be right. It seems so right. It rushes you on so quickly to its own 
conclusions that your mind hasn’t time to protest, ‘What nonsense!’ [---] You can 
shut [books], say, ‘Hold on a moment’. You play God to it. But who has ever torn 
himself from the claw that encloses you when you drop a seed in a TV parlour? It 
grows you any shape it wishes!  It is an environment as real as the world. It becomes 
and is the truth. Books can be beaten down with reason. But with all my knowledge 
and scepticism, I have never been able to argue with a one-hundred-piece symphony 
orchestra, full color, three dimensions, and being in and part of those incredible par-
lors. (84) 
 
The life-like qualities of (good) literature, resulting from its richness of 
detail, are thus further enhanced by being allegorised into counterparts 
in a dialogue – an interactive process, if you will, in which the reader 
is ultimately in control. Television, on the other hand, like Words-
worth’s boisterous London spectacles, paralyzes the viewer’s distanc-
ing and analytical faculties by the sheer sensory power of its output. 
 It should be noted how “life” is played off against “reality” in Fa-
ber’s rhetoric. Literature acquires its “life” metaphorically, as an ac-
knowledgment of its superior value, whereas television’s paralysing 
“reality” is described in terms anticipating Virtual Reality: “It is im-
mediate, it has dimension [---] It is an environment as real as the 
world”, which you are “in and part of”. Immediacy, spatiality, immer-
siveness are all primary attributes of  physical reality. Faber’s previous 
position, that it is content that determines the value of any medium, 
would seem compromised by this consistent refutation of the TV me-
dium. Literary representation is contrasted with televised simulation, 
subjective life with consensual reality. This assessment of the medium, 
one might add, pertains to American commercial television in the 
1950’s and not public service television. This is foregrounded when 
Faber alludes to televangelism and deplores the fact that even Christ 
has been reduced to “a regular peppermint […], all sugar-crystal and 
saccharine when he isn’t making veiled references to certain commer-
cial products that every worshipper absolutely needs”. (81) 
 Like Huxley’s soma and “feelies”, electronic media meet the need 
for political stability and conformity in a society increasingly consist-
ing of minority interests. The inaneness of the “parlor-families” and 
other forms of entertainment result from a principle of largest common 
denominator, the need to pacify minorities, which is dictated by com-
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mercial and political interests alike.210 “The bigger your market […] the 
less you handle controversy” observes the fire-chief Beatty, Mephisto-
phelian representative of the totalitarian government. In terms recalling 
Mustapha Mond’s speech in Brave New World Beatty goes on: 
 
You must understand that our civilization is so vast that we can’t have our minorities 
upset and stirred. [---] I want to be happy, people say. Well, aren’t they? Don’t we 
keep them moving, don’t we give them fun? That’s all we live for, isn’t it? For 
pleasure, for titillation? And you must admit our culture provides plenty of these. [---
] Colored people don’t like Little Black Sambo? Burn it. White people don’t feel 
good about Uncle Tom’s Cabin? Burn it. Someone’s written a book on tobacco and 
cancer of the lungs? The cigarette people are weeping? Burn the book. Serenity, 
Montag. Peace, Montag. Take your fight outside. Better yet, into the incinerator. (59) 
 
In spite of its grim vision Fahrenheit 451 ends on an optimistic note. 
That a society which sacrifices its cultural heritage to enforce confor-
mity and stability is fated for disaster is made clear by the introduction 
of another Cold War spectre: the Bomb. A nuclear attack which has 
loomed threateningly throughout the novel is unleashed on the final 
pages. Montag and his band of book-memorisers, out of harm’s way in 
a pristine wilderness, are left with the opportunity to build a new world 
based on the values of liberal humanism. The Spenglerian cyclical pat-
tern evoked by Forster is captured in the figure of the Phoenix: fire 
transformed from an agent of destruction to one of rebirth. 

* 
While television in Fahrenheit 451 is technically advanced and deliv-
ers a convincing illusion of reality,  it is still a broadcast medium, and 
Faber’s criticism is easily extracted from its science-fiction context and 
seen as a slightly hyperbolic attack on the medium’s status in the early 
1950s. Other and lesser known sf narratives, however, lean toward the 
more outlandishly speculative tradition initiated by Manning and Pratt 
and project television as a short-lived phase in the progression of ever 
more sophisticated technologies of mediated experience. Most of them 

 
210 This was a prevailing academic opinion during the early stages of television. In 
1960, communications researcher Joseph T. Klapper summarised the argument: “[A 
number of social and behavioral scientists] pointed out that commercially competi-
tive mass media in a free enterprise society depended for their life blood on attracting 
and holding a vast and highly varied audience. To preclude alienating any significant 
portion of that audience […] the media were forced to avoid espousing any point of 
view which any minority might find distasteful. Since the media and its views were 
so varied, the media were either constrained from reflecting any attitudes at all, 
which was patently impossible, or restricted to echoing those views and values to 
which there was virtually no objection.” (Klapper 1960, p. 38) 
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share the pessimistic but not wholly unreasonable assumption that the 
more convincing and immersive the technology, the more escapist and 
degenerative will be its use.  
 An early but minor piece is John D. MacDonald’s “Spectator 
Sport” (1950), a satire aimed at the entertainment industry which re-
peats the main points of Manning and Pratt’s scenario and nods to-
wards Huxley.211 Civilisation comes to a halt when citizens put all their 
efforts into acquiring a permanent hookup to virtual-reality machines 
provided by a large corporation. The hapless hero, a time traveller 
from contemporary America, is recognised as a possible threat to the 
stability of society, promptly lobotomised and sent into seven years of 
cowboy adventures conveyed by electrical sensations and a three-
dimensional video screen. 
 Arthur C. Clarke’s moralistic satire “Patent Pending” (1954) intro-
duces the idea, suggested in “The City of the Living Dead” and em-
ployed several times since, of recording a subject’s entire sensory input 
on tape. The recording device is invented by a French scientist, only to 
be stolen by the unscrupulous assistant who sees that a fortune can be 
made from it. Clarke has the narrator recognise the revolutionary im-
pact of such a device on the entire media industry by letting him end 
the story by this admonition: “sell your TV sets before the bottom 
drops out of the market”.212 As already Brave New World suggests, the 
prime market for such a device would be pornography. The disastrous 
effects on social bonds and responsibilities is signaled by the fate of 
the assistant himself, who becomes addicted to the recordings he pro-
duces for the black market, and is consequently shot by his jealous 
mistress. 
 The former Madison Avenue ad-man Shepherd Mead projects the 
effects of a technology of recorded, vicarious sensory experience on 
consumer capitalism in the satire The Big Ball of Wax (1954). Like 
Fahrenheit 451, Mead’s novel dramatises the loss of literary culture 
and the alleged decline of the American mind in an age of commercial 
visual culture. “Reading” equals poring over 3D comic books with 
titles such as The Case of the Disemboweled Virgin. A technology for 
recording the whole spectrum of sensory experience labelled “XP” is 
introduced and its “killer application”, again, is sexual adventures. 
Consequently the birth-rate soon declines since men lose interest in 
 
211 John D. MacDonald, “Spectator Sport” (1950), in Groff Conklin, ed., Science 
Fiction Omnibus (New York: Berkley Books, 1952), pp. 155–160. 
212 Arthur C. Clarke, “Patent pending” (1954), in Clarke, Tales from the White Hart 
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1957), p. 30. 
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experiencing the real thing. But the more serious threat to society be-
comes apparent when citizens are offered the opportunity to drive fast 
cars, eat luxurious meals without facing either the inconveniences or 
cost of the real experience. Sales plummet for a number of consumer 
products, and the entire XP technology is planned for destruction by its 
patent holding corporation, until a genius ad-man discovers its long-
term profitable use. Instead of providing entire, conclusive experiences 
the technology is to be used for titillation by delivering “trailers” or 
small chunks of vicarious pleasure certain to entice the subject to crave 
the entire, real thing and pay for it, be it a sports car or a bar of choco-
late. 
 A group of intellectuals pitch a futile battle against XP, which they 
perceive as a final blow to the last vestiges of individual autonomy in a 
society where liberal humanist virtues are already severely compro-
mised. Their leader explains: 
 
Even before XP came along we’d begun to drive ourselves step by step down the 
path of mediocrity. Survey by survey we were finding out more and more surely 
what the lowest common denominator was in motion pictures, television, comic 
books – everything. […] We were giving it to them and making it just a little lower 
for good measure. Notch by notch the mental level was dropping, thinking was de-
creasing, self-expression dying out. Year by year we’ve become more passive, our 
concentration duller, our minds flabbier. The individual is dying, the mass is rising. 
And freedom of thought is going, not by force but by default.213 
 
The apocalyptic vision of a society increasingly pushed towards con-
formity and lethargy by commercial visual media rehearses the main 
points of Bradbury’s critique. Like Bradbury, but more explicitly, 
Mead follows the pursuit of the lowest common denominator in media 
from its initial commercial intent to a political weapon aimed at the 
pacification of the citizenry. He also isolates the technique by which 
this mark is reached: the market survey. 
 The revolutionary and potentially disastrous technology of re-
corded sensory experience also figures in Hunt Collins’ ambitious sat-
ire of media and advertising Tomorrow and Tomorrow (1956), which 
can also be seen as a response to Fahrenheit 451.214 Bradbury’s novel 
opposes artificial reality to literature by associating the latter with the 

 
213 Shepherd Mead, The Big Ball of Wax (New York: Ballantine Books, 1954), p. 
176. 
214 “Hunt Collins” is one of several pen names for Evan Hunter, born S. A. Lombino, 
better known as “Ed McBain” as the author of a highly successful series of police 
novels. 
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naturalist celebration of direct, bodily experience. Collins, however, 
takes a more pragmatic stance, and attempts to overcome the time-
honoured dichotomy between printed and visual media by seeing them 
as historically successive forms in the production of vicarious experi-
ence. This drastic union, which largely ignores other functions of fic-
tions than mere escapism, is bolstered by an equally pragmatic ambi-
tion to negotiate a compromise between the resistance towards vicari-
ous experience and its hedonistic misuse. 
 The story takes place in a near-future consumerist America again 
familiar from Huxley, although the satire is more distinctly aimed at 
advertising and the “thrill” industry. American society is divided into 
two groups fighting for political control: “the Vikes” (from “Vi-
carion”), with their power based in media, advertising and entertain-
ment, and the Puritan “Reels” (from “Realist”), civil servants, workers 
and industrialists who are committed to “real experience” and resist all 
media entertainment except for literature and theatre (which are 
cleansed from any erotic content). By a somewhat crude bipolar logic, 
the Vikes’ dependence on vicarious experience leads to a denial of 
“nature” and all that nature entails. Eating in public is strictly taboo 
and, more importantly, so is physical lovemaking. Sexual needs are 
fulfilled solipsistically, through multisensory entertainment known as 
“sensos”, which, like “feelies”, delivers primarily pornographic enter-
tainment. Consequently, the Vikes do not have children; the motif of 
childlessness is once again employed as an unambiguous marker of the 
spiritual barrenness and alienation from life’s true values which issue 
from an automated consumerist society. 
 As in Brave New World, thrill-seeking is both chemically and elec-
tronically facilitated. Central stimulants of every kind are legalised and 
used in excess by the Vikes. The chemical escapism is complemented 
by entertainment media, dominated by “Sensos”. Unlike Bradbury, 
Collins makes no significant qualitative distinction between visual and 
literary fiction; the one follows naturally upon the other in the evolu-
tion of means for conveying vicarious experience. But we note how the 
novel singles out a specific format, the paperback, as a seminal vehicle 
for escapist entertainment, whereas culturally more prestigious formats 
such as the hardcover novel are left out of the picture. A representative 
for the Vikes informs us that “the little man’s” – the phrase made cur-
rent by C. Wright Mills – craving for artificial reality ultimately stems 
from a sense of frustration, disempowerment and alienation in modern 
society. The paperback industry provides both a contrast and a remedy: 
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The little man was the slob, wallowing in filth, breeding kids he didn’t want, dream-
ing of adventure he never had and never would have. The paperbacks took a hold 
then, and the little man began to wake up. He recognized convention for what it 
really was: a petty disguise of polite society, a subterfuge designed to keep the little 
man’s feet firmly on the ground, to keep his head from out of the clouds.215 
 
Literature seems here to perform its time-honoured emancipatory task 
of alerting the reader to the truths of his life and of society. In the next 
paragraph, however, the paperbacks are mere instruments for the es-
capist impulse, teaming up with other image-producing agents of con-
sumerist capitalism: “While the paperbacks extolled the merits of vi-
carious adventure, the advertising industry emphasized clothes, cos-
metics, luxuries the little man could never afford, trips to Bermuda, 
beauty aids, automobiles, dreams.”216 (The identification of paperbacks 
as a product of the entertainment industry emerges as a meta-medial 
irony – Tomorrow  and Tomorrow was published by Pyramid Books, 
which only published paperbacks and apart from sf specialised in 
westerns, mystery novels and “juvenile delinquent novels”.217) The 
media industry, including publishing, develops ever more sophisticated 
technologies for vicarious experience, relying on sex to ensure their 
popular appeal, all of which leads to the same realisation that the peo-
ple make in “The City of the Living Dead”: “The make believe was 
better than the reality!”218 Through the use of drugs and multisensory, 
immersive media, the common man “began to enjoy himself for the 
first time because now his entire world was a make-believe one. He 
conveniently disposed of the reality, which no longer served any con-
crete purpose in his life.”219  
 The novel thus reiterates the moralist critique of artificial realities 
so familiar to us by now, but departs from the established pattern by 
subjecting this ideological position itself to critical scrutiny. Collins 
correctly identifies the suspicion towards vicarious experience as of 
distinctly Puritan origin (going back to “the witch-craft trials”220) and in 
a moment of soul-searching, a prominent Realist questions the mental-
ity of censorship: assumptions of the kind that “books and movies were 
causing the widespread use of narcotics [and] that the delinquency 

 
215 Hunt Collins, Tomorrow and Tomorrow (New York: Pyramid Books, 1965 
[1956]), p. 102 f. 
216 Ib., p. 103. 
217 www.booksareeverything.com/books/pyramidsearch.html [2009-12-17]. 
218 Collins 1965, p. 103. 
219 Ib., p. 104. 
220 Ib., p. 106. 
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bred and nurtured in our city schools was a result of the printed word”. 
The Realists suffer from the double standard which is often pointed out 
in liberal condemnations of the Puritan ethos, particularly regarding 
things sexual; they picket films with sexual content while cheating on 
their spouses, rejecting stimulation from books and films while 
“[propagating] like rabbits”. Ultimately, both the Vikes and the Reels 
are guilty of the same mistake, namely, the denial of reality: “We de-
nied what was by refusing to permit representation of it, while secretly 
admitting it existed. The Vikes denied what was by allowing the repre-
sentation to replace the reality.” 221 
 Both sides are thus fundamentally flawed, and the novel suggests a 
more fruitful third position between them. The Realists seize political 
power; drugs are banned and the entertainment industry stifled. De-
prived of both chemical and electronic escape routes, the protagonist, 
formerly an agent of the entertainment industry, discovers that unme-
diated reality heals his fragmented existence and gives a new meaning 
to life. He takes long walks, watches children playing in the snow and 
discovers the mystery of love. However, representational technology 
need not be exiled from this renaissance of direct experience. Prior to 
the Realist takeover, a major breakthrough in the entertainment indus-
try is developed by the Vikes, familiar from Clarke’s “Patent Pend-
ing”, a technique for recording a subject’s entire input of sensory data. 
Collins’ satire, however, suggests a more constructive route than 
Clarke, as the novel closes with the protagonist’s decision to bring this 
new sensory technology to the president of the Realists, with the con-
viction that it “can be used for something good … for real entertain-
ment” and that it is possible to “strike a middle ground” between the 
Puritan and the hedonist positions.222 
 The tendency of the novel thus stops short of total condemnation of 
multisensory media, and holds a position close to the “content-over-
medium”-argument which Bradbury has Faber briefly embrace in 
Fahrenheit 451. In that novel, however, there is ultimately an un-
bridgeable qualitative gap between the overwhelming passive experi-
ence of the television parlour, and the dialogical experience of the 
printed word. The renaissance for culture, history and depth of experi-
ence beckoning at the end is wholly built on books. For Collins, the 
difference between literature and visual/sensory media is one of de-
gree, not of kind. (The differences in representational modes between 

 
221 Ib., p. 107. 
222 Ib., p. 190.  
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the written word and the image, between coded and iconical modes of 
representation, are never acknowledged as an issue.) 
 But the continuity between literature and other media emphasized 
in Tomorrow and Tomorrow is symptomatic of a decidedly non-
romantic view of narrative fiction. The new sensory device will hope-
fully be used for “real entertainment” – a strangely lame phrasing, dis-
appointing for the reader steeped in a romantic/modernist view, who 
would naturally expect to read “art”, that representational activity 
which transcends the mere technical representation. Art is renowned 
(among other things) for giving us a more profound understanding of 
the world and of ourselves, even as it helps us escape reality. But the 
concept of art is totally absent in Tomorrow and Tomorrow and the 
notion of “entertainment”, while straddling Puritan and hedonist con-
ceptions, is never contrasted with alternative ideas about the aim of the 
producing fictions.223 

* 
The theme of virtual realities as pacifying and addictive entertainment 
continues, of course, in more recent genre sf, e.g. in the “simstim” of 
William Gibson’s Neuromancer. “Simstim” is partly contrasted to the 
computer generated virtual reality dubbed “cyberspace”, which is the 
more complex and demanding medium (and which also inspired the 
actual Virtual Reality interface). From an audience/user perspective, 
the crucial difference is one between passivity and agency: no matter 
how life-like and detailed, the immersive illusions stretching from 
Manning and Pratt and Huxley are one-way media, whereas computer 
simulations allow the user to interact with the artificial environment 
(and with other participants), and hence achieve a form of autonomy 
within the parameters of the simulation. When critics lump together 
computer games, film and television as equally pacifying and antiso-
cial, the passivity/agency distinction is routinely maintained and de-
fended by computer enthusiasts.  
 The difference between passively receiving and actively participat-
ing in virtual reality was not really recognised in genre sf written be-
fore the PC revolution; it is the very fact of the artificiality of the ex-
perience which is the overriding issue. In “The City of the Living 
Dead”, which is the most technologically detailed of the works dis-
cussed so far, we do not learn definitively whether the subject pos-

 
223 One is tempted, of course, to see this stance as reflective of the writer’s multime-
dial career, which ranges from crime fiction to screenplays, stageplays and television, 
but never strayed from the field of popular fiction. 
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sesses agency in relation to the simulated environments or just experi-
ences his subjective presence in them passively. The machine provides 
nervous impulses which convince the subject he or she is “making the 
correct motions”, but the adventure is pre-recorded and “always [ends] 
happily”.224 Similarly, in Gunn’s “Name Your Pleasure”, the protago-
nists roam computer-generated dream-worlds seemingly at will, but the 
autonomy offered is a mockery of the real thing, since the choices they 
make cannot compromise the “happiness” which is the object of the 
simulation. 
 More importantly, these virtual realities, regardless of their ena-
bling technologies, are all projected from developments within the 
entertainment industry, and the works considered in this chapter hence 
perform variations on a fairly well-defined range of themes. In the 
1950’s and 1960’s, however, the notion of simulated, if not necessarily 
computer-generated, environments was also employed by some sf 
writers in order to explore vaster, more invisible and insidious powers 
at work in American society.  
 

 
224 Manning and Pratt 1969, p. 157. 
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3. 
 

THE CULTURE OF SIMULATIONS 
 
 
 
 
3.1. The rule of measure and the cybernetic mar-
ketplace 
 
 
3.1.1. Cultural contexts 
 
In the trajectory of media dystopias discussed so far, the powers that be 
control and condition the masses by providing “make-believe” realities 
through film or television, or media technologies obviously inspired by 
film or television. In the majority of these stories, the illusion is con-
tained within primal reality as a temporary or permanent relief, a 
therapeutic tool or addictive provider of thrills. In all the texts consid-
ered so far except Brave New World, the retreat from reality and direct 
experience is not the direct result of any conscious political agenda, 
but rather follows from popular craving and commercial interest. (The 
“feelies” and soma are explicitly employed to keep the populace 
“happy” and docile and unlikely to question the existing order.) But 
the political consequences of such technologies are clearly acknowl-
edged throughout; even in such a one-noted rumination as “The City of 
the Living Dead”, it is implied that totalitarian government follows 
naturally from mass-evacuation to designed hallucinations. In the more 
polemically pointed Fahrenheit 451, The Big Ball of Wax and Tomor-
row and Tomorrow, the artificial realities are logically developed from 
commercial television, as platforms for consumerist propaganda in 
future US societies where corporate and governmental interests are 
thoroughly aligned. 
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 The innate tendency of the public to avoid the arduous task of read-
ing and, given the opportunity, immerse itself in soap operas and the 
like makes for a peaceful transition to dictatorship. In Bradbury’s 
novel, the fire-chief Beatty explains: “There was no dictum, no decla-
ration, no censorship”. The firemen are merely show, Faber later points 
out to Montag, since the public “stopped reading of its own accord”.225 
Similarly, the domination of inane commercial visual entertainment in 
The Big Ball of Wax results in the demise of free thought “not by force 
but by default”.226  
 The post-war sf narratives to which we now turn enact the notion 
of a technologically created ersatz reality in a context of new or new-
fangled scientific developments, which initially had little to do with 
mass media or the entertainment industry: cybernetics, systems theory, 
computer science, and social and behavioral sciences. The political 
import of these ventures was no less conspicuous than that of media 
technologies, as they represented hitherto unparalleled means for pre-
diction and control. In Frederik Pohl’s “The Tunnel Under the World”, 
Daniel Galouye’s Simulacron-3 and in novels by Philip K. Dick, the 
counterfeit world is a self-contained construct or experimental setup, 
presented to its unwitting inhabitants as reality itself by immensely 
powerful agents within the military and corporate spheres. 
 The notion of a counterfeit reality as conceived in these sf narra-
tives raises concerns which in important respects differ from those ex-
ploring immersive and/or multisensory entertainment media. True, 
both kinds of scenarios are based in the pessimistic assumption that 
information technology will be appropriated by the powers that be to 
further their own ends and that democracy may crumble from its 
abuse. But in the media dystopias from Forster and onwards this abuse 
is only made possible by a (feminine) regressive impulse, a desire to 
flee the hardships of real life which is a universal human flaw, and to 
which the uneducated masses are deemed especially prone. By con-
trast, the visions of simulated realities discussed in this chapter exoner-
ate “the little man” of any blame, since he is robbed of all choice and 
forced to live a lie that has no beginning and no end. In their quite un-
compromising demonisation of corporate, military, and government 
bodies these works register as more radical and more pointedly anti-
establishment than did Huxley or Bradbury, since they address politi-

 
225 Bradbury 1996, pp. 58, 87. 
226 Mead 1954, p. 176. 
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cally more sensitive issues than those of escapism and the irresponsible 
masses. 
 The difference in focus and polemical thrust is obviously condi-
tioned by the fact that different institutional spheres are considered: 
mass media and entertainment on the one hand, and highly secretive 
experimental research on the other.227 There is also a non sequitur rela-
tion stemming from the difference in operational modes between two 
kinds of technologies. The media dystopias are based in technologies 
of representation, which, no matter how elaborate, conform to the 
conventional model of communications theory: sender – message – 
recipient. Pohl, Galouye and (in his own way) Philip K. Dick, in con-
trast, address the technologies of simulation. This distinction entails 
separate philosophical and ideological concerns by necessity.  
 The computer simulation is both metonymous to, and instrumental 
in, the emergence of an ontological and epistemological crisis in West-
ern thought which forms an important aspect of that shift in cultural 
structures and modes of subjectivity known as postmodernity. Digital 
technologies, it is often maintained, engendered the dissolution of a 
series of ontological boundaries which, until then, had been fundamen-
tal to Western Weltanschauung: between biology and technology, es-
sence and appearance, reality and simulation.228 As we have seen, the 
 
227 The entertainment industry, however, has routinely cooperated with the military 
since the 1930’s when cinematographer Fred Waller was commissioned by the U.S. 
Air Force to improve its flight simulators. (Grau 2003, p. 157; Rheingold 1991, p. 
54.) Spurred by, among other things, the development of computer simulations, the 
last few decades have witnessed an increasingly symbiotic relationship between the 
media/entertainment industry and military bodies in what has been labelled the “mili-
tary-industrial-media-entertainment-network” or MIME-NET. (James Der Derian, 
Virtuous War: Mapping the military-industrial-media-entertainment-network, Boul-
der, CO and Oxford: Westview Press, 2001.) In the 1990’s, Pentagon teamed up 
Hollywood representatives with computer game wizards and military personnel in 
the so-called Institute for Creative Technologies, a R&D facility based at the Univer-
sity of Southern California with the aim to “pool expertise, financial resources, and 
tools of virtual reality for the production of state-of-the-art military simulations.” 
(Der Derian 2001, p. 161 f.) As a concrete result of this synergetic venture, simula-
tion programs have been produced in two versions, one intented for military training, 
the other for the games market. (Steve Silberman, ”The War Room”, www.wired. 
com /wired/archive/12.09/warroom.html [2009-12-17]) Obviously, the ability to 
represent or simulate physical forms and spatial relations as exactly as possible unites 
the desire of vast movie audiences to be deluded and entertained with the exacting 
standards of militarized knowledge production. (See also Grau 2003, p. 171 f., for 
examples of VR and computer simulations developed for military applications.) 
228 See, for example, Haraway 1991, p. 152; Bukatman 1993, p. 10; Paul Alkon, 
“Deus Ex Machina in William Gibson’s Cyberpunk Trilogy” (in Slusser and Shippey 
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ideology of “authentic” experience was challenged already by the 
prospect of immersive, multisensory media explored in the tradition of 
“media dystopias” recently examined. But those false worlds were all 
representations of a primary reality, and thus ontologically secondary. 
The moral, intellectual, and even political danger, as projected by Hux-
ley, Manning and Pratt, et al., follows from the inability to distinguish 
between the two planes, not in any inherent risk of their actual onto-
logical conflation. The illusion, no matter how convincing and com-
plete, remains an illusion, and the real outrage lies in its pretence at 
being more. 
 By contrast, the cybernetic paradigm which inspired the stories 
discussed in this chapter undermines this hierarchical order through the 
proposition that all complex systems, whether natural or artificial, are 
possible to define in mathematical terms as flows of information, and 
hence are subject to simulation (preferably in a computer program). By 
virtue of it being a written construct and not an analogous reproduc-
tion, recorded or otherwise, the simulation attains a phenomenal inde-
pendence from any pre-existing reality. It is, as it were, a reality all its 
own, as malleable as its code is rewritable, a spatial and temporal event 
devised in but independent of ordinary space and time. The shift, then, 
from representation to simulation, from the multisensory entertainment 
propaganda considered in the last chapter to the fake realities of Pohl, 
Galouye, and Dick takes us across a decisive epistemological rupture 
in twentieth century thought which may be labelled “the cyborg di-
vide”.229  

 
1992, p. 76; Veronica Hollinger, “Cybernetic deconstructions: Cyberpunk and post-
modernism” (Mosaic, vol. 23, no. 2 [spring 1990], pp. 29–44, reprinted in McCaf-
fery, Larry, ed., Storming the Reality Studio: A Casebook of Cyberpunk and Post-
modern Science Fiction, Durham 1992.pp. 203–218); Hayles 1999, p. 3. 
229 “Representation” – “simulation” comes first in Donna Haraway’s listing of di-
chotomies signalling the shift from humanist to cyborg existence. (The list also in-
cludes “organism” vs. “biotic component”, “physiology” vs. “communications engi-
neering”, “mind” vs. “artificial intelligence”, etc.) In an early and central passage in 
his 1981 book Simulacra and simulation Jean Baudrillard, in his oracular idiom, 
deplores how the time-hallowed logic and ethic of representation is lost in the para-
digm of cybernetic simulation, which dissolves the “real” into the “hyperreal”: “The 
imaginary of representation […] disappears in the simulation whose operation is 
nuclear and genetic, no longer at all specular or discursive. It is all of metaphysics 
that is lost. No more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and its concept. No 
more imaginary coextensivity: it is genetic miniaturisation that is the dimension of 
simulation. The real is produced from miniaturized cells, matrices, and memory 
banks, models of control – and it can be reproduced an indefinite number of times 
from these. It no longer needs to be rational, because it no longer measures itself 
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* 
This figuration of the virtual reality theme in sf emerged only after the 
war but many of the technoscientific and sociopolitical processes 
which inspired it were underway long before that. Following Taylor-
ism and its ideals of “scientific management”, theories and methods for 
optimising results in industry and bureaucracy began to appear already 
in the first two decades of the century, a development described by one 
witness as a deplorable shift from a “robust individualism to a color-
less standardization”.230 After WW II, however, the U.S. – followed by 
many other nations – took an even more decisive turn towards social 
engineering and corporate structuring of the economy. This “recasting” 
– to paraphrase an anthology on the subject – of the nation was largely 
enabled by a marked shift towards quantitative, experimental and sys-
temic approaches within a number of scientific fields. This orientation 
was the direct result of the war effort itself and the demand put on all 
sciences to produce knowledge of immediate military relevance.231 Paul 
N. Edwards notes that “World War II-era psychology was militarized 
knowledge production, in the sense that national military goals came to 
define broad directions for research, particular problems, and the gen-
eral nature of useful solutions.”232 Information theory and cybernetics 
were interdisciplinary fields established late during the war to address 
specific strategic problems, resulting in the most powerful device for 
formal analysis ever constructed: the computer.  
 Equally, if not even more, important forces in the rise of systemic 
and quantitative epistemologies were the social sciences with new and 
rigorous experimental methods at their disposal. A contemporary re-
port observed that the services of social scientists “were comparable to 

 
against either an ideal or negative instance. It is no longer anything but operational. 
In fact, it is no longer really the real, because no imaginary envelops it anymore. It is 
a hyperreal, produced from a radiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyper-
space without atmosphere.” (Baudrillard 1994, p. 2.) See also Jameson 1991, p. xix 
f., p. 36 ff. 
230 Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought. An Interpretation 
of American Literature from the Beginnings to 1920, vol. 3. (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and Company 1927–30, p. 5.) See also David Noble, America by Design: 
Science, Technology, and the Rise of Corporate Capitalism (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1977). Cf. also above, p. 97 f. 
231 See Paul N. Edwards, The Closed World. Computers and the Politics of Discourse 
in Cold War America (Cambridge, Mass. and London: The MIT Press, 1996), p. 178 
and passim.  
232 Edwards 1996, p. 178. Italics in the original. 
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the function of engineers and other specialized technologists”.233 The 
noted psychologist Seymour Sarason could testify that after the war, 
“the social sciences experienced remarkable growth in terms of num-
ber, funding, prestige and influence in the halls of public and private 
power.”234 Politicians, military strategists, managers, educators, bu-
reaucrats and advertisers, all with the nation’s perceived best interest at 
hand, were presented with a number of sophisticated techniques for the 
analysing, prediction and manipulation of the individual as well as the 
collective. These techniques, with their common basis in a materialistic 
and systemic view on human nature, helped consolidate America’s 
position as a political and economic superpower.235 The conformist and 
consumerist ethos was enforced to no small extent by those psycholo-
gists and social scientists who, according to one contemporary critic, 
embraced “[a]n illusory image of rationality [which ]distorted the 
moral judgment of the American policy-makers”, who believed they 
“were computing consequences with precision and objectivity, using 
quasi-quantitative methods […]”236 Norbert Wiener himself, the foun-
der of cybernetics, also saw the risk of a “growing military and politi-
cal mechanization of the world as a great superhuman apparatus work-
ing on cybernetic principles.”237 
 The notion of the individual as measured, manipulated and finally 
exploited by vast bodies of power employing cutting-edge science and 
technology was perhaps most famously expressed in the spectre of 
brain-washing: the attempts at ideological re-conditioning which befell 
some ill-fated POWs during the Korean War. “Brain-washing” became 
emblematic in American popular culture and propaganda for the bru-
tally de-individualising Soviet regime. A similar mythos, however, was 
mobilised by liberal and radical critics against the power wielded, and 
the means employed, by bureaucratic and corporate bodies within the 

 
233 Russell Sage Foundation report made in 1950, quoted in Lary May, ed., Recasting 
America: Culture and Politics in the Age of the Cold War (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press 1989), p. 81.  
234 Seymour Sarason, Psychology Misdirected (1981), quoted in Edwards 1996, p. 
177. 
235 See Terence Ball, “The Politics of Social Science in Postwar America”, in Lary 
May, ed., Recasting America: Culture and Politics in the Age of the Cold War (Chi-
cago and London: University of Chicago Press 1989), pp. 76–92; J. Michael Sproule, 
Propaganda and Democracy: the American Experience of Media and Mass Persua-
sion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 202 ff.; 224 ff. 
236 Quoted in Ball 1989, p. 87 f. 
237 Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings. Cybernetics and Society 
(DaCapo Press 1988 [1954]), p. 182. 
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U.S. itself.238 True to the paranoiac Cold War rhetoric, the power elite 
was attributed with almost supernatural powers, as in C. Wright Mills 
image of the “managerial demiurge”, and the white collar male 
“pushed by forces beyond his control, pulled into movements he does 
not understand”.239 (Such images, and even more so sf narratives of 
people imprisoned in virtual realities, are clearly evocative of gnostic 
myth – a parallel which will be investigated more fully later in the 
chapter.) 
 The perhaps most criticised and derided domestic attempts at “sci-
entific” manipulation of the human psyche were found in the fields of 
advertising and market research, as Frederik Pohl’s “The Tunnel Un-
der the World” would have us understand. The journalist Vance Pack-
ard’s bestselling The Hidden Persuaders (1957) demonstrated how the 
pursuit of ever more refined and scientific advertising techniques based 
in behavioral psychology – among them the notorious (if unsuccessful) 
”subliminal conditioning” – was seen as a major threat to the integrity 
of the individual, and ultimately to democracy itself. ”We move”, 
Packard writes ominously, ”into the chilling world of George Orwell 
and his Big Brother […] as we explore some of the extreme attempts at 
probing and manipulation now going on.”240 
 A similar fear was also evoked by the explosively growing busi-
ness of personality testing, a prime tool originating in behaviourist 
psychology, refined during the war for the benefit of corporations and 
organisations aiming to optimise their work force. In his 1963 book 
The Brain Watchers, the journalist Martin L. Gross evokes the alliance 
between quantitative psychology, corporate strategy and conformist 
ideology as he compares human identity to the most cherished status 
symbol of white suburban America: 
 
Schools, corporations, government – anyone who hires, fires, promotes, selects, or 
chooses – have long sought the psychologist’s touchstone: ‘How can I measure the 
real man?’ [---] The brain watcher, or personality tester […] claims that he can 
measure this […] elusive human imponderable as easily as counting compact cars off 
a Detroit assembly line.241 
 

 
238 Cf. Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance. A Cultural History of Advertising in 
America (New York: Basic Books 1994), p. 251 ff. 
239 Mills 1951, p. xii, xv. 
240 Vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1962 [1957]), 
p. 12. 
241 Martin L. Gross, The Brain Watchers (New York: Random House, 1962), p. 3 f. 
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The metaphoric coupling between the human mind and machines 
evokes, unintentionally, the figure of the robot, a whimsical symbol of 
Faustian hubris which had met on the lurid covers of sf magazines 
since the 1920’s. But in the wake of cybernetics, men and machines 
became juxtaposed in ways which compromised a liberal-humanist 
individualism in subtler but ultimately more profound ways than the 
ultra-rationalist epistemologies of social and behavioral scientists. The 
early cyberneticists Norbert Wiener, John von Neumann and Warren 
McCullough conceived of mental functions in terms of information-
processing, an endeavour which engaged the human brain and the 
computer as equal partners in a metaphorical exchange: the brain as a 
computer and vice versa. The cybernetic paradigm enacted the mind-
body dualism in information-processing terms; it posits information as 
distinct from its medium, and transmittable/reproducible in another 
medium. “It is amusing as well as instructive”, wrote Norbert Wiener 
in 1954, 
 
to consider what would happen if we were to transmit the whole pattern of the human 
body, of the human brain with its memories and cross connections, so that a hypo-
thetical receiving instrument could re-embody these messages in a appropriate mat-
ter, capable of continuing the processes already in the body and the mind […].242 
 
Through the lens of cybernetics and cognitive science, the computer 
provided models, or metaphors, by which to approach such mental 
phenomena as memory and recognition as quantifiable procedures. 
Cybernetics and information theory had a considerable impact on be-
havioral science, but whereas the latter was strictly empiricist, con-
cerned with observable behaviour, cybernetics and cognitive science 
were more oriented towards theory and modelling as they sought to 
formalise the processes of the mind itself. 
 Artificial intelligence, which partly sprang from cybernetics and 
gained status as a legitimate area of scientific enquiry in 1956, was 
perhaps the most conspicuous manifestation of the view of mental 
processes as vast but finite systems of informational quanta, and thus 
theoretically possible to simulate in a computer. The point was not to 
ascribe machine properties to the human mind, or vice versa, but rather 
to conceive of the computer/robot and the human in a shared episte-
mology. The hope to create a machine that would pass the famed “Tur-
ing test” – that is, fool a human into thinking it was another human, 
emerges as one of the most utopian manifestations of the post-war faith 

 
242 Wiener 1988, p. 96. 
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in the ability of science and technology to devise mathematically exact 
models of the world and all which it inhabit. Of course, this kind of 
hyper-rationalist dreaming was far from new; it has roots which go 
back at least to the pre-Socratics. With the arrival of the computer, 
however, it suddenly emerged as an engineering and an epistemologi-
cal project. Moreover, given its enmeshment in military, corporate, etc. 
power structures, it also took on an unprecedented political signifi-
cance.243 

* 
The computer’s promise – or threat – of rendering reality from algo-
rithms was no doubt more useful, less prone to failure and also less 
provocative to humanist sensibility when applied not to the human 
mind, but instead to limited portions of external reality rendered as 
discrete systems, such as ballistic courses, weather systems and war 
scenes. In short, the virtual reality was a more realistic pursuit than the 
virtual mind. Spatial simulations brought the quantitative epistemology 
to new levels by providing increasingly accurate and detailed simula-
tions of the physical universe as a basis for (above all) military re-
search and strategy. For example, ENIACs first task was to simulate a 
hydrogen bomb explosion. In his study of the role of computers in 
Cold War politics, Paul N. Edwards suggests that the sheer impossibil-
ity of enacting a nuclear war in reality necessitated the opening of a 
secondary world of simulations which formed a cultural and political 
reality in its own right: 
 
Inside the closed horizon of nuclear politics, simulations became more real than the 
reality itself, as the nuclear standoff evolved into an entirely abstract war of position. 
Simulations – computer models, war games, statistical analyses, discourses of nu-
clear strategy – had, in an important sense, more political significance and more 
cultural impact than the weapons that could not be used. In the absence of direct 
experience, nuclear weapons in effect forced military planners to adopt simulation 
techniques based on assumptions, calculations, and hypothetical “rules of engage-
ment”. [---] Actual outcomes no longer mattered, since the consequences had become 
too enormous to be comprehended and too dangerous to be tested. 244 
 
“Nuclear politics” was the arena where the simulation’s priority over 
experiential reality as a source of knowledge was most patently estab-
lished, and military research and training remains the major arena for 
 
243 For historical and cultural contextualisations of AI, see George Dyson, Darwin 
among the Machines (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999 [1997]); David F. Noble, The 
Religion of Technology: The Divinity of Man and the Spirit of Invention (Harmonds-
worth, Penguin 1999 [1997]), pp. 143–171. 
244 Edwards 1996, p. 14. 
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the development of simulation models.245 But applications tended to 
spread to the civilian sphere, e.g. meteorological models, which were 
developed with military funding but soon came to the benefit of the 
general population. National weather forecasts became computer aided 
in 1955 (in Sweden in 1954),246 and in 1952 the computer UNIVAC, at 
odds with most journalists, accurately predicted a landslide victory for 
Eisenhower.  
 Considering the ideological meaning of computer simulation mod-
elling, whether in corporate, military, or entertainment contexts, its 
implicit premise of the quantifiability of reality is deeply consonant 
with the instrumentalist logic of capitalism. In Donna Haraway’s 
apocalyptic and slightly paranoiac phrasing, “the translation of the 
world into a problem of coding [constitutes] a search for a common 
language in which all resistance to instrumental control disappears and 
all heterogeneity can be submitted to disassembly, reassembly, invest-
ment, and exchange.”247 As we shall see, sf writers of the Cold War era 
eagerly projected vast and complex symbioses between “reality ma-
chines” and the push for maximum profit as well as citizen control. But 
at least in some of the narratives discussed, satire is tempered by some 
of the philosophical issues suggested by the simulation paradigm. We 
find here a tentative admittance of the possibility that the “coded” or 
simulated world is not necessarily less complex, rich, or ontologically 
valid than the real world. This is a theme which is vaguely evocative of 
the optimistic, pseudo-scientific Gnosis of Renaissance Hermeticism, 
and it gestures towards the cyber-utopianism of recent decades. 
 

 
3.1.2. Frederik Pohl, “The Tunnel Under the World 
 
One of the earliest fictions that explores the cybernetic paradigm is 
also one of the most fervently dystopian, envisioning the new tech-
nologies as thoroughly enmeshed in the iron grids of corporate capital-
 
245 Cf. Timothy Melley’s observation on Joseph Heller’s Catch 22: “One of Heller’s 
primary targets in Catch 22 is the notion that representations, particularly bureau-
cratic communications, supersede the material reality of the war”. (Timothy Melley, 
Empire of Conspiracy: The Culture of Paranoia in Postwar America [Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press 2000], p. 72.) 
246 Paul N. Edwards, “The World in a Machine”, in Agatha C. Hughes and Thomas 
Hughes, eds., Systems, Experts, and Computers: The Systems Approach in Manage-
ment and Engineering, World War II and After (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
2000), p. 225. 
247 Haraway 1991, p. 164. Italics in the original. 
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ism and morally corrupt political institutions. “The Tunnel Under the 
World” (1955) combines the market research methods later demonised 
by Packard with the perspectives opened by cybernetics in a singularly 
vitriolic attack on the advertising industry.248 It tells of an office em-
ployee, Guy Burckhardt, who discovers that he, and the entire popula-
tion of a small town are the subjects of a horrendous advertising ex-
periment funded by a corporation. He, his wife, and his workmates are 
actually deceased, killed by an explosion in a chemical plant. The men-
tal data which make up their identity has been transferred to robotic 
constructs, simulacra of the original persons which have been minia-
turised and placed in a replica of their home town erected on a tabletop 
in a laboratory. In this controlled environment, they are forced to live 
the same day over and over again. Changes in their consumer patterns 
are registered, and every night their memories are erased, before they 
are subjected to various brutal and humiliating advertising techniques 
again the next day, which is always June 15. 
 The scientific rationale for this extravagant scenario is provided by 
cybernetic developments in industrial automation, which were well 
underway in the early 1950’s. Burckhardt works – or worked – for a 
chemical plant where manufacturing is run by a computer whose in-
formational content is downloaded from the brain of a human subject: 
 
[…] each machine was controlled by a sort of computer which reproduced, in its 
electronic snarl, the actual memory and mind of a human being. [---] It was only a 
matter […] of transferring a man’s habit patterns from brain cells to vacuum-tube 
cells. It didn’t hurt the man and it didn’t make the machine into a monster.249 
 
Later in the story Burckhardt visits the automated chemical plant with 
an associate after the machines have been turned off, and the extra-
diegetic narrator enters the ethical and emotional unease surrounding 
this kind of mind-body separation. He speculates over how information 
technologies and neurosurgery destabilise the boundaries between hu-
mans and machines: 
 
They walked as though they were in the presence of the dead. In a way, they were, for what 
were the automatons that once had run the factory, if not corpses? The machines were con-
trolled by computers that were really not computers at all, but the electronic analogues of 
living brains. And if they were turned off, were they not dead? For each had once been a hu-
man mind. 

 
248 Frederik Pohl, “The Tunnel Under the World”, in Brian W. Aldiss, ed., The Pen-
guin Science Fiction Omnibus, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1973, p. 337–369. 
249 Ib., p. 340 f. 
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 Take a master petroleum chemist […]. Strap him down, probe into his brain with search-
ing electronic needles. The machine scans the patterns of the mind, translates what it sees into 
charts and sine waves. Inpress these same waves on a robot computer and you have your 
chemist. Or a thousand copies of your chemist, if you wish, with all of his knowledge and skill, 
and no human limitations at all.250 
 
The detail of the relation suggests that Pohl was familiar with cyber-
netic theory, but he may also have taken a cue from Kurt Vonnegut, 
who had touched upon the theme three years earlier in his debut novel 
Player Piano.251 The narrative thus seems to lose sight of its primary 
target, the advertising industry, and instead speculates on the possible 
consequences of the nascent computer revolution. But it is this tech-
nique for translation of mental data which has enabled the Franken-
steinian marketing experiment in the first place: “The automatized fac-
tory, with its transplanted minds – why not transplant a mind into a 
humanoid robot, give it its original owner’s features and form?”252  
 Obviously, advertising and industrial automation are quite separate 
institutional spheres, but by uniting them in a single conspiratory pat-
tern Pohl’s story points to their common ground in an instrumentalist 
and materialist indifference to humanist values. In the final paragraphs, 
the conspiracy is extended to include the political system, as a scientist 
lets his simulation and its helpless experimental subjects be a testing 
ground for a mock electoral campaign no less brutal and demeaning 
than commercial advertising. 

* 
The metaphysical ramifications of this horrendous scenario seem evi-
dent, and are acknowledged in the story’s climax, after Burckhardt has 
escaped from the town through a service tunnel in the hope of notify-
ing the authorities. When he reaches what he believes is the outside 
world he actually enters the laboratory where the miniaturised town 
has been erected. He perceives it as a limitless void of “brilliant, in-
credible, blinding light”, a chasm with “no bottom” and extending “out 
of sight”. The blinding light is strongly reminiscent of one of the clas-
sical instances of cognitive breakthrough outside sf; the passage into 
the sunlit world of true forms in Plato’s simile of the cave in The Re-
public: “when he came out into the light, […] his eyes would be filled 

 
250 Ib., p. 357. 
251 In Vonnegut’s novel, set in a future U.S. in the grips of automation and consumer-
ism, a worker’s skills are translated into algorithms and transferred to a loop of mag-
netic tape, which then equals “the essence of [the worker] as far as his machine was 
concerned”. (Kurt Vonnegut, Player Piano [New York: Delta, 1999 (1952)], p. 10 f.) 
252 Pohl 1973, p. 363. 
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with its [the sun’s] beams so that he would not be able to see even one 
of the things that we call real”.253 The conception of an ideal reality as a 
realm of preternatural brightness is also well known from descriptions 
of religious ecstasy and the poetic diction in Burckhardt’s response 
conveys religious awe: “how incredible this fantastic gulf, how impos-
sible the hundred white and blinding suns that hung above!” 
 The transcendent features of the vista that meets Burckhardt are 
ironically undermined by the highly profane nature of the space he has 
entered. From the abyss of light, Burckhardt is approached by the au-
thor of this universe, a corporate inventor, who in his perspective ap-
pears as a moving mountain, hundreds of feet high. The biblical conno-
tations are evident. In a voice which sounds like thunder rolling “back 
and forth in the abyss” the inventor explains that he let Burckhardt 
escape, so that he could establish the truth of his existence for himself. 
After that, the inventor picks up Burckhardt, and sends him down to 
“the maintenance crews” to erase this knowledge and have him re-
commence his role as virtual guinea pig in the endless cycle of reliving 
the same day indefinitely. There is no escaping the system of lies. 
 
 
3.1.3. Daniel F. Galouye, Simulacron-3 
 
The notion of placing the simulacra of human subjects in simulated 
environments and using them as guinea pigs for the refinement of 
commercial and political advertising is developed further by Daniel F. 
Galouye in the 1964 novel Simulacron-3. It has been described as a 
“novel-length reworking of Frederik Pohl’s ‘The Tunnel Under the 
World’”.254 It is, however, less acerbic than Pohl’s story and the obvi-
ous satirical intent is diverted, if not compromised, by the philosophi-
cal and ethical issues raised by the notion of a simulation as rich and 
complex as primal reality. Although clearly criticising post-war forms 
of technocratic prognostication and control, the novel closes on an ac-
cepting note which is incongruent with the humanist stance taken by 
Pohl, and anticipates post-Harawayan exercises in cyber-utopianism. 
 Simulacron-3 is obviously informed by cybernetic theory, but cy-
bernetic terms are conspicuously absent from its technical jargon. In-
 
253 Plato 1963, p. 125. 
254 John Clute, “Galouye, Daniel F.”, Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, p. 466. Rainer 
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stead, we find a loose blend of computer terms, neologisms, and con-
cepts borrowed from cognitive psychology. It is set in a future U.S. 
besieged by opinion pollsters acting on behalf of advertising agencies 
and political campaigns. Refusing to answer the pollsters’ questions, 
which may deal with such trivial issues as “male preferences in 
Christmas gifts”, results in a fine. Their profession, however, is endan-
gered by the technology of “simulelectronics” which has enabled an 
opinion polling corporation to construct an “environment simulator”, 
i.e. a computer simulated secondary world. It is described by the narra-
tor, the project’s technical director, as follows: 
 
We can electronically simulate a social environment. We can populate it with subjec-
tive analogs reactional identity units. By manipulating the environment, by prodding 
the ID units, we can estimate behavior in hypothetical situations. [---] The simulator 
is an electromathematical model of an average community. It permits long-range 
behavior forecasts […] even more valid than the results you get when you send an 
army of […] pollsters snooping throughout the city. (5)255 
 
The inventor of this technology, Dr Fuller, has nothing but what he 
perceives as benign purposes in mind with the simulator, but like Mary 
Shelley’s single-minded scientist, he fails to see the risks involved. His 
vision enthusiastically embraces the possibility of disassembling the 
human subject to its minutest details, projecting the technology as the 
final tool in social science, enabling the scientist to free human beings 
of every conflict and turn them into wholly rational, useful individuals: 
 
We have here a surgical instrument that can dissect the very soul itself. It can take a human 
being apart, motive by motive, instinct by instinct. It can dig into the core of our basic drives, 
fears and aspirations. It can track down and study, analyze, classify, and show us how to do 
something about every trait that goes into the makeup of any individual. It can explain and 
uncover the sources of prejudice, bigotry, hate, perverse sentiment. By studying analog beings 
in a simulated system, we can chart the entire spectrum of human relations. By prodding those 
analog units, we can observe not only the beginning, but also every step in the development of 
undesirable, antisocial tendencies. (62) 
 
The final goal is unmitigated evolutionist idealism: “The simulator 
[…] will point the way to the Golden Age in human relations. It will 
show us how to cleanse the mortal spirit of the last vestiges of its ani-
mal origins.” (63) These lofty ambitions are, needless to say, thwarted 
by the unforeseen effects of the technology. 
  As touched upon above, the possibility of constructing sentient 
simulacra of human subjects within an equally simulated digital envi-
 
255 Page references are to Daniel F. Galouye, Simulacron–3 (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1964). 
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ronment engenders an epistemology of paranoid suspicion practically 
by default. If a simulated world is perceived as real by simulated hu-
man subjects who perceive themselves as equally real, what assurance 
do we have that we ourselves are not mere robots or programs inhabit-
ing a simulated reality? The epistemological mise en abyme thus 
opened (which also Gunn acknowledged256) by the cybernetic paradigm 
forms the foundation of the plot in Galouye’s slim pulp novel, and is 
identified early on by a psychologist tied to the firm: “You can hardly 
stuff people into a machine without starting to wonder about the basic 
nature of both machines and people.” (24) As it turns out, the 21st cen-
tury America in which a corporation simulates social environments 
with digital simulacra of human subjects is itself a simulation, set up in 
a “real” 21st century America by an opinion-sampling corporation. The 
effort to simulate as complete a reality as possible has been successful 
to the point where the inhabitants of the simulation invent simulators 
themselves.  
 This bluntly ironic double mirroring of ontological levels is gradu-
ally revealed through a thriller-like plot, in which the narrator Douglas 
Hall – himself an unwitting “subjective analog” and not a “real” person 
– discovers the truth of his world from a series of ontolepsies (leakages 
between ontological planes) caused by faulty programming. He is one 
of the chief architects behind the second-order environment simulator. 
When one of his colleagues is erased, disappearing into thin air, he is 
the only one who remembers him, whereas everyone else is subjected 
to reprogramming that deletes any memory of the erased person. Hall 
is now a security risk which threatens to upset the entire simulation, 
and narrowly escapes a series of accidents, attempts by the supreme, 
“real” programmer to remove him from the system. Since he is unable 
to account for either the disappearance of his colleague or for the agent 
pursuing him, he is led to question his own sanity, and also compelled 
to admit the possibility of some supernatural force. Hall suspects “vast, 
malevolent agency of a capacity both fierce and unguessable […] pur-
suing an unfathomable course”; “some brutish, mystical force”. (43 f.) 
His metaphysical suspicions are confirmed during a night drive in the 
countryside, which takes him to the limit of his simulated world, which 
is subjectively perceived as a void of utter blackness. The road ends 
abruptly in “an impenetrable barrier of stygian blackness [---] the noth-
ingness within nothingness that might be found beyond the darkest 
infinity.” (44) 

 
256 Cf. above, p. 97 f. 
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 Hall’s shattering experiences are diagnosed as signs of paranoia by 
the company psychologist, a benign father figure. He explains them as 
guilt-ridden hallucinations resulting from the fact that he is a “god” 
with “omnipotent control over an entire city of pseudo-people”. In this 
role, Douglas sometimes has to remove or re-program a malfunction-
ing “ID entity”, simulated individual, and the guilt this causes pro-
duces a “false paranoia” manifested by fantasies of similar events tak-
ing place in his own reality: “You wipe off an analog reactional unit 
and you fancy someone in your own world vanishing. You reprogram 
the past experiences of a counterfeit population and you think your 
own background is being tampered with.” (56) In the context of the 
plot, the psychologist’s explanation is merely a ruse to keep Douglas 
from discovering the truth. But it can also be read as a metafictive 
comment on the prevalence of the paranoid theme in Cold War science 
fiction, grounding it not in a communist or nuclear scare but in the 
epistemological crisis produced by cybernetic technologies. 
 The operators of the simulator have the option to download them-
selves into one of the reactionary units as a “passenger”, and in this 
way perceive the simulation through the senses of one of its occupants. 
But the channel is two-way and leaves the possibility of the ID unit to 
upload into the programmer and take over his body. This opportunity 
is seized by a reactionary unit from the simulator, who “escapes” into 
Hall’s plane of reality and informs him of the true state of things. With 
his experiences finally explained – he is “merely a package of vital 
simulelectronic charges” – Hall can abandon suspicions both of super-
natural agents and paranoiac delusions, and seeks comfort in the fact 
that many philosophical authorities (Plato, Aristotle, Bishop Berkeley 
et al) have grappled with the possibility that “nothing is real”. (91)  
 The electronic simulation also serves as a metaphor for economic 
dependency by the CEO Siskin’s kept mistress, who has been coerced 
into this role in order to save her father as an employee of the corpora-
tion: “I often imagine I have no more power of self determination than 
one of the characters in your machine. There are times when I feel like 
one of them. I even have horrible dreams about Siskin sitting in front 
of the Simulacron-3 and making me perform like a puppet.” (96) The 
economically captive mistress who envisions herself as a computer 
program is a metonymy for the vaster political significance of the 
simulation. The previously quoted lofty goals, according to which the 
simulator will “cleanse the mortal spirit of the last vestiges of its ani-
mal origins”, are soon abandoned in favour of a more insidious design: 
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Siskin plans to use the machine to rehearse and hone a peaceful transi-
tion to a one-party system with himself as president. (49)  
 Opinion polling was introduced already during the mid-nineteenth 
century, and during the twentieth century it has been increasingly rec-
ognised by critics as a powerful tool for peaceful manipulation of the 
citizenry, whether it be for commercial or political ends.257 In a history 
of American advertising, Jackson Lears locates the political usefulness 
of opinion sampling as a way to enforce a consensus on the nature of 
reality: “Statistical sampling, whether sponsored by business or gov-
ernment elites, soon became an instrument for rendering public debate 
more manageable and predictable. The survey became another threat-
ening force against which people had to struggle to maintain alterna-
tive visions of reality.”258  
 By juxtaposing opinion sampling with the technology of computer 
simulations, Galouye’s story does bring into relief its power to enforce 
consensual “visions of reality”, and, by inference, to expose the totali-
tarian potential of the post-war obsession with prediction and control. 
However, the satire is subordinated to the thriller-like dynamics of the 
hero’s quest for knowledge and his passage through a successive series 
of shattering revelations, ending in his final ascension into the real 
world. The opinion-sampling simulator-within-the simulation, which 
Hall has in part constructed, threatens his entire universe because its 
sole purpose is opinion-sampling, and the pollsters which pester the 
lives of Hall and every other simulated citizen are the means by which 
the simulation performs its task in the “upper” world. When their func-
tion is threatened, the operator in the “upper” world sees no option but 
to erase the program and write another counterfeit reality. Hall learns 
this from a visitor from the real world, a young woman named Jinx 
who works for the real operator and has been projected into the simula-
tion to monitor it from the inside, but falls in love with Hall instead. 
She is willing to abandon her real, bodily existence in order to stay 
with him. 
 This development stems from the fact that “Hall” is actually a 
simulacrum of the supreme operator, a real Douglas Hall who has pro-
jected a copy of himself into the counterfeit world out of a whim. Jinx 
was once in love with Hall, she confides, but while working on the 
 
257 See, for example, Susan Herbst, “Polling in Politics and Industry”, in Theodore 
M. Porter and Dorothy Ross, eds., The Cambridge History of Science, vol. 7 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 577–590.  
258 Lears 1994, p. 244. For a critical contemplation of the opinion poll as a “simula-
crum of public opinion”, see Baudrillard 1993, p. 65 ff. 
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project Hall has developed sadistic and megalomaniacal traits from the 
mere sense of being the omnipotent god over an entire creation. He 
enjoys torturing its hapless inhabitants, “then deprogramming them to 
conceal any evidence” (132). The reason why he has created a copy of 
himself is psychological, “a sort of Dorian Gray effect […] a maso-
chistic expedient” stemming from “guilt complex” (133). The only 
reason why he has allowed the simulacrum “Hall” to continue his in-
vestigations into the nature of his reality has been pathological enjoy-
ment of torturing a vicarious self. All the while, the simulated “Hall” is 
for all intents and purposes the man she once loved, and this Hall re-
kindles her passion. The idealist notion of the simulation as a “higher” 
and more ideal reality, which is encountered in cyber-utopian dis-
course, is thus briefly suggested. 
 In a final showdown, “Hall” attempts to convince Hall (through the 
latter’s direct access to his consciousness) that there is no need to shut 
down the simulation if he can expose Siskin’s hidden agenda and turn 
public opinion against the second-order simulator and thus ensure the 
continued use of opinion-pollsters. “Hall” manages to accomplish this 
during a heated public rally but is fatally wounded by the police in the 
chaos that ensues. Jinx, however, now monitoring the scene from the 
“upper” world, transfers him into the body of the real Hall, and re-
places that perverted personality with its morally uncorrupted simula-
crum. “Hall” now inhabits first-order reality, which is pretty much 
similar to the one he left behind – that is the whole point of the simula-
tion – apart from a few details, which make for a final, vertiginous 
twist: “Hall had a flair for the romantic when he programed the simula-
tor”, Jinx informs him, “selecting such background prop names as 
Mediterranean, Riviera, Pacific, Himalayas.” (152) The reader’s real-
ity, our world, is thus made contiguous with the simulation, not with 
primal, “real” reality. 
 The obvious parallels between this convoluted narrative and reli-
gious metaphysics are addressed directly. The demented “Operator” 
torturing his simulated subjects is referred to as “Him”, the capital let-
ter suggestive of the Old Testament God. The angelic Jinx is literally 
descended from a higher plane to illuminate the hero, like Sophia 
(wisdom) of gnosticism. But while the text through its characters re-
produces elements of gnostic and Christian mythology in striking de-
tail, it refutes an allegorical reading by virtue of its science fiction pa-
rameters. Hall catches himself projecting conventional religious no-
tions of the incommensurability between the mundane and the celestial 
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spheres, and he recognises their irrelevancy in light of the purpose of 
the simulation he inhabits: 
 
I found myself looking into my star-spangled sky, trying to see through the universal 
illusion into absolute reality. But, then, that real world was in no physical direction 
from my own. It was not in my universe, nor I in Its. At the same time, though, It was 
everywhere around me, hidden by an electronic veil. [---] My thoughts wandered up 
a notch to the Higher Existence. What must it be like Up There? How vastly different 
from the pseudoreality I knew? 
 Then I understood that it couldn’t be very different at all. [The second-order 
simulation of Rein, Inc.] had to be, in effect, a replica of my own if the predictions 
we got from that analog creation were to have a valid application up here. 
 Similarly, my world would have to track that Higher Existence. Most of the 
institutions would have to be the same. Our culture, our historical background, even 
our heritage and destiny would have to correspond. 
 And the Operator, and all the other people Up There, would have to be human 
beings, just like us, since our existence could be justified only as analogs of Them. 
(111) 
 
With a wholly pragmatical, non-metaphysical significance of simula-
tion technologies affirmed, a conventional Christian metaphysics re-
mains unaltered – with the difference that Divine grace would have to 
extend to simulated as well as “real” humans. Jinx explains: 
 
Just because we’re down here, we don’t have to replace our concept of God with that 
of an omnipotent, megalomaniacal Operator of an environmental simulator. [---] It’s 
the intellect that counts […]. And if there is an afterlife, it won’t be denied reactors in 
this world more than it would be held out of reach of […] real people in my own 
existence. (139) 
 
And the simulated Hall later acknowledges the point in well-worn phi-
losophical terms: “self-awareness is the only true measure of existence. 
Cogito ergo sum” (140). 

 The novel thus conforms to a reactionary scepticism over the bene-
fits of science and technology by positing the effects of a world-
building machine as morally degenerative, fulfilling omnipotent and 
regressive desires, whether these be guised in politics as in the case of 
Siskin or of a more bluntly pathological kind as in the case of Hall. 
But, at the same time, the affirmation of a mind-body dualism is at 
odds with the naturalist humanism of the Forster-Huxley-Bradbury 
line. The ontological equilibrium, or equivalence, between the simula-
tion and primary reality (if it is primary) departs from the humanist 
assumption that the more elaborate and complete the illusion, the more 
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deficient or suspect it becomes.259 Rather than being an elaboration on 
Pohl, Simulacron-3 emerges as an early and tentative attempt to em-
brace the “cyborg acceptance” which will culminate with Vernor 
Vinge and the more extreme reaches of contemporary cyber-
utopianism.  
 
 
 
3.1.4. The gnostic pattern 
 
The analogies to religious myths of creator gods are wholly conscious 
in Pohl’s and Galouye’s stories, but they do not allude directly to the 
Judaeo-Christian or any other specific system of belief, possibly to 
avoid offending parts of their readership. Still, the “divinity” at work in 
these stories – the market research scientist, and the programmer Hall 
– are clearly morally deficient, and hence invite, almost by default, 
comparisons to gnostic myth.260 Corporate capitalism emerges as a 
truly demiurgic power which keeps innocent people submerged in a 
state of illusion, amnesia, and ignorance. 
 The gnostic patterning of these narratives can be seen as reflective 
of the Cold War cultural climate and its fondness for conspiracy theo-

 
259 Cf. above, pp. 37, 56. 
260 No unified doctrine ever cristallised among the scattered sects of late Antiquity 
that are usually referred to as originally gnostic, but from incomplete and sometimes 
contradictory sources emerges a narrative which can be recounted along the follow-
ing lines: Creation itself constitutes a Fall from a state of pure spirit and light, 
pleroma (fullness), which is an emanation of the divine mind (nous). Through igno-
rant acts of Pistis (faith) or Sophia (wisdom), the original unity was split, and matter 
and darkness came into being. The cosmos was then fashioned by the Demiurge, an 
imperfect creator-god (and sometimes identified as Sophia’s son), who rules it with 
the aid of his guardians, the archons, which are manifest in heimarmene (destiny), in 
the laws of nature and human passions. Man carries a spark of the divine essence, 
spirit or pneuma which preceded creation, but is now imprisoned in bodily existence 
and in the material world, forgetful of his divine origins. Man’s only hope is to 
achieve salvation through Gnosis or knowledge (as distinct from faith) of his own 
true essence, which will finally set it free and reunite it with Pleroma. In this struggle 
man is assisted by Sophia, who repents her original mistake by acting in an interme-
diary position between Pleroma and the realm of the Demiurge. (This brief outline is 
derived from two standard works on gnosticism intended for a general readership: 
Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings 
of Christianity, 2nd ed., Boston: The Beacon Press 1963, and Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis. 
The Nature and History of Gnosticism [Die Gnosis: Wesen und Geschichte einer 
spätantiken Religion, 1977], Robert Mc Lachlan Wilson, trans. San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco 1987.) 
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ries. More or less paranoiac images of dualist conflict, imprisonment, 
and amnesia informed not only science fiction, but also large parts of 
the Cold War political and intellectual debate as a response to the al-
leged threats to traditional American values posed by vast and sinister 
forces in society.261 This is reminiscent of C. Wright Mills’s images of 
the “managerial demiurge” and the white collar male “pushed by 
forces beyond his control, pulled into movements he does not under-
stand” in this “new universe of management and manipulation” which 
corporate capitalism has created.262 A similar vision is briefly related in 
Richard Yates’ Revolutionary Road, when the would-be rebel Frank 
Wheeler perceives the suburban landscape as an “imprisoning waste-
land”.263 
 A vision of incarceration of stark gnosticist colouring is presented 
in the psychiatrist Robert M. Lindner’s 1952 book Prescription for 
Rebellion. It is a prime, and by scholars of the period strangely disre-
garded, example of 1950’s conspiracy mythology, which deserves to 
be considered in this context. Lindner maintains that modern day psy-
chology has betrayed science’s true calling of liberating mankind from 
an “iron triangle” made out of, respectively, our confinement to planet 

 
261 For a critical contemporary discussion of this trait in American political thought, 
see Richard Hofstadter „The Paranoid Style in American Politics“. (The Paranoid 
Style in American Politics and Other Essays, New York: Borzoi Books 1965.) Hof-
stadter sees the conspirational imagination as parallel to Christian apocalypticism, 
but does not mention gnosticism. See also Davis 1998, p. 110 f. 
262 Mills 1951, xii, xv. In so far as it needs pointing out, gnostic patterns and imagery 
have informed political rhetoric in all camps at least since Romanticism, and con-
tinue to do so, e.g. in Ronald Reagan’s designation of Soviet Russia as “the empire of 
evil”. A striking example of recent origin is Michael Hardt’s and Antonio Negri’s 
neo-Marxian concept of „Empire“, a hegemonical global order ensnaring all of hu-
manity and which for most intents and purposes is the world: “The concept of Em-
pire is characterized fundamentally by a lack of boundaries: Empire’s rule has no 
limits. First and foremost, then, the concept of Empire posits a regime that effectively 
encompasses the spatial totality, or really that rules over the entire ‘civilized’ world. 
No territorial boundaries limit its reign. Second, the concept of Empire presents itself 
not as a historical regime originating in conquest, but rather as an order that effec-
tively suspends history and thereby fixes the existing state of affairs for eternity. 
From the perspective of Empire, this is the way things will always be and the way 
they were almost meant to be. [---] Third, the rule of Empire operates on all registers 
of the social order extending down to the depths of the social world. Empire not only 
manages a territory and a population but also creates the very world it inhabits. It not 
only regulates human interactions but also seeks directly to rule over human nature.” 
(Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire [Harvard: Harvard University Press, 
2000], pp. xiv–xv.) 
263 Richard Yates, Revolutionary Road (New York: Vintage, 2008 [1961]), p. 121. 
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Earth, the limitations of our physical bodies, and our mortality. Instead 
of performing its hallowed task of liberating our spirits through knowl-
edge of ourselves, psychology has turned into a servant of the presid-
ing powers that, ever since early Christianity, have made adjustment 
“the eleventh commandment”. Psychology “has fallen upon an evil 
day” and it has become “lost, diverted, and forgetful of its high and 
significant purpose” – imagery which rehearses the gnostic conception 
of man’s fall and redemption in striking detail.264 Meanwhile, the ubiq-
uitous forces of adjustment seek “the reduction of the variability of 
man to an undistinguished formlessness, a sameness, an amorphous 
homogeneity so that dominion over him can more easily and more 
completely be established”.265 Furthermore, behavioral specialists and 
psychologists “have literally forced people into the mold and co-
operated in the establishment of a quietus on protest”, and “they ac-
complish the work of betraying men into passivity and resignation for 
the benefit of exploiters”.266 We also learn that “the scientists of the 
mind, physicians of the ‘soul’, and doctors of the spirit, have entered 
somehow into a collusive conspiracy with power-seekers everywhere 
to stamp out and destroy with their various techniques the rebellious 
among us, and to aid in the promotion of a hive psychology”.267  
 Lindner’s dramatic scenario has a definite sf ring to it – the 1956 
classic film Invasion of the Body Snatchers comes most readily to 
mind – and it certainly may have inspired Pohl. It also testifies to the 
immense attraction of gnostic myth as template for narrating the Ro-
mantic opposition between individual and society, between the subjec-
tive and instinctual life of the soul and the consensus realities of the 
world. However, it is important to keep in mind the fundamental epis-
temological difference between classical gnosticism and Cold War 
paranoiac scenarios, in order not to ascribe intentions to the latter 
which they do not carry. In a philosophical sense, the discourse of 
gnosticism – or, for that matter, any religion – is fundamentally inc-
ommensurable both with narratives such as Lindner’s, and also with sf, 
whose fictional universes as a rule (although not without significant 
exceptions) are made contiguous with the desacralised cosmos of mod-
ernity. Gnosticism did not use myth to allegorise specific sociohistori-

 
264 Robert Lindner, Prescription for Rebellion (New York and Toronto: Rinehart, 
1952), p. 6. For a comprehensive discussion of these core elements of gnostic myth, 
see Jonas 1963, p. 62–91. 
265 Ib., p. 15. 
266 Ib., p. 15 f.  
267 Ib., p. 112. 
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cal conditions – in contrast to, say, the veiled allusions to the Roman 
Empire in the Book of Revelations – but spoke directly of wholly cos-
mic and metaphysical events. The cause of all evil and suffering was 
rooted in matter itself, not in some specific series of historical events 
or distribution of worldly power.268  
 Gnosticism thus provides analogies: images and narrative elements 
eminently suited to think about, and write about, the immense power 
inherent in cybernetic technologies and other post-war scientific ven-
tures in more or less paranoiac ways. The parallels between this myth 
and sf are by necessity ironic, but the striking presence of gnostic pat-
terns in the imaginative or polemical repertoire of Cold War discourse 
suggests something of the distress which followed from the alliances 
between the systemic/quantitative epistemologies and the conform-
ist/consumerist ethos. It seems that, for these writers, the outrage 
against the forces responsible for the “recasting of America” is best 
captured by evoking the supranatural conflict of gnostic myth. (In this 
context, it is interesting to note that classical gnosticism, although it 

 
268 For many of those who identify “gnostic” themes in modern discourses, this cru-
cial distinction is frequently downplayed or disregarded altogether, to the frustration 
of theologians and historians of religion. (See Cyril O’Regan, Gnostic Return in 
Modernity, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001, pp. 25–30.) The con-
servative political philosopher Eric Voegelin, most famously, maintained that the 
gnostics’ insistence on individual Gnosis, knowledge of our essentially divine nature 
as the only means of deliverance from the worldly prison of confusion, alienation, 
and oppression (as opposed to divine grace), lies at the heart of modernity, and all 
modern political ideologies as such, since they convey the notion that a state of per-
fection and abolishment of all conflict can be attained in the mundane sphere, by our 
own devices. (See, for example, Eric Voegelin, Science, politics, and gnosticism 
[1968], in Manfred Henningsen, ed., The collected works of Eric Voegelin. Vol. 5, 
Modernity without restraint, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000.) 
 This kind of displacement of the term “gnosticism” has been censured by histo-
rians of religion, e.g. Ioan Culianu, who exasperatedly summarises the inflation of 
“gnostic” themes and patterns in secular discourses: “Not only Gnosis was gnostic, 
but the catholic authors were gnostic, the neoplatonic too, Reformation was gnostic, 
Communism was gnostic, Nazism was gnostic, liberalism, existentialism and psy-
choanalysis were gnostic too, modern biology was gnostic, Blake, Yeats, Kafka, 
Rilke, Proust, Joyce, Musil, Hesse and Thomas Mann were gnostic. From very au-
thoritative interpreters of Gnosis, I learned further that science is gnostic and super-
stition is gnostic; power, counter-power, and lack of power are gnostic; left is gnostic 
and right is gnostic; Hegel is gnostic and Marx is gnostic; Freud is gnostic and Jung 
is gnostic; all things and their opposite are equally gnostic.” (Ioan Culianu, quoted in 
O’Regan 2001, p. 6. See also Richard Smith, “Afterword: The Modern Relevance of 
Gnosticism”, in James M. Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi Library in English [3rd 
ed.], San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988, pp. 532–549.) 
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emphatically denied the relevance of politics or other worldly institu-
tions for the betterment of the human condition, seems to have been 
articulated partly in reaction to social pressures felt by marginalised 
and disenfranchised groups during late Antiquity.269) 
 The analogy could be all the more suggestively established under 
the influence of cybernetics, which forms the techno-scientific basis of 
Pohl’s and Galouye’s stories and hovers on the conceptual horizon of 
Lindner’s diatribe. Like the gnostics, the cyberneticists held a starkly 
dualist view on the relationship between body and mind. The gnostics 
emphasised the antagonism between divine spirit (pneuma) and the 
flesh it inhabits, and the cyberneticist proposed that the information of  
the human mind – or any information – is principally independent of 
any specific corporeal medium. These affinities have been offhandedly 
suggested by Harold Bloom, who claims that “[g]nosticism was (and 
is) a kind of information theory. Matter and energy are rejected, or at 
least placed under the sign of negation. Information becomes the em-
blem of salvation; the false Creation-Fall concerned matter and energy, 
but the Pleroma, or Fullness, the original Abyss, is all information.”270 

 
269 “It has to be remembered”, Kurt Rudolph writes, “that the social situation of the 
oppressed and the exploited was not given much attention anywhere in antiquity […]. 
[---] On this subject, therefore, the dependent classes, lacking in support and because 
of their ideological isolation, were left to develop their own concepts, and these could 
only hope to find an echo, at least in the Near East, if they were somehow linked to 
religious tradition. [---] Gnosis was without a doubt the most radical voice in this 
circle. Its rejection of the moral tradition and the visible world of government (in-
cluding the supernatural) is an attempt to solve the social problems of the time under 
an unambiguously religious banner, namely through the total overcoming of the 
world […]. (Rudolph 1983, p. 292.)  It has also been suggested that some of the main 
intellectual features of classical gnosticism – its individualism and distrust of institu-
tions – were developed partly as a result of changes in the mode of production in first 
century Egypt, which led to the disenfranchisement and social alienation of the Jew-
ish community, in its turn motivating some Jewish intellectuals to articulate a radi-
cally individualistic faith which opposed canonical Judaism. (Henry A. Green, The 
Economic and Social Origins of Gnosticism [Society of Biblical Literature, Disserta-
tion series, no. 77], Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985, p. 262.) 
270 Harold Bloom, The American Religion. The Emergence of the Post-Christian 
Nation (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), p. 30. See also Davis 1998, p. 96 ff.  
The mind – matter dualism is eagerly adopted in many 1950’s sf narratives, which 
exploit Cold War paranoia through the theme of “mental parasites” – e.g. the films 
Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Invaders from Mars or I Married a Monster from 
Outer Space, or Robert A. Heinlein’s transparently anti-communist novel The Puppet 
Masters. These works all share the premise of a transfer of mind contents from one 
organism to another; the aliens infiltrate reality without our knowledge and let us go 
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Now, the cybernetic dissociation of information from its physical me-
dium – technological or biological – is not inherently inimical to no-
tions of human autonomy and freedom, as recent exercises in cyber-
libertarianism should make clear.271 But in the 1950’s and 60’s, these 
technologies were the exclusive properties of government, corpora-
tions etc., and from a left-to-liberal perspective, they were – reasonably 
– associated with these, as it were, archonic forces.272  
 These affinities are not exclusive to these sf narratives. Sf, like 
most popular fiction, is often clearly reminiscent of mythical narrative 
patterns, and gnostic mythology in particular seems to prefigure many 
of the genre’s favoured plot structures. The world as a prison house set 
up by a hostile alien force and guarded by superhuman agents, the rec-
ognition of a forgotten identity, the traffic between different cosmic 
planes, and the notion of a cosmic creator who is not essentially divine 
– these are all elements encountered in many sf stories, and not only 
those written during the Cold War, e.g. in stories written by Olaf Sta-
pledon, Arthur C. Clarke, or A.E. Van Vogt.  
 One may also detect an affinity between gnostic myth and sf narra-
tive in their common foregrounding of cognition as a privileged form 
of subjectivity; they both place the acquisition of knowledge as a mo-
mentous occurrence. The similarity, however, should not be overem-
phasised, since the Gnosis of gnosticism is crucially different from the 
rational form of knowledge arrived at through the gathering and order-
ing of factual information that dictates the actions of the typical sf pro-
tagonist. “In the gnostic context”, Hans Jonas writes, “’knowledge’ has 
an emphatically religious or supranatural meaning and refers to objects 
 
about the world in the conviction that we are in control, while we actually are no 
more than instruments or vessels for malign interstellar forces. 
271 Cf. chapter 4 below. 
272 It should be re-emphasised that for Lindner, cybernetic technologies inspires a 
radical technological optimism. The psychologists’ betrayal of the individual is all 
the more of an outrage, he maintains, since it takes place in an era when humankind 
is on the verge of freeing itself from the prisonhouse of physical and biological ne-
cessity. This prison house is an “iron triangle” which consists of, respectively, the 
limitations put upon man by his physical surroundings, which now has been over-
come by the possibility of spaceflight; the limitations of his body that prosthetics and 
computers have made obsolete; and the fact of our mortality, whose overthrow is 
now “more than a promise” (Lindner 1952, p. 4 ff.). If we continue the religious 
parallels, this millenarianist technological optimism, which is aimed at bringing the 
abuse to which science is currently subjected into sharper contrast, rather evokes the 
spirit of Hermeticism, which is related to gnosticism but does not ascribe to its rejec-
tion of matter, and which welcomes technology as a means to realise man’s essen-
tially divine nature. (Cf. above, p. 49 f.) 
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which we nowadays should call those of faith rather than of reason.”273 
Gnosis is the esoteric knowledge of man’s origin and destiny and the 
true nature of the cosmos, revealed in a supreme moment of mystical 
insight. Furthermore, knowledge of the ultimate reality is not abstract 
and objective, but “transforms the knower himself by making him a 
partaker of the divine existence”.274 Thus, gnosis is not merely the 
means for salvation but rather salvation itself.275 
 But it is still important to note that the gnostic Gnosis was defined 
as an intellectual category, unrelated to faith (which has been one of 
the main causes for hostility from Christianity). According to Kurt 
Rudolph, faith “knows nothing concerning itself and remains attached 
to what is immediately in the foreground”.276 The gnostic revelation, by 
contrast, was reported to include detailed cosmogonical and anthropo-
gonical histories, which were conveyed in mythological narrative and 
conceptual discourse. “Gnosticism”, writes Jonas, “produced real 
thinkers who unfolded the contents of the secret ‘knowledge’ in elabo-
rate doctrinal systems and used abstract systems, often with philoso-
phical antecedents”.277 
 Sf narrative also elevates knowledge as a privileged form of sub-
jectivity and often places the moment of its revelation as a pivotal 
point in the plot, but within a secular context.278 No matter how para-
digm-shattering, the knowledge acquired by the typical sf protagonist 
has no soteriological or transcendental function proper, since it occurs 
within a materialist, post-Enlightenment universe in which such mat-
ters have no objective status. When sf narrative invites close analogies 
between techno-scientific and religious epistemologies, this distinction 
becomes emphasised rather than obscured (at least in intellectually 

 
273 Jonas 1963, p. 34. 
274 Ib., p. 35. 
275 Cf. also Kurt Rudolph: “All gnostic teachings are in some form a part of the re-
deeming knowledge which gathers together the object of knowledge (the divine na-
ture), the means of knowledge (the redeeming gnosis) and the knower himself.” (Ru-
dolph 1983, p. 55.) 
276 Rudolph 1983, p. 56. 
277 Ib., p. 35. 
278 This identification owes something to Darko Suvin’s influential definition of sf as 
the literature of cognitive estrangement. The view on sf as a genre which favours 
cognition as a privileged form of subjectivity can, however, be inferred already from 
the Brothers Goncourt’s comments on Poe’s stories, in which “the basis of the novel 
[is] transferred from the heart to the head, from the passion to the idea, from the 
drama to the denouement”. (Quoted in Brian W. Aldiss, Billion Year Spree: The 
History of Science Fiction [London: Corgi Books, 1973], p. 45 f.) 
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ambitious works). As Galouye is careful to point out, the deconstruc-
tion of the world simulation reveals hidden truths of mundane reality 
(or realities), and not any eschatological schemes.279 
 This distinction notwithstanding, to confine the moment of acquir-
ing all transformative knowledge in sf narrative to exclusively mun-
dane or rationalist cognitive processes is to reduce its significance. 
Several critics have seen sf as enacting, in a techno-scientific context, a 
Romantic quest for transcendence, and one has even suggested that the 
term “science fiction” should be replaced by “technological gnosti-
cism”, since “its archetypal plot seems to be the attempt of the hero, a 
consciousness trapped in a mechanistic universe, to discover whatever 
there is of transcendence within the quotidian”.280 While this use of the 
term “transcendence” lies quite far from its dominant theological 
sense,281 it does point to the fact that sf narrative is finely attuned to the 
awe and wonderment which contemplation of the very vastness and 
richness of the physical universe inspires in many minds. This kind of 
response is known in sf fandom and criticism as “sense of wonder”, 
and is reminiscent of the Romantic notion of the sublime.282 “Sense of 
wonder”, however, refers to a reader effect and not a textual element, 
and Peter Nicholls has introduced the useful notion of “conceptual 
breakthrough” for the textual move which inspires it. This is a momen-
tous shift in cognitive paradigms which also forms the pivotal point of 
the narrative – Burckhardt’s entry into the real world in Pohl’s short 
story being as good an instance as any.283 In some limited but still sig-
nificant sense, then, sf can be seen as embracing a kind of gnosticism.  
  

 
 
 
 

 
279 See also Peter Nicholls, “Sense of Wonder”, Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, p. 
1083–1085. 
280 Frank McConnell, “Seven Types of Chopped Liver: My Adventures in the Genre 
Wars”, in Gary Westfahl and George Slusser, eds., Science Fiction, Canonization, 
Marginalization, and the Academy (Westport: The Greenwood Press, 2002), p. 29.  
281 Cf Noble 1999, p. 11 ff.  
282 Tom Moylan aptly defines it as a “secular sense of magnitude that displaces and 
relocates the individual in a process both terrifying and satisfying”. (Moylan 2000, p. 
7.) 
283 Peter Nicholls, “Conceptual breakthrough”, Encyclopedia of Science Fiction, p. 
254–57. 
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3.3. Philip K. Dick 
 
 
3.3.1.  Introduction 
 
Although Pohl’s and Galouye’s stories consciously align themselves 
with gnostic myth they are attendant to the epistemological differences 
between religious and scientific paradigms. But the boundaries be-
tween scientific/rationalist and religious discourse become blurred, and 
even conflated, in Philip K. Dick’s work, which in many ways is atypi-
cal for the genre but still immensely influential for its subsequent de-
velopments. Dick explored the concepts of simulation and simulacra 
with unparalleled imaginative energy and intellectual passion, merging 
a troubled recognition of their political role within late capitalism with 
an intuitive grasp of their philosophical and religious implications. He 
has also been mentioned as a prominent modern interpreter of gnosti-
cism, alongside Harold Bloom, Jung, and Hesse.284 
 Dick made his debut in 1953, and from the very beginning he ne-
gotiated the epistemological crisis which followed from the informa-
tion or systemic paradigms through his recurring use of the theme of 
artifice. What has been commonly observed in Dick criticism, and also 
freely admitted by the writer himself, is that he used sf to address two 
interrelated questions: “What is real?” and “What is a human being?”285 
This dual concern generated a large body of fiction, the most important 
part of which comprise about a dozen novels written from early to late 
1960’s, which, in some way or other, are built on the theme of artifice. 
Typical Dick devices, alongside the counterfeit reality, are robots or 
androids who believe they are humans and vice versa, weapons dis-

 
284 Smith, Richard, “Afterword: The Modern Relevance of Gnosticism”, in James M. 
Robinson, ed., The Nag Hammadi Library in English, 3rd ed. San Franciso: Harper & 
Row, 1988, p. 546. 
285 See Dick, Philip K., The Shifting Realities of Philip K. Dick. Selected Literary and 
Philosophical Writings, Lawrence Sutin, ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), p. 
260. 
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guised as humans, implanted false memories, as well as more conven-
tional forms of forgeries, deceptions and disguises.286  
 While writing and publishing within the sf field, Dick’s peculiar 
genius made him a genre outsider. He disregarded the narrative proto-
cols established by paradigmatic U.S. sf writers such as Isaac Asimov 
and Robert Heinlein and infused the tropes and clichés of the genre 
with existential and emotional concerns that dissolved the boundaries 
between sf, mainstream fiction and existential tractate. Peter Nicholls 
exemplifies the device of “conceptual breakthrough”, central to sf nar-
rative, with a recurring moment in Dick’s plots: a sudden, vertiginous 
displacement or transformation of one reality or identity into some-
thing wholly other, often entailing an interminate sequence of collaps-
ing realities or identities. In the midst of ontological uncertainty, 
Dick’s work explores the means by which to retain a moral bearing in 
a universe increasingly made up of simulacra, commodification, and 
instrumentalisation. They persistently point to the mental act of empa-
thy as a redeeming force. Empathy acquires a sacramental significance: 
the sharing of the experience and suffering of others, whether those 
others be of organic or mechanical origin. 
 Not to diminish the deeply personal character of Dick’s major 
work, nor his aspiration to comment upon the (post)human condition in 
universal terms, he still registers as an eminently American writer. It is 
hard to conceive of his peculiar genius developing outside the U.S., or 
maybe even outside of California where he spent almost his entire life. 
Dick belongs, in his way, to an American tradition of non-authoritarian 
or gnostic spirituality that thrived in the liberal resentment towards the 
so-called “age of conformity” and in the counterculture of the mid- to 
late 1960’s, of which he felt himself to be a part. His work thus reflects 
both his experiences with hallucinogenic drugs and his – by sf stan-
dards – considerable familiarity with philosophical and religious 
thought, including Heraclitus, Plato, Berkeley and Kant, as well as 
gnosticism, Patristic Christianity, Hermeticism, and Vedic and Bud-
dhist philosophy.287 While often gleaned from second hand sources, the 
wisdom of these authorities was engaged to interrogate the moral and 
spiritual implications of the culture of simulations including cybernet-
ics, artificial intelligence, game theory, immersive media, and Disney-
 
286 Cf. Karl Wessel, “Worlds of chance and counterfeit: Dick, Lem, and the Preestab-
lished Cacophony”, in Samuel J. Umland, ed., Philip K. Dick: Contemporary Critical 
Interpretations (Westport and London: The Greenwood Press 1995), pp. 43–59. 
287 Lawrence Sutin, Divine Invasions. A Life of Philip K. Dick (New York: Harmony 
Books, 1989), pp. 3, 79, 90. 
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land animatronics. These influences and contexts met with, and possi-
bly nurtured, a well-documented paranoiac trait in Dick’s personality, 
engendering what is arguably the most complex and challenging body 
of work yet produced within genre sf.288 
 Dick’s obsessive fascination with ontological uncertainties would 
eventually lead him outside the realm of fiction and into a religious 
crisis, which he grappled with until his death by stroke in 1982. In a 
series of mystical experiences that began in 1974, the author claimed 
to have received knowledge of a distinctly gnostic/Manichean cosmic 
order, partly related in terms of information theory. He reported and 
commented upon his experiences in the semi-autobiographical novel 
VALIS, and more exhaustively in a journal he called the Exegesis. 
From incoherent and contradictory fragments emerges a cosmology in 
which the world is a secondary construct: a “Black Iron Prison” some 
of whose prisoners receive intermittent revelations from a benign cos-
mic agent known as VALIS (“vast active living intelligence system”). 
This information, whose preferred channel is “a beam of pink light”, 
reveals – among other things – that “[y]ou are here in this world in a 
thrown condition, but you are not of this world”,289 and that a cosmic 
dualist struggle is enacted in the politics of the Nixon-Ford era. When 
faced with these outrageous yet suggestive scenarios, it should be 
added that Dick never settled into accepting these experiences as 
“true”, as proof of an actual state of cosmic affairs, but questioned 
them from psychological and neurophysiological standpoints.290  
 In his previous and, if the word may be used, saner writings this 
crisis is clearly anticipated by the theme of implanted memories hiding 
a true identity. This (ironically) re-enacts the gnostic idea of man’s 
forgetfulness of his true being and, above all, that of false realities, 
which is central to a number of novels generally considered to be 
among his best: Eye in the Sky, Time Out of Joint, The Man in the High 
Castle, The Penultimate Truth, The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch, 
Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Ubik, A Maze of Death, and 
Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said. 291 These works evoke a gnosticist 

 
288 On Dick’s private paranoia, see Sutin 1989, pp. 122, 160, 169 f., 176, 179, 227, 
262. 
289 Quoted in Sutin 1989, p. 210. 
290 For a critical account of these events, see Sutin 1989, pp. 208–89. 
291 Cf. Peter Fitting, “UBIK: The Deconstruction of Bourgeois SF”, Science Fiction 
Studies, 2:1, March 1975, pp. 47–54  (www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/5/ 
fitting5art.htm); “Reality as Ideological Contruct”, Science Fiction Studies, 10:2, July 
1983, pp. 219–236; Davis 1998, pp. 279–288; Lorenzo DiTommaso, “Gnosticism 
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pattern not only by narrative similarities (demiurgic politicians, con-
ceptual breakthroughs, etc.), but in their use of the ersatz reality theme 
to portray the individual as thrown into a world that is fundamentally 
alien to his or her inner being. This constitutive fact of the human con-
dition has become accentuated – or so Dick suggests – in the post-
industrial age with its ceaseless proliferation of simulacra, blurring of 
ontological boundaries and concurrent instrumentalisation of human 
relations. Alienation is thus a theme which merges political satire of 
technologised, late-capitalist society with existential reflection of a 
gnostic colouring. Meanwhile, and in a more Christian than gnosticist 
vein, empathy offers itself as the only positive countermeasure against 
the logic of alienation. 
 In some of Dick’s best work, the technological “pseudorealities” 
serve to foreground our alienation by highlighting the subjectivity of 
experience and the impossibility of reaching an objective reality be-
hind appearances.292 This far from original realisation is also achieved 
largely through a consistent shifting of focalisations and points-of-
view, with no privileged epistemological position provided.293 And just 
as the individual viewpoints rarely coalesce into the unifying vision of 
a single omniscient narrator, so do the ontological hierarchies rarely re-
established themselves once reality has begun to crack and collapse. 
The fictional realm of Dick’s mature work is a “universe of authentic 
fakes” 294 in which doors open anywhere but back to an original reality 
(a dubious category in the first place). No closure or synthesis ever 
really occurs, no status quo is ever reaffirmed. 
 
 
 
and Dualism in the Early Fiction of Philip K. Dick”, Science Fiction Studies, 28:1, 
March 2001, pp. 49–65. 
292 Dick uses the term “pseudorealities” in a 1978 comment on his writing, observing 
that “unceasingly we are bombarded with pseudorealities manufactured by very so-
phisticated people using very sophisticated electronic mechanisms”. (Quoted in Sutin 
1995, p. 262.)  
293 Kim Stanley Robinson maintains, and is supported by Scott Bukatman, that the 
shifting point-of-view between characters “necessarily” makes for a political narra-
tive, since the various characters occupy different positions in the class system, and 
also are “employing and working for each other” (sic!). (Quoted in Bukatman 1993, 
p. 53.) With regards to The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch and some other novels 
this seems a valid observation, but in the novel in which the shifts between POV:s is 
most consistently employed, A Maze of Death, it seems less relevant, since the char-
acters in that novel are members of a spaceship crew whose commander has died, 
and who have no discernible ranking order between them.  
294 Philip K. Dick, The Penultimate Truth (New York: Belmont Books, 1964), p. 33. 
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3.3.2. Time Out of Joint 
 
The power of the illusion permeates Dick’s work, but for the sake of 
thematic unity, I have seen it fit to exclude a number of works which 
do not ascribe immediate political significance to the virtual reality per 
se.295 I have chosen to concentrate on Time Out of Joint and The Three 
Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch because they, more than other Dick nov-
els, focus on and develop the inherently political themes explored by 
writers we have already considered; namely, the oppressive or incar-
cerating potential of virtual realities and the regressive pull of too-
lifelike media. 
 However, these novels’ continuance of the tradition still emerges 
as somewhat eccentric, not only on account of their range of existential 
concerns, but also because of their author’s cavalier attitude towards 
technological specifics. Dick gives his pseudorealities a very broad 
material basis, and many of those employed in these novels are barely 
even technological in a conventional sense: brick-and-mortar props, 
painted backdrops, psychological conditioning, hallucinogenic drugs, 
mere writing, or means which are simply beyond explanation, border-
ing on the supernatural. Although they reflect existing technologies 
developed within the bowels of the military-industrial and the enter-
tainment complex, they all appear as more or less interchangeable de-
vices serving to frame and highlight processes of both existential and 
political alienation. Dick’s creative liberty vis-à-vis what possibilities 
“reality” may have of supplanting itself with simulacra may actually be 
what makes his vision so penetrating. 

 
295 The Orwellian satire The Penultimate Truth (1964) posits a future in which a 
political elite has condemned the populace to a subterranean existence, feeding them 
with the lie, through media, that the surface of the earth is a postnuclear wasteland. 
While the novel certainly thematises the political potential of information and media 
technology, it does not contain virtual realities in the sense used in this study, but 
rather as collectively embraced lies. Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) 
envisions a religion based on a collective mental fusing, through a kind of virtual 
reality device, with the Golgotha-like sufferings of a Messianic figure. However, it is 
the notion of technologically enabled empathic joining with other humans (and its 
possible political abuse) that is the focus of this novel, and not as much the fact that 
this experience takes place in an artificial or virtual locale. Finally, Eye in the Sky 
(1957), UBIK (1968), A Maze of Death (1971), and Flow My Tears, the Policeman 
Said (1974) take place in illusory realities which are mental projections enabled by 
technology, but the theme becomes a means to explore issues other than how virtual 
reality per se is used as a tool for oppression and/or emancipation.  
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 In Time Out of Joint, Dick enacts the idea of false realities in a plot 
context of military research on behavioral conditioning and political 
propaganda. The novel tells of Ragle Gumm, who believes it is the 
year 1958 and that he is a WWII veteran staying with his sister’s fam-
ily in a small town, earning his income from a newspaper contest 
which he always wins. The contest, called “Where Will the Little 
Green Man Be Next?”, seems like a harmless puzzle, but is really the 
raison d’être for Ragle’s entire world. He has been “reconstructed” to 
believe that he lives in 1950’s California, whereas it is actually 1998, 
and his hometown is an elaborate prop erected by the military in a 
desolate part of Wyoming.296 
 This enormous lie is motivated by a military conflict in which 
Ragle plays a central role. In the late twentieth century, America has 
established colonies on the moon. The project is politically controver-
sial due to the staggering costs and a president is elected on the prom-
ise that he will terminate U.S. financial support to the Lunar colonies 
and cease all future space exploration. The colonists refuse to return 
funds already received and a civil war between the US and the colonies 
ensues. In this process, the industrialist and hat-designer Ragle Gumm 
gets drafted by the U.S. military, because he possesses anomalous psy-
chic powers enabling him to locate incoming Lunar missiles prior to 
their launch. 
 Ragle, however, has become worn out from the responsibility of 
constantly saving his nation from attacks and the army sends him to a 
health resort on Venus. This has dire consequences. Ragle intuitively 
recognises mankind’s deep-seated yearning for travel and exploration 
when he leaves Earth’s gravity and enters interplanetary space. He 
understands that it is this yearning, and not any hope of lucrative min-
ing operations, that ultimately motivates the colonising of the moon. 
The colonies, we learn, consist largely of marginalised people and 
dropouts, those who in the 1950s became known as non-conformists: 
“discontented people, unestablished young couples, ambitious young 
men and their wives, few with children, none with property and re-
sponsibility”. (178)297 Their motives are wholly irrational and unpracti-
cal: “It had nothing to do with minerals, resources, scientific measure-
ments. Nor even exploration and profit. [---] The actual reason lay out-
side their conscious minds.” (179) 
 
296 The plot of the film The Truman Show is to a large extent appropriated from Time 
Out of  Joint. 
297 Page references are to Philip K. Dick, Time Out of Joint (Harmondsworth: Pen-
guin, 1969). 
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 After returning to earth, Ragle finds himself torn between the ideal-
ist/libertarian impulse to join the colonist rebels and his patriotic duty, 
and succumbs to regressive fantasies of his idyllic childhood in the 
1950s, which soon develop into a psychosis. Meanwhile, during peri-
ods of lucidity, he makes contact with “lunatics” – supporters of the 
Lunar cause – and prepares for joining them, heeding the illuminating 
insight received during interplanetary flight. He is intercepted by gov-
ernment agents and sent to a concentration camp where “lunatics” are 
purged of their irrational dedication. There, his memories are erased, 
and army scientists, taking their cue from Ragle’s regressive impulses, 
construct a simulacrum of his childhood town: a safe, familiar envi-
ronment for Ragle in which he can continue his missile plotting under 
the guise of a newspaper contest. The rest of the town’s population, 
equally ignorant, are really army personnel who have agreed to un-
dergo a similar mental reconstruction. The bulk of the novel describes 
Ragle’s gradual unveiling of this actual state of affairs, and it ends with 
his full anamnesis (recollection) and subsequent escape from Earth 
with a group of Lunatics.  

* 
The gnosticist pattern in this slim novel is evident already in this plot 
outline. (The author’s direct knowledge of the gnostic teachings at this 
early point in his career can be inferred from a reference to “heretical 
Christian sects of the fifth century”.[14]) The association is further 
strengthened by the allusions to the American space program during 
the Eisenhower administration, which, in its evocation of a freedom 
beyond the confines of the earth can be seen as upholding a form of 
American popular gnosticism.298 

 
298 Mythically laden images of exploration and the Frontier were tirelessly evoked by 
space program advocates, as they championed manned space flight in opposition to 
Eisenhower officials, who preferred a cheaper and more rational program for un-
manned space exploration. “The topic of our day is the new frontier, space” an-
nounced the director of NACA (the forerunner of NASA) in 1958, the year Time Out 
of Joint was written, further stating that “the goal of the [space] program should be 
[…] the travel of man to the moon and nearby planets”. (Quoted in Howard E. 
McCurdy, Space and the American Imagination [Washington and London: Smith-
sonian Institution Press, 1997], p. 48.) The aforementioned Robert Lindner, whose 
paranoiac attacks on the culture of conformity were of a distinctly gnosticist cast, 
declared at the dawn of the American space program that man “has fought against 
and conquered the medium of his habitat until he now stands poised on a springboard 
to the stars. [---] The elements have succumbed to him, and also the natural barriers 
of space and time.” (Lindner 1952, p. 5.) See also Davis 1998, p. 127 f.  
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 Time Out of Joint associates the migratory impulse, the “need to 
travel” so ingrained in American cultural identity, to an almost tran-
scendental yearning to be free of the laws of nature, through the phe-
nomenon of zero gravity: 
 
The greatest tie had ceased to hold him. The fundamental force that kept the universe 
of matter behaving as it did. The Heisenberg Unified Field Theory had connected all 
energy, all phenomena into a single experience. Now, as his ship left Earth, he passed 
from that experience to another, the experience of pure freedom. 
 It answered, for him, a need that he had never been aware of. A deep restless 
yearning under the surface, always there in him, throughout his life, but never articu-
lated. The need to travel on. To migrate. (179) 
 
This need is identified as basic to the human condition, evolutionary in 
origin but also of idealist significance: “An instinct, the most primitive 
drive, as well as the most noble and complex.” (179 f.) This lofty af-
firmation of the pioneering spirit, which informs the novel’s ending, 
might be structurally consonant with the gnosticist dualist pattern, but 
it is discordant with the otherwise pervasive tone of metaphysical sus-
picion and alienation in the novel, and it is also absent from Dick’s 
mature work. 
 The constricting forces of army and government, whose demiurgic 
properties are most obviously demonstrated by their powers of occlud-
ing both true reality and the protagonist’s true identity, are thus associ-
ated with the very laws of nature. “The fundamental force that kept the 
universe of matter behaving as it did” could well serve as a description 
of the physical aspect of heimarmene or destiny, the tyrannical rule of 
the archons. From a scientific point of view, it is of course nonsense 
that the freedom of gravity in any way entails a freedom from the rule 
of natural laws per se, but the symbolic significance of weightlessness 
is clear enough. On one level, the battle between the US government 
and the Lunar colonists emerges as a space-age enactment of the dual-
ist battle between matter and spirit. 

* 
Ragle’s fantasies of living in 1950’s small town America – which take 
hold of him prior to the military making this fantasy incarnate through 
brainwashing – follow directly upon his recognition of his true calling. 
This is explained as a guilt-laden reaction to conflict-ridden reality, but 
it also registers as a reaction to the idealist progressiveness represented 
by the Lunatics: the world of material desire claiming him for its own. 
 Fredric Jameson reads the rendering of small-town life in Time Out 
of Joint as “the expression of a deep, unconscious yearning for a sim-
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pler and more human social system and a small-town Utopia”. 299 This 
assessment, however, seems ill-informed given the fact that Ragle’s 
small-town Utopia is saturated with the alienating and dehumanising 
forces of consumerism and corporate capitalism, which make the idyll 
literally crack and crumble.   
 From the 1990’s future projected in a novel written in 1958, a mid-
dle class idyll takes form in Ragle’s mind and is later used as the basis 
for the illusion erected by the military: 
 
[T]he peaceful days when his father sat around the living room reading the newspa-
per and the kids watched Captain Kangaroo on TV. When his mother had driven their 
new Volkswagen, and the news on the radio hadn’t been about war but about the first 
Earth satellites and the initial hopes for thermonuclear power. [---] Before the great 
strikes and depressions and civil discord that came later. (180) 
 
What Ragle longs for, in other words, is a 1950’s America free of the 
Cold War spectres of fear and paranoia, a middle class Utopia of pros-
perity and optimism. So far, Jameson’s reading is accurate. But even as 
a mere fantasy projection, the idyll reveals itself, ironically, as a para-
dise of consumer capitalism, material desire, and little else. In one fan-
tasy sequence, Ragle sees himself as a young boy wandering among 
the shelves of a vast supermarket and he lets the place fill his senses: 
“His eyes took in the sight of merchandise, cars, people, counters; he 
thought, What a lot to look at. What a lot to examine.” A woman hand-
ing out free samples of cheese asks him if he enjoys roaming the su-
permarket. When he answers in the affirmative, she goes on: “Is it be-
cause you feel everything you might need is available here? A big 
store, a supermarket, is a complete world in itself? [---] So there’s 
nothing to fear […]. No need to feel anxiety. You can relax. Find 
peace, here.” (181) The metaphorical transformation of a supermarket 
into an entire world or universe (later also explored by Don DeLillo in 
White Noise) captures the sheer vastness of the physical space and the 
knowledge that just about every material need can be fulfilled in one 
self-contained location. The metaphor also evokes the notion of the 
world as a wholly material vista created by lowly powers, and thus 
symbolically bestows demiurgic properties on the authors of consum-
erist capitalism. 
 It is only towards the final pages that the dualist conflict between 
idealist yearning and materialist desire becomes clearly articulated, and 
the bulk of the slim novel prepares for it by relating the “recon-

 
299 Jameson 1991, p. 283. 
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structed” Ragle’s growing suspicion that something is terribly wrong 
with his world. This process is rendered in a narrative mode uncharac-
teristic of genre sf; a psychological realism intent on capturing psycho-
logical processes in the family, between couples and in workplaces. (In 
this respect, Time Out of Joint deserves to be grouped with the “main-
stream” work Dick wrote during the same period and which went un-
published at the time, bleak tales of alienated middle-class lives.) One 
might, in fact, extricate the realistic elements of the plot from its sf 
context and be left with a subtle portrayal of life in 1950’s small town 
America.300 
 Correspondingly, the sf rationale of Ragle’s story is only partly 
relevant for an assessment of its ideological significance. The conflict 
between Earth and the Lunar colonies, between the establishment and 
the non-conformists, is enacted on an existential level in Ragle’s ex-
perience of being alienated from middle-class conformism. “I don’t 
like a permanent thing”, he explains to his neighbour’s wife, who is 
also a victim of the illusion; “[t]here’s a real resistance in my personal-
ity towards settling down… being defined in terms of one house, one 
wife, one family of kids.” (33) Although he is now actually, as we later 
learn, living in a state of psychosis, he is an integral and socially func-
tioning individual within the boundaries of the illusion. This is less 
than credible; the narrative conspicuously fails to correlate the two 
ontological planes logically. The glitch is the result of the author’s 
purpose of projecting a gnostically informed ideological conflict in 
terms simultaneously realist and sf: the low key drama of Ragle Gumm 
the alienated bohemian – “bum” in his own words – in conformist Ei-
senhower America, and the interplanetary romance of Ragle Gumm 
the rebel-turned-oppressor-turned-liberator. 
 Ragle’s alienation is constantly fed by the narrowness of the mid-
dle-class world around him, and complicated by guilt over not being a 
productive member of the community. Hence, as his “reality” begins to 
crack in a series of more or less shattering ontolepsies, he interprets 
them as signs of psychosis. This hermeneutic is ironically subverted 
through the final reversal of ontological planes, which affirms paranoid 
psychosis as realism. But with a typical Dickian twist, distinct from the 
syllogistic rigour which often hampers sf narrative, this symmetry is 
not systematically maintained. Ragle continues to diagnose himself as 
paranoid long after he has received irrefutable evidence that his world 
actually is not what it seems. At one point, he intercepts strange radio 

 
300 Cf. ib., p. 280. 
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communications in which his name is mentioned, but concludes that 
these are nothing more than parts of a narcissistic fantasy emanating 
from his guilt-ridden sense of leading an unproductive and adolescent 
existence: 
 
I’m a retarded – psychotic. Hallucinations. [---] Insane. Infantile and lunatic. [---] 
Fantasies about rocket ships shooting by overhead, armies and conspiracies. [---] A 
paranoiac psychosis.  Imagining that I’m the centre of a vast effort by millions of 
men and women, involving billions of dollars and infinite work… a universe revolv-
ing around me. (87) 
 
The designation “lunatic” with its (as yet unrevealed) additional mean-
ing of Lunar colonist sets the two epistemological planes into ironic 
interplay. The fact that Ragle hears his own name mentioned in a radio 
message proves that he is indeed the centre of a conspiracy, and the 
incident prompts him to seek his escape from town. But it does not 
eradicate his conviction of suffering from paranoid psychosis. (101, 
103) In structural terms, the intrusion of the sf rationale does not in-
fringe upon a realist epistemology – Ragle the lunatic and Ragle the 
Lunatic cohabit the same subject. 
 A similar double performance of a single ideological function is 
performed by one of the novels “archons”, Ragle’s neighbour Bill 
Black. In the small town fiction, he works for the Water Department, a 
lowly establishment representative, but outside the illusion he is an 
army officer designated to monitor Ragle in his counterfeit world, 
making sure he stays in it and does not regain his true self with its lib-
ertarian passions. But well before any ontolepsies have occurred, Bill 
Black and his wife are presented as the perfect conformist couple. 
They are socially ambitious and eager to conform at the same time. 
Ragle observes that “sedulous young sprinters like Bill Black […] ap-
pear regimented, part of some colossal machine. And in a sense they 
were. They all occupied minor status posts as functionaries of organi-
zations.” (13) It is their lack of individuality and integrity that make 
people like Bill Black succeed in corporate and public bodies: 
 
The odd thing in this world is that an eager beaver type, with no original ideas, who 
mimes those in authority above him right to the last twist of neck-tie and scrape of 
chin, always gets noticed. Gets selected. Rises. In the banks, in insurance companies, 
big electric companies, missile building firms, universities. (14) 
 
Ragle’s resentment is rendered in wholly realist terms, opposing his 
own “inner-directed” – to paraphrase David Riesman – individualism 
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to Bill Black’s “other-directed” conformity, a conflict which is pro-
jected in the interplanetary struggle between the Lunatics and the U.S. 
government. 
 However, Dick’s narrative complicates the dualist scheme by not 
limiting the character Bill Black to being a mere obstacle to Ragle’s 
quest for knowledge, or even rendering him in especially unsympa-
thetic terms. Part of the narrative is conveyed through Black’s point of 
view, including humanly frustrated reactions to the intellectually lim-
ited woman who has been designated and reconditioned to be his wife 
in this fake reality. Similarly, a motorcycle policeman who is privy to 
the conspiracy is dispatched to intercept Ragle when he attempts to 
leave his world in a car, and this minor character is made the object of 
identification by some apparently trivial details: he discovers it is too 
dark to wear shades; he has forgotten his gloves and feels his hands go 
numb from the cold. (99) This humanisation of archonic establishment 
power is an instance of a lasting and artistically productive dynamic in 
Dick’s oeuvre, a movement towards overcoming, or defusing, the con-
flict between moral and metaphysical absolutes. The reaching out to 
the enemy is a quintessential Dickian gesture.301 
 As for the illusion surrounding Ragle, Dick takes little interest in 
explaining the technical details of how it is maintained. We learn that 
the town per se is real, a brick-and-mortar composite of typical 1950’s 
towns built on top of the ruins of an actual town in Wyoming. We 
learn that lunatics and volunteers are convinced of their identities as 
citizens of this 1950’s small town through reconditioning or “brain-
washing”. Apart from that, the text provides only scattered and logi-
cally contradictory hints, which mobilise metaphysics against the con-
sensus reality of capitalism. The unveiling of the underlying truth is 
removed from any technical rationale when Ragle’s brother-in-law 
Vic, through an act of mental concentration, sees his physical sur-
roundings lose their substance in a typical Dickian moment of Gnosis. 
He is riding on a city bus, which suddenly becomes reduced to a mere 
metal frame, while its passengers change into “upright featureless 
shapes like scarecrows”. (81) Only Vic and the driver, the archon rep-
resentative of Establishment power, remain intact. The experience is 
wholly subjective, a hallucination with no manifest link to any military 
conspiracy or technology.  

 
301 Cf. Darko Suvin, “P.K. Dick’s Opus: Artifice as Refuge and Worldview”, Science 
Fiction Studies, 2:1, March 1975, pp. 8–22 (www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues 
/5/suvin5art.htm) [2009-12-17]. 
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 A comparable moment of unveiling is enacted as an involuntary 
fantasy or daydream by Marge, Ragle’s sister, when she is told the 
truth of things by Bill Black. She is seized with a vision of the real 
nature of her world which, again, has no grounding in what we know 
of its technical makeup: 
 
The streets and houses and shops and cars and people. Sixteen hundred people, stand-
ing in the centre of a stage. Surrounded by props, by furniture to sit in, kitchens to 
cook in, cars to drive in, food to fix. And then, behind the props, the flat, painted 
scenery. Painted houses set farther back. Painted people. Painted streets. Sound from 
speakers set in the wall. [Her son] Sammy sitting alone in a classroom, the only pu-
pil. And even the teacher not real. Only a series of tapes being played for him. (174) 
 
Marge’s association to stagecraft evokes the trope of the teatrum 
mundi, and testifies to the impatience with sf genre restrictions felt by 
the would-be serious novelist. In a similar vein, the experience of inau-
thenticity, of reality as a series of props, is also projected on the land-
scape as a metaphysical emptiness, pressing itself upon Ragle during 
his attempts to leave the fake town. Driving along a deserted highway 
at night, the bleakness of the Wyoming landscape and lack of stimuli 
make him doubt whether he is even moving through physical space: 
 
According to the odometer he had gone about twenty miles. A long distance. No 
town. No lights. Not even traffic, now. Only the road ahead, the dividing strip to his 
left. The pavement showing in the headlights. 
 Darkness, a flatness of fields. Up above, stars. 
 Not even farmhouses? Signs? 
 God, he thought. What would happen if I broke down out here? Where am I? 
Anywhere? 
 Maybe I’m not moving. Caught in a between-place. Wheels of the pick-up truck 
spinning in gravel… spinning uselessly, forever. The illusion of motion. Motor noise, 
wheel noise, headlights on pavement. But immobility. (104) 
 
A similar, near-revelatory but wholly “realist” moment occurs when 
Ragle contemplates the motel-and-gas station landscape that borders 
every American town: “Nothing is so alien, so bleak and unfriendly, as 
the strip of gas stations – cut-rate gas stations – and motels on the rim 
of your own city. You fail to recognize it. And at the same time, you 
have to clasp it to your bosom. Not just for one night, but as long as 
you intend to live where you live.” (143) Here, the experience of 
“thrownness”, of being all alone in an alien and hostile world which is 
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central to gnostic sensibility is triggered by everyday forms of capital-
ist modernity.302 
 In the most celebrated and discussed episode in the novel, both 
realist and sf epistemologies are superseded in a metaphysical revela-
tion, which in oblique terms suggests the centrality of media and in-
formation technologies in the construction of conformist, consumerist 
Eisenhower America. Ragle has gone to the beach with his neighbour’s 
wife, and standing in line in order to buy a beer, he is overcome by the 
emptiness of his existence: 
 
A line of kids waited at the soft-drink stand; the kids were buying hot dogs and pop-
sicles and Eskimo Pies and orange drink. He joined them. 
 How quiet everything was. 
 Stunning desolation washed over him. What a waste his life had been. Here he 
was, forty-six, fiddling around in the living room with a newspaper contest. No gain-
ful, legitimate employment. No kids. No wife. No home of his own. Fooling around 
with a neighbour’s wife. (39) 
 
“Anything would be more mature”, Ragle concludes while waiting in 
line, mocking his existence as “a protracted childhood”. With the logic 
of psychotic reaction, the disgusted and guilty realisation of the lack of 
substance in his life leads to a hallucinatory revelation of the vacuous-
ness and lack of substance in physical reality itself. The soft-drink 
stand suddenly starts to fade: 
 
The soft drink stand fell into bits. Molecules. […] Then he saw through, into the 
space beyond it, he saw the hill behind, the trees and sky. He saw the soft-drink stand 
go out of existence, along with the counter man, the cash register, the big dispenser 
of orange drink, the taps for Coke and root beer, the ice-chests of bottles, the hot dog 
broiler, the jars of mustard, the shelves of cones, the row of heavy round metal lids 
under which were the different ice creams. 
 In its place was a slip of paper. [---] On it was printing, block letters [saying:] 
SOFT-DRINK STAND (40) 
 
The fact that it is a soft drink stand, that most trivial instance of con-
sumerist capitalism, which is subjected to this process emphasises the 
anti-establishment tendency of the text. Also significant is the meticu-
lous itemising of the merchandise, which make up the world for those 
who are kept in ignorance by the ideology of consumerism. 
 But through the rift, Ragle does not see the Void or Pleroma, but a 
piece of paper where that particular piece of physical reality is repre-
sented by words. In the context of the plot, we have to surmise that 
 
302 On “thrownness” and gnostic myth, see Jonas 1963, p. 62 ff. 
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Ragle has witnessed some aspect of the technology involved in con-
structing the elaborate illusion, but it is not explained in any way. We 
learn that he has already been subjected to a number of such revela-
tions, leaving behind them notes with legends like “DOOR” and 
“DRINKING FOUNTAIN”. In his attempts to come to terms with his 
experience, Ragle ruminates along idealist lines and posits human 
knowledge of reality as wholly defined by language: “Word doesn’t 
represent reality. Word is reality. For us, anyhow. Maybe God gets to 
objects.” (44) Later, he refers to the gospel of St. John and the primacy 
of the logos: “Under everything else […]. The word. Maybe it’s the 
word of God. The logos. ‘In the beginning was the Word.’ I can’t fig-
ure it out.” This experience of being confined to a reality ultimately 
defined by language is immediately followed by an intimation of true 
reality which evokes both Platonic idealism and gnostic alienation: “I 
think we’re living in some other world than what we see, and I think 
for a while I knew exactly what that world is. But I’ve lost it since 
then.” (138) The allusion is partly ironic given the fact that reality, the 
”other world” hiding behind the illusion is not one of fullness and light 
but a war-torn, totalitarian US, “the desert of the real”. But behind that 
world, where Ragle plots missiles, is yet another one in which he is a 
rebel championing the libertarian cause of the “lunatics” against the 
government. 
 In classical gnostic and Hermetic sources, e.g. the “Poimandres” of 
the Corpus Hermeticum, logos is identified as an emanation of nous, 
the primal Godhead, and associated with Christ.303 The sixteenth cen-
tury alchemist Paracelsus (whom Dick later would refer to in his Exe-
gesis) conceived of logos as the spiritual prime matter of the universe, 
from which physical matter was gestated.304 In Dick’s novel, however, 
the power of logos or the Word has been appropriated by the Enemy; it 
resides with the archonic powers of government and army. This asso-
ciation, while no doubt expressive of a metaphysical anxiety on behalf 
of the author, suggests a conception of the power of language informed 
by the Cold War climate as much as by biblical, gnosticist, or Her-
metic sources. Ragle equates logos with “word”, which is the common 
English translation, and considers it only in the function demonstrated 
by the slips of paper; words denote elements of physical reality. But as 
 
303 Jonas 1963, 148 ff.; G.B. Kerferd, “Logos”, Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New 
York and London: Macmillan, 1967), vol. 5, pp. 82–84. 
304 Walter Pagel, “The Prime Matter of Paracelsus”, Ambix, vol. IX (1961), pp. 118–
122. Cf. Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2002 [1964]), p. 168. 
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Dick no doubt knew, logos has a number of meanings, including “nu-
merical computation”.305 With this alternate meaning in mind, Ragle’s 
vision anticipates the climactic scene in the film The Matrix, in which 
the Messianic protagonist finally unveils the illusion and sees the 
world as computer code.  
  
  
3.3.4. The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch  
 
As Time Out of Joint makes clear, Dick was as much attuned to the 
philosophical and political symbolism of virtual reality as he was 
cavalier towards its specific means or enabling technologies. In The 
Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch (1964), the counterfeit realities are 
not even based on technology at all, in the word’s conventional sense, 
but on hallucinogenic drugs. It is one of Dick’s most complex novels, a 
drama of demiurgical cosmic forces and the possibility of salvation, as 
well as a satire on the political power wielded by the purveyors of false 
experience. 
 The novel is set in a bleak future, in which the surface of the Earth 
has become virtually uninhabitable due to climate changes, forcing the 
authorities to establish colonies on other planets in the Solar system. 
The colonies are the prime market for the hallucinogenic drug Can-D, 
which provides temporary relief from the settler’s harsh and dismal 
existence. Can-D gives a complete subjective experience of being 
young and rich in a southern California soap-opera environment, 
replete with exclusive consumer goods: “He was Walt. He owned a 
Jaguar XXB sports ship with a flatout velocity of fifteen thousand 
miles an hour. His shirts came from Italy and his shoes were made in 
England.” (43)306 
 In order to take effect, however, the consensual hallucination 
requires the presence of special, Barbie-and-Ken-like dolls 
representing the fictional personalities, and a miniaturised set 
representing their environment. These expensive items are marketed by 
a corporation called Perky Pat Layouts, named after the doll/vicarious 
personality which is one of the two protagonists of the hallucination 
(Walt being the other). P.P. Layouts employs “precogs”, psychics 
which predict the market potential of new miniaturised environments, 

 
305 Kerferd 1967, p. 83 f. 
306 Page references are to Philip K. Dick, The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1991). 
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and also runs commercial satellites which circle the colony planets 
advertising their latest products. Last but not least, P.P. Layouts also 
controls the distribution of Can-D, which is officially illegal but 
nevertheless Earth’s major export, dearly paid for by the colonists. The 
Can-D experience, like any other major entertainment media event, is 
thus wholly commodified. 
 With the introduction of the drug Chew-Z into the narrative, the 
media/consumerist satire gives way to an ambiguous and complex 
metaphysical drama. The drug is brought onto the colonists’ market by 
the industrialist Palmer Eldritch, who has returned to Earth from a so-
journ in the Alpha Centauri system, where he has established auto-
mated factories (“autofacs”). The rumours of Eldritch’s interstellar 
ventures establish him as an unfettered force of capitalist ambition, and 
the unforeseen results of his entrepreneurship expose consumerist capi-
talism as an absurd and destructive form of illogic: 
 
Palmer Eldritch was too wild and dazzling a solo pro; he had accomplished miracles 
in getting autofac production started on colony planets but – as always he had gone 
too far, schemed too much. Consumer goods had piled up in unlikely places where 
no colonists existed to make use of them. Mountains of debris, they had become, as 
the weather corroded them bit by bit, inexorably. (13) 
 
After having narrowly survived a crash on Pluto on his return from 
Alpha Centauri, Palmer Eldritch immediately starts distributing Chew-
Z through various crafty means, and soon it becomes clear that this is 
no mere escapist hallucinogen or easy source of income. Eldritch’s 
first target is Leo Bulero, the head of P.P. Layouts, who is kidnapped 
and administered with a dose of Chew-Z so that he can experience its 
power. This event opens the narrative to a dizzying succession of shift-
ing and alternative realities, which are all ultimately controlled by 
Palmer Eldritch. The drug’s effect has no limitations in time and space, 
it allows you to live beyond your own death, and change your past on 
any number of reality planes, but once taken, there is no complete go-
ing back to the real world: “once you get into one of them you can’t 
quite scramble back out; […] it’s a one-way gate”. (185) Chew-Z takes 
you to a completely controlled and closed simulated universe, and thus 
seem more informed by postmodern conceptions of electronic second-
order realities than by the phenomenology of hallucinogenic drug ex-
perience.307  

 
307 See, for example, Alan Watts, The Joyous Cosmology: Adventures in the chemis-
try of consciousness (New York: Vintage Books, 1965 [1962]). 
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 The “stigmata” of the title are prosthetic devices which Eldritch 
has acquired during his career and the outward signs of his lack of hu-
manity: artificial eyes, a mechanical arm, and steel teeth. The first two 
of these prosthetics are suggestive of surveillance and manipulation, 
alienating features of post-war technological society.308 The steel teeth 
carry a more feral and/or diabolical symbolism, but also symbolise 
alienation. They suggest greed and the drug’s ability to engulf you, as 
it were, into Eldritch’s own private cosmos. In fact, he is repeatedly 
presented as monstrously voracious. When he smiles it is “a cold hol-
low smile, an implosion, as if it had drawn back into the man every-
thing nearby, even the thin air itself”. (163) Leo Bulero speculates 
along similar lines: “It’s an oral thing that arrived back from the Prox 
system, a great mouth, open to receive us.”309 This supranatural appe-
tite evokes Christian iconography of the devil eating men: “the great 
maw” and entries into the underworld. The symbolism provides the 
figure of Palmer Eldritch with an aura of otherworldly horror (which 
his name also suggests). But it is equally consistent with negative per-
ceptions of consumerist capitalism itself as an irrational, insatiable 
appetite for goods and profit. (We note the double meanings of “con-
sume”310) The analogies between consumerist capitalism and physical 
hunger are well established in critical theory, for example in the Marx-
ist psychoanalyst Erich Fromm’s remark: “Contemporary man has an 
unlimited hunger for more and more goods”.311 

 
308 Cf Darko Suvin, “P.K. Dick’s Opus: Artifice as refuge and worldview“, Science 
Fiction Studies, 2:1, March 197 (www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/5/suvin5art.htm).  
309 Ib., p. 186. Eldritch’s oral monstrousness establishes intertextual links to another 
demoniacal entrepreneur in twentieth century literature; Kurtz in Joseph Conrad’s 
Heart of Darkness (1901). When the dying Kurtz opens his mouth wide it gives him 
“a weirdly voracious aspect, as though he had wanted to swallow all the air, all the 
earth, all the men before him”. (Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1992, p. 85 f.) The image is clearly echoed in Dick’s description of El-
dritch. Furthermore Eldritch, like Kurtz, first appears in person late in the text (some 
two thirds into the novel), and their appearances are similarly cadaverous. Eldritch is 
“[g]ray and bony, well over six feet tall”; his face has “a ravaged quality, eaten away; 
as if […] the fat-layer had been consumed” (161). Kurtz is emaciated and looks to 
Marlow “at least seven feet long” (Conrad 1992, p. 85).   
310 Cf. Hayles 1999, p. 187. 
311 Quoted in Colin Campbell, The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Con-
sumerism (Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1989 [1987]), p. 37. The 
parallel with Heart of Darkness continues here; Kurtz’s voracious mouth has been 
interpreted as a symbol of late nineteenth century imperialism, characterised by an 
unprecedented demand for new territories. (Patrick Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness. 
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 Adhering at least nominally to the narrative protocol of genre sf, 
the novel identifies the supra-human figure of Palmer Eldritch as an 
extraterrestrial alien of immense powers, which has somehow usurped 
the original, human Palmer Eldritch in interstellar space (a rehearsal of 
the typical 1950’s sf theme of mental parasitism or invasion touched 
upon above). This is confirmed by Eldritch himself, or rather the alien 
entity inhabiting his body: “I was cast out from a star system […] and 
took up residence where that wild, get-rich-quick operator from your 
system encountered me.” (223 f.) His, or its, plan is to seize all of hu-
manity in his Chew-Z induced universe and to turn everyone into cop-
ies of himself, body and soul. This scheme is motivated by the basic 
biological need for procreation – also a staple of sf plotting, familiar 
from films such as Alien or Species.  
 This fairly conventional sf plot registers as a genre-determined 
pretext for a highly idiosyncratic and unresolved meditation on “the 
precession of simulacra” (Baudrillard) and, finally, on human isolation, 
alienation and search for release from the paltriness of existence. The 
novel’s soteriological framework is thus informed with both gnosti-
cism and Pauline theology. Palmer Eldritch is increasingly identified 
with a malign cosmic force, diabolic or demiurgic, who uses human 
weaknesses and longings to snare human souls. Barney Mayerson ob-
serves that he is an “evil visitor oozing over us from the Prox system 
[…] offering us what we’ve prayed for over a period of two thousand 
years. [---] Eldritch will be with us constantly from now on, infiltrating 
our lives. And He who has protected us in the past simply sits passive.” 
(150) Eldritch is further directly identified with original sin. Once co-
opted by Eldritch through Chew-Z, all the main characters are fitted 
with the slitted eyes, the prosthetic arm and steel teeth at one time or 
another, and they become the mark of sin, “[s]ymbols of its inhabita-
tion […] in our midst”. Leo Bulero identify them with “the evil, nega-
tive trinity of alienation, blurred reality, and despair” (229), afflictions 
which may be especially acute in the age of media-saturated consumer 
capitalism, but also belong to all ages. One colonist decides that it is 
the price they pay for their “desire to undergo that drug experience 
with that Chew-Z. Like the apple originally.” (219) 
 But where sin is recognised, salvation is also possible. Some “pre-
cog” reports and Chew-Z visions give the hope that Leo Bulero, once 
purveyor of artificial realities but now champion for the human race 

 
British Literature and Imperialism, 1830–1914, Ithaca and London: Cornell Univer-
sity Press 1988, p. 246 f.) 
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and humanist values, someday will defeat this foe of mankind. Con-
templating this scenario, Leo takes comfort from the notion of how the 
essential divinity of the human soul withstands the onslaughts emanat-
ing from original sin: “We have lived thousands of years already under 
one old-time plague already that’s partly spoiled and destroyed our 
holiness, and that from a source higher than Eldritch.” (229) The clos-
ing scene is aboard a spaceship whose passengers, including Leo Bul-
ero, all suddenly start to adopt artificial eyes, arms, and teeth. Leo, on 
the verge of assuming Palmer Eldritch’s identity, even forgets his own 
name for a brief spell. The novel nevertheless ends on a vaguely hope-
ful note: “I‘ll keep thinking […] I won’t forget again.” (230) The fight 
against amnesis, forgetfulness, is a vital means to maintain our human-
ity and not become mechanical simulacra of human beings and prison-
ers of the demiurge. 
 Simultaneously, Dick complicates the issues by stressing the poten-
tial of the counterfeit reality to appeal to a spiritual longing for tran-
scendence, summarised in Chew-Z sales slogan: “God promises eternal 
life. We can deliver it”. The Chew-Z experience becomes contami-
nated, as it were, by Palmer Eldritch’s evil presence and fails to deliver 
any spiritually uplifting experience to those who ingest the drug. But 
Can-D, which later is ousted by Chew-Z, has already become invested 
with a deep religious significance as a relief from the prison of corpo-
real existence. One of the colonists explains to a sceptic: “It should be 
a purifying experience. We lose our fleshly bodies, our corporeality, as 
they say. And put on imperishable bodies instead”. (41) She goes on: 
“[W]hen we chew Can-D and leave our bodies we die. And by dying 
we lose the weight of [sin]”. (42) This Pauline – and gnostic – notion 
of “sin” as inherent in the body is diametrically opposed to Forster’s 
humanist and naturalist conception of the term, a “sin against the 
body”.312 Hence, the drug-induced transportation into another reality is 
primarily a spiritual decoy, since it promises salvation before its time. 
A young missionary woman goes to Mars to turn colonists away from 
Can-D to proper Christianity, and pinpoints the problem: “Being trans-

 
312 The location of sin in the fleshly body in Pauline theology is most developed in 
Romans 8. According to Hans Jonas, both Pauline theology and gnosticism form part 
of the “new transcendental religion”, or “acosmism” of late Antiquity, which is based 
in an opposition between worldly and spiritual realities. (Jonas 1963, p. 268 f.) For 
the gnostic strain in St. Paul, see Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis 
of the Pauline Letters (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975). See also Rudolph 1987, p. 
301. 
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lated [by the drugs] is the only hint we can have of it this side of death. 
So it’s a temptation.” (149)313  
 The dualist conflict between Eldritch and his hapless victims is 
also partly defused by thematic and narrative strategies aimed at coun-
teracting subjectivist isolation and alienation. In the only passage of 
the text which is not related through the point-of-view of one of the 
characters, Palmer Eldritch’s motive for trying to snare all humanity in 
his private universe is identified as loneliness. In one image, the figure 
is rendered in both semi-divine and human terms: 
 
With vast trailing arms he extended from the Proxima Centauri system to Terra itself, 
and he was not human; this was not a man who had returned. And he had great 
power. He could overcome death. 
 But he was not happy. For the simple reason that he was alone. So he at once 
tried to make up for this; he went to a lot of trouble to draw others along the route he 
had followed. (202) 
 
This affirmation of a plain human emotion in such a preternatural fig-
ure is a part of the characteristically Dickian device that we saw at 
work in Time Out of Joint, and which prevents it from falling into the 
moral dualism which the gnosticist framework otherwise would seem 
to promote: No one is entirely evil. Eldritch’s aura of utter and evil 
otherness is further diminished by the reader’s witnessing his loneli-
ness and fear through his own point-of-view. (205 f.) 
 As was discussed above, the prevalent use of shifting focalisation 
in Dick’s writing curtails a privileged epistemological position, from 
which all the subjective perspectives of the narrative would be other-
wise brought into a coherent whole. The reader only has recourse to 
the information conveyed through the characters, whose perspectives 
are limited. This strategy secures an indeterminacy or openness to the 
narrative, and the question “What is actually happening?” loses its ur-
gency. This technique also brings out one of Dick’s central concerns: 
the imprisonment of the subject in its own subjectivity, which entails 
isolation, alienation, and ultimately solipsism. But, on the level of 
reader-experience, the shifting between various characters produces a 
simulacrum of sharing, a vicarious partaking in the experiences and 
sufferings of others. 
 This “sacramental” function of storytelling is ironically enacted by 
the propensities ascribed to Can-D. While Chew-Z entails solipsism, 
the Can-D experience is communal and eases the loneliness of the 

 
313 Italics in the original. 
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colonists’ life. The participants share the virtual bodies of Perky Pat’s 
and Walt Essex’s glamorous lives, and it is this experience of sharing, 
as much as the transcendental quality ascribed to the “translation”, 
which gives Can-D much of its attraction. But the community of the 
experience is as invalid as its purported transcendence, since the par-
ticipants bicker and struggle for control over “Pat” and “Walt” once 
they have entered the hallucination. The hope that a collective halluci-
nation is a means to overcome isolation is also thwarted by the soap-
opera banality of the hallucination in question. One of the colonists 
complains: “I’m tired of Perky Pat – it’s too artificial, too superficial. 
[---] [A]partments, cars, sunbathing on the beach, ritzy clothes… we 
enjoyed it for a while, but it’s not enough”. (131) It is this dissatisfac-
tion which make them crave the purported transcendence delivered by 
Palmer Eldritch and Chew-Z.  
 By ultimately positing the technologically/chemically produced 
counterfeit reality as ontologically secondary as well as morally and 
spiritually detrimental, the novel continues a humanist critique of the 
counterfeit reality articulated by, among others, E.M. Forster, Aldous 
Huxley, and Ray Bradbury. Dick’s narrative strategy, which allows 
even the arch-enemy to speak, also implicitly affirms written literature 
as a non-alienating, “empathogenic” narrative technique – a point con-
gruent with Bradbury’s elevation of literature as the most “life-like” 
form of narrative. 
 The novel also establishes a disparity, or incongruity between the 
intentions of those who provide the technology (for all intent and pur-
pose, Can-D behaves like a multisensory media technology) and those 
who use it. For P.P. Layouts it is a source of income, whereas to the 
colonists it is invested with a spiritual significance that is wholly unin-
tentional on behalf of the manufacturers, and which, in fact, makes the 
clientele susceptible to the promises held by the competing product, 
Chew-Z. This sort of perversion of intent, or discrepancy between pro-
ducer strategy and user practice, is without precedence in the mono-
lithic dystopian societies of the Huxleyan tradition, in which the ersatz 
realities are consumed more or less according to the producers’ inten-
tions. 
 The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch does, however, anticipate 
the anarcho-libertarian ethos which permeates much sf of the 1980’s 
and 1990’s, especially in the movement known as cyberpunk. Dick is 
frequently recognised as a seminal figure in the development of cyber-
punk, and this role no doubt partly stems from his recognition that 
technology, once it enters into dialogue with pre-existing cultural and 
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ideological practices, becomes subject to re-definition and reinterpreta-
tion, and can even reveal subversive potential. This revision of the sig-
nificance of virtual realities will be the addressed in the next chapter.  
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4. 
 

COMPUTER SPACE 
 
 
 
 
4.1. Introduction  
 
Dick gave his virtual or counterfeit realities a number of explanations, 
ranging from pharmaceuticals and neurophysiology to electronic media 
and even mere prop-building. In some of his later work (A Maze of 
Death, 1970, and “I Hope I Shall Arrive Soon”, 1979) he also relates 
this theme to computers, telling how powerful AIs engineer hallucina-
tions in interaction with the human unconscious for therapeutical pur-
poses. Computer technology itself is not, however, really addressed 
thematically in these stories. It is primarily a narrative device enabling 
the exploration of religious, philosophical, and existential issues, 
which locates them somewhat outside the boundaries of the present 
study. Still, they testify to the fact that from the 1970’s and onward, sf 
writers have increasingly come to conceive the virtual reality in the 
conceptual terrain of computer technology. This focus led to some im-
portant revisions of the virtual reality theme in sf, adding ideological 
ambiguity and even utopian excitement to a range of responses which 
previously had been dominated by humanist scepticism and alarm. 
 This orientation reflects, of course, the recognition – which came 
to the fore of public consciousness with the PC revolution of the 
1980’s – that computers could be put to infinitely more uses than the 
austere statistical tasks with which they had commonly been associ-
ated; their mysteries could be mastered by the individual layman, and 
they could be used for play as well as work. A basic and evident aspect 
of computer use which has already been touched upon is that it re-
quires the active participation of its user. This feature puts it in stark 
contrast with conventional media and is laden with ideological signifi-
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cance. Instead of lulling you into passivity with one-way information – 
or so the standard optimist argument goes – the program environment 
stimulates your creativity, curiosity, and critical thinking, by demand-
ing that you constantly interact with it. 
 This feature came to be effectively conveyed through the graphical 
interface, which encouraged the user to think of computer operations 
as spatial occurrences. The most spectacular manifestation of this 
paradigm, obviously, is Virtual Reality proper, but despite consider-
able media hype and attempts to establish VR as an arcade attraction 
(to some extent spurred by the cyberspace visions of Gibson’s Neuro-
mancer), VR technologies have primarily remained an exclusive tool 
developed for specified purposes in military training, medicine, archi-
tecture, and other specialised fields. Meanwhile, the computer game 
industry has continued to develop simulacra of physical, navigable 
space for a huge market, ever more complex and rich in detail, al-
though the interface is still resolutely two-dimensional. An even more 
widespread, if less spectacular, catalyst in the spatialisation of human-
computer interaction was the Macintosh click-and-drag “desktop” in-
terface of the early 1980’s, which simulated physical space by repre-
senting programs and files as icons which could be accessed and 
moved about on a two-dimensional surface, a “desktop”, by a cursor, a 
virtual hand. Due to its obvious pedagogical and ergonomic advan-
tages, the desktop interface allows even the non-specialist to perform 
relatively sophisticated operations merely by dragging and clicking the 
mouse, instead of writing strings of alphanumerical commands.  
 The emancipation and empowerment inherent in the notion of the 
computer as an easily surveyable and navigated space were corner-
stones in commercial and political campaigns promoting the personal 
computer in the 1980’s and 1990’s, attempting to redefine it from a 
tool for Big Business, Big Government and Big Science to a tool for 
the individual’s personal use. (The most overtly political marketing 
event was a famous television commercial for the Macintosh II, aired 
in 1984, which shows how an Orwell-type, monolithic dictatorship is 
challenged by an individualist uprising led by a female Olympian ath-
lete.314) In the utopian rhetoric surrounding the Internet during its rapid 
expansion in the mid-1990’s, the opportunities presented for commu-
nal as well as for individual endeavours were foregrounded. Advocates 
such as Howard Rheingold and John Perry Barlow, and politicians 
such as Al Gore promoted computer networking as a historically 

 
314 www.uriahcarpenter.info/1984.html (2009-12-17) 
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unique opportunity to revitalize democracy and establish new arenas 
for community-building, employing such metaphors as “the electronic 
superhighway”, “the electronic frontier”, and, most influentially, “cy-
berspace”.315 The spatial metaphors themselves were ideologically 
overdetermined, insofar as they drew on a characteristically American 
association of movement and autonomy. “The electronic superhigh-
way” not only promises speed, but freedom. To a greater extent so 
does “the electronic frontier”, which nostalgically evokes the dream of 
a utopian past when the rugged individual could escape the confines of 
oppressive central authorities in the vast spaces out West.316 Similarly, 
“cyberspace” invites comparisons to the colonisation of space, “the 
final frontier” according to the TV show Star Trek. As has been fre-
quently observed, “cyberspace” was coined in William Gibson’s sf 
novel Neuromancer, whose impact on the rhetoric of the Internet revo-
lution also partly stems from its deft – if ironic – stroke of dubbing 
computer hackers “cowboys”, the very image of the unfettered, ram-
bling individual of the American settlement phase. 
 Rheingold and Barlow, and other advocates scattered across a 
fairly wide ideological spectrum ranging from communitarianism to 
anarcho-libertarianism, promoted cyberspace largely as a tool to make 
ordinary, off-line existence better by enabling new forms of social 
networks and political grassroots movements. However, the spatiality 
of Internet rhetoric, the hype surrounding Virtual Reality, and the en-
ticing visions of William Gibson also engendered a more extravagant 
myth of the computer as a gateway to a semi-metaphysical realm, a 
parallel universe in which the Cartesian mind-body split could be 
manifest and where we could shed our fleshly bodies and assume new, 
digital bodies of our choice. This pseudo-gnostic scenario is thus in 
stark contrast to the humanist insistence on corporeality and “natural” 
bodily experience that was developed in the Forster-Huxley-Bradbury 
narrative line. 
 As pointed out several times earlier, the computer revolution and 
the opening up of the cyberspace frontier have been celebrated by the 
most audacious enthusiasts as one of the key events in a set of radical 
transformations of all things human. A number of previously unques-
tioned basic conceptual distinctions (human – machine; simulation – 
reality; nature – artifice) are said to be erased by the increasingly com-

 
315 See Howard Rheingold, The Virtual Community. Homesteading on the Electronic 
Frontier (Reading: William Patrick Books, 1993), passim. 
316 Cf. Davis 1998, p. 107 ff. 
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plex ways in which human existence is involved with (digital) technol-
ogy and such technoscientific ventures as artificial intelligence, bioen-
gineering, prosthetics, and neurosurgery. The utopian interpretation of 
the cybernetic ventures, beginning with Donna Haraway’s immensely 
influential “Cyborg manifesto” in 1991, informs us that these tech-
nologies liberate us from an outdated and constricting humanist-
liberal-romantic notion of humanity into a state of dizzying freedom, 
boundless possibilities and virtual immortality: cyborg existence. This 
extravagant utopia is based in the cyberneticist proposition – discussed 
in the previous chapter – that all phenomena, ourselves included, can 
be coded into algorithms and hence subject to boundless mathematical 
reproduction and simulation. 
 It is only in recent decades that this kind of scenario has elicited 
enthusiasm in any considerable degree. As demonstrated in the last 
chapter, the notion of “downloading” – a favourite among transhuman-
ists – received nightmarish treatment by Frederik Pohl in the mid-
1950’s. Norbert Wiener, who first came up with the idea, did not see it 
as a desirable end in itself. The hypothetical scenario of “transmit[ting] 
the whole pattern” of body and mind is considered only to illustrate the 
implications of the cybernetic paradigm, and not meant as a recom-
mendation. Wiener actually took a classical humanist stance when it 
came to the actual uses of the machines – computers, robots, auto-
mated factories – which the cybernetic revolution would eventually 
produce. They were to be “used for the benefit of man, for increasing 
his leisure and enriching his spiritual life”, not to make us immortal 
cyborgs or the like.317 In certain aspects men and robots may be essen-
tially the same – information-processing feedback systems – but “spiri-
tual life” belongs to us alone.318  
 But this and other forms of high tech transformations of our life 
world is what the transhumanists most ardently desire. The prospect of 
cyberspace as a full-fledged parallel world, free of the imperfections 
which mar our sublunary realm, is thus closely allied with, or even 
inseparable from, the equally idealist prospect of machine intelligence, 
and also with the disquieting, or enrapturing, notion of the human body 
entering a symbiosis with the machine in a cyborg corporeality, virtu-
ally immortal. This kind of scenario, which has been brought forth in 
complete seriousness in prestigious academic publications as well as 
fringe websites at least since the early 1990’s, would relieve our fear of 

 
317 Wiener 1954, p. 162. 
318 On Wiener’s “liberal humanism”, see Hayles 2000, p. 85 ff.; Davis 1998, p. 91 ff. 
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illness and death, as well as appeal to more complex spiritual and emo-
tional yearnings.319 This point is frequently made. Mark Dery observes 
that the “opposition of the dead, heavy flesh [...] and the ethereal body 
of information – the discorporated self – is one of cyberculture’s defin-
ing dualisms.”320 According to prominent sf and cyberculture critic 
Istvan-Ronay “the computer represents the possibility of modelling 
everything that exists in the phenomenal world, of breaking down into 
information and then simulating perfectly in infinitely replicable form 
those processes that precybernetic humanity had held to be inklings o 
transcendence.”321 
 The (pseudo-)idealist properties of the computer interface labelled 
Virtual Reality (VR) were soon recognised in the excitement which the 
new technology ignited in the early 1990’s. In an influential cross-
disciplinary MIT anthology published in 1991, VR merges with the 
notion of cyberspace in heated visions of digital disembodiment which 
are met with few objections. Michael Benedikt sees the technology as 
fuelled by the same yearning for otherworldly perfection as the Heav-
enly City of Revelations, which, like VR constructs, is weightless, ra-
diant, and geometrically perfect,322 while Markos Novak describes a 
future cyberspace in Romantic terms as “a habitat for the imagination”, 
a technology which supersedes the gulf between rationalist and irra-
tionalist epistemologies: “Cyberspace is the place where conscious 
dreaming meets subconscious dreaming, a landscape of rational magic, 
of mystical reason, the locus and triumph of poetry over poverty, of ‘it-
can-be-so’ over ‘it-should-be-so.’”323 Computer animation artist Nicole 
Stenger willingly confesses to an uncritical enthusiasm towards the 
possibilities of cyberspace, and describes it in terms reminiscent of 
divine grace. It is a space in which “[w]e will all become angels” and 
which “opens up a space for collective restoration, and for peace.”324 
 For the high-tech visionaries known as “transhumanists” which 
thrive in fringe academic circles and on various Internet sites, the cy-
 
319 For critical discussions on the spiritual and religious contexts and interpretations 
of information technology, see Noble 1999, pp. 159–65; Davis 1998, pp. 76–335; 
Margaret Wertheim, The Pearly Gates of Cyberspace: A History of Space from 
Dante to the Internet (New York: Norton, 1999), pp. 223–282.  
320 Mark Dery, Escape Velocity: Cyberculture at the End of the Century (New York: 
Grove Press, 1996), p. 248. 
321 Quoted in Richard Coyne, Technoromanticism: Digital Narrative, Holism, and 
the Romance of the Real (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1999), p. 73. 
322 Benedikt 1991, p. 14 f. 
323 Marcos Novak, “Liquid Architectures in Cyberspace”, in Benedikt 1991, p. 226.  
324 Nicole Stenger, “Mind is a leaking rainbow”, in Benedikt 1991, p. 57 f. 
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borg/digitised human also holds a special fascination for those eager to 
see Homo sapiens propelled into a more advanced evolutionary stage. 
A seminal figure in this movement is Vernor Vinge, whose novella 
“True names” will be considered later in this chapter. Vinge, a former 
UCLA mathematician, captured some salient features in post-humanist 
discourse in 1993 by advancing the notion of “the technological singu-
larity”. This designates, roughly, a radical reshaping of human exis-
tence as a result of the rise of machine intelligence and the subsequent 
merging of humans and computers in superhumanly intelligent enti-
ties.325 The otherwise most notorious transhumanist scenario is signed 
the Carnegie-Mellon robotics engineer Hans Moravec, whose 1988 
book Mind Children depicts – with “dubious relish” (Mark Dery) – 
how human consciousness is surgically transferred from the corrupti-
ble body into a computer, thus acquiring a functional immortality.326  
 Moravec and other transhumanists push the information/medium 
dichotomy which lies at the conceptual base of the cybernetic para-
digm to idealist extremes. Unsurprisingly, objections to the notion of 
digital re- or disembodiment have been plentiful. More moderate cy-
berculture critics have insisted that any conception of the human con-
dition which does not admit the body and organic nature as the basis of 
human existence is flawed by definition. Allucquere Rosanne Stone 
observes that 
 
much of the work of cyberspace researchers, reinforced and perhaps created by the 
soaring imagery of William Gibson’s novels, assumes that the human body is “meat” 
– obsolete, as soon as consciousness itself can be uploaded into the network. This 
discourse of visionary virtual world builders is rife with images of imaginal bodies, 
freed from the constraints that flesh imposes. Cyberspace developers foresee a time 
when they will be able to forget about the body. But it is important to remember that 
virtual community originates in, and must return to, the physical. [---] Even in the 
age of the technosocial subject life is lived through bodies.327 
 
Michael Heim identifies the attraction of simulated environments as 
fundamentally erotic (in a Platonic sense), but ultimately deceptive 
since they are based in algorithmical procedures, which are inimical to 
the ethos of ineffability and elusiveness which permeates true idealist 
yearnings. He urges us not to be seduced by this mere mathematical 
 
325 A paper on the subject can be found at: mindstalk.net/vinge/vinge-sing.html 
(2007-10-15)  
326 Vinge and Moravec are often associated in surveys of the cyberculture fringe. See 
for example Dery 1996, p. 312. 
327 Allucquere Rosanne Stone, “Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?: Boundary 
Stories about Virtual Cultures”, in Benedikt 1991, p. 113. 
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simulacrum of Platonic perfection, and not to lose touch with “the 
body people who remain rooted in the energies of the earth”.328 Erik 
Davis attacks Moravec’s vision of surgical downloading in a similar 
spirit, and writes it off as “mighty simpleminded gnosticism”, and 
Margaret Wertheim cannot “imagine a worse fate than being 
downloaded into immortality in cyberspace”.329 N. Katherine Hayles, in 
her influential history of posthumanism, insists that “human being is 
first of all embodied being”,330 and wishes to wrest the prospects of 
posthuman existence away from its association with the notions of 
disembodiment. She welcomes  
 
a version of the posthuman that embraces the possibilities of information technolo-
gies without being seduced by fantasies of unlimited power and disembodied immor-
tality, that recognises and celebrates finitude as a condition of human being, and that 
understands human life is embedded in a material world of great complexity, one on 
which we depend for our continued survival.331 
 
The dream of transcendence-through-technology opened up by the 
cybernetic paradigm borders on the perhaps equally provocative notion 
of programming as an act of magical creation, which was touched 
upon earlier.332 The computer programmer, using abstract codes and 
symbols to generate virtual realities is easily perceived as a modern-
day mage, or as travestying the fourth gospel’s mystical act of creation 
through logos or the word. In the act of “writing worlds” the program-
mer reaffirms the identity of language and phenomenal reality, which 
had been embraced by the Hermetic philosophers and later dissolved 

 
328 Heim 1991, p. 80. 
329 Davis 1998, p. 124; Wertheim 1999, p. 265. 
330 Hayles 1999, p. 283. 
331 Ib., p. 5. 
332 In this context, Marcos Novak’s notion of “rational magic” points to an important 
feature of cyberculture thought which allows us to effectively separate it from relig-
ion proper. Although there is no scholarly consensus as to exactly how magic and 
religion are to be held separate as systems of thought, there is still wide agreement 
that magic denotes a belief that the knowledgeable individual can achieve specific 
results through supernatural means, a belief deeply inimical to the confidence in, and 
submission to, divine providence so fundamental to Judaeo-Christian-Islamic religion 
and captured in the notion of grace. “From the purely descriptive point of view, a 
distinction between magic and religion, or between magical religion and pure relig-
ion, has proved practically impossible to make. But from the normative, theological 
point of view, the term magic has proved too useful a term to be given up, since it 
delineates what is felt to be a theologically unacceptable attitude towards the power 
of God.” (Alan L. Miller, ”Power”, Encyclopedia of Religion, Mircea Eliade, editor 
in chief. New York: Simon & Schuster Macmillan, 1993, vol. 11, p. 475. )  
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by Enlightenment instrumentality.333 Michael Benedikt proposes that “a 
great deal of the attraction of the networked personal computer in gen-
eral […] is due to its lightning-fast enactment of special ‘magical’ 
words, instruments, and acts, including those of induction and mastery, 
and the instant connection they provide to distant realms and buried 
resources.”334 Similarly, Jay David Boulter observes that computer 
icons, being not mere reminders of programs or documents but actually 
connecting the operator with those entities, reminds us of “alchemical 
and other signs invoked by such Renaissance mages as Giordani 
Bruno.”335 
 These analogies were suggested in the revelatory “soft-drink 
stand”-episode in Dick’s Time Out of Joint, and the protagonist Ragle 
Gumm’s ruminations on logos as the divine prima materia. The mages 
responsible for Ragle’s imprisonment reside in the military-industrial 
complex. In the hacker mythology (to which both Vinge’s “True 
names” and Gibson’s cyberspace novels have contributed decisively), 
however, the “instruments and the heavenly material” (Marsilio Fi-
cino) are wrested from the archons of the military and corporations and 
placed into the self-serving hands of computer whiz kids. 
 Hacker culture often refers to itself in magical terms (Erik Davis 
cites “deep magic”, “heavy wizardry”, “incantation” as entries in 
something called The New Hacker’s Dictionary336), in line with its 
“cultish” self-fashioning and penchant for fantasy literature and role 
playing games.337 This convergence of hi-tech expertise and a nostalgia 
for pre-modern epistemologies would seem to illustrate the maxim 
that, ever since the Enlightenment, scientific rationality has fuelled 
reactionary cultural movements such as Romanticism, symbolism, and 
primitivism, as well as more obscure countercultural formations. But 
the way that computer technology, by its very mode of operation, ac-
quires (at least parts of) its cultural meaning from anti-rationalist epis-
temologies, actually suggests a symbiotic relationship between scien-
tific rationality and romantic mysticism, which subverts the notion of 

 
333 A discussion of the Hermeticist strain in computer culture is found in Davis 1998, 
p. 200 ff. 
334 Benedikt 1991, p. 6. 
335 Jay David Boulter, Writing Space: Computers, Hypertext, and the Remediation of 
Print, 2nd edition (Mahwah and London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2001), p. 62. 
See also Davis 1998, p. 200 f. 
336 Davis 1998, p. 216. 
337 For a comprehensive discussion of this theme in digital pop culture, see Davis 
1988, pp. 190–224. 
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technological modernity as a linear progress. This profound irony 
evokes the figure of the Ouroboros, the snake devouring its own tail. 
 These intricacies open towards vaster questions about the cultural 
logic of modernity, which stretches well beyond the scope of the pre-
sent invenstigation. What is of specific interests here, however, is how 
anti-rationalist trappings inform the political dimension of computer 
culture. At a cursory glance, the enchantment, or mythologisation, of 
computer use as somehow supernatural would seem to move it from 
the sphere of political action to the sphere of compensatory dreaming 
or mere play. But like technology, magic is about knowledge, manipu-
lation and control, and it is hence an implicitly political activity, how-
ever faulty its world-view or however absent its results. The computer, 
by comparison, offers genuine power, and the self-appointed mages of 
hackerdom do tend to embrace, not always consciously, libertarian or 
anarchist stances, as can be evidenced in a number of intrusions into 
corporate and government databases from the 1970’s and onward.338  
 The notion of a parallel universe accessible only through the com-
puter would thus inspire both pseudo-transcendentalist and libertarian 
impulses. This convergence was recognised in the sf stories which first 
explored cyberspace, notably Vernor Vinges novella “True Names” 
(1981) and, most decisively, William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer 
(1984). Prior to these works, however, we find John Varley’s short 
story “Overdrawn at the Memory Bank” (1976), a text rarely men-
tioned by critics, but one which certainly deserves to be considered in 
this context. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
338 For comprehensive discussions of the hacker ideology and its libertarian strain, 
see Steven Levy, Hackers: Heroes of the Computer Revolution (Garden City: Anchor 
Press/Doubleday, 1984), pp. 39–49; Bruce Sterling, The Hacker Crackdown: Law 
and Disorder on the Electronic Frontier (London: Penguin, 1994 [1992]), p. 53 ff. 
More critical considerations are found in Paulina Borsook, Cyberselfish: A Critical 
Romp through the Terribly Libertarian Culture of High Tech (New York: PublicAf-
fairs, 2000), passim, and in Davis 1998, pp. 109–117.  
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4.2. Posthuman apotheosis 
 
 
4.2.1. John Varley, “Overdrawn at the Memory Bank” 
 
Varley’s early cyberspace story describes an attempt to redefine a 
computer based virtual reality technology from an establishment tool 
to one of individual empowerment. The narrative thus forms a bridge 
from the humanist scepticism of Pohl and Galouye to the cyber-
utopianism of Vinge and hacker mythology. Like “The Tunnel under 
the World” and Simulacron-3, it is based in the cybernetic proposal of 
“downloading” but it departs from these narratives in some important 
respects. Varley’s fake reality is not a corporate lie, a façade masquer-
ading as reality, but a simulated environment which admits to being 
precisely this and nothing more. The paranoiac theme of gradual dis-
closure of the awful truth, which is so prominent in the Cold War nar-
ratives discussed in the last chapter, is absent, and so is the dualist 
structure: the default opposition between the ersatz reality and authen-
tic autonomy. Instead, Varley’s story points to the postmodern maxim 
that since “reality” in the modern world is largely filtered through, or 
even produced by, media and information technologies, controlling 
these technologies is a prerequisite for gaining a politically significant 
autonomy. 
 The protagonist Fingal buys a “virtual vacation”, during which his 
consciousness is transferred to the body of a lioness, an experience of 
“simple living” intended to remedy the dreariness he experiences as a 
lowly office employee in a faceless corporation. (The theme is remi-
niscent of Manning and Pratt.) However, his own body becomes mis-
placed during the session. For safety reasons Fingal’s consciousness is 
re-transferred to a mainframe computer. Here, he gets to inhabit a vir-
tual reality generated from his own imagination “in cooperation with 
an analogizing program”339 – a procedure deemed safe since he is re-
ported by the corporation’s “psychist” to have a strong grip on reality. 
Furthermore, his temporary digital existence is monitored by a pro-
grammer named Appolonia, who can manifest herself in various forms 
to assist and advise him. 
 
339 Page references are to John Varley, “Overdrawn at the Memory Bank” (in Karie 
Jacobson, ed., Simulations: 15 Tales of Virtual Reality, New York: Citadel Press, 
1993.) 
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 The reality Fingal constructs initially resembles his own everyday 
world in minute detail. He leaves his apartment, goes to work – which, 
mise en abyme-like, consists of typing data into a computer – and 
greets his fellow employees. In order to test the construct, Fingal 
commits random acts of violence which cause Appolonia to pause the 
simulation and convince him (through a computer terminal which is 
part of the illusion) of the futility of such tests. She uses a Berkeleyan 
argument that we have no way of proving the existence of any reality 
outside of our own perceptions, even the one we assume to be the ac-
tual “reality”; “The question ‘What is reality?’ is, in the end, unan-
swerable. We all must accept at some point what we see and are told, 
and live by a set of untested and untestable assumptions.” (39) This 
kind of conventional ontological relativism is reminiscent of Daniel F. 
Galouye’s Simulacron-3, which was built on the premise of an untold 
number of simulated worlds contained, Chinese box-like, within one 
another, each one as “real” as the next. But Varley stresses the inherent 
solipsism of such a proposal by making Fingal’s virtual reality basi-
cally the product of his own imagination. 
 This danger is averted, however, when Appolonia realises that Fin-
gal needs some external input in order to maintain his sanity. Frus-
trated with the knowledge that his world exists only in his mind, he 
wilfully rearranges his reality to yield gratuitous sexual fulfilment. 
Appolonia warns him that misuse of his power leads to regression and 
catatonia: “That was sheer laziness. It was nothing but masturbation, 
and […] if you do it to the exclusion of all else your mind will grow in 
on itself. You’re in grave danger of excluding the external universe 
from your reality.” (42 f.) Consequently, she provides external stimuli 
“to keep [him] going”, and encourages him to “[l]ook around” and 
“explore” in order to gain “self-improvement”. (43) Once his virtual 
world is out of the solipsist trap and subjected to modification by an-
other human being, it becomes a place for enacting the impulses and 
gestures of the autonomous, liberal subject, and hence averts the re-
gressive pull pointed out by Manning and Pratt, Huxley, and Gunn. 
 From this follows a realisation that he can learn to understand and 
control the basic principles of this secondary reality, and in this way 
fill his time in more meaningful ways while the search for his body 
drags on in the real world. He redefines himself from a passive and 
ignorant cog in the establishment machinery to an active agent seeking 
knowledge: 
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He wanted to learn about computers. He wanted to know what made them tick, to 
feel a sense of power over them. It was particularly strong when he thought about 
being a virtual prisoner inside one. He was like a worker on an assembly line. All day 
long he labors, taking small parts off a moving belt and installing them on larger 
assemblies. One day, he happens to wonder who puts the parts on the belt. Where do 
they come from? How are they made? What happens after he installs them? 
 He wondered why he hadn’t thought of this before. (44) 
 
This awakening into an interrogative and latently subversive stance 
takes place literally within the machine, and this epitomises a pivotal 
shift from the humanist argument developing from Forster in dystopian 
sf, which presupposes that freedom and dignity can only be regained 
outside its reach, under “the untainted sky”. This is a core argument of 
the techno-anarchism/libertarianism which was beginning to spread at 
the time of the publication of Varley’s story, and which was to find its 
fullest literary expression in the cyberpunk movement. However, Var-
ley has his hero gain his powers with the sanction of a corporation, and 
he also refrains from using them against establishment power, which 
softens the subversive tendency. 
 Trapped in a computer, Fingal decides to learn everything about 
computers, and begins a programming education which is easily ren-
dered within the interactive simulation he inhabits. Soon enough, he 
starts to see through the illusion and discovers the flows and patterns 
of digital information behind them: 
 
He began seeing things around him that had been veiled before. Patterns. The reality 
was starting to seep through his illusions. Every so often he would look up and see 
the faintest shadow of the real world of electron flow and fluttering circuits he inhab-
ited. (48) 
 
Appolonia, the ever present programmer, warns him against pressing 
the limits of the illusion too hard. After he has accidentally erased the 
financial records of the “virtual vacations” corporation, she appears to 
him in the shape of an angel – ironically acknowledging the default 
religious analogies of the virtual reality – and presents him with legal 
admonitions written as commandments: “Thou shalt not meddle in the 
hardware system of the Kenya Corporation, for Kenya shall not hold 
him indemnifiable who taketh freedoms with its property. Thou shalt 
not explore the limits of thy prison. Trust in the Kenya Corporation to 
extract thee. Thou shalt not program.” (51) 
 He heeds the warnings and concentrates on his programming edu-
cation, and the tension between individual and corporate privileges in 
relation to the virtual technologies does not mount to actual conflict. 
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On the contrary, his compliance with the corporate decree proves re-
warding in the end. When he finally receives his diploma, Appolonia 
appears and informs him that his body has been located and that he is 
welcome back to reality. What is more, his newly acquired computer 
skills will be equally valid in the real world. With corporate aid, his 
session inside virtual reality has decisively changed his social status 
and potential to play an active part in the workings of establishment 
power – the lack of which motivated him to seek refuge inside a lion’s 
body in the first place. 
 But before he accepts the offer to join the presiding powers, he 
fights a final temptation to become the solipsistic god over a private 
cosmos: “he could remain here and satisfy his wildest desires, become 
king of the universe with no opposition, wallow in pleasure no em-
peror ever imagined.” He also briefly considers the prospect of infest-
ing the computer system with his presence, “squirm around and evade 
their attempts to erase him.” (57) On closer inspection, these tentative 
scenarios have significantly different ideological thrusts. The first re-
produces the Puritanically informed pessimism so familiar to us by 
now, that an engineered ersatz reality would automatically be em-
ployed for satisfying the basest human impulses, whereas the second 
reflects the subversive hacker impulse which Fingal has already denied 
earlier in the story: fight the system from within. But the conclusion of 
the story condemns both these visions as morally flawed. Fingal shrugs 
off the temptation, takes possession of his physical body, re-emerges 
into the world ready to court Appolonia and to pursue (we assume) a 
programming career within a corporation, and otherwise stay in hands-
on reality: “I’m through with visions – for the rest of my life.” (59) 
Although it recognises and even promotes the individual’s attempts to 
reach autonomy through mastery (as opposed to denial) of the techno-
logical complexities of late capitalism, “Overdrawn at the Memory 
Bank” ultimately slides back into a conservatism which merges 
Forsterian humanism with faith in establishment power. 
 
 
4.2.2. Vernor Vinge, “True Names” 
 
The major flaw of Varley’s computer generated private universe, 
which it shares with the majority of the engineered hallucinations dis-
cussed throughout this study, is its inherent solipsism. The subject is 
all alone in the virtual reality, thus evading all the responsibilities, 
hardships, and rewards which follow from staying on in real life, 
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among real people. By contrast, Vernor Vinge’s “True Names” and 
William Gibson’s Neuromancer present virtual realities which are 
shared and consensual. This theme inures the notion of a phenomenally 
full-fledged virtual reality from at least some default humanist criti-
cism, since they involve actual social intercourse and hence cannot be 
immediately dismissed as asocial or solipsistic. Still, we meet in cyber-
space without our biological bodies, and in this respect the main con-
flict, which to Forster was the real tragedy of the information society, 
remains unresolved. Vinge attempts to defuse this conflict by various 
textual strategies, whereas Gibson rather acknowledges it, and allows it 
to temper the millenarianist enthusiasm which his vision of cyberspace 
existence otherwise has tended to inspire in less discerning readers. 
 These two narratives envision what has become something of a 
holy grail for software developers: data networks as a continuous, im-
mersive spatial environment, in which the vast amounts of information 
are represented as virtual landscapes or architectures, possible to sur-
vey and navigate by directly connecting the computer with the cerebral 
cortex. It is also an arena for social interaction in which participants 
are wholly independent of the physical distance between their bodies, 
indeed even of their physical appearance, since they assume digital 
representations of physical bodies in order to meet “face to face” in 
cyberspace.340 It is not conceived as a means for escapist entertainment 
or as an experimental confinements set up by military or corporate 
archons, but an advanced computer interface used for any number of 
purposes by individuals as well as corporations, organisations, and 
government bodies. 
 Both “True Names” and Neuromancer recognise the deep psycho-
logical allure of a wholly immersive parallel universe, and its seeming 
promise of disembodied ecstasy and transcendence. In Gibson’s novel, 
however, a humanist or corporealist suspicion towards the ersatz real-
ity is clearly discernable to the attentive reader, rendering it ideologi-
cally ambiguous. “True Names”, on the other hand, is conceived in 
apparent solidarity to the anarcho-libertarian hacker ethos it depicts, 
suggesting a jubilant evolutionary leap enabled by computer technol-
ogy as it tells of how an ageing star computer hacker downloads her 
personality into the global data net and merges with it, thus reaching a 
cyborg apotheosis: immortal, omniscient, and omnipresent. Given the 
 
340 The digital representation of a user has since been commonly referred to as “ava-
tar”, a term coined in Neal Stephenson’s sf novel Snow Crash (1992) and quickly 
adopted in cyberculture jargon. Avatar is sanskrit, denoting a god who assumes the 
shape of a human or an animal to walk on earth in disguise. 
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didactic style and absence of discernible ironies in “True Names”, plus 
Vinge’s belief in such possibilities as put forward in his non-fiction 
writing, the novella emerges as at least partly prophetical in intent, 
aimed at alerting its readerships to the momentous promises of com-
puter technology (if only kept safe from government regulation). 
 “True Names” has been hailed for its remarkable prescience as to 
the development of network communication, envisioning a “cyber-
space” three years prior to Gibson’s vastly more influential Neuroman-
cer.341 In recognition of its historical landmark status and cult reputa-
tion, “True names” was reissued in 2001 after having been out of print 
for a decade and a half. In the new edition it has been lumped together 
with a number of re-printed essays and articles by Marvin Minsky, 
Mark Pesce and other digital visionaries who discuss cyberspace, AI, 
and related posthumanist issues while testifying to the significance of 
Vinge’s story. But, as will be argued, it promotes its techno-libertarian 
and posthumanist cause by adopting some of the naturalist stances em-
braced by Forster and Bradbury, thus rendering it more palatable to 
humanist sensibilities.  

* 
The novella’s title refers to the analogies between computer informa-
tion processing and magical practices which have already been dis-
cussed at some length. Specifically, it alludes to the magical belief that 
knowledge of somebody’s name equals power over that person. In the 
world of underground hackerdom this corresponds to the necessity of 
keeping one’s physical identity a secret in order to perform intrusions 
and other more or less illegal on-line activities without risking detec-
tion by law enforcement agencies – or, for that matter, other hackers.342 
 Vinge’s cyberspace, or the Other Plane as he labels it with a nod to 
New Age transcendentalism, is made out as an exaggeratedly exotic 
fantasy landscape with swamps, “[w]eird, towering plants” and jutting 
mountain peaks, and filled by exotic animals and fairy-tale creatures. 
Users are represented graphically as magical and mythological beings, 
and instructions are performed as magical spells. The narrator explains 
that this mytho-magical design has practical value in terms of concep-
tual manageability, since they appeal to a pre-rationalist and hence 
more “natural” way of experiencing reality: 
 
341 A Google search for “Vinge + ‘True names’” yielded  ca. 13600 hits; “gibson + 
neuromancer” yielded ca. 327.000 hits. (2008-11-06) 
342 On the magic of personal names among pre-modern societies, see for example 
J.G. Frazer, The Golden Bough. A Study in Magic and Religion, 3rd ed., vol. 3 (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1936), p. 318 ff. 



 182 

 
[S]prites, re-incarnation, spells, and castles were the natural tools here, more natural 
than the atomistic twentieth century notions of data structures, programs, files, and 
communications protocols. It was […] just more convenient for the mind to use the 
global ideas of magic as the tokens to manipulate this new environment. (271) 343 
 
But the contrast between pre-modern and modern epistemologies is 
also politically significant, since “it was likely that the governments of 
the world hadn’t caught up to the skills of the better warlocks simply 
because they refused to indulge in the foolish imaginings of fantasy”. 
(271) This is an example of the Ouroboros-like logic touched upon 
above: modernity turns on itself by means of its most momentous 
technological achievement. Also, there is a third and more immediate 
reason for the fantasy interface: “it was simply a hell of a lot of fun to 
live in a world as malleable as the human imagination”. (272) This 
enjoyment can be seen as inherently anarchical, since authoritarian 
systems have been known to frown upon the unfettered play of the 
human imagination as latently subversive, similar to the Christian de-
bate over the role of images in worship discussed in chapter 1. One 
may also think of Michail Bakhtin’s view on the subversive force of 
the carnivalesque element in popular culture.344  
 The Other Plane is a place where hackers, or “warlocks”, set up 
small communities called covens, in which they socialise, exchange 
information, and coordinate their (often illegal and profit-making) on-
line activities. A star hacker named Pollard, known only as Mr. Slip-
pery in The Other Plane, is identified by the government and coerced 
into helping identify a rogue warlock called The Mailman, who is be-
lieved to be a threat to national security. His true name known, Pollard 
has no choice but to cooperate. In his other identity as Mr. Slippery, he 
teams up with a fellow warlock named Erythrina in order to track 
down The Mailman, whose megalomaniac traits are demonstrated by 
the fact that he has orchestrated a military coup in Venezuela and 
placed the puppet of his choice in power. 
 The dramatic focus of the narrative is a titanic battle in The Other 
Plane, during which the Mailman is defeated by Mr Slippery and 
Erythrina. In the conflict, they have access to government and military 
networks and databanks which give them the power to monitor and 
 
343 Page references are to Vernor Vinge, “True Names” [1981], in James Frenkel, ed., 
True Names by Vernor Vinge and the Opening of the Cyberspace Frontier (New 
York: Tom Doherty Associates, 2001). 
344 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Tvortjestvo Fransua Rable, 1966), 
Hélène Iswolsky, trans. (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1968.) 
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manipulate all national computer traffic. This makes them virtually 
omnipotent, far more powerful than their federal employers, and their 
fusing with the informational megastructures transforms their percep-
tive and cognitive faculties past the limitations set by their mere human 
forms, into a digitised apotheosis: 
 
[T]hings would never be the same: the human that had been Mr. Slippery was an 
insect wandering in the cathedral his mind had become. There simply was more there 
than before. No sparrow could fall without his knowledge, via air traffic control; no 
check could be cashed without his noticing over the bank communication net. More 
than three hundred million lives swept before what his senses had become. 
 
The ironic contrast between quasi-divine omniscience and the mun-
dane nature of the actual knowledge received via the computer net-
works is possibly unintentional. If so, it can be seen as revealing a ba-
sic misconception as to what is actually meant by omniscience in a 
religious vocabulary, indeed the very meaning of religious “knowl-
edge”.345 
 The battle with the malign program known as the Mailman in The 
Other Plane causes full-scale havoc throughout the world’s communi-
cations network. Once it is over, and the Mailman is erased from the 
system the divine analogy reaches its full. Their disembodied con-
sciousnesses ascend to communications satellites in orbit, and their 
cognitive powers envelop the globe, monitoring both geophysical and 
economic data: 
 
Mr Slippery looked around him, using all his millions of perceptors. The Earth 
floated serene. Viewed in the visible, it looked like a thousand pictures he had seen 
as a human. But in the ultraviolet, he could follow its hydrogen aura out many thou-
sand of kilometers. And the high-energy detectors on satellites at all levels perceived 
the radiation belts in thousands of energy levels, oscillating in the solar wind. Across 
the oceans of the world, he could feel the warmth of the currents, see just how fast 
they were moving. And all the while, he monitored the millions of tiny voices that 
were now coming back to life as he and Erythrina carefully set the human race’s 
communication system back on its feet and gently prodded it into function. Every 
ship in the sea, every aircraft now making for safe landing, every one of the loans, 
the payments, the meals of an entire race registered clearly on some part of his con-
sciousness. With perception came power: almost everything he saw, he could alter, 
destroy, or enhance. By the analogical rule of the covens, there was only one valid 
word for themselves in their present state: they were gods. (300) 
 

 
345 Margaret Wertheim’s dubbing of Mr. Slippery’s merging with the global digital 
traffic as “a classic description of gnosis, a fusion of the self with the All” rather 
reproduces this misconception. (Wertheim 1999, p. 277.)  
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But after having undergone this apotheosis, Vinge’s protagonists still 
relinquish it, following the truism that power is morally corrupting, 
with a libertarian, anti-government bias. If they assumed global rule, 
they reason, they would need to enforce that power with military 
means and “end up being worse than the human-based government.” 
(301) Consequently, they re-enter the sensory and intellectually limited 
world of the biological sensorium. We note that it is not the disembod-
ied, digital existence per se which is morally detrimental, merely the 
power it entails. 
 The Mailman turns out to have been a computer program originally 
developed by the government for network protection but abandoned in 
an early phase. It has continued to grow, monster-like, as the networks 
have grown, and its original purpose of protection has perverted into 
one of total control. This plotline, a variation of one of the longest run-
ning sf scenarios, is employed to drive home a major ideological point. 
It turns out that Erythrina has usurped the Mailman’s means for con-
trolling the network and started to download her entire personality, a 
process which will eventually lead to her becoming one with it. Old 
and close to physical death, this is a way for Debbie Charteris, which is 
Erythrina’s true name, to ensure immortality. She admits to taking her 
cue from Bertrand Russell, who 
 
talked of spreading his interests and attention out to the greater world and away from 
his own body, so that when that body died he would scarcely notice it, his whole 
consciousness would be so diluted through the outside world. 
 For him, it was wishful thinking, of course. But not for me. (329) 
 
But this download does not pose a threat to the rest of humankind, 
since she has no megalomaniac ambitions. In true libertarian fashion, 
the merits or hazards of this technology are not determined by any in-
trinsic qualities or sociopolitical contexts, but the moral standing of 
those who master it. “A few years or decades in which its future slav-
ery or greatness rests on the goodwill of one or two persons. It could 
have been the Mailman. Thank God it was Ery[thrina] instead.” (330) 
But the unstoppable momentum of technological development will 
eventually render all political concerns moot, since “everyone” will 
one day be able to achieve digital disembodiment: “Processors kept 
getting faster, memories larger. What now took a planet’s resources 
would someday be possessed by everyone. Including himself.” (330) 
The human-computer interface labelled The Other Plane is thus merely 
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an enabling technology to achieve what Vinge would describe as the 
Singularity, and, as such, not the novella’s central theme. 

* 
While “True Names” novella thus registers as a more or less overt 
promotion of a future evolutionary leap into disembodied immortality, 
it also attempts to moderate this radical otherness by aligning it to a 
humanist ethos. The romantic interest which has developed between 
Mr Slippery and Erythrina in The Other Plane will be allowed to con-
tinue even after this momentous evolutionary change: “Beyond those 
years or decades… were millennia. And Ery.” This prospect of re-
union with the loved one on a plane of digital transcendence echoes the 
Neoplatonic erotic ideology of Dante et al, and may be further dictated 
by the romance narrative formulas of genre sf. It also posits the con-
tinuance of a stable, essentialist subject into a disembodied, globally 
disseminated digital existence in a rather simplistic rehearsal of a Car-
tesian mind-body dualism. The use of the term “diluted” in the Ber-
trand Russell reference is telling in this respect, since dilution merely 
entails a change in proportions and not in essence. 
 This, as it were, less confrontational posthumanism is also evident 
in the design of the Other Plane itself. As we saw, its fantasy trappings 
and the Ouroborus mytho-logic which they enact clearly evoke a pre-
rationalist epistemology. It is a “regressive Utopia” in which computer 
technology is used to recapture the spiritual dimensions which “atom-
istic” science has expelled from modern life. As such, it is not only a 
magical vista, but also an eminently naturalised one, providing fully 
developed simulacra of natural, corporeal experience. “The air was 
cold but very moist. Weird, towering plants dripped audibly onto the 
faintly iridescent water and the broad lilies. [---] Mr. Slippery could 
feel the damp seeping through his leather boots, could feel the sweat 
starting on his skin even in the cold air” (251). In the shape of avian 
fantasy creatures, Mr. Slippery and Erythrina survey the vastness of 
this digital world from above, savouring its pristine wilderness: “They 
leveled out a dozen meters above the pine forest that bordered the 
swamps. The air around them was thick and humid, and the faraway 
mountains were almost invisible. Clouds had moved in, and a storm 
was on the way.” (281) 
 Outdoor experience forms a bridge or continuity between ordinary 
and virtual realities, and establishes a kind of equilibrium. The POV 
character Roger Pollack (known as Mr. Slippery in The Other Plane) 
resides in the countryside somewhere along the Pacific coast, and pur-
sues pastoral pleasures when he is not logged in. At the opening of the 
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novella, he is weeding his garden and “enjoying the barely perceptible 
drizzle and the overcast” (241) – a deeply corporeal, even tellurian, 
activity reminiscent of Thoreau and his bean-field, which not only sets 
the character in stark contrast to established images of the pale “elec-
tronic junkie” immersed in artifice and representation, but also molli-
fies the latently technophobic symbolism of the act of weeding. Later, 
after having been coerced by the feds into acting as an undercover 
agent in The Other Plane, he looks to the sky “feeling the rain in his 
face” (249) – a situation which immediately recalls Clarissa and Mon-
tag savouring the rain on their faces in Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451. 
 The symbolism of this corporeal pleasure is partly compromised, 
however, by one of the novella’s few ironies. One reason for Pollack’s 
appreciation of the rain and the overcast sky is at least partly tactical, 
since it has prevented fellow members of his “coven” from knowing 
about the agents’ visit to his home. Satellites form part of the global 
information matrix, but “the civilian satellites [the coven] had access to 
could not penetrate these clouds.” (249) So, the rain is validated both 
as a source of natural experience and as a screen for privacy. These 
goals can also be seen as ideologically convergent. In critical descrip-
tions of postindustrial society – e.g. Jean Baudrillard – the destruction 
or inversion of the private sphere is commonly pointed out as a conse-
quence of the proliferation of those media and information technolo-
gies that replace direct and natural experience of the world with repre-
sentations and simulations.346 
 But the novella’s insistence on an equilibrium, or harmonious co-
existence, between ordinary and virtual reality, is signalled also by the 
fact that Pollack does not “ascend” to The Other Plane until he has 
savoured a sunset whose poetic beauty is described in the transparent 
prose of a pre-modernist novel: 
 
By late afternoon, the overcast was gone. Sunlight glinted off millions of water-drop 
jewels in the trees. Pollack waited till the sun was behind the tree line, till all that was 
left of its passage was a gold band across the taller trees to the east of his bungalow. 
Then he sat down before his equipment and prepared to ascend to the Other Plane. 
(249 f.) 

 
346 Cf. Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle ([La société du spectacle, 1967], 
Donald Nicholson-Smith, trans. New York: Zone Books, 1995); Jean Baudrillard, 
“The Ecstasy of Communication” (The Anti-Aesthetic, ed. Hal Foster, Port Town-
send: Bay Press, 1983, pp. 126–34). Of course, the fear of being constantly watched 
and having your privacy intruded upon is an all-too realistic feature of many dysto-
pian fictions based on twentieth-century totalitarian political systems, and not only 
germane to the use of media and information technology as such. 
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The contemplation of nature even aids him in his ascension. The proc-
ess involves electrodes attached to the scalp and connected to the com-
puter plus a form of self-hypnosis which is necessary to attune the 
user’s cerebrum to the interface. We learn that “[s]ome experts rec-
ommended drugs or sensory isolation to heighten the user’s sensitivity 
to the faint, ambiguous signals”, but Pollack is “more experienced” 
and has discovered “that he could make it simply by staring out into 
the trees and listening to the wind-surf that swept through their upper 
branches.” (250) By having his protagonist prefer this serene, medita-
tive affirmation of the natural world to chemical and artificial means of 
connecting to virtual reality, Vinge aligns posthumanist technology to 
a humanist appreciation of natural experience, and also counters the 
routine association of electronic media and drugs. 
 Furthermore, the Other Plane is accessible and navigable only if 
the user engages two key agents of the Romantic, bourgeois humanist 
subject in processing the “cues” provided by the digital input, namely, 
the “subconscious” and the “imagination”: 
 
Mr. Slippery could feel the damp seeping through his leather boots, could feel the 
sweat starting on his skin even in the cold air, but this was the response to Mr. Slip-
pery’s imagination and subconscious to the cues that were actually being presented 
through the Portal’s electrodes. The interpretation could not be arbitrary or he would 
be dumped back to reality and he would never find the Coven; to the traveler on the 
Other Plane, the detail was there as long as the cues were there. (252) 
 
This mutual process of creating a virtual world has, according to the 
didactic narrator, already been accomplished in the phenomenon of 
literature: ”[T]here is nothing new about this situation. Even a poor 
writer – if he has a sympathetic reader and an engaging plot – can 
evoke complete internal imagery with a few dozen words of descrip-
tion.” The analogy with the reading experience is more ideologically 
significant than it is logically consistent. The Other Plane is a consen-
sual experience, and the details of its makeup seem all agreed upon. 
Participants have no more trouble correlating their movements or the 
minutiae of their impressions than people usually have in ordinary re-
ality. But given the highly individual nature of both the imagination 
and the subconscious it would be absurd, of course, to attempt to corre-
late the details of the “internal imagery” engendered by a literary de-
scription in several different readers into a consensual experience, no 
matter how skilled or verbose the author may be. Again, the analogy 
seems motivated by a desire to render the notion of a digital parallel 
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universe digestible to an audience steeped in humanist values and liter-
ary culture, in which literature is a privileged medium and imagination 
an exalted mental faculty. 
 The possibility of peaceful cohabitation, symbiosis even, between 
cyberutopianism and literary culture is also suggested by the protago-
nist’s official line of work. For a living he writes “participation nov-
els”, an existing form of interactive narratives which appeared during 
the early 1980’s in the wake of popular role-playing games such as 
Dungeons & Dragons (and later obscured by computer games). They 
consist of discrete plot-fragments in codex-form, and require the 
reader/user to make active choices at the end of each fragment, thus 
engendering a specific plotline from a vast number of latent ones in 
each separate instance of reading/playing.347 So, the chasm between the 
second-order creation of digital technology and conventional, bour-
geois reality is also negotiated through this hybrid narrative form. 
 Lastly, Vinge is intent to delineate the sound and balanced use of 
virtual realities which Roger Pollack/Mr. Slippery epitomises against 
those escapist and amoral excesses which lie inherent in such a tech-
nology. Vinge has Pollack ruminate in terms that evoke the solipsist 
scenarios of Forster, Manning and Pratt, Gunn, and Varley, and also 
connect directly to more recent clichés of the hacker/computer gamer 
lifestyle: 
 
[S]ince the beginning of time, there had been the people who simply did not like 
reality, who wanted another world, and if given half a chance would live there for-
ever. Pollack suspected that some of the best warlocks might be of this type. Such 
people were content to live in an urbapt, to spend all their money on processing and 
life support equipment, to spend days at a time in the Other Plane, never moving, 
never exercising their real world bodies. They grew more and more adept, more and 
more knowledgeable – while their bodies slowly wasted. Pollack could imagine such 
a person becoming an evil thing and taking over the Mailman’s role. It would be like 
a spider sitting in its web, its victims all humanity. (320) 
 
But as we have seen, this is not what happens in the novel; the semi-
divine powers bequeathed upon humanity by computer technology is 
safely managed by a kindly old woman with nothing but best inten-
tions at heart, awaiting the arrival of the rest of humanity into her digi-
tal Pleroma. All is for the best in the best of posthuman worlds. 
 

 
347 Cf. Espen J. Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature. Baltimore, 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997, pp. 97-128. 
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5.3. William Gibson, Neuromancer 
 
 
5.3.1. Introduction 
 
The vision of on-line existence in “True Names” would serve as a 
source of inspiration for many hackers and programmers during the 
1980’s and 1990’s, but William Gibson’s “cyberspace” had a more 
decisive impact on how the research community and computer enthu-
siasts defined the possibilities of computer-aided communication. This 
in spite of – or perhaps just because of – the fact that Gibson does not 
explain the technical workings of the cyberspace interface in any detail 
(compared to Vinge’s didacticism) but captures it in evocative descrip-
tions. It is described as a “consensual hallucination” into which 
“[d]isembodied consciousness” is “projected” (5). A few pregnant sen-
tences capture its structure and visual design; a “graphic representation 
of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human sys-
tem. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of 
the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, reced-
ing…” (51)348 
 Gibson’s cyberspace stands in stark contrast to the previous varie-
ties of “virtual reality” discussed throughout this study by not offering 
a simulacrum of nature or the physical world. Instead it presents a lu-
minous, geometrical landscape of pure information which announces 
its artificiality in every aspect. The works discussed so far, from 
Huysmans and onwards, are thematically connected by virtue of their 
common attempt to describe technologically achieved simulacra of 
natural and/or pre-existing physical environments, whereas Gibson’s 
cyberspace radically departs from this ambition. This may seem like a 
cause to exclude it from the investigation, but in the perspective estab-

 
348 Page references are to William Gibson, Neuromancer (New York: Ace Books, 
1984). The term “cyberspace” first appears in Gibson’s short story “Burning 
Chrome” (1982) as a brand name of a computer console – “the Ono-Sendai VII, the 
‘Cyberspace Seven’” – but in that story the interface itself is otherwise referred to as 
“the matrix.” “Burning Chrome” rehearses the main functions and features of cyber-
space/the matrix in terms which later would be elaborated in Neuromancer: “a 3D 
chessboard, infinite and perfectly transparent” made out with “bright geometries 
representing the corporate data” in an “electronic consensus-hallucination” (William 
Gibson, “Burning Chrome”, in Gibson, Burning Chrome. New York: Ace Books, 
1986), pp. 168, 169 f. 
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lished in this analysis the difference is one of degree and not of kind. 
Many of the fictions taken up here describe how reality becomes 
cleansed, edited, or intensified through technology. A logical finishing 
point for the trajectory leading away from the bare replication of raw 
nature would be the seemingly ethereal and mathematically “pure” 
virtual reality. This logic was recognised already by Manning and 
Pratt. Their “adventure machines” allowed users to become prehistoric 
hunters and also to float “as disembodied spirits down endless corri-
dors of an artificial Nirvana” – an ethereal scenario which directly an-
ticipates Gibson’s cyberspace.349  
 Gibson’s suggestive rendering of a universe of geometrical perfec-
tion grew in plausibility and attraction throughout the 1980’s and 
1990’s, in step with the rapid parallel developments of graphic inter-
faces and computer networks. The interest spurred by Neuromancer 
was added to by its two sequels, published in, respectively, 1986 and 
1988. According to Gibson himself, however, Neuromancer was not 
conceived as the first installment of a trilogy.350 I will thus treat it as an 
integral work, and I will not refer to the sequels in the following analy-
sis except for in one footnote.  
  Roseanne Allequere Stone has related Neuromancer’s impact on 
hackers and computer enthusiasts in a suggestive (albeit undocu-
mented) sociological narration: 
 
Neuromancer reached the hackers who had been radicalized by George Lucas’s pow-
erful cinematic evocation of humanity and technology infinitely extended, and it 
reached the technologically literate and socially disaffected who were searching for 
social forms that could transform the fragmented anomie that characterized life in 
Silicon Valley and all electronic industrial ghettos. In a single stroke, Gibson’s pow-
erful vision provided for them the imagined public sphere and refigured discursive 
community that established the grounding for the possibility of a new kind of social 
interaction. […] Neuromancer in the time of Reagan and DARPA [The “Defense 
Advanced Research Projects Agency”] is a massive intertextual presence not only in 
other literary productions of the 1980’s, but in technical publications, conference 
topics, hardware design, and scientific and technological discourses in the large.351 

 
349 Manning & Pratt 1969, p. 158. 
350 The final sentence was, according to Gibson, added in the galleys, partly as a way 
to bring definite closure to the narrative. “A secret: that line toward the end of Neu-
romancer, ‘He never saw Molly again,’ forever sundering Case from the razorgirl, 
was added very last thing, in a deliberate attempt to prevent myself from ever writing 
a sequel.” (The William Gibson Blog. January to September 2003, www. anton-
raubenweiss.com/gibson/download/fullwgblog.pdf [2009-12-17]) 
351 Stone 1991, p. 95. Concrete examples of the impact of Neuromancer on the re-
search community are found in Rheingold 1991, pp. 98, 183 f., 340, 369. 
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Stone holds that Gibson’s novel inspired researchers to conflate the 
notion of computer generated “virtual reality” with that of “cyber-
space”, and that it provided them with a basis for a communal profes-
sional identity: 
 
During this period, when Neuromancer was published, “virtual reality” acquired a 
new name and a suddenly prominent social identity as “cyberspace”. The critical 
importance of Gibson’s book was partly due to the way that it triggered a conceptual 
revolution among the scattered workers who had been doing virtual research for 
years: As task groups coalesced and dissolved, as the fortunes of companies and 
projects and laboratories rose and fell, the existence of Gibson’s novel and the tech-
nological and social imaginary that it articulated enabled the researchers in virtual 
reality – or, under the new dispensation, cyberspace – to recognize and organize 
themselves as a community.352 
 
This role as conceptual guide and social template for the computer 
research community seems ironic when one considers – as did readers 
and critics outside the circles of hackerdom and research – that the 
novel actually presents a very complex and ambiguous vision of post- 
or transhumanist existence. Cyberspace forms only one (although im-
portant) facet of that existence in Neuromancer. The cyborg technolo-
gies and their boons are consistently presented as dearly bought, con-
trasted with a humanist heritage which, however compromised and 
circumscribed, still manages to survive in a world dominated by corpo-
rations and crime syndicates, and saturated with media and hi-tech. 
Those who choose to read the novel as a celebration of the dizzying 
possibilities opened up by the digital revolution – e.g. Timothy Leary, 
who sees it as articulating “the underlying myth, the core legend, of the 
next stage of human evolution”353 – tend to disregard its cautionary 
points. On the other hand, Neuromancer does not resort to the “reac-
tionary preaching about the dangers of the antihumanist stance” that 
one Marxist critic would have us believe.354 The novel does, however, 

 
352 Stone 1991, p. 98 f. 
353 Quoted in Douglas Kellner, Media Culture. Cultural studies, identity and politics 
between the modern and the postmodern (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), 
p. 298. 
354 Claire Sponsler, “Cyberpunk and the Dilemmas of Postmodern Narrative: The 
Example of William Gibson”, (Contemporary Literature, 33:4, winter 1992, pp. 625–
644). While I also want to foreground a humanist tendency in Neuromancer, I think 
Sponsler overstates the point. The peculiar identification of Gibson’s ultra-hip narra-
tive stance as one of “reactionary preaching” aside, Sponsler’s attempt at presenting 
Gibson’s main characters as Puritanically mindful of their natural humanness is un-
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render posthuman/cyborg existence as deeply problematic, deceptive 
and painful, as much atrophying as it is liberating.  
 In this context, it is significant that Gibson has pointed to the nov-
elist D.H. Lawrence, who had a brief and troubled friendship with the 
author of “The Machine Stops”, and even more fervently than Forster 
championed the value and sanctity of bodily experience against sterile 
intellectualism. Mark Dery relates how Gibson, in a 1993 radio inter-
view, describes Neuromancer as an extrapolation of “some ideas I’d 
gotten from reading D.H. Lawrence about the dichotomy of mind and 
body in Judaeo-Christian culture. That’s actually what I was thinking 
about, and it’s all in there [in] that wool-gathering Case does about the 
meat and what it needs.” According to Dery’s account, Gibson derived 
his “Lawrentian take on things” from “Lawrence’s interpretation of the 
crucifix”, which he (Gibson) saw as “completely appropriate to our 
society because it’s a literal nailing of the body onto a cross of spirit 
and [mind].”355 
 Already the novel’s first sentence resonates with the humanist tra-
dition and forms a discrete link to “The Machine Stops”: “The sky 
above the port was the color of television, tuned to a dead channel.” 
(3)356 This reversal of a conventional metaphoric process (the replacing 
of something natural for something man-made, e.g. “iron horse” for 
locomotive) can be seen as encapsulating the wholesale replacement of 
natural stimuli and impressions for artificial ones which Gibson’s fu-
ture holds. In itself, this reversal does not equal either a positive or a 
negative stance. The word “dead” in conjunction with “sky”, however, 
gives a moribund tone to the narrative. If we furthermore consider the 
possibility of an intertextual link to the final image in “The Machine 
Stops” – “glimpse of the untainted sky” – we might discern a note of 
lament in its noirish terseness: A “dead channel” gives off light void of 
information, and through the simile the sky, which for Forster’s age 
was still a repository of hope and salvation, is deprived of symbolic 
meaning.  
 A careful examination of the novel that follows this justly cele-
brated opening reveals a sympathetic attentiveness to the humanist – 
Lawrentian or otherwise – hallowing of natural bodily experience, and 

 
convincing at best, given the number of ways in which Case and other characters 
enthusiastically engage with technological and chemical alterations.  
355 Dery 1997, p. 248 f.  I have not been able to obtain the radio interview in ques-
tion. 
356 Page references are to William Gibson, Neuromancer (New York: Ace Books, 
1984).  
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a corresponding suggestion that cyborg disembodiment, if ever real-
ised, may be a monstrous business, a far cry from the pseudo-
transcendentalism promoted by Vinge and the transhumanists. But this 
point is tempered by the novel’s avoidance of apocalyptic conclusions 
and its refraining from directing narrative momentum towards a cathar-
tic showdown between humanity and technology. In Neuromancer’s 
universe, there is authenticity, or at least an ideology of authenticity, 
but it is no longer possible to disentangle it conceptually or experien-
tially from the ubiquitous presence and power of the simulation. The 
novel thus enacts one of the main tenets of the posthumanist paradigm, 
perhaps most influentially articulated in Donna Haraway’s “Cyborg 
manifesto”: 
 
Late twentieth-century machines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference 
between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally de-
signed, and many other distinctions that used to apply to organisms and machines. 
Our machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.357 
 
The posthumanist erosion of once-stable ontologies is enacted in Neu-
romancer in a constant, bewildering play of assertions and subversions 
of ideological positions vis-à-vis the simulation. Moments of 
Forsterian dismay are immediately compromised by a utopian promise, 
and vice versa. This effect is largely conveyed by a narrative strategy 
distinct from the utopian/dystopian tradition, a tradition which, for 
didactic purposes, tends to present the future in a unifying, panoptical 
perspective, as homogenous and monolithic. The future in Neuroman-
cer is de-centered, fragmented, and lacks unifying ideologies or collec-
tive “grand narratives”. In short, it is the future of late capitalism. The 
labyrinthine plot, the jumps between reality and virtual reality, the el-
liptic dialogue, the heterogeneous assortment of characters, and the 
lack of exposition thus reflects and enacts the fragmentation of the 
world in which it is set. (In spite of these postmodern narrative traits, 
Neuromancer still shows some basic structural affinities with the real-
ist novel, as will soon be discussed.) 
 The lack of an all-encompassing, diegetic vantage point from 
which this future world may be assessed, also makes for a striking ef-
fect of contemporaneity rather than futurity. This is a defining trait for 
the entire sub-genre for which Neuromancer is the paradigmatic text: 
Cyberpunk. Cyberpunk renders the “future” as a state which differs 
from the present in, as it were, degree and not in kind, grounding its 

 
357 Haraway 1991, p. 152. 
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vision in cultural codes and technoscientific discourses already flour-
ishing within late capitalist political and social structures. The strategy 
is summarised in Gibson’s own wry remark: “The future has already 
happened, it just isn’t very well distributed”.358 Istvan Csicery-Ronay 
observes that “[v]ery little in Neuromancer needs to be explained to a 
reader sufficiently hip, knowledgeable about drugs, subcultures, and 
consumer technology”, a list to which computers and biotech might be 
added.359 The cybernetic beast is no longer slouching; it is busy being 
born: cyborg existence is already embedding and redefining us from 
the cutting edges of the corporate, media-drenched present and not a 
novum safely ensconced in a future which may still be averted.360 
Hence, the implicit ideological stance in cyberpunk in general and 
Neuromancer in particular leans towards resignation rather than defi-
ance. This feature has been frequently observed by critics, and also 
deplored by many as politically irresponsible and/or reactionary.361 

 
358 William Gibson interviewed in the documentary film Cyberpunk, Mystic Fire 
Video, New York 1991.  
359 Csicery-Ronay, “Futuristic flu or, the Revenge of the Future” (in George Slusser 
and Tom Shippey, eds., Fiction 2000: Cyberpunk and the Future of Narrative, Ath-
ens, GA, University of Georgia Press, 1992 [http://fs6.depauw.edu: 50080/~icronay 
/flu.htm]). 
360 This defining trait of cyberpunk is discussed in Csicery-Ronay 1992. See also 
Hollinger 2006, p. 453 f. 
361 John Huntington sees a “double consciousness” which allows for both ecstatic 
abandonment to technology and indifference to “the actual politics of the system”; a 
doubleness which heralds a “remarkable moment in a genre that has traditionally 
been apocalyptic.” It is here, Huntington suggests, that Neuromancer is genuinely 
“new”. (John Huntington, “Newness, Neuromancer, and the End of Narrative”, in 
Slusser and Shippey 1992, p. 140 f.) Douglas Kellner, somewhat simplistically, holds 
that “Gibson does not indulge in technophobic and apocalyptic fright, but simply 
depicts a situation in which computers appear to have taken over”. (Kellner 1995, p. 
312). The resigned or accepting stance has also been attacked on ideological grounds 
as cynical, reactionary, and masculinist. Claire Sponsler maintains that it is “easy to 
criticize Gibson and cyberpunk in general on ideological grounds […] for refusing to 
propose a progressive politics even though its dystopian future opens up considerable 
space for a resistance to the logic of capitalism.” Sponsler also announces that Gib-
son “cannot imagine a future that does not simply play out forces now dominant in 
our society, a flaw that is most glaring in his inablity to imagine a reformulated sense 
of human action that escapes the essentially regressive realist/romantic paradigm.” 
(Sponsler 1992, p. 640, 642) Sponsler also refers to a study by Andrew Ross, who 
deplores that Gibson’s novels “harbor no utopian impulses, offer no blueprint for 
progressive social change, and generally evade the responsibility to imagine futures 
that will be more democratic than the present.” (Andrew Ross, Strange Weather: 
Culture, Science, and Technology in the Age of Limits, London, Verso, 1991, quoted 
in Sponsler 1992, p. 640) Nicola Nixon sees the lack of subversive potential cyber-
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 Such judgments are determined by the assumption – dominating 
American sf criticism through the towering examples of Fredric 
Jameson and Darko Suvin – that sf:s only intellectually legitimate task 
is a critical investigation of political realities. Ideologically informed 
assessments of virtual realities have also been a continuous, if not ex-
clusive, focus in this investigation, and, admittedly, one quite easily 
kept by virtue of the often didactic or even propagandistic nature of the 
fictions taken up for discussion (Dick being an exception). Just as the 
cyber-utopian celebration of Neuromancer as a template for our immi-
nent cyborg future largely misses the point, the Marxist prescriptive 
approach fails to register the deep ambiguities of this densely textured 
work. What is commonly ignored is the interrelated dynamics of plot, 
character, point of view, setting, symbolism, Leitmotifs etc – in other 
words, its qualities as a novel.362  
 If we consider Neuromancer in these terms, without the demand to 
establish whether or not it offers “the underlying myth” of our evolu-
tionary future, or articulates a responsible “resistance to the logic of 
 
punk evidenced by the fact that it has met with the most positive responses in main-
stream and conservative media: “For all its stylish allusions to popular culture—to 
punk rock, to designer drugs, to cult cinema, to street slang and computer-hacker 
(counter?) culture —cyberpunk fiction is, in the end, not radical at all. Its slickness 
and apparent subversiveness conceal a complicity with ’80s conservatism which is 
perhaps confirmed by the astonishing acceptance of the genre by such publications as 
The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, and The New York Times, and by the 
ease with which it can be accommodated and applauded in the glossy pages of such 
American mainstream (boys’) magazines as Omni.” (Nicola Nixon, “Cyberpunk: 
Preparing the Ground for Revolution or Keeping the Boys Satisfied?”, Science Fic-
tion Studies, 19:2, July 1992, [www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/57/nixon57art.htm]) 
Freedman, also, dismisses cyberpunk as Reaganesque, and speaks of “the attitude of 
essential acceptance with which cyberpunk orients itself to the postmodern environ-
ment” and that it “finally resolves into uncritical conservatism.” Freedman summa-
rises cyberpunk’s ideological position – inferred from Neuromancer only – as “the 
always conservative assurance that nothing is to be done”, and finds this attitude 
typical for the age of Reagan. This explains its success outside the politically more 
progressive circles of science fiction connoisseurs. Freedman concludes that cyber-
punk, “in its imperative mode, [offers] little but a banal, cringing surrender before the 
same actuality so lyrically celebrated by the apologists of capital.” (Freedman 2000, 
p. 195 ff.) See also Dery 1996, p. 251. 
362 A notable exception is the only book-length study of Gibson, Lance Olsen’s Wil-
liam Gibson, in which Neuromancer and its sequels are subjected to close readings 
and comparative analyses, as much as they are considered in their general cultural 
significance. While I do not agree with all of Olsen’s interpretations, his ambition to 
respect inconclusiveness and ambiguity as aesthetic qualities of the novel is com-
mendable. (Lance Olsen, William Gibson, Mercer Island: Starmount House, Inc., 
1992.) 
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late capitalism”; in short, if we treat it as an aesthetic artefact with no 
obligation to be ideologically responsible or even coherent, we appre-
ciate how it generates “textual ambiguity and instability at a number of 
strata”,363 right up to the ending, which is as aesthetically satisfying as 
it is ideologically inconclusive. Ideological ambiguity or “acceptance” 
does not amount to indifference, however, and the dominant emotional 
stance vis-à-vis the authenticity/virtuality dichotomy is one of human-
ist regret and resignation. In the following analysis, I will focus on 
how humanist apprehension and posthumanist appreciation of virtual 
reality are brought into play in the protagonist’s development and in 
the ironies issuing from his subjective interpretation of events.  
 The novel’s protagonist Case changes through the convoluted plot, 
in a pattern reminiscent of the Bildungsroman (although without the 
inherent optimism of that particular subgenre). From a crude and naïve 
idealisation of cyberspace disembodiment as true autonomy and lib-
erty, he moves towards a more sceptical attitude as he gradually dis-
covers how illusory that autonomy actually is. In this painful process 
Case also matures emotionally, and learns to accept the constraints of 
physical and corporeal existence. Even if this development is under-
mined by contradictions and ironies that rise from the ontological un-
certainties touched upon above, the narrative is still consistent enough 
to allow us to define the novel as more sympathetic towards the hu-
manist heritage than towards the posthumanist future that it also ac-
knowledges. 
 
 
5.3.2. The idealist delusion 
 
Case is a master hacker or “console cowboy”, a data hustler who has 
made a career of mastering the intricacies of cyberspace for more or 
less illicit purposes. At the outset of the novel he suffers the punish-
ment for attempting to steal software from some shady employers. 
They have subjected him to neurosurgery which makes him unable to 
“jack in” to the “consensual hallucination” that is cyberspace. He is 
trapped in ordinary reality, “in the prison of his own flesh” (6), and 
stays afloat in the criminal underworld of Night City (located in Chiba 
in the greater Tokyo region) with petty drug deals and street hustling. 
 The bereavement is akin to withdrawal from drug abuse (the staple 
association once again), and quite logically, Case’s desire for cyber-

 
363 Olsen 1992, p. 66. 
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space rapture is only matched by his desire to get high on drugs. In a 
travesty of Romantic otherworldly yearning, his forced abstinence 
from cyberspace inspires him to idealise it as his true, lost home. This 
idealisation, which registers as increasingly ironic as the plot develops, 
interlaces erotic and religious themes. Libido is sublimated in the ex-
perience of cybernetic disembodiment, making cyberspace a place of 
erotic rapture. 
 
still he’d see the matrix in his sleep, bright lattices of logic unfolding across that 
colorless void. [---] But the dreams came on in the Japanese night like live wire voo-
doo and he’d cry for it, cry in his sleep, and wake alone in the dark, curled in his 
capsule in some coffin hotel, his hands clawed into the bedslab, temper foam 
bunched between his fingers, trying to reach the console that wasn’t there. (5) 
 
In his self-pity, Case also interprets his involuntary exile in con-
sciously gnosticist terms: ”For Case, who’d lived in the bodiless exul-
tation of cyberspace, it was the Fall. [---] The body was meat. Case fell 
into the prison of his own flesh.” (6) As Michael Heim argues, the jux-
taposition of erotic and religious desire in Case’s abstinence also re-
flects the Platonic narrative of Eros striving beyond desire for sensual 
beauty, attaching itself to ever more spiritual objects, until the ideal 
beauty of pure forms is reached.364 Cyberspace’s idealist allure is entic-
ingly suggested when Case’s access is finally surgically restored, and 
he returns to what he feels is his true home: 
 
And flowed, flowered for him, fluid neon origami trick, the unfolding of his distance-
less home, his country, transparent 3D chessboard extending to infinity. Inner eye 
opening to the stepped scarlet pyramid of the Eastern Seaboard Fission Authority 
burning beyond the green cubes of Mitsubishi Bank of America, and high and very 
far away he saw the spiral arms of military systems, forever beyond his reach. (52) 
 
The phrases “distanceless home” and “[i]nner eye” make clear that this 
is an abode literally beyond time and place. Michael Benedikt and oth-
ers have pointed out that the design of cyberspace also rehearses the 
outlines of the City of God of Revelations – a precisely measured, an-
gular structure of precious stones and metals, sharing its luminosity, 
transparence and weightlessness with Neuromancer’s abstract architec-
tures of information. (Precious stones are also used later in the novel to 
describe cyberspace, as Case encounters “walls of emerald green, 
milky jade”.) Furthermore, The Heavenly City can be construed as the 

 
364 Heim 1991, p. 62 ff. 
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object of (masculine) erotic desire since it is likened to a bride ar-
raigned for the wedding. (Rev. 21:2)365 
 The pseudo-transcendent qualities of cyberspace is also brought 
out in contrast to the entertainment medium called simstim (simulated 
stimuli), which is basically the kind of device suggested by Manning 
and Pratt, and later elaborated by Clarke and others during the 1950’s: 
a multisensory, immersive media technology.366 Despite its name, sim-
stim is not a technology for simulation but for representation. It places 
the user in a wholly passive receptive role, partaking in glamorous 
adventures first hand. Significantly, the major simstim star is a woman, 
suggesting that women are the main target for this pacifying medium. 
In the self-consciously pseudo-idealist masculine ethos of the console 
cowboys, simstim is contrasted to cyberspace’s parallel universe and, 
in spite of the close technical complicity, dismissed as a medium ap-
pealing to base sensuality, “the meat”: 
 
Cowboys didn’t get into simstim […] because it was basically a meat toy. He knew 
that the trodes [electrodes] he used and the little plastic tiara dangling from a simstim 
deck were basically the same, and that the cyberspace matrix was actually a drastic 
simplification of the human sensorium, at least in terms of presentation, but simstim 
itself struck him as a gratuitous multiplication of flesh input. (56) 
 
The principle of “gratuitous multiplication of flesh input”, the augmen-
tation of natural stimuli, is reminiscent of Huxley’s feelies, which pre-
sents the actors “dazzling and incomparably more solid looking than 
they would have seemed in actual flesh and blood, far more real than 
reality”.367 Case’s elitist disdain towards simstim is the flip side of his 
devotion – or addiction – to cyberspace disembodiment, which stands 
for freedom from the “meat” and its imperatives. This disdain also 
involves many real-life experiences, as when Case re-enacts Des 
Esseintes’ revulsion towards physical movement in the terse observa-
tion that “travel was a meat thing” (77). Correspondingly, Case has 
next to no knowledge of nature; he “would have been hard pressed to 
distinguish a pine from an oak”, and he does not recognise the smell of 
cut grass. (128) 
 However, the idealist and religious analogies of this dismissal of 
the body become deeply ironic, since Case never really aspires to reach 

 
365 Cf. Benedikt 1991, p. 14 ff. et passim. Benedikt makes no reference, however, to 
the erotic symbolism of The Heavenly City. See also Wertheim 1999, p. 258. 
366 Cf. above, p. 92 f. 
367 Huxley 1965, p. 128. 
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beyond his senses. He merely desires to augment and refine them 
through technology. As Scott Bukatman points out, we “should not be 
misled by the reference to ‘bodiless exultation’ […] for the subject in 
cyberspace is granted perception and mobility, conditions predicated 
upon a lived-body; a new body, perhaps, but a body nonetheless.”368 In 
this respect, Case can be seen as a forerunner of cyberculture’s lunatic 
fringe, which dreams of replacing the biological body with cyborg re-
placements and augmentations. Commenting on this development, 
Margaret Wertheim observes that  
 
there is a paradox at work behind these dreams. Even though many cyberspace en-
thusiasts long to escape the limitations of the body, most also cling to the glories of 
physical incarnation. They may not like bodily finitude, especially the part about 
death, but at the same time they desire the sensations and the thrills of the flesh.369 
 
The basic sensualism which motivates Case’s pseudo-gnostic rhetoric 
is evident in a real-life sexual encounter, which he interprets in terms 
of cyberspace rapture: 
 
As she began to lower herself, the images came pulsing back, the faces, fragments of 
neon arriving and receding. She slid down around him and his back arched convul-
sively. She rode him that way, impaling herself, slipping down on him again and 
again, until they both had come, his orgasm flaring blue in a timeless space, a vast-
ness like the matrix, where the faces were shredded and blown away down hurricane 
corridors, and her inner thighs were strong and wet against his hips. (33) 
 
The quote also reveals the often remarked-upon circumstance that the 
erotic idealisation of cyberspace, in Gibson’s rendering, is a resolutely 
masculine affair. Amanda Fernbach locates the delusion of technologi-
cal deliverance from the body firmly within the imaginary of male 
white heterosexuality: 
 
Ironically, in cyberpunk fiction the fantasy of abandoning the body is often the one in 
which sensations of pleasure are most heightened. The eroticization of the techno-
logical and the very sexual enjoyment evident at the male-computer interface belies 
the body’s construction as “meat” to be transcended in the all-mind realm of cyber-
space, and testifies to a mode of embodiment in the matrix that is typically white, 
masculine, and heterosexual. To experience the ecstasies of cyberspace, Case “jacks 
in” to his deck. The term “jacked in” is used to describe the pleasure of the male-
computer interface, and suggests a male masturbatory fantasy of heterosexual union 
with a feminized technology. The eroticization of technology in much cyberpunk 

 
368 Bukatman 1993, p. 206 f. 
369 Wertheim 1999, p. 260 
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serves to bring the body back, even as technocowboys strive for transcendence of the 
flesh.370 
 
The association of sexual bliss and cyberspace rapture is also allied 
with the sheer sensual pleasure of “flying” at dizzying speed through 
the data landscapes of cyberspace. Stone, reasonably, sees this associa-
tion of kinetic and sexual excitement as expressive of an adolescent 
male desire for autonomy and control through machine interfaces, a 
desire which she aptly labels “cyborg envy”.371  
 Gender issues aside, the kinetic excitement in Neuromancer as well 
as in its “overture”, “Burning Chrome”, is likely to have affected the 
Internet hype of the mid-1990’s, which (as was previously pointed out) 
employed an imagery connoting swift and joyous physical movement 
in order to promote the emancipatory potential of computer communi-
cation.372 Surfing became the best known of them, and surfing is indeed 
alluded to in “Burning Chrome”, as two hackers prepare to rob a fe-
male criminal mastermind in cyberspace: “Bodiless, we swerve into 
Chrome’s castle of ice. And we’re fast, fast. It feels like we’re surfing 
the crest of the invading program, hanging ten above the seething 
glitch systems as they mutate. We’re sentient patches of oil swept 
along down corridors of shadow.”373 Later in the same narrative, we 
meet the image of a roller coaster-ride: “the program a roller coaster 
through this fraying maze of shadow walls, gray cathedral spaces be-

 
370 Amanda Fernbach, “The Fetishization of Masculinity in Science Fiction: The 
Cyborg and the Console Cowboy”, (Science Fiction Studies, 27:2, July 2000, pp. 
234–255 [www.depauw.edu/sfs/backissues/81/fernbach81art.htm [2009-12-17]). 
371 Stone 1991, p. 107 f. 
372 The visual cliché of illustrating computer-aided communication in images sug-
gesting dizzying speed through geometrical architectures, common in commercials 
and music videos throughout the 1990’s, was probably more decisively inspired by 
the Disney film TRON (1982), the first feature film to use computer graphics. The 
romantic action in TRON is set “within” a mainframe computer, in a “cyberspace” 
which the hero enters in an vertiginous “fall” through layers and corridors of lumi-
nous fractal patterns, and which shows striking affinities with Gibson’s cyberspace. 
To my knowledge, Gibson has not admitted to TRON influencing his conception of 
cyberspace, and the prior appearance of Gibson’s work supports this. As we saw 
(above n.), the basic features of cyberspace were established in the short story “Burn-
ing Chrome”, which appeared in the July 1982 issue of the magazine Omni. Accord-
ing to the Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com), TRON opened in the US prac-
tically simultaneously, on July 9, 1982 (Canadian release date is not listed on the 
IMDB.) Gibson simply did not have the opportunity to see the film before writing 
“Burning Chrome”. 
373 Gibson 1986, p. 173.  
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tween the bright towers”.374 Similarly, in Neuromancer, although with-
out affiliations to specific means of transport: “Headlong motion 
through walls of emerald green, milky jade, the sensation of speed be-
yond anything he’d ever known before in cyberspace.” (256) Case’s 
pseudo-gnostic/Platonic attraction towards cyberspace is little more 
than an adolescent “cyborg envy” which aims for purification and in-
tensification of, rather than deliverance from, sensual experience. 
 The myth of cyberspace as a realm of boundlessness and autonomy 
of the spirit, is even more compromised by the fact that it is an inter-
face designed and upheld by vast economic and political power struc-
tures for purposes which are anything but idealist. The geometrical 
design emphasises this irony: the cube and the pyramid being pure, 
literally immaterial forms which here are appropriated and turned into 
logotypes by corporate and governmental interests. (A steel combine is 
represented by pink spheres.) That the military data banks adopts as-
tronomical forms of representation (“the spiral arms of military sys-
tems”) is also ironic, since celestial phenomena traditionally are in-
vested with idealist symbolism. The “distanceless home” may be su-
perficially presented as a pleroma of pure Platonic forms, but in 
Heim’s words it is “Platonism as a working product”, with the empha-
sis on “product”.375 
  
 
5.3.3. Case’s development 
 
The idealist significance of cyberspace disembodiment thus seems 
heavily compromised by its enmeshment in (adolescent male) fantasies 
of speed, purity and control. As for its emancipatory symbolism, it gets 
tainted by its submission to the archons of capital and military power. 

 
374 Ib., p. 182 
375 The “tainting” or appropriation of iconographies or symbols originally conceived 
with a more noble (if the term be allowed) purpose, has been identified by Erik Davis 
as a core marketing strategy of global capitalism: “[A]ny visions of the inherently 
liberating and democratic power of the information age must wrestle with the fact 
that only a small handful of gargantuan corporations now dominate the bulk of media 
traffic across the planet. [---] Though the boundaries between the marketplace and 
imaginal space has always been porous, America’s culture industry has in many ways 
simply fused the two. Golden arches, Trump towers, Gotham cities, and Las Vegas 
pyramids now tower over the landscape of imaginative desire. Our collective sym-
bols are forged in the multiplex, our archetypes trademarked, licensed, and sold.”  
(Davis 1998, p. 176 f.)  
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 Initially, Case is wholly unaware of the fact that he is duped by 
trappings. But as the (thriller-like and quite violent) plot develops he 
learns that his talents are in fact employed by wholly inhuman inter-
ests, and that the only genuine emancipation provided by cybernetic 
technologies befalls the machines engendered by those same technolo-
gies. “Neuromancer” – apart from connoting necromancy and neurol-
ogy – is the name of an artificial intelligence (AI) which has been pro-
grammed to seek union with another AI called Wintermute. To this 
end it employs and exploits Case, along with a crew of criminal, psy-
chopathic and semi-human characters: the leader “Armitage”, whose 
personality is a mere psychological construct erected on the catatonic 
remains of a Special Forces officer; the psychopath Riviera who has 
the ability to project holograms with his eyes; and the ninja Molly, 
with lens implants in lieu of eyes, and telescopic razor-blade implants 
under her fingernails. Wintermute’s reward for their services is mainly 
financial, but the AI has a special hold on Case. If he does not finish 
the job, his ability to access cyberspace will be permanently damaged 
by a toxic “ticking bomb” in his nervous system. 
 Once this motley crew has performed the mission, and union is 
achieved, Wintermute and Neuromancer will transform into a bound-
less super-intelligence which somehow becomes one with the matrix 
itself. The parallel to Erythrenea’s apotheosis in “True Names” is ob-
vious. But unlike Erythrenea, Wintermute has never been human, and 
the novel’s main plot thus questions notions of transhuman apotheosis 
of the Vinge-Moravec brand by placing machines and machines only, 
as the ultimate beneficiaries of the boundless powers of digital simula-
tion. In the words of Kuno, the humanist rebel of “The Machine 
Stops”: “The Machine proceeds – but not to our goal”. 376 
 But unlike the majority of previous literary and cinematic envision-
ings of an evil machine/computer dictator, this Godlike entity has no 

 
376 For earlier instances of this pervasive sf theme, see, for example, Frederik Pohl, 
“Answer” (1954), in Robert Bloch, ed., The Best of Fredric Brown (New York 
1977); Harlan Ellison, ”I Have No Mouth, And I Must Scream” (1967), in Terry 
Dowling, ed., The Essential Ellison (Los Angeles: Morpheus Books 1997, pp. 167–
180). For discussions of this theme, see Patricia Warrick, “Images of the Man – Ma-
chine Intelligence Relationship in Science Fiction”, in Thomas D. Clareson, ed., 
many futures, many worlds. theme and form in science fiction (Kent, OH, Kent State 
University Press 1977, pp. 182–223); Langdon Winner, Autonomous Technology: 
Technics-Out-Of-Control As A Theme In Political Thought (Cambridge, Mass., The 
MIT Press, 1977), pp. 13–43, 187–191 et passim; Thomas P. Dunn and Richard D. 
Erlich, eds., The Mechanical God: Machines in Science Fiction,( Westport, CT, The 
Greenwood Press 1982). 
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interest in constricting the freedom of its former masters. It leaves us to 
our own affairs, after having exploited Case and the rest of the crew. 
Its concerns go wholly beyond the human sphere, even towards inter-
stellar space. This finale is a significant departure from the classical 
opposition between omnipotent machine/computer dictators and liberal 
humanism first narrated by Forster. Moreover, it completes the novel’s 
non-dystopian drift; its evasion of apocalyptic conflict.  
 Even if the matrix is not an enemy of mankind it freely exploits 
humans as a means to reach its own ends. When Case gradually dis-
covers that machines use him for their own empowerment, rather than 
the other way round, his cyber-gnostic enthusiasm fades, even to the 
point of a symbolic rebellion against the machine (however short-
lived). This rebellion concludes a psychological development during 
which Case comes to discover and accept a more humanist take on 
things: the integrity of the body, and the exclusively human domains of 
love, guilt, and hate. The process, however, is inconclusive and pro-
foundly ironic, since it is mainly the AI Wintermute who teaches Case 
to be human, and this entirely for its own purposes – an irony further 
heightened by the fact that this instruction largely takes place within 
cyberspace.  
 Case’s first lesson in humanism comes from the Zionites, a band of 
Rastafaris employed to assist Case and his cohorts. As a marginal cul-
tural enclave, they oppose technological regimes and embrace a more 
“earthy” existential outlook. Their colony, however, is located in an 
orbital space station which hardly can qualify as a pastoral setting – an 
ironic detail informing us that in the postmodern era it may be possible 
to object to technology, but not to circumvent it. The Zionite’s station 
is an abode of organic life, community, and traditional spirituality. 
Case’s first impression of their satellite is the dub music which pulses 
through it, “a sensuous music cooked from the vast libraries of digi-
tized pop; it was worship […] and a sense of community.” The station 
also smells of “cooked vegetables, humanity, and ganja.” (104) The 
Zionites’ sensual social code offends Case: “The Zionites always 
touched you when they were talking, hands on your shoulder. [Case] 
didn’t like that.” (106) His reaction recalls Vashti and her revulsion of 
physical contact in “The Machine Stops”. And just as bodily contact 
repels Case, so does artificial experience repel the Rastafarians: The 
spiritual baseness of the cyberspace experience is instantly recognised 
by their leader Aerol when he jacks into a cyberspace deck for a brief 
spell. His judgment is as terse as it is telling: “’What did you see, 
man?’ [Case asked.] ‘Babylon,’ Aerol said, sadly” (106). 
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 Case is also subjected to the bodily degradation which follows 
from his cyberspace addiction. During the complicated finale of Neu-
romancer, he is hooked up to the female protagonist Molly’s sensory 
input by simstim, seeing through her eyes, feeling through her body. 
Suddenly he is staring at himself, jacked into the computer. It is not a 
pretty sight: “a white-faced, wasted figure, afloat in a loose fetal 
crouch, a cyberspace deck between its thighs, a band of silver trodes 
above closed, shadowed eyes. The man’s cheeks […] hollowed with a 
day’s growth of dark beard, his face slick with sweat.” (256) The white 
complexion and “fetal crouch” is suggestive of the notion of the “elec-
tronic womb”, and connects to the embryonic theme initiated by 
Forster and elaborated by Huxley, Bradbury and Gunn.  
 But a more decisive instruction in the primacy of bodily experience 
comes from the demiurgic AI, Wintermute, which is the main architect 
behind the plot. Case first confronts it directly when he attempts to 
explore Wintermute’s data construct in cyberspace. The AI, anticipat-
ing his approach, promptly dislocates his sensorium from the cyber-
space environment and places him in a simulacrum of the seedy Chiba 
quarters from which his present career commenced – a virtual copy of 
a real-life environment, constructed by the AI within cyberspace and 
“around” Case (whose real body is still connected to a computer). In 
this simulation, he wakes up in an arcade, without any memory of what 
has happened and unaware of the fact that he is still jacked in. He is 
wet from rain, his back aches, and in this miserable condition he meets 
a simulacrum of his girlfriend Linda Lee (who has been murdered in 
real life). He is still disoriented and amnesiac, and gladly accepts “her” 
offer of a cigarette, a meal and a bed. 
 Then the AI reprograms the simulation: Linda Lee disappears; 
Case is alone in the wet street. He now regains his memory and under-
stands that he has been played by Wintermute. His reaction is simple – 
he becomes frustrated and angry: “I had a cigarette and a girl and a 
place to sleep. Do you hear me, you son of a bitch? Do you hear me?” 
(118) Wintermute certainly hears him, and soon appears in the guise of 
a shady antique dealer who reveals part of the grand plan to Case – the 
imminent merging with Neuromancer, in which Case’s skills as a cy-
berspace jockey will play a crucial part. The preceding scenario with 
Linda, Wintermute explains, was unintentional: “I was hoping to speak 
through her, but I’m generating all this out of your memories, and the 
emotional charge… Well, it’s very tricky. I slipped. Sorry.” (119) 
 The episode serves as a reminder to Case of the corporeal basis of 
his existence and the indispensable value of creature comforts. And the 
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deprivation of these comforts kindles a similarly basic human emotion: 
rage. Later in the novel, he contemplates: “the rage had come in the 
arcade, when Wintermute rescinded the simstim ghost of Linda Lee, 
yanking away the simple animal promise of food, warmth, a place to 
sleep.” (152) This rage unites bodily deprivation with emotional loss. 
Linda Lee, Wintermute informs Case, was murdered trying to sell 
some software she had stolen from him, “[s]o you’d give a shit. You 
couldn’t handle it. [---] For the little she was worth, she loved you.” 
(144) This disclosure causes Case to realise that his life until now has 
been emotionally crippled, and that his rage, “the new thing, the treas-
ure” (145), will make him more complete as a human being. He identi-
fies it as part of that corporeal sphere which his lingering pseudo-
gnostic/Platonic “cowboy” ethos so despises: 
 
He’d been numb a long time, years. All his nights down Ninsei, his nights with 
Linda, numb in bed and numb at the cold sweating of every drug deal. But now he’d 
found this warm thing, this chip of murder. Meat, some part of him said. It’s the meat 
talking, ignore it. (152)  
 
Ironically, the emotions originating in “the meat” actually make him a 
better cyberspace jockey. Case’s function in the plan is to penetrate 
Neuromancer’s electronic defence shield and thus enable Wintermute 
to merge with it. His new-found anger and self-despisal is part of Win-
termute’s stratagem, since it will boost his abilities. Wintermute preps 
Case for the final cyberspace operation, and points to the neurophysi-
ologic effects of hatred: “Hate’ll get you through […] So many little 
triggers in the brain, and you just go yankin’ em all. Now you gotta 
hate.” (261) Case asks: “Who do I hate?” and Wintermute retorts 
“Who do you love?”, thus boosting Case’s emotions by tapping into 
the Linda Lee trauma. During the concluding cyberspace session, Case 
is “fueled by self-loathing”, and the “old alchemy of the brain and its 
vast pharmacy” makes “his hate [flow] into his hands”. He attains 
 
a level of proficiency exceeding anything he’d known or imagined. Beyond ego, 
beyond personality, beyond awareness, he moved, […] evading his attackers with an 
ancient dance, […] grace of the mind-body interface granted him, in that second, by 
the clarity and singleness of his wish to die. (262) 
 
Case’s emotional upsurge enables him to outdo what he could accom-
plish during his earlier, “numb” years of cybernetic pseudo-idealism. 
This new respect for the integrity and richness of the body and its pas-
sions is confirmed immediately after he re-enters his own body after 
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the successful operation. He falls asleep, exhausted, in “his own dark-
ness, pulse and blood, the one where he’d always slept, behind his eyes 
and no other’s.” (263) This may echo with Forsterian naturalism, but 
the irony is that Case has been led to this synthesis between mind and 
body by an AI, a virtual mind in a virtual reality. It is surely significant 
in this context that it is a suicidal, destructive emotive force which lifts 
Case beyond his earlier, false cyber-idealism – a fact which, like the 
opening sentence, casts a moribund gloom over the passage. (This 
gloom, however, does not define Neuromancer as a dystopian novel 
proper, since it still acknowledges the emancipatory potential of cy-
borg technologies. Furthermore, Case’s death wish is not his final exis-
tential position.) 
 The relationship between natural and virtual forms of existence in 
the novel becomes even more complex when we consider that Case 
shares his suicidal urge with a genuinely disembodied personality, “the 
Dixie flatline”, a “personality construct” of a deceased console cowboy 
who, early in the novel, is assigned as Case’s assistant in his cyber-
space exploits. Prior to his death, the Flatline – known as McCoy 
Pauley when he was alive – has allowed a media corporation to 
download his cerebral information to a computer program – a process 
similar to the one since envisioned by Hans Moravec and others. The 
Flatline itself hesitates whether it is truly sentient (“it feels like I am, 
but I’m really just a bunch of ROM. It’s one of them, ah, philosophical 
questions, I guess…” [131]), but it does have a personality in the form 
of opinions and a sense of humour. But its existence is a far cry from 
the “bodiless exultation” savoured by Case, and it wants only one thing 
in return for assisting Case: to be erased. Case is not comfortable in its 
presence and is particularly disturbed by the construct’s eerie laughter. 
(106, 169) 
 The Flatline gets its wish to be erased during the complicated fi-
nale, sacrificing itself in Neuromancer’s formidable electronic de-
fences so that Case can penetrate and program the code necessary to 
merge the two AIs. As a cyberspace navigator, it initially seems supe-
rior to Case, presumably because of its freedom from biology. It is 
capable of “a speed and accuracy that [makes] Case wince with envy” 
(167). The final attack on Neuromancer, however, Case handles alone, 
with a “proficiency exceeding anything he’d known or imagined” – 
which would also include the Flatline’s performance. As discussed 
earlier, Case acquires this mastery through the exclusively human 
emotions of hatred and guilt. At the end of the day, “natural” human 
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existence, with biology and emotions in close affiliation, proves supe-
rior to the downloaded variety, even in cyberspace. 

* 
Wintermute is dependant on Case’s very humanity in order to reach its 
goal, and actually fosters his emotional growth by forcing him to ac-
knowledge his guilt over Linda Lee. The other AI, Neuromancer, lacks 
Wintermute’s programmed desire for merging. It tries to dissuade Case 
from completing the mission by offering him a perpetual refuge in a 
self-contained virtual reality within the vaster simulation that is the 
matrix (similar to the simulation of Chiba which Wintermute projects 
for Case’s benefit). Neuromancer transports Case’s cyberspace “self” 
to a beach, where he meets his murdered girlfriend Linda Lee, who has 
somehow been downloaded during her life. She is a self-conscious 
subject but unaware of the fact that neither she nor her environment are 
“real”, and that her memories have been edited by Neuromancer to fit 
the simulation. 
 Case initially accepts her as real and not a surrogate, continuous, if 
not identical, with the flesh-and-blood woman he lost early in the nar-
rative. She is similar to his own real self who is translated into cyber-
space existence, although his body is a mere husk whose brain is 
jacked into the computer. When they make love on the beach, the con-
tinuity, or lack of opposition between humanist essentialism and the 
information paradigm, is once more affirmed by a vision of their erotic 
intimacy as a binary code, closed to the intellect, and read only by the 
body itself: 
 
There was a strength that ran in her, something he’d known in Night City and held 
there, been held by it, held for a while away from time and death, from the relentless 
Street that hunted them all. It was a place he’d known before; not everyone could 
take him there, and somehow he always managed to forget it. Something he’d found 
and lost so many times. It belonged he knew – he remembered – as she pulled him 
down, to the meat, the flesh the cowboys mocked. It was a vast thing, beyond know-
ing, a sea of information coded in spiral and pheromone, infinite intricacy that only 
the body, in its strong blind way, could ever read. (239)377 
 
Case’s humility when overwhelmed with the richness and strength of 
“meat” eroticism appears genuine, but this humble affirmation of bod-

 
377 On the development of the relationship between genetics and information theory, 
see Lily E. Kay. “How a Genetic Code Became an Information System”, in Agatha 
C. Hughes and Thomas P. Hughes, eds., Systems, Experts, and Computers: The Sys-
tems Approach in Management and Engineering, World War II and After (Cam-
bridge, MA: The MIT Press, pp. 463–491). 
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ily experience and communication becomes ambiguous and latently 
ironic, as it actually takes place between two disembodied subjects in a 
virtual reality environment. 
 Neuromancer’s plan is to thwart Wintermute’s plan by keeping 
Case happily contained within this idyllic setting, virtually outside 
time and space. The AI, appearing in the shape of a young boy named 
Rio, underscores the paradisiacal connotations of this virtual reality 
and the symbolism of its own name: “The lane to the land of the dead. 
Where you are. [---] Neuro from the nerves, the silver paths. Ro-
mancer. Necromancer. I call up the dead. But no, my friend […] I am 
the dead, and their land.” (243 f.) Neuromancer’s main argument is 
that “life” in this digital Elysium is as rich and complex as in the real 
world, and that the downloaded Linda Lee – unlike the Dixie Flatline – 
is an authentic person: “Stay. If your woman is a ghost, she doesn’t 
know it. Neither will you.” But Case, unwilling to settle for a mere 
simulation, denies the offer and starts walking along the beach, “fol-
lowing the [dub] music”, the sound of corporeality and humanity, 
which eventually takes him out of the simulation, and back inside his 
own body.  
 During the final attack on Neuromancer, the Flatline transports 
Case back to the beach construct in order to keep him out of harm’s 
way, far from the AI’s electronic defense systems. Now he experiences 
it in all its mathematical transparency, in a vision reminiscent of Mr 
Slippery’s digital apotheosis in “True Names”:  
 
His vision was spherical, as though a single retina lined the inner surface of a globe 
that contained all things, if all things could be counted. 
 And here things could be counted, each one. He knew the number of grains of 
sand in the construct of the beach (a number coded in a mathematical system that 
existed nowhere outside the mind that was Neuromancer). He knew the number of 
yellow food packets in the canister in the bunker (four hundred and seven). He knew 
the number of brass teeth in the left half of the open zipper of the salt-crusted leather 
jacket that Linda Lee wore as she trudged along the sunset beach, swinging a stick of 
driftwood in her hand (two hundred and two). [---] He knew the rate of her pulse, the 
length of her stride in measurements that would have satisfied the most exacting 
standards of geophysics. (258) 
 
But there is a limit to digital omniscience and mathematical transpar-
ency, even within the simulation. Neuromancer, once more appearing 
as the boy Rio, points out that even if “Linda Lee” consists of nothing 
but algorithmical procedures, this does not mean that she is transpar-
ent, but instead an autonomous, self-conscious subject: “you do not 
know her thoughts […]. I do not know her thoughts. You were wrong, 
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Case. To live here is to live. There is no difference.” (258) Self and 
consciousness may be eminently quantifiable procedures subject to 
mathematical simulation rather than ineffable mysteries, yet they re-
main private and opaque, hence guaranteeing an authentic subjectivity 
even to “downloaded” personalities such as Linda Lee, or artificial 
intelligences such as Neuromancer. 
 The AI’s defence of the integrity of its virtual universe and its in-
habitants thus recaptures the equivalence of ordinary and simulated 
reality in “True Names”, or, for that matter, Galouye’s Simulacron 3. 
However, we should keep in mind that it is an AI, an artificial con-
sciousness with no experience of biological existence who testifies to 
this existential equilibrium between corporeal/biological and simu-
lated/digital existence. “To live” means something vastly different to 
Neuromancer than it does to Case, but that does not mean that the AI’s 
“life” is not worthy of that designation. The beach episodes remain the 
most resolutely ambiguous in the novel, avoiding attempts to pin down 
any definite ideological stance vis-à-vis the posthumanist paradigm. It 
is finally up to the reader to decide the validity of the AI’s position. 

* 
The novel’s fundamental and ironic ambiguity is consolidated in its 
final paragraphs. After having completed the mission, Case finds him-
self alone. He has been freed from the threat of toxically induced exile 
from cyberspace. Molly, with whom he has enjoyed a romance during 
the caper, has disappeared, leaving only a non-committing note. In a 
rather despondent state, Case is contacted by the now Godlike entity 
whose midwife he has been: the sentient matrix. It manifests itself to 
Case through a hotel television screen, and explains that it has estab-
lished contact with an extraterrestrial digital super intelligence, in the 
Alpha Centauri system. “No shit?” is Case’s jaded response to this 
momentous event, a response quite incongruent with his earlier cyber-
idealism. The screen then goes blank. Case busies himself with pack-
ing clothes Molly has bought for him, and comes across a “shuriken”, 
a star-shaped throwing weapon, which was Molly’s first gift to him. 
He hurls it at the screen: “The screen woke, random patterns flickering 
feebly from side to side, as though it were trying to rid itself of some-
thing that caused it pain. ‘I don’t need you’, he said.” (270) 
 If this exclamation is addressed to Molly, it can be read as an (ado-
lescent) declaration of independence from emotional human ties, con-
sistent with his previous contempt of “the meat”. If, on the other hand, 
it is addressed to the now-sentient matrix, it can also be construed as a 
luddite gesture, affirming human autonomy and dignity in the face of 
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technology which itself has acquired autonomy from its human “mas-
ters”. But regardless what ideological significance we ascribe to the 
exclamation, it does not seem to affect Case’s subsequent career (what 
little we learn of it) in any considerable degree. He buys “a new pan-
creas and liver” to replace the organs damaged by years of drug abuse, 
and a new cyberspace console; he finds (presumably legitimate) work 
as a cyberspace jockey, and a girlfriend, all in all negotiating the cy-
borg divide which has haunted him throughout the novel by means of 
an unheroic conformity to middle class life. (270) But the divide is 
once more affirmed, and unresolved, in the novel’s closing tableau, in 
which Case appears in two separate versions, literally: 
 
And one October night, punching himself past the scarlet tiers of the Eastern Sea-
board Fission Authority, he saw three figures, tiny, impossible, who stood at the very 
edge of one of the vast steps of data. Small as they were, he could make out the boy's 
grin, his pink gums, the glitter of the long gray eyes that had been Riviera’s. Linda 
still wore his jacket; she waved, as he passed. But the third figure, close behind her, 
arm across her shoulders, was himself. 
     Somewhere, very close, the laugh that wasn’t laughter. 
     He never saw Molly again. (270 f.) 
 
Apparently, a virtual version of himself has been downloaded by Neu-
romancer during his session on the simulated beach, and it lingers in 
cyberspace together with Linda Lee, immortal and truly delivered from 
“the meat”. The boy accompanying them is the form in which Neuro-
mancer appeared on the beach, in his attempt to keep Case there in-
definitely. (Riviera is the psychopath who has a minor but nasty func-
tion in the plot. The AI appropriates his eyes for their beauty alone, 
which possibly is meant to convey an amorality inherent in disembod-
ied consciousness.) The laughter belongs to the Dixie Flatline, report-
edly erased during the finale according to its wish, but evidently still 
kept “alive”. Its non-laughter, which so disturbed Case during their 
teamwork, literally gives a discordant note to the scene, perhaps mock-
ing as a monstrous delusion the dream of technological transcendence.  
 As for the final sentence, the multilayered ontologies of the novel 
have already curtailed the option of reading it as a final, conclusive 
point in the plot. In diegetic terms, the virtual Case’s existence in the 
matrix is more “final”, not to mention the sentient matrix’s extra-
terrestrial exploits. But it does set an emotional tone that surely affects 
our appreciation of the narrative we just have finished, leaving us with 
a reminder of loss, of loneliness, and death. This is our common heri-
tage in a fallen, “meat” existence, made all the more acute when set off 
against the treacherous promise of cybernetic Edens of our choice.  
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* 
Even though both the opening and the closing sentences of Neuroman-
cer are deeply resonant with the humanist ethos, and a number of 
Forsterian (or Lawrentian, if we heed Gibson’s own testimony) atti-
tudes are recognised throughout the narrative, these acknowledgements 
are circumscribed in the ironic destabilisations of the authenticity-
virtuality dichotomy. They are no doubt essential to the novel’s reputa-
tion as quintessentially postmodern. Neuromancer, according to Olsen, 
“is comfortable with ontological, epistemological, and narrotological 
instability. It is comfortable with extreme indeterminacy. And, in the 
final analysis, it teaches us that paradox and contradiction beat at the 
heart of the postmodern condition.”378  
 Neuromancer demonstrates another typical postmodern aesthetic 
strategy: the art of recycling or bricolage. Tropes and motifs gathered 
from pulp sf, noir detective fiction, and a plethora of pop-culture 
discourses inform its textual strategies. 379 We have also seen how the 
novel recycles the main theme of the dystopian tradition discussed in 
the preceding investigation – addiction to immersive virtual 
environments leading to physical, moral and intellectual deterioration. 
It does not, however, subscribe to the alarmism and “moral outrage” 
(Charles Platt) this kind of pathology so often evokes in fictional 
dystopias, in journalism, and in media criticism. Here, it is rendered as 
an integral part of the postmodern/posthuman experience, one of many 
consequences of cultural, political, economical, and technological 
trends. 
 While continuing the utopian tradition in many respects, then, 
Neuromancer might also be said to defuse its apocalyptic ethos, as if 
heeding Lyotard’s clarion call of postmodernist sensibility: “Let us 
wage a war on totality”.380 The future it depicts is headed neither for 
doom nor salvation, even though semi-divine cybernetic beasts are 
born in its midst. The matrix delivers a “devastatingly anti-climactic 
statement” (Hollinger) when Case asks how things now are different: 
“Things aren’t different. Things are things.” (270) Digital pseudo-

 
378 Olsen 1992, p. 82 
379 Cf Carol McQuirk, “The ‘New’ Romancers. Science Fiction Innovators from 
Gernsback to Gibson” (in Slusser and Shippey 1992, pp. 109–129). 
380 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge ([La 
Condition postmoderne: rapport sur le savoir, 1979], Geoff Bennington and Brian 
Massumi, trans.  Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 82. 
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transcendence may beckon around the corner but people still go about 
their real-life business of finding work and partners.  
 Neuromancer’s ambiguous and, as it were, non-committing em-
ployment of utopian and dystopian themes articulated during a century 
of explosive developments in information and media technologies 
makes the novel a suitable final point to the trajectory traced in this 
investigation. But another and less subtle reason is that the explosive 
success of Neuromancer prompted a flood of virtual realities in more 
recent sf: Lisa Mason’s Arachne, Dan Simmons Hyperion novels, Jeff 
Noon’s Vurt, Tad Williams’ Otherland suite, and – above all – Neal 
Stephenson’s influential Snow Crash, to name but a few titles from the 
late 1980’s and 1990’s. As I made clear in the introduction, to continue 
into this later tradition would of course be desirable in the name of 
completeness, but it would by necessity call for a more eclectic ap-
proach. Also, the focus on literary fictions which I have maintained 
throughout the study would be hard to maintain given the way the vir-
tual reality theme was taken up by Hollywood during the 1990’s. 
 This abundance is, of course, not only explained by the success 
and impact of Gibson’s novel, but at least as much a response to the 
proliferation of virtual worlds during the last decade or so, above all in 
the world of gaming. The actual “Virtual Reality” interface, with 
gloves and a headset, was too cumbersome to become the revolution-
ary medium many once expected it to be. But at the time of writing, 
one virtual universe after the other unfold on the Internet, and these 
complex, boundless universes attract ever larger numbers of broad-
band settlers. These developments no doubt give a continued topicality 
not only to Neuromancer, but to all the narratives considered in this 
study.  
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CONCLUDING REMARKS:  
VIRTUAL REALITY AND THE 

AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 
 
 
 
 
Like the Internet, like glove-and-headset Virtual Reality, the rise of 
on-line gaming worlds seems like a sf event in itself, and impels a dis-
solution of the diegetic boundaries between sf and “realism”. Gibson’s 
quip summarises this development: “The future has already hap-
pened”. But as I suggested in the introduction, has not this always been 
the case when it comes to information and communication technol-
ogy? At least since the day of the telegraph, devices for transmitting, 
storing, and representing information have shared an aura of futurity, 
since they have brought (or at least promised) radical changes to so 
many aspects of everyday life: social contacts, news, business, enter-
tainment, education. On a more irrational level, the utopian halo which 
always seems to form around these devices comes from their apparent 
power of overcoming, literally, the confines of time and space.381 The 
virtual reality represents, in many ways, the ultimate goal of the “tech-
gnostic” (to paraphrase Erik Davis) endeavour, a crowning achieve-
ment of both our mimetic and our tool-making faculties, and as such it 
is bound to elicit strong and partly conflicting responses. Through the 
lens of sf literature, we have seen how it has highlighted hard and an-
cient questions about the nature of reality, the proper relationship be-
tween mind and body, humanity’s role in the rest of creation, and, fi-
nally, the power offered by technology over our own lives, and those 
of others.  
 
381 Cf. Noble 1997, p. 94 ff.; Davis 1998, p. 57 ff. 
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 But while the sf narratives which have formed the focus of this 
study continue a debate stretching back to Plato and the Church fa-
thers, it is a fact of more immediate historical and cultural relevance 
that the absolute majority of them is written by US authors. This re-
flects the obvious fact that since WW II, the continuing centre of 
manufactured “pseudorealities” has been the United States. “The mak-
ing of the illusions which flood our experience has become the busi-
ness of America”, declared a disheartened Daniel J. Boorstin in 1961, 
and he would have found little cause to change this verdict during the 
decades to come.382 Although several technologies aimed at producing 
simulacra originated in Europe, the occasions for pondering the sig-
nificances and the hazards of supplanting ordinary reality with its 
simulacrum have simply been more numerous and manifest in the 
United States than anywhere else.  
 Even non-US sf narratives, one might add, tend to reflect this 
American adeptness in developing virtual reality technologies, e.g. 
Huxley’s “feelies”, clearly based in the Hollywood invention of sound 
film. Stanislaw Lem’s The Futurological Congress (1971), possibly 
the most ambitious non-US work addressing the theme prior to the 
1980’s, is another example.383 It is an anti-utopian satire in the Brave 
New World tradition, which playfully explores the notion – familiar 
also from Dick’s The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch – of drugs 
which supplant an unbearable reality with pre-designed hallucinations, 
in order to keep the populace docile. Although Lem is a Polish na-
tional, he situates almost the entire narrative in a US context, and the 
hero exposes the architects behind this enormous deception in an of-
fice building in midtown Manhattan. This kind of default association 
can be seen as an implicit recognition of the US as a leading manufac-
turer of virtual realities, and also as metonymical of a wider European 
concern over American consumerism and “cultural imperialism”. 

 
382 Boorstin 1962, p. 5. Boorstin numbers the inventions which enabled the produc-
tion of “illusions” until his day, a list which it is instructive to quote: “By a giant leap 
Americans crossed the gulf from the daguerrotype to color television in less than a 
century. Dry-plate photography came in 1873; Bell patented the telephone in 1876; 
the phonograph was invented in 1877; the roll film appeared in 1884; Eastman's 
Kodak No. 1 was produced in 1888; Edison's patent on the radio came in 1891; mo-
tion pictures came in and voice was first transmitted by radio around 1900; the first 
national political convention widely broadcast by radio was that of 1928; television 
became commercially important in 1941, and color television even more recently.” 
(Ib., p. 13) 
383 Stanislaw Lem, The Futurological Congress (Ze wspomnien Iljona Tichego. Kon-
gres futurologiczny, 1971), Michael Kandel, trans. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1985. 
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 The American media and entertainment industry is foregrounded in 
critical theory as the cultural venue in which the cultural characteris-
tics of postmodernity are most glaringly obvious. Jean Baudrillard’s 
theories of the post-war era as the age of the simulacrum and the hy-
perreal, to which I have made numerous references during the course 
of this study, have probably been the most influential and the most 
discussed in this debate. Baudrillard aims to diagnose a cultural pa-
thology endemic to Western culture as a whole, but it is Disneyland 
and other specifically American phenomena – Las Vegas, Hollywood, 
the media coverage of first Gulf War, etc. – which most famously il-
lustrate them.384  
 The term hyperreality has come to be associated primarily with 
Baudrillard, but it seems to have been coined by the Italian semiologist 
Umberto Eco in his 1975 essay “Travels in hyperreality”, which iden-
tifies the desire for “the absolute fake” as characteristically Ameri-
can.385 USA, Eco maintains, is “a country obsessed with realism, 
where, if a reconstruction is to be credible, it must be absolutely 
iconic, a perfect likeness, a ’real’ copy of the reality being repre-
sented.”386 Alluding to a soft drink slogan, Eco further declares that 
“the American imagination demands the real thing, and to attain it, 
must fabricate the absolute fake; where the boundaries between game 
and illusion are blurred, […] and falsehood is enjoyed in a situation of 
‘fulness’, of horror vacui.”387  
 Eco draws this rather categorical conclusion from such phenomena 
of popular culture as wax museums, theme parks, and holographic 
displays. But surely the sf narratives considered in this investigation 
also testifies to this “obsession”, although in more self-conscious and 
problem-oriented terms. As we have seen, many of these scenarios are 
indebted to European writers such as Forster and Huxley (not to men-
tion classical sources), but the sheer number and inventiveness of 
American writers developing them suggests that there are some crucial 
ideological stakes involved here which may be specific for the US. 
Throughout this study, I have related salient issues to some specifi-

 
384 Baudrillard 1994, p. 12 ff.; Baudrillard, Jean. The Gulf War Did Not Take Place 
(La Guerre du Golfe n'a pas eu lieu, 1991) Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1995.  
385 For some reason, a number of Web sources misquotes Eco’s essay as employing 
the term “authentic fake”, which is not found in Weaver’s translation of the essay.  
386 Umberto Eco, Travels in Hyperreality, William Weaver, trans. (New York: Har-
court, Brace & Jovanovich, 1986), p. 4.  
387 Ib., p. 8. 
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cally American historical contexts, and in this concluding chapter I 
will retrace some of the terrain covered, and attempt to explore some 
broader national contexts and symbolic functions of the virtual reality 
theme which so far have not received the attention they merit. 

* 
Cultural historian Miles Orvell has suggested that “the tension be-
tween imitation and authenticity is a primary category in American 
civilization, pervading layers of culture that are usually thought to be 
separate”, and the narratives considered in this study support this 
claim.388 In their way, they negotiate a dialectic between the apprecia-
tion of authentic, immediate experience of the natural world on the one 
hand, and a fascination with its imitation or simulation on the other. 
Several components of these opposing stances were formed well prior 
to the settlement of the New World, but when they were enacted on 
American soil, they took on special characteristics, as well as a special 
urgency, in negotiation with specific social, religious, ideological, and 
technological contexts. What stands out, in historical retrospect, as the 
single most important factor behind this preoccupation is the experi-
ence of the wilderness during the nation’s settlement phase, and the 
role played by technology therein. Mark Seltzer suggests that 
“[n]othing typifies the American sense of identity more than the love 
of nature (nature’s nation) except perhaps the love of technology 
(made in America)”.389 Nowhere do these two passions, so often pitted 
against each other in the humanist tradition, appear as deeply con-
nected, indeed symbiotic, as in the quest for “the perfect copy”. 
 In the first chapter, I touched upon how the Protestant ethos ac-
knowledged direct rapport with physical reality as a source of spiritual 
instruction. But God’s work was only recognised in domesticated na-
ture, in fields and meadows. The notion of virgin territory in which His 
plan could be fulfilled, away from the corrupt religious institutions of 
Europe, certainly was a motivating factor behind the Puritan emigra-
tion, but the wilderness itself, as a mere fact, aroused few benign atti-
tudes. To the captain of the Mayflower, it was a “hideous and desolate 
wilderness”, and to the Puritan mind raw nature was nothing but a sav-
age, even diabolical enemy to be conquered and redeemed.390 As histo-

 
388 Cf Orvell 1989, p. xv. 
389 Quoted in Bukatman 2003, p. 100. 
390 See Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (rev. ed. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1973), p. 23–43. 
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rian Roderick Nash points out, it is significant that “it was a city on the 
hill that John Winthrop called upon his colleagues to erect”.391 
 But under the influence of the European Romantic movement, the 
demonisation of the wilderness gave way, at least in more urbane cul-
tural strata, to an appreciation of it as a sublime manifestation of Di-
vine power. This theme was developed in the transcendentalist phi-
losophy of Emerson and Thoreau, who praised the direct rapport with 
nature as a means of reaching an ideal or spiritual dimension in which 
man, nature, and God were essentially one.392 In Nature (1836) Emer-
son saw an “original relation to the universe” as a moral imperative all 
too easily forgotten in this “retrospective” age, which sees “God and 
nature” through the eyes of “foregoing generations” instead of “face to 
face”. Deep and lasting spiritual instruction also requires spending 
solitary time outdoors, in order to perceive the true and ideal reality 
hidden in nature. Thoreau, in particular, reversed the Puritan concep-
tion of the wilderness as a force to be subjugated and exploited, and 
continued a long line of romantic primitivism by celebrating untamed 
nature as a supreme source of faith and spiritual instruction.393 His be-
lief in nature as spiritual instructor was tested in numerous forays into 
unsettled country, and, above all, in his famous Walden experiment, 
which he undertook in order “to front only the essential facts of life”; 
“live deep and suck out all the marrow of life”, and “come to a hard 
bottom and rocks in place, which we call reality”.394 This enormously 
influential stance was adopted and developed in the nineteenth century 
by a number of public figures, and came to inspire the preservationist 
movement of the 1890’s.395 The vogue led to the establishing of na-
 
391 Nash 1973, p. 35. 
392 See Nash 1973, p. 84 f. 
393 Although his conception of the wilderness departed radically from the Puritan 
stance, Thoreau’s general outlook is generally recognised as informed by his protes-
tant heritage, and Emerson called him “a born protestant” (Mathiessen 1941, p. 173), 
As for Emerson himself, his elevation of literature at the expense of the pictorial arts 
suggest, in Mathiessen’s view, “the long background of Puritan distrust of plastic 
richness as a snare for the eye; it can remind you of the bias of provincial New Eng-
land, whose higher culture had been so exclusively one of books that it had grown 
incapable of appraising the worth of other modes of expression.” (Mathiessen 1941, 
p. 40.) He also gave vent to a Puritanically informed disregard or suspicion of visual 
representation, denigrating the playwright as a failed poet and “master of the revels 
to mankind”, while the “art of writing is the highest of those permitted to man as 
drawing directly from the soul”. (Ib., p. 104, 40.)  
394 Thoreau 1971, pp. 90 f, 97 f. 
395 On Thoreau’s influence on the American preservationist movement, see, for ex-
ample, Matthew Cahn, “The Green Critique”, in Matthew Cahn and Rory O’Brien, 
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tional parks, whose public appeal stems, of course, from their promise 
of “authentic”, if meticulously parcelled, experience. 
 Although both the impulse to tame the wilderness and the belief in 
its positive effects were of European and classical origins, they seem 
to have been more consciously articulated and enthusiastically em-
braced in the US than in the Old World. Obviously, the urgency of the 
need to negotiate the wilderness reflects the fact that it formed such a 
formidable presence in the American experience, pressing itself onto 
the settlers’ existence on a daily basis. The issue came to occupy an 
even more prominent position in the public consciousness due to the 
rapid industrialisation and urbanisation which began during the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, and which finally led to the “closing of 
the frontier” in the 1890’s. 
 Thoreau’s celebration of the wilderness is fuelled by his discontent 
with how modernity gradually infringed man’s opportunities to experi-
ence life. Information technology is seen as an unnecessary pursuit 
which raises little more than amused contempt:  
 
Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from serious 
things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end, and end which it was 
already but too easy to arrive at; as railroads lead to Boston or New York. We are in 
great haste to construct a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and 
Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate.396 
 
Emerson’s attitudes towards industrialisation were more complex, and 
he combined, in Leo Marx’s phrasing, “enthusiasm for technological 
progress with a ‘romantic’ love of nature and contempt of cities”.397 He 
also lamented how information and media technologies furthered man 
from a direct rapport with the world: “Telegraph, steam, and balloon 
and newspaper are like spectacles on the nose of the age, but we will 
give them all gladly to have back again our young eyes.”398 
 As the mechanisation of American society increased, so did elitist 
expressions of discontent, which often focused on “a connection bro-
ken, a distance opening up between men and nature, between men and 
the world” 399 – in short, the very rupture from which the dystopian 

 
eds., Thinking About the Environment: Readings on Politics, Property, and the 
Physical World  (New York, M.E. Sharpe, Inc., 1996). 
396 Thoreau 1971, p. 52. 
397 Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden. Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967 [1964]), p. 232. 
398 Quoted in Orvell 1989, p. 24. 
399 Orvell 1989, p 148. 
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visions discussed in this book unfold. In 1913, a Congregational min-
ister strikes the dystopian chord when observing how “the machines 
about me everywhere have made most people very strange and pa-
thetic in the woods”; that they “cannot sit by brooks, many of them; 
and when they come out to the sky, it looks to them like some mere, 
big, blue lead roof up over their lives.”400 As the preceding investiga-
tion should have made clear, this largely high-brow attitude, which 
refits and sharpens attitudes gathered from European Romanticism, 
received its perhaps strongest impetus from the industry of artifice and 
simulacra. In 1922, Walter Lippman diagnosed America as a nation 
whose citizens were increasingly removed from both physical and po-
litical reality by the general mechanisation of society, in which visual 
media play an instrumental role.401 Some thirty years later, C. Wright 
Mills is forced to conclude that the media construct a world which 
people have no choice but to equate with reality, and 1961 Daniel J. 
Boorstin states that “[w]e have become so accustomed to our illusions 
that we mistake them for reality. We demand them. And we demand 
that there be always more of them, bigger and better and more 
vivid.”402 Hence, in Boorstin’s view, the industry of illusions is “the 
business of America”, and the onslaught of information technology 
from the late nineteenth century and onwards has perverted his fellow 
Americans relationship to both nature and history, and, like the 
“feelies”, placed the edited and idealised replica ahead of the original 
in ontological status: 
 
Verisimilitude took on a new meaning. Not only was it now possible to give the 
actual voice and gestures of Franklin Delano Roosevelt unprecedented reality and 
intimacy for a whole nation. Vivid image came to overshadow pale reality. Sound 
motion pictures in color led a whole generation of pioneering movie-goers to think of 
Benjamin Disraeli as an earlier imitation of George Arliss, just as television has led a 
later generation of television watchers to see the Western cowboy as an inferior 
replica of John Wayne. The Grand Canyon itself became a disappointing reproduc-
tion of the Kodachrome original.403 
 
As we have seen, the association between virtual realities and con-
sumerist ideology is a main theme in media dystopias, reflecting what 
is a glaringly obvious fact of modern culture – not only in the US. But 
the industry of artifice and simulation cannot be simply written off as a 

 
400 Quoted in Orvell 1989, p. 150. 
401 See above. p. 99.  
402 Boorstin 1962, p. 5 f. 
403 Ib., p. 13 f. 
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mass-market enterprise guided by the rule of lowest common denomi-
nator. Like the alliance between nature and authenticity, it also negoti-
ates the encounter with the wilderness, but with a very different ideo-
logical thrust. 
 “America has always been the land of the machine”, observes a 
historian writing in the 1980’s, and it is a self-evident truth that the 
“taming of the frontier” could not have taken place as swiftly and deci-
sively without the aid of cutting-edge technology, i.e. the Winchester 
rifle, the railway, and the telegraph.404 And unlike in the European na-
tion’s colonisation of African and Asian countries, which also was 
enabled by superior technology, the expansion westward led to stable 
and lasting establishment of national territory. Mastery over technol-
ogy is an essential aspect of the heroic (if guilt-ridden) national self-
image, and however unconsciously or unintentionally, few acts could 
symbolise this triumph of man-the-maker over savage nature than to 
replace it with a virtual, machine made or machine-enabled copy. Or 
better yet, a digital vista of shining geometrical forms wholly freed 
from the archonic rule of nature. It is hard to conceive of the utopian 
rhetoric surrounding “cyberspace” coming about in a cultural envi-
ronment lacking this immensely formative and, to European eyes, his-
torically recent experience of settling and cultivating a “virgin” conti-
nent.405  
 These virtual spaces in which (at least certain facets of) the Ameri-
can dream are to be realised also serve as symbolical manifestations of 
the nation’s freedom and independence from its European past. “A 
utopian faith in technology reinforced a longstanding American ideal 
of creating a new world”, notes one historian.406 The strong religious 
motivation behind the settlement and Westward expansion would be 
captured in the image of “the city on the hill”, light of all the world, 
whose immaterial splendour shone forth to the Puritan settlers in the 
New England wilderness. As we recall, Michael Benedikt proposes 
that Gibsonian cyberspace and its permutations in the technocultural 
imagination reflect the Heavenly City of Revelations, but I would sug-

 
404 Richard Guy Wilson, Dianne H. Pilgrim, Dickran Tashjian, The Machine Age in 
America 1918–1941 (New York: The Brooklyn Museum in association with Harry 
N. Abrams, Inc., 1986), p. 27.  
405 Concurrently, many discourses of technological simulacra express a certain nos-
talgia for an American experience of the wilderness now irrevocably lost. The desig-
nation of the Internet as the “electronic frontier” is patently utopian and, like most 
utopias, heavy with nostalgia. 
406 Quoted in Bukatman 1993, p. 4. 
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gest that “the city on the hill” forms a culturally closer and more rele-
vant mythical model for cyberspace advocates. We can, if so inclined, 
see reflections of this city in countless fantasy architectures in Holly-
wood effect-laden blockbusters, ranging from the Emerald City in The 
Wizard of Oz to the spaceship in Close Encounters of the Third Kind, 
and the spired cities of Star Wars – luminous structures you want to 
scale, or enter and explore, scraping off the dirt of (European) history 
and sin. The enticing notion of computer space surely taps into this 
utopian/transcendent impulse, so deeply rooted in the American ex-
perience. 
 We can also see it reflected in the Manhattan skyline, whose spires 
proclaim the sublime force of the American venture, and the towering 
presence of US interests in the rest of the world’s affairs. On this, the 
most myth-laden of all of modernity’s horizons, the Twin Towers 
formed an unavoidable focus, because of their height, because of their 
geometrical abstractness, and because there were two of them. Repli-
cating nothing but each other, they were monuments to the power of 
the simulation and the purity of information; the “utopian glow of cy-
ber-capital” (Don DeLillo) which upheaves the boundaries and gravi-
tational pull of bodies, of cities, of history. 407 
 Already in 1976, Jean Baudrillard declared that the Twin Towers 
“signif[ied] the end of all competition, the end of every original refer-
ence”, and in a controversial essay on the events of 9/11, he further 
stated that “[t]he allergy to absolute order, to absolute power, is uni-
versal, and the two towers of the World Trade Center were, precisely 
because of their identicality, the perfect incarnation of this absolute 
order.” This made them the ideal target.408 One may hesitate to share 
Baudrillard’s optimistic belief in a universal “allergy to absolute or-
der”, but even to the liberal observer, the towers remain provocative 
symbols of the imperial impulse to establish such an order on a global 
scale; to recast the world into a system running according to the “ide-
ology of communicational ‘transparency’” (Lyotard409) and the proto-
cols of democracy and market capitalism. Not to trivialise the human 
suffering caused by the attacks, nor the heroic work of firemen and 
police officers, the falling towers may serve as a fitting closing image 

 
407 Gibson possibly took his cue from WTC when he lets the famous RCA building 
be simulated in cyberspace as “a dozen identical towers of data” (Gibson 1984, p. 
257). 
408 Jean Baudrillard. The Spirit of Terrorism and Requiem for the Twin Towers ([Es-
prit du terrorisme, 2002], Chris Turner, trans.  London: Verso, 2002), p. 6. 
409 Lyotard 1984, p. 5. 
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to this study, a reminder that absolute order can only be fully achieved 
in the man-made heavens of virtual reality. 
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