32 Introduction: Sex, Death, and Machinery

this question I frame my last few words in the context of a discussion
with my daughter, who is eleven years old as of this writing and who
is still trying to figure out just what it is that I do. And at the very
end, my favorite person puts in an appearance—Anne Rice’s fictional
antihero the Vampire Lestat, who has mysteriously acquired a Ph.D.
in anthropology. In the context of a work on cultural theory, Lestat
may have a few pithy things to say about vision between the worlds.

1

Collective Structures

In the 1980s and early 1990s, in an extensive group of texts cutting
across disciplines—including the military; big (and small) business;
education; computer, social, and cognitive science; and psychology—
it was perhaps the most quoted phrase of any new work of fiction:
“A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions. . . . Un-
thinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the
mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, receding.”
These by-now-familiar lines are from William Gibson’s (1984) de-
scription of cyberspace in his novel Neuromancer, the founding work
for the genre of cyberpunk. Cyberspace is not just simulations, or
military experimentation, or computer-supported work, but a space
of pure communication, the free market of symbolic exchange—and,
as it soon developed, of exotic sensuality mediated by exotic technol-
ogy. The concept of cyberspace, which Gibson pulled from the kinds
of electronic networking he saw already in use all around him, inter-
pellated a large and diffuse assortment of workers in a variety of
professional, academic, and military pursuits, as well as a consider-
able number of researchers whose work could not be collapsed into
a traditionally identifiable category. They had been doing whatever
they were doing for some time, but the arrival of Neuromancer was
for many of them a signal announcing their existence to a larger audi-
ence, and simultaneously naming their subculture for themselves in
a spectacular and definitive manner.

Since I began my research on cyberspace, Gibson’s book, as well
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