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Bisexuals Making Out with Cyborgs: Politics,
Pleasure, Con/fusion

Ann Kaloski1

This article considers the appeal of the figure of the cyborg for bisexuals,
offering bisexual readings of both Donna Haraway's cyborg, and of the cyborg
self created within text-based virtual reality. The writer argues that
understanding bisexuality as part of a web of meanings and material realities
can lead to a new political awareness, and suggests ways to make some of
these connections. Through her analysis, she emphasises the role of technology
in creating and developing contemporary bisexuality.
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The cyborg [...] has no truck with bisexuality (Haraway, 1991)

In my unity with my computer I am no longer woman as opposed to man. I am
an-other. I am fluid, dynamic, a hybrid. I have no essential nature, not because I
can act out any social role at will, but because I am no longer just human. (Haskel,
19%)

A recent exchange on the internet discussion list Bi-Active suggested
that bisexuals can be identified by their love of playing Scrabble and their
addiction to Star Trek. There was general agreement (10 'yes, sure', no
dissenters) that this was indeed so and, despite my best sceptical intentions,
I had to admit that I, too, fit into the category of Scrabble playing Trekkie.
I make no great claims for the scope of such evidence, and, given its fri-
volity, have no intention of following it up empirically. Nonetheless, I do
think the anecdote has value for its potential to stimulate the growth of
new bisexual representations. Bisexuals have struggled against crude and
humourless stereotypes which make the imagining of a lived bisexuality (as
bisexuality) difficult, though clearly not impossible. As with many marginal
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groups, one response to this has been to set up alternative images with
which to identity, using both contemporary and uncovered historical figures.
These 'positive images' tend to be treated with disdain within intellectual
circles for the way in which they constrain the experience of multiple selves,
and smooth over negative perceptions of one's identity. While these criti-
cisms are understandable, they are, in themselves, unfairly restrictive in the
way they deny both the widespread pleasure and the political impetus that
'positive images' give. Quite why these images should be analyzed as if the
recipient (viewer, reader, listener) is only able to take or leave the por-
trayal, and must therefore be either included or excluded from the image
is puzzling, and a refusal of the sophisticated relationship between recipient
and image. A good example of this complexity occurs through engaging
with Marjorie Garber's popularist book on bisexuality, Vice Versa. (Gerber,
1995) One of Garber's methods is to uncover 'bisexuals' (in the sense of
people who had, probably, erotic relations with both sexes). This is, on the
one hand, tedious, and presents a naivety of scholarship and a depolitical-
isation of sexuality which is easy to knock down. On the other hand, it is
also immensely pleasurable to read the bisexual gossip.

These 'positive' (?) images are both iconical and ironical. In the Bi-
sexual Imaginary I suggest that irony is a particular, though by no means
exclusive, bisexual trait. Like bisexuality, irony "necessarily partakes of the
pleasures of partiality and of vacillation: it can never be one thing. The
bisexual moment is both iconic (setting up an image) and ironic (destabi-
lising that image)" and is, I think, a wonderful way to perform and to ex-
emplify a postmodern—or ironic—identity. (Bi Academic Intervention,
1997). Some examples of this 'ironic authenticity' I suggest are: the San
Francisco bisexual magazine Anything That Moves, the popularity of Star
Trek and The Rocky Horror Show amongst bisexuals, and the shaping of
the self at bisexual spaces such as the UK's annual bisexual conference.

I want, in this article, to offer a bisexual perspective on the figure of
the cyborg—a technological, hybrid being which, I suggest, has a particular,
and ironic, attractiveness for bisexuals. In doing so, I attempt to incorporate
both the textual pleasures afforded by the metaphor, and also the material
implications of this new mongrel. In the first section I offer a bisexual read-
ing of Donna Haraway's well-read, complex, and extraordinary "A Cyborg
Manifesto". (Haraway, 1991) Although Haraway states early in her essay
that the cyborg "has no truck with bisexuality," she is referring to a bi-
sexuality which yearns for completeness, a yin and yang which make up a
whole, (p. 150) I suggest that Haraway is, potentially, offering glimpses of
what Helene Cixous refers to as "an other bisexuality," that is, bisexuality
which doesn't annul differences but stirs them up, pursues them, increases
their number. (Cixous, 1975) As such, Haraway's cyborg offers a superb
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and tantalizing bisexual image, an image which is both iconic and ironic,
and which offers bisexuals a desirous myth for the late 1990s.

But is this a mis-use of Haraway's text? Two points. First, it might
well be that Haraway would find my use of 'her' cyborg restrictive and too
parochial: her myth is intended to have a significance much broader than
bisexuality (a testimony of socialist-feminism, no less). And yet, her recog-
nition that knowledge is both located (partial) and global (connected) invites—
or, rather, demands—that bisexuality both invent its own techno-myths, and
also be part of the integrated circuit which is contemporary Earth. In this
scheme bisexuality cannot help but be cyborg. Second, Haraway incorpo-
rates science and fiction into her manifesto, blurring the boundaries be-
tween fact and fantasy, and connecting and reconnecting them in webs of
knowledge. There is no slash between 'science' and 'fiction': it is an invisible
junction, as unseen and potent as the handshakes of cyberspace (the minute
and multiple electronic connections which occur in each cybertransaction).
These links allow such knowledges to pass back and forth, forever mutating
through their interactions. A bisexual reading is energised by the 'Mani-
festo'; but it also passes on its (rephased) power. Might bisexual cyborgs
be seen as one of those many small groups who, Haraway suggests, "guide
effective oppositional strategies"? (p. 154) Could I track ways in which the
particularity of cyborg bisexuality functions as a tiny political junction, a
place where imagination and materiality spark each other, a microsite
where understandings rearrange themselves?

I could try.

VIRTUAL BISEXUALITY

In the second part of the article I turn to a particular form of cyborg
identity which is being developed in the virtual cities of cyberspace.
Throughout this article, I deliberately introduce and use some common vir-
tual reality terms: (i) as an illustrative device to draw in readers who haven't
yet encountered virtuality, and (ii) to open up the new terminology to a
wider audience. The virtual cities function rather like a computer-based
dungeons and dragons game, but instead of characters and objects coming
ready packaged, they are designed by players for their own use. The dun-
geon-and-dragon type spaces are called MUDs [Multi-User Domain], while
the virtual cities I concentrate on in this article are referred to as MOOs
(MUDs, Object Oriented). Unlike the graphic virtual reality (vr) of popular
imagination (and of films such as Lawnmower Man, 1991) this .vr is gen-
erated through text. That is, all the interactions take place through words
scrolling down the screen. In these environments bodies, genders, sex-acts,
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and sexualities can be reformulated through language. I am therefore look-
ing at real time interactions between two, three or more computer users
who have taken on a virtual body, to which they have attributed charac-
teristics and personality.

It might be assumed that in such a supposedly flesh-free environment
that sex would be the last thing on people's minds: not so! Sex is the prin-
cipal, and often the first, way that people communicate with each other
on MOOs. There are many public and private sex rooms, and the conver-
sation may not always be as crass as "Hi., fancy being fucked up your ass..."
but it sometimes is. Bearing in mind that people choose their own char-
acters, their own gender (there's a choice of 10) and can change these at
will—what is happening here to ideas of sex with more than one gender?
What does bisexuality signify in a space where sex/gender is mutable, and
your female lover might be a man in real life? Is vr bisexual heaven?

My interest here is in the ways that text-based vr can be read as a
place—a laboratory, even—where bisexual cyborg subjectivity can be ex-
perimented with. To date there is hardly any research on the changing
meanings of bisexuality occurring because of this new technology and form
of communication, although there is a disproportionate interest in "sex on
the net" from both popularist and academic writers. (Winder, 1995; But-
terworth, 1996; McRae, 1996) It's as if bisexuality is too restrictive a term
to use in such a 'wild zone'. My reading of the narratives of cyberspace
insists on the mapping of vr onto wider understandings of sexuality, gender
and corporeality. It is precisely that connection between the asserting of
identity and its simultaneous destabilising which makes the bisexual cyborg
such an incisive and political image to work with.

Not Directly Connected—1

For us, in imagination and in other practice, machines can be prosthetic devices,
intimate components, friendly selves, (p. 178)

Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings encapsulated
by skin? (p. 178)

I am enchanted with "A Cyborg Manifesto". It is, for me, a sexy
text which offers considerable pleasure through a plethora of fantasies
not directly connected to the prime function of the piece (which is, I
would say, to alert socialist-feminists to late twentieth-century techno-
logical infections of their ideological and material landscape.) Given the
dearth of imaginative portrayals of bisexuality, I want to use this auto-
biographical delight as a methodological tool. Haraway's essay speaks to
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my bisexual self. In exposing my response, I'm not at all interested in
arguing for or against the truth of this 'bisexual self, nor do I wish to
delineate the borders of a permanent 'bisexual self. Rather, I am at-
tempting to rouse the suggestions of my pleasure and to allow some pos-
sibilities of bisexual representation to be glimpsed. I need to be clear
here about my intentions: I'm not concerned in this article with making
bisexuality more visible in the sense of "look, see; these are real bisexuals,
and by default good representations." What the Manifesto suggests to
me is not so much the substance of bisexuality, as the tracings of its
boundaries, boundaries which are not static but which shift and shiver.
In reading "A Cyborg Manifesto", and my responses to it, I'm attempting
to track, rather than fix, cyborg bisexuality.

Not Directly Connected—2

But this bisexual encounter with Haraway isn't just a libidinal reading,
poststructurally "absorbed mainly with questions of ethics, pleasure and
'playfulness.'" (Morton, 1996, p. xi) In the twelve years since the first pub-
lication of the Manifesto the socialist necessity to engage with new tech-
nologies becomes clearer. 'We' (radical, materialist cyborgs) can't ignore
cyberspace because we hate its origins (US Defence Co., Ltd.,) or the crea-
tion of new classes based on divisions between those who have access to
information technology, and those who have not; or because we want to
keep lucid the boundaries between capitalism and socialism. If such borders
were ever discrete and pure, they are now utterly polluted and tangled.
And our task cannot be to untangle and create a Utopian space of ordered
socialism, but to trace the lines and the knots, to leam to read the mess;
and then maybe we can take an active part in the suturing of our flesh
into the integrated world circuit.

Haraway's cyborg has received a lot of critical attention. Two critiques
are particularly relevant to my article. First, that in offering an elusive and
over-playful metaphor she moves too far away from material concerns, and
too far into an apolitical and unaccountable postmodernism. (Bordo, 1990;
Martin, 1996.) In a somewhat ironic attempt to justify the Haraway's cy-
borg, Martin writes:

[...] perhaps this [materialist] criticism is inappropriate. After all, the cyberspace
that feminists are investigating is precisely not an ethical domain. Ironic and
postmodern, the cyborg is constituted wholly within the networks of text and
language, offering no ground or place or value beyond these signs. Postmodern
theory would say this is all we can ever expect. (Martin, 1996, p. 108)



52 Kaloski

In what sense can "A Cyborg Manifesto" possibly be the feminist socialist
treatise Haraway claims? These are huge concerns for those of us who cur-
rently see the dreams of socialism undergoing their own dissembling and
(unrecognisable) reassembling in, for instance, Britain and the US. I don't
intend to tackle the full implications of this criticism for contemporary
Earth (buy me a drink or two one evening, and I'll doubtless have a go!);
but I am offering this article as a local example of cyborg politics. For I
think Martin's appraisal of "A Cyborg Manifesto" as apolitical is wrong:
Haraway's cyborg is just not "constituted wholly within the networks of text
and language." The friskiness of the cyborg metaphor is seductive, but that
allure has a price and a place: a position, I would argue, that Haraway
doesn't shirk, but upholds and weaves into her analysis. It's true she at-
tempts to destabilise boundaries (such as feminist) as we move into the
'post' twenty-first century (post-gender, post-nineteenth-century socialist,
post-human), but she also—and this is an important and often overlooked
part of her analysis—asserts the necessity for shaping new borders. In one
crucial sentence, she writes that the manifesto "is an argument for pleasure
in the confusion of boundaries and for responsibility in their construction."
(p. 150) Among the many ramifications of this statement, it is clear that
boundaries and identities are not always and necessarily a bad thing.
Haraway's point is not only to assert the dissolution of contemporary
boundaries, but to call attention to, and call for, new political imaginings
brought about by new connections.

The second criticism I want to mention also draws attention to
Haraway's metaphorical use of the term 'cyborg', but from a rather dif-
ferent perspective. This criticism comes mostly from science fiction aficio-
nados, who object to Haraway's (mis)use of the term 'cyborg'. (For
example, at the Speaking Science Fiction Conference, University of Liv-
erpool, July 1996) Haraway's cyborg, many insist, is not a 'real cyborg'.
A brief history: the term cybernetic organism was first coined by Norbet
Weiner in the late 1940s to designate a broad area of machine-flesh com-
munication. The 'cyber' bit, however, comes from the Greek kubemetes
meaning steersman, and this suggests not just a 'relationship' between
flesh and machines, but an element of machine-control. Within science
fiction cyborgs are real creatures, machine-flesh-data hybrids who have a
form, who are visible and tangible and (increasingly) sentient. There is a
strong and symbiotic relationship between SF writers, and those working
in science and technology. The recent history of cyberspace itself demon-
strates the phasing back and forth between for instance, technicians work-
ing on virtual reality, and the cyberspace guru William Gibson, whose
massively influential novel Neuromancer was both influenced by 'real sci-
ence' and, in turn, inspired the scientists. (Gibson, 1984) Many SF writers
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are therefore more concerned with the development of embodied cyborgs
in the style of, for example, the performance artist Stelarc, who has de-
vised and built a 'cyborg' third arm. What's happening here? It seems to
me that there is understandable annoyance within the SF community that
'their' ideas have been taken over by academics and in the process gained
validity, while simultaneously being translated into an unrecognisable
form. What, exactly, is the connection between the Third World women
Haraway writes of, and say, the hero of Bladerunner? Suddenly trendy
theorists 'know' all about cyborgs. From some perspectives these are such
radically different beings that the term 'cyborg' seems inadequate to the
task. But given that the term is entering popular western imagination as
a trope implying many kinds of technological hybridization (Balsamo,
1995), it seems to me that this dispute has to be seen as a difference of
discipline. We cyborgs can't own the term.

Haraway again:

Race, gender, and capital require a cyborg theory of wholes and parts. [...] There
is a myth system waiting to become a political language (p. 181)

For those of us who are searching, "A Cyborg Manifesto" offers a rich
bisexual mythology. Bisexuality critics have alluded to Haraway's cyborg as
a bisexual trope (Eadie, 1993) but the only sustained analysis of the rela-
tionship between bisexuals and these cyborgs I have come across is a review
of Garber's Vice Versa. (Cresap, 1996) In her article, Cresap offers many
of the metaphors of Haraway's cyborg as a way of reading bisexuality:

The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and material reality, the two
joined centres structuring any possibility of historical transformation.

The cyborg is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity. It
is oppositional, Utopian, and completely without innocence.

My cyborg myth is about transgressed boundaries, potent fusions, and dangerous
possibilities which progressive people might explore as one part of needed political
work.

Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have
explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves. This is a dream not of a common
language, but of a powerful infidel heteroglossia.

I have to say, I found this a surprising connection, as I don't read Garber's
bisexuality as either postmodern or radical, but as a text which perpetuates
the image of bisexuality as radical, while sustaining the status quo. And it
occurs to me that one of the reasons why Cresap's imaginative arguments
don't quite work in relation to Vice Versa is due to the liberal, and anti-
political stance of Garber's text. As an image—seductive and pleasurable
though it is—the cyborg goes only so far before it empties itself of meaning.
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I now want to move on to the more political implications of cyborg bi-
sexuality.

BISEXUALS IN THE INTEGRATED CIRCUIT

Cyborg theorists scavenge. In the contemporary landscape of urban
ideologies we must live as best we can, relinquishing the hope of feeding
off the pure dreams within the security of structured establishments. We
learn from comics, rock music, advertisements, friends, the internet, drugs,
pets, environmental pollution, dancing, tarot cards. When we taste our lov-
ers we absorb their contaminated flesh and fluids and fantasies. When we
want sex we find a dildo, or a hand, or latex, or a phone, or a modem.
We are all sexual monsters now. What can bisexuality mean in a world
where 'illegitimate fusions' (p. 176) are everyday, and sex and gender are
fragmenting and multiple categories, intersected by and intersecting signi-
fiers such as 'race', age, bodies and geography. (Man, women, boy, lesbian,
queen, TV, F2M, M2F, straight, southern belle, cowgirl, androgyne, grrl,
butch, femme, faggot, crone, and on, and on...). What can it possibly mean
to say "I fuck/desire both sexes?" What can bisexuality mean when latex
and phonesex and cybersex are displacing sexual difference and producing
new erogenous zones?

And yet this article is not an argument for a post-bisexual conscious-
ness, where we all 'love people' and gender is just a fashion accessory. I
feel a polemical paragraph rising: First, (binary) gender is meaningful when
we talk about wages and poverty, childcare, sexual violence, jobs, family
responsibilities, health care and much more. Women as a class suffer more
under patriarchy than do men as a class. Second, although I know that
gender is mutable, I still call myself a feminist, still (want to) fight for
"women's rights'; although it's no longer as clear as it once was who the
women are, and what their rights should be, I agree with Haraway that:
"[s]ome differences are playful; some are poles of world historical systems
of domination. 'Epistemology' is about knowing the difference" (p. 161).
Third, people who identify as bisexual occupy the same systems of gender
and sex categorisation as those who choose to call themselves gay, lesbian,
queer, straight, transsexual, 'just sexual' and so on. Put (too) simply: to
suggest that sexuality—identification, behaviour, desire—is of and by itself
a radical act with revolutionary consequences has no empirical foundation.
(Wilson, 1993) So-called 'radical sexuality' is often tolerated (unofficially)
by otherwise right-wing governments to deflect dissidence into 'pretend re-
bellion' and 'pleasurable distractions'. Yet we need ways of thinking about
the specificities of bisexuality; theories which both take account of the lo-
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calised destabilising effects of bisexuality (on, say, romance, the family, mo-
nogamy) and which also attempt to fashion connections between sexuality
and other aspects of human life, without falling into the trap of claiming
universal understandings, or global freedoms, via sexuality.

In attempting to offer new political imaginings of bisexuality, I shall
take Haraway at her word. Not because word is truth, but because gender
as grammar as well as sexual category is fucked into orgasmic shivering
and fragmentation by cyborg theory. "Writing," states Haraway, "is pre-
eminently the technology of cyborgs." (p. 176) For cyborg bisexuality, the
word no longer becomes flesh, but fuses with machines (notably comput-
ers) to generate a hybrid body. In a section entitled "Women in the In-
tegrated Circuit" Haraway offers seven "idealized [advanced, capitalist]
social locations" as a step towards reading women in a cyborg age. She
is interested less in identifying women's place, as she is in sketching out
important sites from which to begin to make connections. Her locations
are: Home, Market, Paid Work Place, State, School, Clinic-Hospital, and
Church. I want to forge my own temporary and located alliance between
my 'methodology of pleasure' (referred to earlier) and Haraway's 'meth-
odology of locatedness' in a bid to animate politically useful repre-
sentations of bisexuality.

Cyborg Bisexuality: 'Learn [ing] New Couplings, New Coalitions.' (p. 170)

home: swingers, in/out of the closet, safeplace, alienation,
half-way house, virtual dates, internet mailing lists &
home pages, fear, abuse, gossip, family, friends,
neighbours, mortgage, insurance, inheritance rights, ...

bed: dreams, bodies/body, difference/sameness, sex-toys,
threesomes, safersex, desire, friends, sensuality, reading
SF fiction, pollution, ...

street: identity, identification, passing, abuse & violence,
cruising, T-shirts/badges/mark of bisexuality, networking,
meeting places, display, ...

virtual reality: gender-swopping/gender-denial/new genders, sex with one
meat body, genital-less sexual partners, multiple sexual
partners, possibility of more than one simultaneous sexual
encounter, networking, performing, playing with oneselves,
problem of how to afford the technology & access to
skills, electricity, & time to link up to the Net, ...
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But what does this mean? Is it just a word-game, a variation on Scrabble
to while away those long nights when there's no Star Trek on TV? Can
real (no scare quotes, deliberately) connections be made? I'd like to give
two brief instances: first, of how alliances can be made between bisexuality
and other expressions of sexual identity; and second, of how local battles-
located knowledges—can be linked in wider understandings and action.

First, at the 3rd Bi Academic Intervention Dayschool (Centre for
Women's Studies, University of York, UK, February 1995) Jo Eadie facili-
tated a workshop on sexual politics. This is an extract from the BAI news-
letter I compiled in June, 1995 about this event:

[...] We brainstormed: what are the areas of sexuality which are pertinent now? We
connected: with drawing pins and cotton thread, we sculptured a web of sexual
political affiliations and tensions on our flip chart.

Qfbersex bodies__AIDS__s/m__'race'__gendei
bodies the body dis/abilities__cybersex liberation

'race'/class/gender economics__s/m__vanilla age
bodies pleasure consent class/gender/age consent

s/m__cybersex__safersex reproduction safersex
AIDS gender__cybersex pluralism individuality

politics morality__power__economics cybersex and
so on

This exercise proved enormously productive, as we argued about the ways in which
different connections were played out (this is something you, dear reader, can try
at home, either alone or in the company of others). And suddenly it was lunchtime,
so we postponed Jo's final questions about what kind of alliances we—as
bisexuals—could make and fed our hungry bellies in the pub.

[Later] we returned to the question Jo's workshop had produced: what can we do?
or, what can we do? I don't think I was alone in feeling very amorphous by this
time, and our activism was stilled as we looked again at our sexual politics net.
Just how? In the end, we came out in favour of small acts, lots of tiny ways to
muddle through and gnaw away at sexual oppression. A sign of our apolitical times?
An advocacy of individualism? I don't think so. What we were signalling, I suspect,
was an acknowledgement of the location and locatedness of our sexual politics: in
our subjectivities, in our bodies and in our interactions.

My second example is of bisexual magazines as a site for bringing together
localised ideas and struggles, and for offering temporary and partial con-
nections.2 (Storr, 1997) These ideas of "pleasure in the confusion of
boundaries, and responsibility in their construction" could, of course, be
expanded into more traditionally activist areas (marches, drop-in centres),
into more technologised activism (internet mailing lists and rapid commu-
nication networks), and into the palpable connections between technology
and the experience of bisexuality. It's to this later area that I now turn.

2An example given to me by Jo Eadie—thanks Jo.
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THE RECOMBINANT BISEXUAL

One of the pessimistic gurus of virtually, Arthur Kroker, writing with
Michael Weinstein, recently coined the term 'the recombinant body'
(Kroker & Weinstein, 1994). In some ways this offers a different meta-
phorical and electronic syntax from that of the cyborg: whereas the cyborg
is a fusing of flesh and machine, (cybernetic organism), the recombinant
body is one composed of flesh and data, existing not irl (in real life, in
cyberspeak) but in the somewhere/nowhere of cyberspace. Nevertheless, the
connections I'm making in this article position the recombinant body as a
type of cyborg, rather than as a discrete species. I'm not interested in the
purity of this categorisation; instead I am making connections which start
from the location of my fleshy body, insofar as I can locate it, and will
attempt to consider bisexual cyborg subjectivity as created in the virtual
cities (MOOs) of cyberspace.

As a prelude, I shall introduce Julie M. Albright's article "The Emer-
gence of Bisexual Identity in Text-Based Virtual Reality." (Albright, un-
dated, 1996?) Despite the similarity of her title to the aims of my own
project, Albright's research isn't based in the role-playing locations of
vr. Instead, she is interested in the way bisexual identity is constructed
by the (probably) all women participants of an on-line bisexual dis-
cussion group, 'Bi-Wimmin'. This is a moderated list under the auto-
mated system 'LISTSERV (a monitored network of like-minded people
brought together via e.mail.) Albright conducted her research as a partici-
pant observer; that is, as a bisexual woman herself, Albright 'subscribed'
to the list and took part in the discussions, as well as recording the results
over a 6 month period. Although these lists operate in a different form of
virtuality to that of the MOOs, there are some similarities: the participants
are likely to be fairly privileged in order to have access to computers and
modems, they are often students at prestigious Universities in which the
technology is more likely to be available, the participants rarely know each
other irl, and users need some level of computer literacy and word literacy
to take part. This 'required' criteria in turn produces a majority profile of
white, middle-class, educated, 'western' (mostly US), male, youth; though
at least one of these criteria (the rl gender of the subscribers) is modified
by the female focus of this particular list.

In what sense are these women cyborgs? On the one hand, they are
combining flesh and technology to develop a bisexual identity, which shifts
them into the realm of cyborg bisexuality. On the second hand, the list is
for self-identified bisexual women: both the sexuality and gender categories
have thus been established outside of virtual reality. On the third hand
(for cyborgs don't have to be formed exactly like humanoids) those sexual
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and gender identities are being continually developed, as the participants
'recycle' their identities between vr and rl. (Turkic, 1995) Does it matter
which identity came first?—let's no longer search for origins, but concen-
trate on present connections and effects. Regardless of how the participants
of Bi-Wimmin identified before joining the list, through engaging in virtual
discussions their (bi)sexual identity became one which was cultivated by
flesh, machines and data.

Albright utilises theories which emphasize the formation of identity
through the narratives we tell of our lives. She argues that the bi-wimmin
experienced new forms of identity narratives through their participation in
virtual reality; that it wasn't just coming together as bisexual women which
generated ideas about their sexuality, but that the particularities of cyber-
space produce specific effects. Firstly, the relative anonymity of vr enable
many of the women to be open about their sexuality in ways that are not
available to them irl. Secondly, this virtual space prompts ideas of non-mo-
nogamy which are taboo irl. Thirdly, the primacy of words in this text-based
vr challenges the lack of vocabulary for, and encourages the linguistic visi-
bility of, a bisexual identity. And fourthly—and this is where Albright be-
comes fanciful, so I shall quote her quoting Tomas, quoting Turner, in the
manner of cyborg con/fusion:

The anti-structure (of cyberspace)... can generate and store a plurality of alternative
models of living, from Utopias to programs, which are capable of influencing the
behaviour of those in mainstream social and political roles...in the direction of
radical change. (Albright, 1996)

Is this science or fiction? The (usually) invisible junction between the two
I wrote of earlier here becomes a roller-coaster of possibilities: seducing
and modifying the body. If, as Haraway suggests, science fiction writers
"are the theorists for cyborgs" (p. 173) then what of fanciful science writ-
ers? Are we all monsters now?

The participants of Bi-Wimmin assume some kind of bisexual identity,
however negotiable. They (mostly) use their rl names, and the purpose of
the list is, in some sense, to make 'real' a sexual identity. The people who
log onto MOOs have some connecting interests—not just the signifiers I
listed above, but, for the themed MOOs, a particular fantasy (e.g. creating
animal characters) or concern (e.g. postmodernism). Yet on the whole,
these players don't attempt to clarify their identity but to confuse and con-
found the performance of their self. (McKenzie, 1994) The Moo-site I shall
focus on—LambdaMoo3—is one of the most famous and, as such, fairly
well populated. Lambda supports a pool of thousands of players, of whom
approximately 80-200 might be logged in simultaneously (US afternoon and

3LambdaMOO is a telnet site; address: lambda.parc.xerox.com 8888
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eveningtime tend to be the busiest). Each registered player is allowed a
certain number of bytes with which to create objects: rooms, items to use
or give to friends, and subsidiary characters (known as morphs.) The pro-
gramming for basic objects is fairly simple, as well as being, for many of
us, enormous fun. The 'play' involved in designing and using such objects
can seem both cloying and disturbing to outsiders: they are often embar-
rassed by, I think, the palpability of the fantasies in this place where "words
become as flesh." It's happening to us all: "[n]ot only hackers, computer
addicts, adolescents and children, but even ostensibly sober adults with 'se-
rious' commitments in the REAL WORLD are learning to play in new
ways." (Danet, 1994)

Back to Sex and Gender

How is cyborg bisexuality formulated in vr? Two of the common con-
cerns of both virtuality and bisexuality are sex and gender. I've already
mentioned the interest in net sex. Most of this is not about the virtual
reality, but concentrates on the Internet sites where men (mostly) can act
out supposedly pornographic fantasies with interactive computer pro-
grammes. This is not my concern here. The sex I am interested in is that
which occurs between two or more consenting computer users, in character,
in real time.

It's at this point that people who are not used to vr ask: "but what is
computer sex?" One answer could be "whatever you make it": in this world
were text is all, sex is as wild or as staid as your words. Think of a fantasy,
teleport into one of the sex rooms, and start cruising (or change this chro-
nology and do it anyway). The problem with virtualsex (or "tinysex," as it's
also termed), as with any reciprocal encounter, is that you also need to
negotiate the other person(s) fantasies and ability with language. (This in-
teractivity is, of course, also the pleasure of MOOsex.) A second answer,
then, might well be: computer sex is typing with one part of the body (usu-
ally the fingers of one hand) and allowing the words on the screen, and
other parts of your fleshy body, to give you sexual pleasure. This is also
known as "wanking on the net" (Butterworth, 1996).

A Digression into Masturbation4

How is wanking being redefined in consensual virtual sex? Unlike rl
mutual masturbatory practices, in vr there is one body but two or more

4Thanks to Sue Thomas for an insightful discussion on this topic.
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sexual partners. Your own skin touches your own skin, but the desires at
the tips of your fingers are not yours alone. Wired wanking is the begin-
nings of cyborg intimacy. What new (bi)sexual practices does technology
generate?

The relationship between bisexuality and gender is a prime site of com-
plexity and, indeed, of con/fusion. Among bisexuals there are broadly three
positions on gender. First: 'gender is irrelevant', or such an insignificant dif-
ference between people as to be discountable. Bisexuals who hold this posi-
tion 'love people'. Second, bisexuals are precisely that— bisexual—not
bigendered, and are erotically attracted to both sexes, but to people of similar
gender attributes. As Clare Hemmings announced recently on the UK chat
show Kilroy, "when I go out cruising I'm looking for a leather jacket and a
butch attitude on either sex". And third, gender is a mutable, but nevertheless
important way of recognising and expressing particular human differences.

It's Gender, Jim, But Not as We Know It

More basics. Lambda has 10 'ready-packaged' genders available, com-
plete with pronouns. These are male and female (as irl); spivak (gender
ambiguous); neutral; splat (hard to translate—a kind of 'thing'); royal (we);
egotistical (I); 2nd; either; and plural. The most popular of the special gen-
ders is 'spivak', named after Michael Spivak who coined the term for his
programming book. (Spivak, 1990). Is this a post-gender locale; an envi-
ronment so swamped in gender-labels that recognisable definitions of gen-
der become meaningless? Let's see...

My first trip to Lambda was, like that of most users, as a guest, which
meant I could communicate with other users with a reasonable degree of
subtlety, though, unlike fully-fledged citizens of Lambda, I was unregis-
tered, and therefore could not create objects, nor 'store' my character or
'home'. (I still sometimes log on as a guest. As other MOOers get to know
me, being a guest offers a degree of anonymity which can be refreshing).
I wanted to visit a public sex room, so I gave myself a desc (description).
Although it's possible to visit much of Lambda as an unlabelled guest, visi-
tors are only allowed into the sex rooms after they have specified a gender
for themselves. So, while you can be 'neuter' (gender neutral), or 'we' (gen-
der royal), you can't be no gender. I fixed my gender as spivak, and wrote
the following:

describe me as a tall, tall, creature, with long limbs. My skin is blue/green and is
covered in silvery down. My eyes are deep orange and my lips are gold.
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Now I thought this was quite a silly desc., but hardly outrageous, and I
teleported into one of the sex rooms. There were two females, ten males,
and spivak me. I thought—then—this was just coincidence.

When someone new enters a room two things generally happen: (i)
many of the inhabitants say "hi", and (ii) many of the them 'look' at the
newcomers desc, to check them out in a similar way to visual perusal irl.
I smiled at everyone (typed in ':smiles', so that 'Guest smiles' would appear
on the screens of other occupants of the room) and waited. Eventually I
received the following messages:

"Well, you get the prize for the week's most bizarre desc!"
"Er... what are you?"
"What ya doin' here?"
"If you want sex, change your gender to female"

The last player was at least trying to be helpful, though I didn't believe
(then) that sexual encounters could be so simple, so crass, so like real life!

A few days later I tried again, still spivak, but this time going for a
mainstream image:

describe me as statuesque, leather jacket and trousers, long black hair, wanting wild
and risky sex.

Again I was the only spivak in the sex room, and again I waited. There
were no pages (private messages to me). No comments. No passes. There
was a lot of sex play going on around me, so I spoke to everyone: "Anyone
fancy a spivak?" I asked (no shame). Such upfront behaviour finally elicited
two responses: "No" and "what's your rl gender?" So I teleported out, kept
the same desc: remember—statuesque, leather, long hair, wanting wild and
risky sex—(I blush to tell you this, here in a more sober textual world) but
I changed my gender to female and teleported back in as a phallic woman:

"hi! nice desc."
"what's your idea of wild?"
"risky... sounds good"
"join me?"
"join me?"
"join me?"

I logged off.
I've set out this fairly detailed narrative of my early travels on Lambda

both for the benefit of those who haven't visited, in order to give a flavour
of such encounters, and also for Lambda visitors and citizens who may,
like me, have difficulty remembering their early experiences. Interactions
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become much more subtle as MOOers get to know each other, and gender
can take on very different meanings in long-term relationships, but my in-
terest here is the 'culture of gender': the ways that MOO gender presents
itself and operates in public spaces. According to Anne Balsamo:

[cjyberspace offers white men an enticing retreat from the burdens of their cultural
identities. Fictional accounts of cyberspace play out the fantasy of casting off the
body as an obsolete piece of meat, but, not surprisingly, these fictions do not
eradicate body-based systems of differentiation and domination. (Balsamo, 1995)

There is clearly some mileage in this analysis, as my own early experiences
suggest. The only obvious restrictions on body descriptions are the com-
puter users' ability with words, and their imagination; and yet the stock of
visible characters on Lambda are depressingly familiar male fantasy figures:
the phallic woman, the virgin, the half-undressed whore... The Lambda joke
is that most of the female characters with voluptuous breasts, ripped gowns,
and whips are in fact men irl, and given the high ratio of rl males and vr
females, this has some foundation. (Kendall, 1996) Yet I don't want to
concentrate on the similarities between vr and rl expressions of gender:
given that virtualiry is coming out of the meat world, how could it operate,
suddenly, through totally different codes of meaning. Instead, I want to
focus on the particular ways in which vr is shifting the meanings of gender.
As Haskel implies in the comment which heads this article, it is not that
computer mediated communications allow us to "act out any social role,"
but, rather that technology affects our experiences of ourselves—technology
changes human subjectivity. (Haskel, 1996)

I want to end by briefly identifying three specific aspects of cyborg
gender in vr which infect meanings of bisexuality. First, the possibilities
that choosing gender open up. Sherry Turkle's research into vr identity
looks at length at the experiences of gender play. (Turkle, 1995) According
to Turkle, gender swopping is not as easy as programming a character as
one gender or another:

Taking a virtual role may involve you in ongoing relationships. In this process you
may discover things about yourself that you never knew before. You may discover
things about other people's response to you. (p. 213)

Turkle is a psychologist, and is clearly taking an individualist stance here,
but her observations have wider implications. Gender, her analysis suggests,
is both authentic and mutable: that is, virtual drag affects subjectivity. As
MOOsex is a common activity, and many rl straight participants change
gender for the purpose of having virtual homosex, how are understandings
of bisexuality being influenced? Rudy reveals his feelings about his (now-
ex) rl girlfriend's virtual sex as a man:
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It's not the infidelity. It's the gnawing feeling that my girlfriend—I mean I was
thinking of marrying her—is a dyke. I know that everyone is bisexual, I know, I
know ... but that is one of those things that I knew but it never had anything to
do with me...it was just intellectual.

What I hate [about tinysex] is that it makes it so easy for this sort of thing to
become real. Well, in the sense that the rooms are real. I mean the rooms, real
or not, make it too easy for people to explore these things. If she had explored in
real life, well, it would be hard on me, but it would have been hard for her. If she
really wanted to do it, she would do it, but it would have meant her going out and
doing it. It seems like more of a statement. And if she had really done it, I would
know what to make of it. Now I hate her for what she does online, but I don't
know if I'm being crazy to break up with her about something that after all, is only
words. (Turkle, 1995, p. 225)

Like Rudy, I want to suggest that machinesex encourages sexual identity
confusion, and, again like Rudy, I think it's not clear quite what this means.

Second: the importance among participants of establishing the rl gen-
der of other players. "Are you male or female?", or "are you really fe-
male?" are standard opening lines, however much one genderizes oneself
as neuter, or spivak, or splat. But is this obsession with categorising (only)
a reactionary response? It could also suggest the establishing of different
meanings of gender: gender as expression of identity in vr, in contrast to,
and in conflict with the supposedly 'authentic' expressions irl. Here
Haraway's 'illegitimate fusions' (p. 176) are truly everyday occurrences,
and the MOOers strive desperately to establish fixed gender in this mon-
strous world. The very act of attempting to fix gender demonstrates its
mutability.

My third point is connected with the prevalence of gender stereotypes
on the MOOs. The very extremes of the stereotypes (Pamela Anderson
meets Silvester Stallone) is evidence to me not of the wholesale shifting
into virtuality of rl genders, but rather of the creation of new gender con-
nections, in the mode of lesbian butch-femmes, or gay queens. It's possible
to read this super-genderizing as a form of camp play, with the potential
of being as creative or as banal as rl camp gender expressions. As I asked
earlier, "what can it possibly mean to say 'I fuck/desire both sexes?' What
can bisexuality mean when latex and phonesex and cybersex are displacing
sexual difference and producing new erogenous zones?"

Logging Off...

... but come and meet me on LambdaMoo—page me, or leave a message
for myx.
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