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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Zalbidea Paniagua, Maya 

Reading and Teaching Gender Issues in Electronic Literature and New Media Art 

 

 

This study has as its main research object the new feminist hypermedia and it is located 

in the fields of hypertext theory, gender studies, semiotics and imagologies. 

 

These new forms emerging from the meeting of electronic literature and new media art 

are collectively called hypermedia. In feminist hypermedia present day gender issues 

such as: identity, gender violence, femicide, pornography, transphobia, intersexuality 

and sexuality are presented in a multimedia environment inviting the reader to acquire a 

more interactive participation than in traditional linear printed narratives. This work 

studies only electronic literary works created to be read on the computer accessible 

online. It offers the close-readings of three recent feminist hypertext fictions written in 

English language exploring the problematics of gender, sexuality and multiple 

identities: Dollspace (1997-2001) by Francesca da Rimini, Brandon (1998) by Shu Lea 

Cheang and Blueberries (2009) by Susan Gibb.  

 

Feminist writers use this new medium including images, sounds and motion to create an 

intimate connection between reader and writer. In feminist hypertext fictions the reader 

can choose the reading path and discover different narrators, confessions or versions of 

the same story. The special elements of hypertext fiction which can not be found in 

printed narratives such as: audio, visual and interactivity demand an understanding 

which can only take place through association of ideas. These associations concerning 

gender issues penetrate in the human brain in such a way that the stories can create a 

higher impact and be more easily remembered than traditional linear narratives.  

 

This thesis has been organized around two deeply interconnected approaches: 

descriptive and analytic. The first approach criticizes previous theories on hypertext 

theory and on feminism. In the second approach the chosen works are analysed 

contrasting the semiotics of the images and texts with gender, philosophical and 

psychoanalytical theories.  

 

In the last chapter of the dissertation the benefits of teaching feminist hypertext fictions 

and teaching gender theories with a hypertext format are explained arguing that 

hypertext celebrates present day feminist ideals: collaboration, multivocality, dialogue, 

non-hierarchical structures and open publishing.  

 

The aim of the study is, on the one hand, to show how feminist hypertext fictions –

which form a new literary genre which have not been studied in previous dissertations-

can be analysed: categorising the work, interpreting its nodes and lexias, emphasizing 

the cultural references it evokes and studying the readers’ reactions to the hypertext. 

And on the other hand, to promote the study of electronic literature as a useful tool for 

literature courses as well as to demonstrate the beneficial aspects of hypertexts to work 

with gender studies literature. 

 

Keywords: electronic literature, hypermedia, feminism, semiotics, teaching.  

 



 

 

8 

8 

 

Author                                     Maya Zalbidea Paniagua 

                                                  Universidad Complutense de Madrid 

 

 

Supervisors                              Asunción López-Varela Azcárate 

                                                  Universidad Complutense de Madrid 

 

                                                  George P. Landow 

                                                  Brown University, Rhode Island (US) 

 

 

 

Members of the Jury of the Defense 

 

 

President                                  Luís Martínez Victorio 

                                                  Universidad Complutense de Madrid 

 

 

Internal Examiner                  María Goicoecea de Jorge 

                                                  Universidad Complutense de Madrid 

 

External Examiner                  Laura Borrás Castanyer  

                                                   Universidad de Barcelona 

 

European External  

Examiner                                  Philippe Bootz 

                                                   Université de Paris 8 

 

European External 

Examiner                                  Raine Koskimaa 

                                                   University of Jyväskylä, Finland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

9 

9 

RESUMEN EN ESPAÑOL 

 

 

Zalbidea Paniagua, Maya 

La lectura y la enseñanza de las cuestiones de género en la literatura electrónica y el arte 

de los nuevos medios  

 

 

El principal objeto de estudio de esta investigación son los nuevos hipermedia 

feministas y las metodologías utilizadas son: teoría del hipertexto, estudios de género, 

semiótica e imagologías.  

 

Estas nuevas formas emergen del encuentro entre la literatura electrónica y el arte de los 

nuevos medios, que unidos dan lugar a los hipermedia. Los hipermedia feministas 

presentan cuestiones de género actuales como: la identidad, la violencia de género, el 

femicidio, la pornografía, la sexualidad, la intersexualidad y la transfobia en un ámbito 

multimedia en el que se invita al lector o lectora a adquirir una participación más 

interactiva que en las narrativas lineales impresas tradicionales. En este trabajo se 

estudian exclusivamente obras literarias creadas para ser leídas en un ordenador con 

acceso a Internet. La principal aportación de esta investigación es el análisis exhaustivo 

de tres obras de hiperficción feministas en las que se explora la complejidad del género, 

la sexualidad y las mútiples identidades. Las obras analizadas son: Dollspace (1997-

2001) de Francesca da Rimini, Brandon (1998) de Shu Lea Cheang y Blueberries 

(2009) de Susan Gibb.  

 

Las escritoras feministas dan uso de éste nuevo medio incluyendo imágenes, sonidos y 

movimiento capaces de crear una conexión íntima entre la escritora y la lectora. En las 

ficciones hipertextuales feministas el lector o lectora puede elegir entre distintas 

trayectorias y descubrir diversas narradoras, confesiones o versiones de la misma 

historia. Los elementos especiales de las ficciones hipertextuales que no pueden tener 

lugar en la narrativa impresa como el audio, video o la interactividad requieren una 

asimilación de la obra que sólo puede lograrse mediante asociación de ideas. Dichas 

asociaciones permiten que el contenido de las narraciones, las cuestiones de género en 

este caso, penetren en el cerebro humano de modo que puedan lograr un mayor impacto 

y puedan ser recordadas con mayor facilidad que en las narrativas lineales impresas.  

 

En esta tesis se han realizado dos acercamientos: el descriptivo y el analítico. En la 

primera parte de la tesis se critican teorías anteriores a cerca del hipertexto por un lado y 

de las teorías feministas por el otro. En la segunda parte las obras seleccionadas son 

analizadas contrastando la semiótica del texto e imagología con teorías de género, 

filosofía y psicoanálisis.  

 

En el último capítulo de esta tesis se exponen los beneficios de la enseñanza de las 

ficciones hipertextuales feministas argumentando que el hipertexto celebra ideales 

feministas actuales como: la colaboración, la multivocalidad, el diálogo, las estructuras 

no jerárquicas y la publicación abierta.  

 

El objetivo principal de este estudio es por tanto, por un lado mostrar de qué modo la 

literatura electrónica feminista puede ser analizada -al ser un nuevo género no ha sido 

estudiado en tesis doctorales con anterioridad-decidiendo dentro de qué categorías se 

encuentra la obra, interpretando sus nodos y lexías, enfatizando las referencias 
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culturales que evoca y estudiando las reacciones de sus lectores y lectoras. Por otro 

lado, el objetivo también es el de promover el estudio de la literatura electrónica como 

herramienta fundamental en los cursos de literatura así como demostrar los beneficios 

de los hipertextos para analizar obras de literatura que traten los temas de género.  

 

Palabras clave: literatura electrónica, hipermedia, feminismo, semiótica, enseñanza.  
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READING AND TEACHING GENDER ISSUES IN 

 

ELECTRONIC LITERATURE AND NEW MEDIA ART 

 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

 

In the academic institutions there is a lack of interest in researching on electronic 

literature and works of literature about feminism. This rejection against present day 

literature written in a new medium is due to a general position of appreciating classic 

works while despising current ones. In this age of relativism and nihilism, readers 

confront a period of adaptation to reading and writing on digital screens which drives to 

contradictory feelings oscillating between ignorance and addiction. Resistance to 

changes in writing, reading and publishing habits delay the study of hypertexts and their 

use for teaching.  

The same ignorance and prejudices can be found in professors and students 

attitude to feminist literature. The false idea that discussing on gender equality is no 

longer necessary because discrimination for gender reasons is an overcome issue is used 

as an excuse for not giving importance to hypertext fiction exploring present day global 

problems of gender violence: violence against women, commercial sexual exploitation 

of children (which most of them are female), femicide, sex-selective abortion, 

transphobic crimes, etc.  

Research on recent literary works which reflect the position of writers, readers, 

professors and students of the second millenium was neccesary to promote innovation 

in humanities. The use of the new technologies in the study of literature permits a 

significant progress in which letters and computer science interact and for the first time, 
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equality of opportunities to become a scholar, writer, artist and critic is beginning to 

become true. However, achieving gender equality and giving the same importance to 

women authors than to male ones is even more difficult in a patriarchal system in which 

women's contribution to literature still suffers from indifference and provokes 

discomfort to most of humanities scholars. For this reason, this doctoral thesis proposes 

a literary education proposal in which gender matters are included in classes of 

literature -in which hypertexts are used as teaching and publishing tools which allow 

updating information- to educate in gender equality values.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

We are living in an era of amazing developments contrasting with a global 

economic crisis. The market is our government and God, and the media our main 

interlocutor. Most of researches on humanities at this moment are dealing with 

postcolonial studies, ecocriticism, the digitalization of literature and media studies. 

After centuries of academic studies based on literary classic works of Western upper or 

middle class white men and women, present day researchers are trying to follow schools 

of thought on race, gender and class. This doctoral thesis is based on the most recent 

literary and cultural theories: cultural, media, gender and queer studies.  

The main hypothesis of this doctoral thesis is concerned with the benefits of 

educating through reading and interpreting hypertexts about gender questions which 

support social, gender and race equality. Electronic literature*
1
 and New Media art* 

about gender issues can improve the individual's knowledge on the importance of 

tolerance and justice. The hypertext fictions chosen for analysis in this dissertation 

dismantle the conventional ideas of man, woman and gender. These hypertexts deal 

with those people who have been -and to some extent-, are still invisible in the 

academic world and media, or their image has been corrupted or become a taboo: 

women's historical achievements, victims of gender violence, colored people, 

intersexuals, etc.  

The text displayed on a computer, meant to be read following multiple paths, 

goes beyond limits of space and time. The main interests in previous research on 

hypertext theory have been the advantages of the use of electronic texts compared to 

                                                 
1
 There is a definition of the words having an asterisk in the glossary of this doctoral thesis.  
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those of printed texts. Most of research on electronic literature deals with the change of 

perception of the text of the reader of hypertexts, who acquires an active role, becoming 

a user or participant, more than a passive reader. In this dissertation the agents which 

affect on the reader's abstraction of gender issues will be studied to reflect on their 

pedagogical function. 

Hypertext -the text displayed on a computer- was created by Ted Nelson and 

other engineers in 1965. Subsequently the development of the Apple Computer took 

place in 1987, the World Wide Web (in the late 1980s), Windows (1985) and Lynx 

(1992). Eastgate Systems was the first publisher and software company which published 

hypertext fiction. It was founded in 1982 and the first software for writing electronic 

literature was Storyspace, a hypertext system created in 1980s by Jay David Bolter and 

Michael Joyce. Recently, Mark Bernstein has created a personal content management 

system developed for Mac OS and Mac OS X to create hypertexts in 2006. Recent 

hypertext theoreticians have examined the qualities of hypertext following 

poststructuralist notions (Landow 2006) (Stuart Moulthrop 1991), analysing the 

differences between printed and electronic literature (Aarseth 1997) (Douglas 2001), 

and ennumerating the different genres of electronic literature, its context and 

preservation (Hayles 2009). More recent research promotes courses on electronic 

literature using hypertext for teaching (Landow 2006) (Koskimaa 2010) (Borrás 2005) 

(Pajares 2001) (López Varela 2009, 2011). Other new researchers and hypertext writers 

explore the new territories of networked and programmable hypertext fiction such as 

John Cayley (2005), Loss Pequeño Glazier (2001), Alan Sondheim (2006), Brian Kim 

Stefans (2003), and Stephanie Strickland (2009). And others study the critical 

interpretation of electronic media building bridges between digital art, literature and 

games: Ian Bogost (2009), Wendy Hui Kyong Chun (2005, 2006), Florian Cramer 
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(2004), Matthew Fuller (2008), Mark B. N. Hansen (2004) and Matthew Kirschenbaum 

(2008). 

For this doctoral thesis an educational and interpretative approach to hybrid 

hypermedia* fictions will be taken. Recent hypermedia will be analyzed from a feminist 

perspective: Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace (1997-2001), Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon 

(1998), and Susan Gibb's Blueberries (2009). These hypertext fictions are appropriate 

examples of narratives which reflect the most recent gender and queer theory. They 

have been chosen for marking the beginning of the cyberfeminist hypermedia 

concerning gender violence and its continuation in present day feminist electronic 

literature which keeps on working on gender abuses. Dollspace, Brandon and 

Blueberries share relevant elements with present day gender studies professors, students 

and readers. Gender violence and discrimination is denounced in their works using the 

biographical genre supporting the feminist idea of "the personal is political" and inviting 

the reader to reflect on present day conceptions of gender, body, sexualities and 

subjectivities. Previous research on feminism in cyberspace* had discussed 

cyberfeminist theories, artworks and activism. First cyberfeminist writers and artists as 

well as researchers on cyberfeminism* emphasized the importance of women in the new 

technologies and how virtual reality could be a space in which gender differences were 

blurred (Haraway 1990) (Stone 1991) (Plant 1997) (Hayles 1999). Those defenders of 

the "intrusion" of women in cyberspace to fight for their rights and destabilize the 

patriarchal system were rapidly conscious of the still precarious and exploited situation 

of hundreds of women working in the new technologies (Plant 1998), the elitism of 

women in cyberfeminist New Media art (Fernández 2002) and the denigration of 

women's bodies in cyberspace. At the same time other writers and artists found 

liberation of gender boundaries on the Internet and supported the deconstruction of 

gender and bodies in cyberspace (Braidotti 1996) ("E-mail Exchange with Shu Lea 
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Cheang", Cheang 2000), (Goicoechea 2004), (Galloway 2010). Finally, others, 

especially Spanish cyberfeminists focused on cyberfeminist activism (Boix 2002, 2011). 

This doctoral thesis starts  with a critical view of hypertext and present day feminist 

theories on the female body in cyberspace and writings about gender issues to finish 

with the most recent practices of teaching hypertext fictions which favor an education 

without gender discrimination and invite students to discuss on gender matters 

(Strickland 2009) (Hoofd 2002) (Guyer 1992) (Sullivan 1999). 

 

-Objectives: 

 

The two main objectives of this doctoral thesis are: to promote the knowledge, 

study and creation of electronic literature as a useful tool for literary courses in 

university education and to show the beneficial aspects of hypertexts to work with 

gender studies literature. In the first place, the digitalization of literature and the study 

of electronic literature will be presented as essential, not only for the use of the new 

technologies in teaching, but also for the future of teaching itself. The use of the new 

technologies at university has contributed to obtain enormous improvements in teaching 

and learning. Recent research has started to be more accurate since many of the books 

of the library have been digitized and can be read from online catalogues. Most 

professors and students use Powerpoint -the Microsoft program- to illustrate their 

presentations, using images to complement cultural information about a determinate 

literary period. Besides, most of the times professors and students communicate via e-

mail. There is a certain fear of dehumanization of teaching environments by replacing 

printed books by digital books, by typing on a netbook in class instead of taking notes 

with a pen and a notebook, and overall, a paranoid fear of substituting teachers for 

machines (computer e-learning* programs). At the same time there is a common interest 
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of taking advantage of the use of the new technologies in education. It would be 

beneficial for the student of literature to have all the information online: the syllabus, 

the program as well as the obligatory readings. For many scholars and students, this 

would be considered the way a non-presential course should be done, but this kind of 

system does not only work for online courses but also for presential ones, because the 

student would read and study the contents at home and discuss them in class. This way, 

the classes would be more participative and interactive.  

The advantages of the use of the hypertext in teaching literature will be 

explained: the possibility of constantly adding notes to one text -the hypertext is not a 

fixed medium, annotations can be added ad infinitum, and the webpage remains clean-, 

the collaborativity it involves, the option of adding illustrations, photographs and 

videos, etc. Other digital means promote interactivity in class: the creation of course 

websites or blogs in which students can upload their essays, useful links, translations, 

etc. Furthermore, recent electronic literary works in which social issues are treated, like 

in the hyperfictions analyzed in this doctoral thesis, will be considered excellent 

materials to educate in equality and respect. These will amplify student's social and 

gender perspectives.  

Our research implies a semiotical approach and analysis of hypertext fictions 

about gender matters and discussion of feminist hypertexts as educational aids. Due to 

the innovative and originality of this research a mixed accurate methodology has been 

applied. The intersection among gender studies, electronic literature and New Media art 

requires an interdisciplinary study of diverse academic disciplines:  Cultural and Gender 

Studies, Semiotic Literary Criticism and Imagology*.  

This doctoral thesis consists of four chapters, two are theorical and descriptive 

and the other two are analytical, being the fourth one the most critical one, followed by 

four appendixes including interviews to the some of the writers of the analyzed 
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hypertext fictions (Francesca da Rimini, Julianne Pierce and Susan Gibb) and another 

with Mark Bernstein, the creator of Tinderbox, the most recent software program to 

write electronic literature. These interviews provide objectivity to this work, showing 

that this research involves present day electronic literature and New Media art authors. 

 In the first chapter the most recent theories on cyberspace and electronic 

literature are discussed, as well as the existing controversies about the use of the new 

technologies. In the introductory part the paradox of the beginning of cyberspace in 

literature through William Gibson's novel will serve as a starting point to associate 

fiction with virtual reality. The impact of the Internet in the world and in public and 

private life will be evaluated by means of statistics and percentages. Three main 

reactions to cyberspace and electronic literature will be explained: the ludic, the 

Luddite* and the fascinating. The remediation of oral, printed and digital literature will 

be necessary, as Jay David Bolter's concept of remediation states. Digital literature will 

be considered a step forward in publishing, distribution and education, but not a 

substitute of traditional printed literature. In the following sections a genealogy of 

electronic literature and the history of hypertext based on theories by experts on 

hypertext such as George Landow and Katherine Hayles will present all the literary 

genres, authors and formalities of electronic literature. The digitalization of literary 

works will be differentiated from original electronic literary works which are made to 

be read on a computer and may have digital qualities: interactivity, images, videos, 3-D, 

sound, etc. The formal characteristics of hypertexts will be explained to classify the 

structure of the hypermedia -hypertexts with images- which will be analyzed in the third 

chapter. 

In the second chapter feminist theory is explained to understand cyberfeminist 

writings and artworks. Donna Haraway's criticism of previous feminisms will be 

discussed understanding the importance of the interconnections amongst women from 
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all over the world. Cyberfeminism will be seen as an important international movement 

which has improved communication among feminists. Cyberfeminist use of the new 

technologies gives women and men access to the biggest circulation of feminist streams 

in history as well as the the approval of laws for gender equality -like the case of the 

Integral Law of gender violence in Spain in 2002 commenced by cyberfeminist 

movements. Cyberfeminist theories by Donna Haraway, Sadie Plant, Rosi Braidotti, 

VNS Matrix and SubRosa among others have been examined in other research works 

without taking into account previous feminist principles they criticize, the third wave 

feminist theory surrounding them -ecofeminism, queer theory and intersectionality*- 

and cyberfeminist activism by Western, Eastern, Northern and Southern women. In this 

chapter the objective is to show a critical perspective of cyberfeminism to highlight how 

cyberfeminist thought has been treated superficially ignoring its queer theory patterns 

and how much it is convenient for nowadays feminists. Judith Butler's queer theory will 

be necessary to understand how hyperfictions exploring gender, -such as those chosen 

to be analyzed in the third chapter-show gender as a social construction, criticize and 

reclaim undoing restrictively normative conceptions of sexual and gendered life. In the 

last section the metaphor of the transformation of humans into cyborgs* will explain 

changes on the perception of identity. The myth of the cyborg will suggest the 

possibility of moving beyond the old limits of male and female into a new world. The 

penetration of the new technologies in the human body will be seen as a challenging 

defy to nature that allows the individual to cure a deficiency or to add amazing 

unnatural features to his/her body, to be used for working, medicine, military or art. 

Surgery and virtual simulations will be understood as a response to the continuous 

insatisfaction and obsession to reach the ideal beauty in some cases, or to redefine the 

individual's identity in others. Cyberspace will be considered a place where gender can 

be deconstructed and the self acquires multiple identities.  
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In the third chapter three works of electronic literature with elements of New 

Media art about gender issues will be examined: Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace 

(1997-2001), Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon (1998) and Susan Gibb's Blueberries (2009). 

da Rimini's Dollspace (1997-2001) is an illustrated hypertext fiction in which two 

realities are in contrast: the harsh reality of victims of infanticide, incest, rape and wars, 

and the hyperreality* of Internet users who acquire subversive gender identities in 

cyberspace where sexuality is simulated like in erotic literary works or pornography. In 

the analysis of Dollspace verbal and visual modes are compared to poststructuralist 

theories: the history philosophy of hauntology* by Jacques Derrida (1971), the concept 

of simulacra by Jean Baudrillard (1995) and the rhizome theory by Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari (1972). Bodies in Dollspace are objectified in a patriarchal and capitalist 

system and have become ghosts who have desires of revenge. Sexual excess and 

violence reveal the actions of external forms of power imposed by the State, the Church 

and the Judiciary.  

In Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon (1998) transgendered and intersex people cases 

are discussed to reflect how gender is a social construction and practises such as 

compulsory heterosexuality or the imposition of only one sex avoid individuals who are 

subjects-in-process to acquire freedom and rights. Subjects in Brandon are accused of 

forgery because they practise crossdressing for affectionate reasons or to achieve what it 

is considered as a higher status quo. In the first place, the psychotic state of individuals 

will be compared with Jacques Lacan's theories of the mirror stage and the Name of the 

Father. In the second place, gender normativity and performativity will be discussed 

making reference to queer theories by Judith Butler.  

In the analysis of Blueberries (2009) by Susan Gibb the questions of trauma are 

examined from a psychoanalytical perspective concerning body and identity issues: the 
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taboo of incest and defense mechanisms are compared with theories by Sigmund Freud, 

Jacques Lacan, Julia Kristeva, Melanie Klein and Bracha L. Ettinger.  

In the three analyses (cyber)readers are seen as participants of the hypertexts* 

and their perceptions of gender matters are expected to evolve, from a conception of the 

hypertext as a literary work with poetical qualities to a critical and political work that 

supports the individual's awareness of a patriarchal system which should end, and the 

self needs a new beginning.  

In the fourth and last chapter the study of feminist hypertext fictions and the use 

of hypertext as teaching tool are supported by notions which the electronic medium 

permits and can complement and improve the learning process: collaborative 

authorship, multivocality, textual openness, non-hierarchical and rhizomatic structures, 

neo-kathartic effect and open publishing. Teaching feminist electronic literature using 

hypertext offers the possibility of updating and discussing gender through a medium 

that permits rearranging the hypertext, better organized analyses of intertextuality and 

studying through association and connections which is the way the human brain works. 

The teaching method proposed pursues the objective of studying narratives about 

gender taking advantage of the new technologies without losing dialogues in class as 

intuitive learning process.  

 

Methodologies 

 

This doctoral thesis relies on the premises of three methodologies which take 

part of cultural studies and are commonly used within literary criticism: Semiotics, 

cultural studies and imagologies. All of these methodologies are essential to carry out 

the two main objectives of this research: to explore the reader's perception of feminist 

electronic literature and New Media art, as well as explain the pedagogical and 



 

 

26 

26 

beneficial approach of hypertext for feminist or interdisciplinary courses. Cultural 

studies theories will be necessary to evaluate the history, context and critical review of 

the three hyperfictions which will be analyzed. The fictions of this research will be 

analyzed from a feminist perspective following patterns of gender studies as well as 

theoretical approaches from queer theory corrresponding to the questions of identity, 

sexuality and performativity. Psychoanalytical literary criticism will be used to explore 

the psyque of characters from a feminist perspective. Semiotics is an essential 

methodology for the analysis and understanding of the messages of texts and images. 

And, in the last place, imagology (literary representations of nations, gender and 

cultures) and imagologies (media philosophy) will be used to analyze the images of the 

hyperfictions taking into account the historical, cultural and literary precedents which 

influence on the reader's perception of hypertexts.  

 

 

Cultural and Gender Studies  

 

Cultural studies are not defined within a discipline. Because it attempts to 

examine relations of culture and power, it generally encompasses a variety of 

approaches and cuts "across diverse social and political interests" (Nelson, Treichler and 

Grossberg 122) in order to study various forms of cultural production in relation to 

cultural practices and socio/historic structures (Nelson, Treichler and Grossberg 24). It 

does not begin with a theory that it then sets out to prove. Furthermore, it has no distinct 

methodology, but may include a variety of methods such as textual analysis, interviews, 

survey research or psychoanalysis (Nelson, Treichler and Grossberg 22).  

Cultural studies seeks “to examine critically and to restructure the relationship 

between dominant and subordinated cultures" (Fiske 164) In addition, cultural studies 
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may seek not only to expose the material reproduction of ideologies of domination and 

subordination, but also the system within which culture is "produced and consumed," 

becoming inextricably tied to the study of "society, politics and economics" (Kellner 6). 

By recognizing that human action is continually transforming reality cultural studies 

often focuses on the "popular" as a construct of the way people live and the way in 

which political struggle is carried out. 

According to Stuart Hall at the Media Studies unit of the Center for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies, the center does not examine the media within a trigger-

effect model, but rather examines the "‘ideological’ role of the media." This approach 

defines the media "as a major cultural and ideological force, standing in a dominant 

position with respect to the way in which social relations and political problems [are] 

defined and the production and transformation of popular ideologies in the audiences 

addressed." (Hall, "Introduction" 117)  

Two concerns thus dominate the work of the media studies group: "the general 

ideological nature of mass communications and the complexity of the linguistic 

structuration of its forms." (Hall, "Introduction" 118). The "codes" inherent within 

connotative messages reveal "the orders of social life, of economic and political power 

and ideology" (Hall, "Encoding" 134). Thus, based on the sender/message/receiver 

model of communication, Hall posits a model for communication based on production, 

circulation, distribution/ consumption, reproduction (Hall, "Encoding" 128). Following 

Hall, Douglas Kellner suggests that three components comprise the strongest cultural 

studies: political economy, textual analysis and audience reception (Kellner 8). Cultural 

products are "commodities and ideological products, embodying the rules and values of 

the market system that produced them" (Schiller 33).  

The process of qualitative textual analysis uses various critical theories to 

explain how cultural texts produce meaning in society (Kellner 10). Kellner identifies 
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two variations of traditional qualitative textual analyzes. The first of these examines the 

formal qualities of cultural artifacts and is grounded in the tradition of formalist literary 

criticism. For example, scholars attempt to extract central meanings, values and 

ideologies from the formal qualities of "style, verbal imagery, characterization, narrative 

structure, point of view, symbolism, and so on" (Kellner 10). The second approach may 

attend to formal qualities, but also show how cultural meanings are encoded into the 

"language" of a text and serve to transmit ideologies. This approach is closely 

associated with Hall’s suggestion that "preferred readings" of cultural texts are 

imprinted with the workings of the dominant culture ("Encoding" 134). A critic 

employing this method may approach their study from a Marxist, feminist or anti-

imperialist perspective, for example, or combine perspectives to conduct "ideological 

textual analysis" (Kellner 11). 

Thus, cultural studies is the most appropriate academic field for this research 

because it consists of exploring how a concrete medium or message in a hyperfiction 

shows a perspective of gender, sexuality, nationality, ideology and social class. The 

holisticity of cultural studies allows us to analyze hypermedia combining: feminist, 

literary and media theories. 

In order to explain the advantages of hypertext in teaching literature I will make 

an introduction to hypertext history, as well as to ideas on teaching methodologies, 

syllabus and curricula based on the most recent works by electronic literature 

professors: George Landow, Paul Delany, Katherine Hayles, Yellowless Douglas, 

Espen J. Aarspeth, Asunción López-Varela Azcárate, Laura Borrás and Susana Pajares. 

George Landow's theories on hypertext and hypermedia will be explained, emphasizing 

his teaching methods using the new technologies and certain possibilities of teaching 

using hypertexts. I will emphasize George Landow's approach of how to teach 

electronic literature from his last volume Hypertext 3.0: Critical Theory and New Media 
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in an Era of Globalization (2006). George Landow's main perspectives on the facilities 

which hypertext offers will be evaluated positively: the flexibility of hypertext -the 

professor can make and change whenever it is necessary the courses and 

interdisciplinary courses curricula-; the management of hypertexts promote the student's 

collaboration and interaction in class; the literary canon in hypertext is open-ended, so 

postcolonial authors and women in an English literature website are at the same level of 

classic Western male authors and using hypertext as a resource for literary criticism and 

theory (Landow Hypertext 3.0 300); Delany and Landow, Hypermedia and Literary 

Studies 20-29). Other theories on cyberspace, cyberliterature and the posthuman/cyborg 

reader will be discussed. The idea that reading and communicating with an electronic 

medium is influencing in our learning/teaching style and in our society will be debated 

following the critical studies from Katherine Hayles's How We Became Posthuman: 

Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics (1999) and Electronic 

Literature: New Horizons for the Literary (2008), Jane Yellowlees Douglas The End of 

Books or Books Without End? (2001) and Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic 

Literature (1997) by Espen J. Aarspeth. With regards to the educational aspects of 

electronic literature, we will examine teaching methods using electronic textualities by 

Laura Borrás (2005) and using specific properties of hypertexts for teaching by Susana 

Pajares (2005). Dealing more specifically with the contribution to gender in literature by 

present day hypermedia we will take into account theories by the most recent feminist 

scholars: Carolyn Guyer (1992), Laura L. Sullivan (1999), Ingrid Hoofd's "Rewriting 

feminisms" (2002), Stephanie Strickland (2009) and Asunción López-Varela Azcárate 

(2009, 2010). At the end we will explain the results of our research to show how 

hypertext fictions and the use of hypertext for teaching can complement studies on 

gender matters and also provide adecuate tools to discuss present day questions related 

to gender.  
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For the descriptions, discussions and critical view of electronic literature and 

New Media art theories argumentations from poststructuralist authors will be used for 

discussion. Donna Haraway's cyborg theory will be debated to understand the social 

changes involved in the new technologies and information era. In order to understand 

Haraway's criticism of earlier feminist theories a critical survey of the three waves of 

feminism in history will be carried out. The definitions and background of 

cyberfeminism will be useful to interpret the analyzed hyperfictions in this thesis, 

specially two of them which were written and designed by cyberfeminist authors: 

Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace and Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon.  

Jean Baudrillard's simulacra theory will be related to "simulacra" in the media: 

how the notions of hyperreality in da Rimini's Dollspace can be interpreted. Walter 

Benjamin's reproducibility theory will be associated with repetition in hyperfiction. 

Jacques Derrida's concept of deconstruction will be related to the situation of the author 

and reader in hypertext, in which the author is more uncertain about the "truths" and 

unconsciousness of the work. Deleuze and Guattari's rhizome theory will be used as a 

metaphor of the structure of hypertexts. The psychology of the characters in the feminist 

hypermedia will follow a psychoanalytical literary analysis based on theories by 

Sigmund Freud (1917, 1927, 1985, 1961, 1999), Julia Kristeva (1984), Melanie Klein 

(2002), Jacques Lacan (1991), and Bracha L. Ettinger (2010). In the last place, 

approaches to subjective sexualities will support Michel Foucault theories from The 

History of Sexuality (1998) and the performativity theory by Judith Butler from Bodies 

that Matter (1993) will be essential to understand stories in which the identity multiplies 

in many "changing identities" like in Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace, Shu Lea 

Cheang's Brandon and Susan Gibb's Blueberries. Reflections on gender, sex, sexuality, 

psychoanalysis and the medical treatment of intersex people to analyze Shu Lea 
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Cheang's Brandon will explore theories by Anne Fausto Sterling (2000), Nikki Sullivan 

(2003) and Judith Butler's (1993, 2004, 2006). 

 

Semiotic Literary Criticism 

 

Semiotics has been used to study the systems of signs on the Internet as a global 

network, present day cyborgization (Gray 199), and the rhizomatic nature of cyberspace 

and hypertexts (Landow 58-61; Barrett 343). Semiotics theories have also been applied 

to Computer Sciences in Andersen’s Computer Semiotics and other approaches, e.g. 

programming languages, Semiotic Engineering, Artificial Intelligence and 

Computational Semiotics. The semiotic approach has proved to be the most suitable tool 

to analyze words and images, and therefore, to interpret hypermedia. It has been 

adopted by art history and media theory and is nowadays a standard tool when 

analyzing images. Not only, the standard ones, used by art historians, but also the entire 

range of images, from calligraphy to mathematical graphs and abstract painting as 

James Elkins did in The Domain of Images (2001).  

In the analytical chapter of this doctoral thesis the stylistic resourses (metaphor, 

irony, comparison) as well as aesthetics (graphics, colors and icons) will be analyzed 

following semiotic principles. A post-structuralist approach will be taken in order to 

avoid a systematic standpoint as used to be taken in structuralism or formalism.  

 

Imagology  

 

The term imagology has been commonly used to define: "the critical analysis of 

national stereotypes in literature (and in other forms of cultural represetation" (Beller 

and Leerssen 8). In Comparative Literature scholars have traditionally studied the 
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relations in terms of mutual perceptions, images and self-image. For this doctoral thesis 

on the one hand "imagology" will be understood as the study of the national, cultural or 

ethnic stereotypes following the ideas by Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen. And on the 

other, theories on "imagologies": the study of media philosophy. In the first place the 

methodology of imagology is used to explain the semantic meaning of the literary 

characters in the hyperfiction Dollspace where the imagotype of "Marquis de Sade" 

represents patriarchy, or in Brandon where the imagotype of the transsexual "Teena 

Brandon" embodies those intersexuals and transsexuals who have ended up being 

victims of hatred crimes. In the second place imagologies is associated with the role of 

images in hypermedia and cyberspace in Mark C. Taylor and Esa Saarinen's 

Imagologies: Media Philosophy (1994). J. T Mitchell in his famous article "What Is an 

Image?" divided the concept "image" into five semantic categories: 

 

                                                                                      IMAGES 

 

GRAPHIC                    OPTICAL                            PERCEPTUAL                 MENTAL          VERBAL 
pictures                          mirrors                                    sense data                             dreams                metaphors 

statues                            projections                              "species"                              memories            descriptions 

designs                                                                          appearances                          ideas                    writing 

                                                                                                                                    fantasmata 

Fig. 1. Family tree of images. From W.J.T Mitchell "What Is an Image?" 

 

According to Mitchell each brand of family tree designates a type of imagery 

that is central to the discourse of some intellectual discipline: mental imagery belongs to 

psychology and epistemology; optical imagery to physics; graphic, sculptural, and 

architectural imagery to the art historian; verbal imagery to the literary critic; perceptual 

images occupy a kind of border region where physiologists, neurologists, psychologists, 
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art historians, and students of optics find themselves collaborating with philosophers 

and literary critics (Mitchell 505). It is important to highlight the fact that in electronic 

literature there will be not only verbal imagery like in other literary texts, but also 

graphic imagery -due to the graphics which accompany the fictions-, and the perceptual 

images because in our study we will take into account the reader's perception. In 

Imagology. The Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of National 

Characters Beller and Leerssen use the term image: 

 

As the mental silhouette of the other, who appears to be determined by the 

characteristics of family, group, tribe, people or race. Such an image rules our 

opinion of others and controls our behaviour towards them. Cultural 

discontinuities and differences (resulting from languages, mentalities, everyday 

habits, and religions) trigger positive or negative judgements and images (Beller 

and Leerssen 4) 

 

Imagology in literary studies focuses on the origin and functions of 

characteristics of social groups of other countries. We have a mental image of people 

from a particular gender, social class and origin. We have a series of stereotyped 

information and prejudices about other people and social groups which become clichés. 

In imagological criticism is common to use other terms as synonyms of clichés such as: 

commonplace, stereotype, imagotype and prejudice. All these concepts of Beller and 

Leerssen of the stereotyped image will be useful for our analysis of hyperfictions in 

which the main issue is gender, and the idea of how a woman is or should be depending 

on the nation, country, culture or religion. In Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace (2001) 

the history of infanticide and geishas in Japan will be reflected in our notion of the 

Japanese woman and the geisha. In Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon (1999) we will see the 
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stereotypes of feminine and masculine, of the intersexual and transsexual. And in Susan 

Gibb's Blueberries we will analyze the symbolism of colors and images related to 

trauma and art therapy. We are going to deal with imagologies as media studies and 

explain Taylor and Saarinen's reflections on teaching with the use of new technologies.  

In this doctoral thesis we are going to analyze recent works of feminist hypertext 

fiction: Brandon (1998), Dollspace (2008) and Blueberries (2009). Francesca da 

Rimini's Dollspace has been analyzed in previous doctoral thesis on media studies but 

my dissertation provides a more profound study of the hypermedia including a 

comparative analysis of themes in Dollspace which, to my knowledge, have not been 

studied before in the context of gender studies: hauntologies, gender terrorism, 

simulacra and pornography. Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon and Susan Gibb's Blueberries 

have not been analyzed in other doctoral thesis or volumes which implies a challenge on 

feminist research on my part. In my research I will follow theories on hypertext by 

experts and use analyzes of hyperfictions from doctoral thesis by scholars who have 

worked on similar works as a source of inspiration: the formal structures of hypertexts 

from George Stuart Joyce in Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction Poetics 

(1999), Susana Pajares ideas on hypertextuality in James Joyce from Aplicaciones del 

hipertexto al estudio de la literatura : "A portrait of the artist as a young man" (2001), 

teaching strategies from Rainee Koskimaa's Teaching Digital Literature: Code and 

Culture (2002) and María Goicoechea’s analyses of Afternoon: a story and Patchwork 

Girl (2004). This doctoral thesis contributes to hypertext and feminist theory including 

analyses based on personal interviews with the authors of the literary works and 

proposals to teach electronic literature.  
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CHAPTER I: ELECTRONIC LITERATURE AND NEW MEDIA ART 

 

1. Cyberspace and the Internet Revolution: from Fiction to Virtual Reality  

 

Every day people from Western and Eastern countries use their computers and 

the Internet for most of their daily transactions: for working purposes, to negociate with 

clients, to look for a job, to communicate with others from long distances in real time, 

and especially, to collect information. The Internet has revolutionized the information 

age. People can have access to any kind of information, cultural, academic or personal, 

without any kind of limit.  

Paradoxically, the interconnection among literature and the digital media existed 

even before the Internet arrival. The term cyberspace was a fictional term before 

becoming a "virtual" concept. William Gibson coined the term cyberspace for the first 

time in his 1982 story "Burning Chrome" and popularized by his 1984 novel 

Neuromancer.  

 

Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of 

legitimate operators, in every nation, by children being taught mathematical 

concepts. A graphic representation of data abstracted from banks of every 

computer in the human system Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in 

the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, 

receding (Gibson 69) 

 

In Neuromancer, Gibson first used the term "matrix" to refer to the visualised 

Internet, two years later the nascent Internet was formed in the early 1980s from the 
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computer networks of the 1970s. Gibson created an iconography for the information age 

before the invention of the Internet. He anticipated the idea of a space where it is 

possible to get all the information in the world. He is also credited with predicting the 

rise of reality television and with establishing the importance of virtual simulators such 

as video games and the World Wide Web. 

The use of the Internet provides many useful services for users: information, 

communication and data transfer. However, researching on cybercultures involves more 

than learning about the benefits of the Internet, it puts into question what is real or what 

is not. According to Michael Heim: "Cyberspace is more than a breakthrough in 

electronic media or in computer interface design. With its virtual environments and 

simulated worlds, cyberspace is a metaphysical laboratory, a tool for examining our 

sense of reality" (quoted in Benedikt 59). In cyberspace we enter into a reality in which 

there are not restrictions, in which we can do things that we were not supposed to do 

before.  For instance, meeting strangers we have met in a chat room: posting pictures of 

ourselves in social networks like Facebook or Twitter; getting surprised by finding that 

someone has written about us or posted pictures of us on websites; finding  that 

somebody has uploaded a video of a public event we attended and we see ourselves on 

the screen, etc. We are surrounded by cameras everywhere we go and we can find 

recordings on the Internet. We are being recorded all the time and our images can be 

seen by others without our permission or knowledge. In this situation in which the 

individual manipulates information and information about the individual is being 

manipulated at the same time without the individual's restriction "puts into question if 

people experience power or powerless in their uses of technology" (MacKenzie and 

Wajcman 1999). It is similar to the situation George Orwell imagined in his dystopia 

1984: "Big Brother is watching you".  
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The Internet is used all around the world: 42 % of the population uses the 

Internet in Asia, 24.4 % in Europe, 13.5 % in North America, 10.4 % in Latin America 

and the Caribbean, 5.6 % in Africa, 3.2 % in the Middle East and 1.1% in Oceania and 

Australia ("World Internet Usage Statistics" n/p). The Internet in used at workplaces, at 

home, to check bank accounts, for buying products, for booking flights, for buying 

tickets for cultural events, for communicating with our friends and family, etc. We have 

started to use popular sentences such as: "Everything is on the Internet" or "If you are 

not on the Internet is almost like you had never existed before". The Internet has taken 

an important role on the media and communication, it has become a cheap and easy way 

of communicating with people from all the countries of the world (via e-mail or skype) 

and it has also improved students and researches sources to find information. 

There are many different reactions to this Internet era. Many people take a ludic 

(playful) attitude towards the Internet, appreciating its entertaining characteristics, using 

it for gaming. Even in electronic literature we can find this ludic attitude when we read 

an interactive hypermedia which is similar to a videogame, in which the user can choose 

to read the story in one order or the other, writing his/her own name in the hyperfiction, 

collaborating in the process of the story, creating his/her own poem from different 

extracts, etc. There is also a common Luddite or phobic reaction to cyberspace and 

electronic literature. Many ecologists consider the use of the new technologies as 

dangerous because computers and technologic materials increase the pollution of the 

planet when they are not recycled. Also there is a common depiction of the 

incoorporation of electronic literature in the literary canon because many academics do 

not even consider it "literary". There is a common rejection to electronic books too, 

many people prefer to read printed books because they consider them more ergonimical, 

etc. There is also a negative reaction against hypermedia considering it a child's game 

because of the illustrations in it. Conversely, the other common reaction is that of the 
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fascination for the Internet, a new slang term to describe Internet experts has become 

common by the Internet users: "Geek", which can have a positive or a negative 

meaning, the positive one means "a computer expert or enthusiast" and the general 

pejorative meaning of "a peculiar or otherwise dislikable person, especially one who is 

perceived to be overly intellectual" (dictionary.com). Geeks are familiar with the new 

technologies and webcomics, and are therefore, less reluctant to read digital literature. 

In this doctoral thesis reading online or with a technological device will be 

studied to theorize on how it influences on the reading experience. Internet users can 

acquire multiple identities and avatars* on cyberspace, they can move through time and 

space, they can change their gender, age, race or physical appearance because in 

cyberspace there is not substance, only imagination: "Cyberspace supplants physical 

space" (Heim, in Benedikt 73). The loss of body is an interesting point for people who 

want to acquire a different identity, gender or physical appearance. It is a question 

which will interest gender studies researchers as well as feminist and LGBTI activists 

because becoming a genderless individual can benefit an individual who has been 

discriminated for gender reasons as we will see in the second chapter. 

 

For Gibson, cyber entities appear under the sign of Eros. The fictional characters 

of Neuromancer experience the computer Matrix cyberspaceas a place of 

rapture and erotic intensity, of powerful desire and even self-submission. In the 

Matrix, things experience seems dull and unreal by comparison (Heim, in 

Benedikt 62)   

 

After Willliam Gibson’s Neuromancer the U.S. government redefined 

cyberspace, according to the Bush administration’s 2003 National Strategy to Secure 

Cyberspace: “Cyberspace is composed of hundreds of thousands of interconnected 



 

 

39 

39 

computers, servers, routers, switches, and fiber optic cables that allow our critical 

infrastructures to work, thus, the healthy functioning of cyberspace is essential to our 

economy and our national security” (Sastchman, “26 years after Gibson, Pentagon 

defines Cyberspace”n/p). Cyberspace was supposed to be a medium to break not only 

with the limits of space and time, but also with boundaries concerning gender, class and 

race. As Bush administration defended it was essential to economy and national 

security. In the U.S. the incorporation of the Internet and the digitalization of texts in 

the academic and working fields was supposedly an ecologic benefit. Reading on the 

computer, sending and receiving e-mails was cheaper than printing and it was a excelent 

way to save paper and preserve trees. Notwithstanding, according to other sources:  

"Electronic waste is accumulating faster than anyone knows what to do with it, almost 

three times faster than ordinary household trash. Researchers at Carnegie Mellon 

University estimate that at least 60 million PCs have already been buried in U.S. 

landfills, and according to the National Safety Council, nearly 250 million computers 

will become obsolete between 2004 and 2009, or 136,000 a day" (Royte "E-gad! 

Americans discard more than 100 million computers, cellphones and other electronic 

devices each year" n/p).  

Nowadays professors, students and readers of literature are beginning to prepare 

to address the environmental problems of the new millennium. In the present year some 

of the main worries of the individuals are: economic crisis, global warming, petrol war 

and nuclear disasters. As a consequence, there is a general interest in sustainability. 

While some present day researches are fascinated with ecocriticism as the study of the 

solutions for the correction of the contemporary environmental situation, others are 

researching on the use of the new technologies in teaching literature. Many readers have 

fear of the disappearance of printed books with the advent of the recent e-books*. Due 

to our ignorance we tend to think that digital format is not ecological, however, e-books 
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use  less carbon dioxide (Sibley n/p) and hypertexts can be constantly changed (Landow 

Hypertext 3.0. 13), and therefore, digital readings and syllabus in teaching literature can 

be uploaded without the waste of ink in printing. For these reasons digital literature is 

more ecological than printed.  

Therefore, common readers and humanities scholars are living an unavoidable 

evolution of the traditional way of publishing, distributing and reading literature. 

However, neither printed nor digital formats exceed the facilities of reading literature at 

this moment. Undeniably, the medium influences on the reader but the quality of a 

literary work is measured by a personal choice and maybe, in a near future with free 

software the literary canon will be more a matter of reader's preferences and not, as it 

has been until today, a selection made by the highest and wealthiest members in the 

academic hierarchy.   
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1.1.  Oral, printed and digital: The Remediation of Literature 

 

During the history of literature the tools to transmit, distribute and preserve 

literature have never stopped evolving. It is surprising to notice that although literature 

has been read from many different media (stone, papyrus, ink, digital, etc) oral literature 

which is the oldest one still exists today and it remains its existence thanks to the work 

of storytellers. This example can be useful to reflect on the change of the literary 

medium as a necessary step to increase the number of readers who can have access to it, 

the distributions of the texts and its preservation. But the incorporation of one medium 

does not necessarily involve the substitution of the other. As we can see in the case of 

oral literature there is not an extermination of one medium to impose another, but an 

open door to new possibilities on writing, reading and manipulating a text.  

The author or storyteller and the reader have adapted their habits to the historical 

moment they have lived. In the oral tradition cultural material and traditions were 

transmitted orally from one generation to another. In oral literature there were folk 

epics, folklore, proverbs and folksongs. The storytellers and students had to use their 

memory and the plot or details of the stories suffered several changes from one 

storyteller to another.   

George Landow also commented on the contrast of different reading habits 

during his lecture at Complutense University of Madrid in 2010 when he described the 

perception of the listener of oral literature who was a witness in a public space, in 

contrast with the romantic feeling of the reader of printed literature during the 

nineteenth century when precisely writing became more intimate and introspective. 

Prof. Landow also commented on the change of reader's freedom who used to read 

books from the beginning to the end in printed literature and had changed the process 
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with the use of hypertexts in computers, where he/she can move from one link* to 

another and find concrete information with just one click.  

It is interesting to emphasize how the material of the book influences on the 

reader. The first "scribed" texts had the purpose of preserving ancient philosophy and 

knowledge. The advent of printing provided the preservation and reproduction of the 

texts, and the electronic text is contributing to the preservation of texts keeping them in 

electronic systems which are more endurable than paper. Jay David Bolter, professor 

and co-creator of Storyspace, a software program for creating, editing, and displaying 

hypertext fiction, also analyzed the changing of materials and spaces from Medieval 

literature to nowadays: 

 

For medieval handwriting and modern printing, the space was the white surface 

of the page, particularly in a bound volume, which was again a cultural decision 

of both the Latin and Byzantine Middle Ages. Initially, in late antiquity, the 

handwritten codex was in competition with the space of the papyrus roll and 

offered advantages that must have seemed important to contemporary readers. 

[...] The space of electronic writing is the computer screen, where text is 

displayed, and the electronic memory, in which text is stored. Our culture has 

chosen to fashion these technologies into a writing space that is animated, 

visually complex, and malleable in the hands of both writer and reader (Writing 

Space: Computers, Hypertext and the Remediation of Print, Bolter 13) 

 

Although one literary medium tends to predominate over the other, generally for 

preservation or commercial reasons, all forms of literature converge with others. 

Nowadays we can read literature from a computer, but publishing houses, libraries and 

bookshops have not stopped of producing and distributing printed books and 
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paradoxically we still enjoy the experience of the storytellers (present day jongleurs) 

who tell tales to children, adults and old people.  

But improving and refashioning is necessary and Jay David Bolter has called 

"remediation" to the process of refashioning one media to another. According to him 

"Remediation did not begin with the introduction of digital media. We can identify the 

same process throughout the last several hundred years of Western visual representation 

(The New Media and Cybercultures Anthology, Bolter 48). Photography remediated 

painting, film remediated stage production and photography, and television remediated 

film and radio. However, despite considering the digital text an improvement of the 

printed text Bolter admits that both media are necessary. In digital literature the passive 

reader becomes active and in interactive literature the reader plays a decisive role in the 

narrative. 

 

In this late age of print, the two technologies, print and electronic writing, still 

need each other. Print forms the tradition on which electronic writing depends, 

and electronic writing is that which goes beyond print...In short, electronic 

hypertext is not the end of print; it is instead the remediation of print. (Writing 

Space: Computers, Hypertext and the Remediation of Print, Bolter 46) 

 

As far as the history of the printing is concerned, surprisingly, the first written 

documents we can find in history did not consist of "text", but rather pictures which 

represented objects and ideas; these are known as Egyptian hieroglyphics. For a 

hypertext researcher or student it is important to bear the form and significance of 

hieroglyphics in mind, because hypertexts have a lot in common with hieroglyphics. As 

in hieroglyphics different meanings are hidden, in a cybertext the reader needs to 

interpret the signs as if he or she were moving inside of the labyrinth of a pyramid. 
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Paradoxically, the first example of a precursor of the hypertext is the Talmud, a 

document which arranged layers of annotations around it. A hypertext is the post-

postmodern medium of a text full of references, footnotes, paths and lexias *. 

 

 

Fig. 1. The first page of the Vilna Edition of the Babylonian Talmud. 

Tractate Berachot, Folio 2a. 

Image taken from the Talmud Blog, 2011. 

 

Ancient printing started in 3000 BC when members of the Mesopotamian 

civilization made the first "cylinder seals" for rolling an impress onto clay tablets. These 

were used for accounting, literary and administrative documents. ("Mesopotamia: 

civilization, language, script, cylinder seals and clay tablets" n/p) Also, in China and 

Egypt stamps were used to duplicate images and signs. The first printed sheets of papers 

were Buddhists texts invented in Korea and Japan: the world's earliest known printed 
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document is a sutra printed on a single sheet of paper in Korea in AD 750. In Christian 

Europe Romans made woodcut religious images and playing cards printed on paper.  

It is relevant to emphasize the heyday of the "illuminated manuscripts" from the 

7th to the 9th century. According to Bruce Jones: "These religious retreats were the 

repositories of those texts of Greece and Rome which survived in Europe. They were 

also the seats of the intellectual life of Europe during the Middle Ages" ("Manuscripts, 

Books, and Maps: The Printing Press and a Changing World" n/p). One of the most 

ornamented examples of an illuminated manuscript is the Irish Book of Kells: "a large-

format manuscript codex of the Latin text of the gospels" (Meehan 9). According to 

Meehan, the Book of Kells is the most lavishly decorated of any manuscript produced 

between the 7th and 9th centuries. We could make an interesting comparison between 

the first illuminated manuscripts (Fig.2), William Blake’s famous plates (Fig. 3) and 

nowadays hypermedia (Fig. 4). In both of them there are illustrations and the 

typography suggests different meanings. Illuminated manuscripts had aesthetic and 

religious purposes, William Blake's plates of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell highly 

contrast with the Middle Ages manuscripts because of their content which would be 

considered "heretic" from a religious point of view. Interestingly the name of 

"illuminated manuscript" might come from the aim of illuminating the letters, of 

producing a light effect with colors and elaborate elegant and luxurious typographies. In 

the hypertext the typographies are "illuminated" to some extent. Is it a sign which 

represents that hypertext is still in its "ancient times" because is like a hieroglyphic or in 

the "Middle Ages" because of its design and typography. There is some kind of 

regression of the image attached to the text in hypermedia (digital texts which include 

images), and this must be a sign of a recovery of the value of the meaning of images in 

literature.  
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Fig. 2. The first page of a Genealogy of Christ. The Book of Kells. Circa 800. 

Image from Government Auction.uk, n/d.  
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Fig. 3. Blake, William. Plate of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 1793. 

Image from web edition published by ebooks@Adelaide, 2008. 
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Fig. 4. An example of a hypermedia 

Image from  Dandelion Chance by Alber Travis (2008) 
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From 7th to 13th century religious "manuscript" books were written by hand as 

an act of worship. From 13th century to 15th the secularization of books took place, 

instead of being produced as objects of worship, they were meant to explain "something 

about the observable world" ("Manuscripts, Books, and Maps: The Printing Press and a 

Changing World" n/p). Interestingly, the production of secular books is driven by the 

rise of universities in Europe; this data confirms the institutions which were more 

interested in spreading knowledge through the productions of books were the religious 

and the educational. The first printed books were made during 15th to 16th century and 

consisted in printed Bibles, prayers books and calendars.  

In 1452, Gutenberg conceives the idea for a movable type. According to George 

Parker Winship it would be more correct to call typography than printing what he did: 

"Typography is a more correct term, for what he did was to construct the apparatus for 

making movable metal letters of type and for using these to produce many copies, all 

alike, a book" (Winship 3). The first printed books were overall religious and the 

transportation of them was complicated and expensive, and as a consequence many 

people could not have access to any books. With the development of the new 

technologies the reproduction of books increased amazingly. George Landow, pioneer 

of hypertext theory considers the printed book as the beginning of the technological 

book (Hypertext 3.0. Landow 23). 
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1.2.  Politics of Substitution 

 

 "When there is innovation there is always an apocalyptic debate about the future 

systems of the transmission of knowledge" (Trans. From Spanish, Textualidades 

electrónicas Borrás 27) this is the argument that Laura Borrás Castanyer uses to explain 

why so many scholars reject the adaptation of the new technologies in writing and 

studying electronic literature. Laura Borrás Castanyer is the academic director of a 

recently created Master of Literature in the digital era (2009) at the Universitat de 

Barcelona. As I could see in her conference "Formas del libro en la era digital: nuevos 

formatos y nuevos lectores" ("Book forms in the digital era: new formats and new 

readers") in Madrid at Círculo de Bellas Artes she had to debate for a long time with a 

skeptic audience who considered the digital format a regression to the Middle Ages 

manuscripts and rejected the use of the ebook as a menace of the end of books. Laura 

Borrás defended the advantages of the digitalization of documents: the possibility of 

storing thousands of books in a book as we do when we store thousands of music 

compositions in an Ipod. She also evaluated the importance of learning literature 

through the use of hypertexts, where we can get more specific information for 

interdisciplinary courses. One scholar who attended the conference rejected the idea of 

reading in such a fragmentary way as teachers reproduce when dealing with hypertexts. 

I honestly thought that it is true that students should never stop reading entire books, 

from the first page to the last one, because "zapping" from one extract to another can 

create a feeling of discomfort and misunderstanding.  However, I agree with Laura 

Borrás that the reason why electronic literature and new technologies are finding 

difficulties to be introduced in the academic institutions is due to a non-coherent use of 

them (Textualidades electrónicas Borrás 29).  
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 When there is a substantial change there are always voices crying: ceci tuera 

cela (this will kill that) as Jay David Bolter affirms in Writing Space. Discussing on the 

fear of the dissapearance of books and Bolter refers to a passage of Victor Hugo's Notre 

Dame de Paris in which the priest Frollo sees the invention of the printed book as the 

end of the pillars of culture and human thought, considering the book a medium which 

will destroy the church as the institution from which knowledge was acquired (Bolter 

2). The same feeling of the disappearance of culture that priests had to the printed books 

in the Middle Ages is the same that university teachers nowadays have to electronic 

literature in the classroom. George Landow points out that those who see the hypertext 

as a threat should remember that, in "fourteenth-century universities, private silent 

reading was forbidden in the classroom" (Paul Saenger quoted in Landow 312). As 

Landow comments, hypertext requires changes in the habits of professors, students, 

assignments, evaluation, reading list, and relations among instructors, courses, 

departments, and disciplines (312).  

The use of the ICTs (Information and Communications Technologies) is being 

fostered by all academic institutions, the more technological resources a university has -

computer labs, Internet and Wifi access in the class, etc- the more quality it is 

considered it offers. The introduction of electronic literature and the use of hypertext for 

teaching does not imply the end of reading Classical authors, there is already a 

convergence of the study of Classical authors and postmodern ones in the literature 

curricula, and many professors use both printed and digital materials in class -the 

projection of a powerpoint while the students take notes and have the obligatory 

readings in printed text on their desks. Why there is such an enormous rejection to 

electronic literature by many professors? From my point of view many professors have 

fear of losing importance and power when it arrives the moment in which students can 

use hypertexts better than then and use them as a weapon to empower themselves. A 
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hypertext is the fire that Prometheus can steal from gods and godess. A hypertext is a 

resource to teach oneself without a teacher, an independence that teachers already 

feared in the eighteenth century as Landow states: 

 

The mass production and wide distribution made possible by printing, which 

threatened to swamp ancient authority in a flood of modern mediocrity, also 

permitted people to teach themselves outside institutional control. Therefore, 

well into the eighteenth century, undergraduates in European universities had 

access to the library only a few hours per week (312) 

 

Teaching electronic literature and any kind of literature with hypertext does not 

threaten the loss of the ancient cultures. It is not a question of substitution, but rather 

using the new resources that provide positive elements such as: rapidity, visual and 

audio modes and flexibility to add comments or new contents -like in websites and 

blogs. Nonlinearity -which many use as an excuse to explain why the reader is 

disoriented- is not new and unique of hypertexts, modernist novels already had 

nonlinear structures like Julio Cortázar's Hopscotch (1987). There is not need to become 

technophobic nor technophilic to study electronic literature, it is only a tool which can 

handled to discover new ways of writing, -generative literature* and mutimodality- and 

open publishing, as well as new ways of teaching, varying from bringing weightless and 

ecological ebooks to class, using hypertexs for learning, creating hypertexts and b-

learning * .  
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1.3. Hypertext and hypermedia: Definitions and History  

 

We must abandon conceptual systems founded upon ideas of center, margin, 

hierarchy, and linearity*, and replace them with ones of multilinearity, nodes*, 

links, and networks. Almost all parties to this paradigm shift, which marks a 

revolution in human thought, see electronic writing as a direct response to the 

strengths and weaknesses of the printed book. This response has profound 

implications for literature, education, and politics. (Landow, Hypertext 3.0) 

 

A hypertext can be simply described as a text which contains links to other texts. 

Any text on a website on the Internet in which we can click on a word or a footnote to 

read a reference is a hypertext. For instance, the popular Wikipedia, the free 

encyclopedia is an example of a hypertext. The prefix hyper- (comes from the Greek 

prefix "υπερ-" and means "over" or "beyond") signifies the overcoming of the old linear 

constraints of written text. In a printed text the structure is linear, (as we can see in Fig. 

5) the story is written in only one direction, while in a hypertext the structure is 

multilinear, which means that there are words or stories interconnected with each other.  

According to Kevin Hughes a hypertext "is basically the same as regular text - it can be 

stored, read, searched, or edited - with an important exception: hypertext contains 

connections within the text to other documents." ("What is hypertext and hypermedia" 

n/p). 

 

Fig. 1. Graphic of a traditional printed book. 
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The four chapters of the book transmit the book's primary message. 

Image from Hyperproject.blogspot, n/d. 

 

 

Fig. 2. Graphic of a hypertext. 

The four chapters of the book function as a network of interconnected texts. 

Image from Hyperproject.blogspot, n/d. 

 

According to George Landow in S/Z, Roland Barthes describes an ideal 

textuality that precisely matches which has come to be called computer hypertext -a text 

composed of blocks of words (or images) linked electronically by multiple paths, 

chains, or trails in an open-ended, perpetually unfinished textuality described by the 

terms link, node, network, web, and path (Landow 2) :  

 

In this ideal text, says Barthes,the networks [réseaux ] are many and interact, 

without any one of them being able to surpass the rest; this text is a galaxy of 

signifiers, not a structure of signifieds; it has no beginning; it is reversible; we 

gain access to it by several entrances, none of which can be authoritatively 

declared to be the main one; the codes it mobilizes extend as far as the eye can 

reach, they are indeterminable . . . ; the systems of meaning can take over this 

absolutely plural text, but their number is never closed, based as it is on the 
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infinity of language (quoted from Landow; 5-6 [English translation]; 11-12 

[French]) 

 

Six years later Michel Foucault conceived a text in terms of network and links. 

In The Archeology of Knowledge he explained that the "frontiers of a book are never 

clear-cut," because "it is caught up in a system of references to other books, other texts, 

other sentences: it is a node within a network ... [a] network of references" (quoted in 

Landow Hypertext 3.0. 23). According to George Landow like all structuralists and 

poststructuralists, Barthes and Foucault describe text, the world of letters, and the power 

and status relations they involve in terms shared by the field of computer hypertext.  

The term hypertext was coined by Theodor H. Nelson in the 1965, where he 

defined it in terms of a radically new information technology, and a mode of 

publication. "By 'hypertext,' " Nelson explains, "I mean non-sequential writing -text that 

branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interactive screen. As 

popularly conceived, this is a series of text chunks connected by links which offer the 

reader different pathways" (0/2) (Landow Hypertext 3.0. 2).  

George P. Landow (2006) gave another definition of hypertext, as a text 

composed of blocks of texts what Roland Barthes terms a lexia and the electronic 

links that join them (Landow 3). Landow borrows the term lexia from Roland Barthes in 

S/Z to designate fragments of text: 

 

The text [...] will be cut up into a series of brief, contiguous fragments, which we 

shall call lexias, since they are units of reading. This cutting up will be arbitrary 

in the extreme . . . The lexia will include sometimes a few words, sometimes 

several sentences; it will be a matter of convenience: it will suffice that the lexia 

be the best possible space in which we can observe meanings (Barthes 13) 
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As far as hypermedia is concerned, it consists of a hypertext including visual 

information, sound, animation, and other forms of data. Although the difference 

between hypertext and hypermedia resides in the "media" elements George Landow 

uses the word hypertext to refer to both hypertext and hypermedia. In this doctoral 

thesis the term hypertext will be used to refer to electronic texts in general (hypertexts 

or hypermedia), hypermedia to specify that they include images or sound and hypertext 

fiction or hyperfiction to refer to works of fiction which have been created in an 

electronic environment. A hypermedia application uses associative relationships 

amongst information contained within multiple media data for the purpose of 

facilitating access to, and manipulation of, the information encapsulated by the data. In 

the hypertext reading, the reader has to be active and explore the text to find all its 

possible temporal and spatial sequences. 

 

Even entering at a single point determined by the author, the reader chooses one  

path or another and calls up another lexia by a variety of means, and then repeats 

this process until she finds a hole or a gap. Perhaps at this point the reader turns 

back and takes another direction (Landow, Hypertext 3.0. 231) 
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Fig. 3 How hypertext works. Image from ankara.edu. 

 

In printed books the reader only had to turn over pages during the reading 

process, the main difference in hypertext is the change of the reading process as a task 

requiring following links and moving forwards and backwards to read the whole 

hypertext fiction. As Deena Laarsen states, in a paper book the reader turns pages, while 

in electronic literature the reader has to create a way to get from one piece of text to 

another ("Teaching the Writers Conference: Link Spot Link – Electronic Literature 

Made Easy" Laarsen n/p). These pieces of text are called “nodes.” The reader needs to 

associate some links with others, they function as doors to the nodes. A link has three 

parts: 

   1. The origin node (or room where the door is) 

   2. The link itself, which is usually a phrase or a word in the origin node  

      (the door itself) 

   3. The destination node  

       (or room where you end up after you go through the door) 

 



 

 

58 

58 

 For instance in one of the electronic literary works that will be analyzed later, 

Susan Gibb's Blueberries (2009) the origin node is the interface in Fig. 7, where the 

hypertext is found inside of a square. A link can be any of the underlined words, for 

example the word "hands". And, finally, the destination node would be the screen in 

Fig.8 where we can read the word "hands" (the link) again at the top of the page and 

another square with another hypertext. In this case there is a semantic coherence 

between the link and the origin node, the word "hands" (Fig. 4) makes reference to the 

following hypertext: "My grandfather's hands were large enough to cover my whole 

face" (Fig. 5). But this correlation is not always present in hypertext fiction, in some 

hypertexts many of the links are random, like in Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace.  

 

 

Fig. 4 Origin node in Susan Gibb’s Blueberries (2009) 
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Fig. 5 Destination node in Susan Gibb’s Blueberries (2009) 

 

Laarsen uses the metaphor of the door to express how the reader needs to follow 

different paths in order to read a hypertext: 

 

If you have a room without a door, then you can not go anywhere. If you have 

too many doors in a room, you could be confused. If you have doors that don’t 

lead where you think they will or are not indicated well, you could end up in a 

closet when you wanted the kitchen. So a mark of a good elit piece is links that 

help you walk through the piece (Laarsen n/p) 

 

In the analytic chapter of this dissertation the contents and symbols of hypertexts 

will be discussed to show how hypertexts can be perceived by the reader in different 

ways depending on the structure that the writer has chosen to produce specific feelings. 
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1.4. The Digitalization of Literature and the Advent of Electronic Literature 

 

Electronic literature is a term which is used on the one hand to name the classic 

works of literature which have been digitized and can be printed, and on the other hand 

to refer to original works which have been created in a digital space and can only be 

read on a computer. For instance a well-known novel like James Joyce’s Ulysses takes 

part of the digital literature when it can be read through a digital medium, from the 

Internet, a PDF or an e-book. Notwithstanding, the term electronic literature is used to 

refer to original and new works of literature which have been created using digital tools 

and have the possibility of including media elements such as: images, videos and sound.  

Within electronic literature we have different genres: hypertext fiction, 

interactive fiction, e-poetry, visual poetry and digital performance, to mention some of 

them. Some of them can be bought online or found in some libraries, these are works 

which are in a CD and can only be read on a computer. The first hypertext fictions were 

published prior to the development of the World Wide Web, using software such as 

Storyspace and HyperCard.  Michael Joyce's Afternoon, a story, first presented in 1987 

and published by Eastgate Systems in 1991, is generally considered one of the first 

hypertext fictions. Afternoon was followed by a series of other Storyspace hypertext 

fictions from Eastgate Systems, including Stuart Moulthrop's Victory Garden,  Its Name 

was Penelope by Judy Malloy, Carolyn Guyer's Quibbling and Shelley Jackson's 

Patchwork Girl among others.  

Since the advent of the World Wide Web thousands of other electronic literary 

works can be found on the website of The Electronic Literature Organisation (ELO) 

www.eliterature.org/. ELO is a nonprofit organization established in 1999 to promote 

and facilitate the writing, publishing, and reading of electronic literature. ELO was 

http://www.eliterature.org/
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founded in 1999 by novelist Robert Coover, electronic author Scott Rettberg, and 

Internet business leader Jeff Ballowe. The Organization was operated from an office in 

Chicago until it moved to UCLA in 2001. In 2006, ELO’s headquarters came to the 

University of Maryland’s Maryland Institute of Technology in the Humanities (MITH). 

As we can read on the website Members of the ELO provide some financial support and 

form a community that participates in conferences, online chats, and other events. The 

goals of these members are:  

 

1. To bring born-digital literature to the attention of authors, scholars,    

developers, and the current generation of readers for whom the printed book 

is no longer an exclusive medium of education or aesthetic practice. 

 

2. To build a network of affiliated organizations in academia, the arts, and     

business. 

 

3. To coordinate the collection, preservation, description, and discussion of     

       works in accessible forums, according to peer-to-peer review standards and        

      technological best practices. 

 

In the website of Electronic Literature Organization we can find a publication 

online which explains what electronic literature is about. In this volume called  

Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary (2008) Katherine Hayles describes 

electronic literature as “a first-generation digital object created on a computer and 

(usually) meant to be read on a computer” ("Electronic Literature: What is it?" n/p). 

Also, as it is explained in general terms on the website “It refers to works with 

important literary aspects that take advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_literature
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by the stand-alone or networked computer” (Electronic Literature Organization Website 

n/p). Within the broad category of electronic literature there are several forms and 

threads of practice, some of which are: 

 

    - Hypertext fiction and poetry, on and off the Web 

    - Kinetic poetry presented in Flash and using other platforms 

    - Computer art installations which ask viewers to read them or otherwise have    

      literary aspects 

    - Conversational characters, also known as chatterbots 

    - Interactive fiction 

    - Novels that take the form of emails, SMS messages, or blogs 

    - Poems and stories that are generated by computers, either interactively or  

       based on parameters given at the beginning 

    - Collaborative writing projects that allow readers to contribute to the text of a    

       work 

    - Literary performances online that develop new ways of writing 

 

Although ELO was the first electronic literature network it is not the only one.   

Other networks from scholars and professors of different nationalities are: El Portal de 

Literatura Electrónica Hispánica, Hermeneia, Elinor, and the Laboratoire Paragraphe. El 

Portal de Literatura Electrónica Hispánica takes part of the Cervantes Virtual library and 

it includes the essential works of the Gutenberg project, the first digitized classical 

literary works. As well as original and recent literary works written by Spanish speaking 

authors in Spanish: hypernovels, multimedia novels, webnovels, blognovels, 

collaborative novels and wikinovels. 
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Hermeneia is composed by 17 researchers of different Catalan, European and 

American universities: Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, Universitat Autònoma de 

Barcelona, Universitat de Barcelona, Universitat Ramon Llull, Brown University 

(USA), Faculdade Paulista de Artes (Brazil), Universtiy of Jyvaskyla (Finland), 

University of Essex (United Kingdom) and Universté d'Artois (France). Hermeneia 

works in order to understand digital literature from different points of view and from 

complementary perspectives. Hermeneia research group focuses its research on the 

application of interactive computer systems that use information morphologies (text, 

image and sound) for literary studies and creation (Hermeneia n/p) Elinor is a Nordic 

electronic literature website <www.elinor.nu> and all the information is written in 

Finnish, Norwegian, Danish and Swedish. Le laboratoire Paragraphe is a research 

laboratory from Université Paris VIII with interdisciplinary objectives, their members 

work together with a common interest: the information technologies, hypertexts, 

hypermedia and their application in humanities and society (ergonomy, sociology, 

psychology, etc) (Laboratoire Paragraph n/p).  These networks make possible the 

distribution and popularization of electronic literary works, research, publications and 

international research exchange. Scott Rettberg, associate professor of digital culture in 

the department of linguistic, literary, and aesthetic studies at the University of Bergen, 

Norway and author of works of electronic literature including The Unknown, Kind of 

Blue, and Implementation has acclaimed the benefits which these networks provide to 

present day literary and linguistic research: 

 

Beyond facilitating the exchange of research, such networks could enable more 

student and faculty exchanges. While only one or handful faculty members at 

any given institution are likely to focus on the teaching and/or development of 

electronic literature, undergraduate and graduate students should be able to take 
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advantage of the fact that these networks exist, and be able to study with 

electronic literature experts in different cultures and communities. These 

networks might also work together to establish publication venues and journals 

that could prove more durable than previous efforts and could establish methods 

of peer review particular to electronic literature, which could both improve the 

quality of published work (Rettberg 37) 

 

The digitalization of literature was born from the need of a way to compile the 

enormous amount of existing texts to make them accessible to scholars. Vannevar Bush 

was worried about the difficulties of storing all writings, in a 1945 issue of Atlantic 

Monthly he explained that the number of publications had already extended far beyond 

our present ability to make real use of the record. According to Vannevar Bush "The 

summation of human experience is being expanded at a prodigious rate, and the means 

we use for threading through the consequent maze to the momentarily important item is 

the same as was used in the days of square-rigged ships" (Bush "As We May Think" 17-

18). As he emphasized, "there may be millions of fine thoughts, and the account of the 

experience on which they are based, all encased within stone walls of acceptable 

architectural form; but if the scholar can get at only one a week by diligent search, his 

syntheses are not likely to keep up with the current scene" (29). The digitalization of 

printed works has focused mainly in the diffusion of classic works. One example is The 

Project Gutenberg. According to María Goicoechea de Jorge: 

 

This project forms a big database which offers the possibility to know old texts, 

even those of whom there are not remaining copies anymore. This way the 

physical deterioration and its shortage do not involve any barrier to their 
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popularization (Trans. From Spanish by Maya Zalbidea Paniagua, Goicoechea 

30)
2
 

 

In 1965 Ted Nelson coined the term "hypertext" in his book Literary Machines 

to refer to electronic texts that contain links to move from the text to the endnotes just 

by one click. For Nelson, computers would make writing and publishing possible in a 

new, nonlinear format, which he called hypertext. It dealt with a "nonsequential" text, in 

which the reader was not constrained to read in any special order, but could follow links 

and check the original document from a short quotation.  Nelson made a description of 

his futuristic project, called "Xanadu", in which the entire world's information could be 

published in hypertext. In this new text every quotation would have been a link back to 

its source, allowing original authors to be compensated by a very small amount each 

time the quotation was read.  He dreamt of "a utopian society in which all information 

could be shared among people who communicated as equals" (Nelson, "Ted Nelson 

Web Page" n/p). Andy Van Dam who was working with Ted Nelson at that time, built 

the first hypertext system, called HES. He was interested in the use of hypertext in the 

humanities and in pedagogy; he conducted this project not only with Nelson, but also 

with his students at Brown University. Several of his students were instrumental in the 

origin of XML, XSLT, and related Web standards. It is important to notice that 

hypertext had educational aims from the beginning. Later he created FRESS (File 

Retrieval and Editing System), a hypertext document system which allowed to attach 

"keywords" to links, thus providing a facility for readers to filter the information 

through which they wished to browse, and allowed users to name blocks of text for 

subsequent referencing and searching. With these facilities, a student reader could 

                                                 
2
 Este proyecto forma una gran base de datos, que ofrece la posibilidad de dar a conocer a través de 

Internet textos antiguos, incluso aquéllos de los que apenas quedan ejemplares. De esta forma el deterioro 

físico del texto y su escasez no suponen ya una barrera para su divulgación (Goicoechea 30) 
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choose to see only annotations left by the professor, examine only those links that led to 

literary criticism of a poem, ignoring for the moment all the comments written by 

classmates, or select all poems written by a certain poet or on a certain subject (Landow, 

"Cyberspace, Hypertext and Critical Theory" n/p).  

Nelson considered hypertexts an ideal format to consider everyone equal; Van 

Dam supported the idea of using it for pedagogical purposes. The ideas of equality and 

education were really interesting for ethnic groups and feminists.  As we will see in the 

section about cyberfeminism, cyberfeminists writers and New Media artists believe in 

the creation and use of hypertexts as means of promoting equality, educating and more 

specifically in the gender studies arena: as a tool to vindicate, share opinions and make 

justice.  

The first hypertexts, consisted mainly on literary classics to be read and kept on 

a computer, however, as Katherine Hayles stated: "In electronic literature we do not 

only have a large variety of the traditional genres (narrative, poetry, theatre) but also 

some genres unique to networked and programmable media" (Hayles, "Electronic 

literature: What is it?” n/p). With the development of hypertexts new writers started to 

upload their works on the Internet because they found it a cheap way of publishing and 

distributing their works. Printed and digital literature having coexisting during last years 

and the incoorporation of one has not meant the end of the other. As María Goicoechea 

states: "An interesting case of parallel publication is William J. Mitchell's work City of 

Bits: Space, Place and the Infobahn, published as a printed book by MIT Press, and as a 

HTML document on the Internet" (Trans. From Spanish, Goicoechea 122)
3
 

          George Landow published his volumes about hypertext in print and in his website 

                                                 
3
 "Un caso interesante de publicación paralela es la obra de William J.Mitchell, City of Bits: Space, Place 

and the Infobahn, publicada como un libro impreso por el MIT Press, y como documento HTML en 

Internet" (Goicoechea 122). 
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on cyberspace at the same time. He argued that "both formats diverged and the digital 

text was transformed with the passage of time, it is very easy to update it and add links, 

turning the original text into a collective work made by different authors" (Landow, 

"Cyberspace, Hypertext and Critical Theory" n/p). 

These first electronic texts started during the 1980's and continued in the 1990's: 

the program that major writers of electronic literature used was a Macintosh's 

Hypercard. In "Electronic Literature: What is it?" Katherine Hayles calls this period 

“the First Generation” or “the Classical”, and the following period of electronic texts 

“the Second Generation” or “the Postmodern”. In the Classical period the first 

hypertexts belonged to the so-called Storyspace School, also in the 1990s most of 

hypertexts were e-mail novels. 

The first electronic literature works belong to the so-called Storyspace School. 

Storyspace was the primary Web authoring tool for electronic literature. It started as the 

hypertext authoring program first created by Michael Joyce, Jay David Bolter, and John 

B. Smith. The first hypertext fiction, consisting of linking structures was published on 

their website. There were famous classical works of hypertext fiction such as Michael 

Joyce's Afternoon: A Story, Stuart Moulthrop's Victory Garden, and Shelley Jackson's 

Patchwork Girl. Storyspace works are usually distributed as CDs (earlier as disks) for 

Macintosh or PC platforms and, more recently, in cross-platform versions. David 

Ciccoricco states: "These hypertext fictions garnered a profile in the United States and 

internationally as a result of their marketing and distribution by Eastgate Systems, a 

Massachusetts-based electronic publisher" (Ciccorico, "Reading Network Fiction" n/p).  

E-mail novels were the subsequent format of electronic literature works. In e-

mail novels the protagonist tells his or her experience through emails, always addressing 

somebody else. They could be considered the substitute of the classical epistolary 
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novels because of the correspondence among the characters. The second multimodal 

analysis of this research work will deal with Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace (2001), an 

illustrated hyperfiction which has e-mail stories (therefore it can be considered an e-

mail novel) and also new media elements: a poem, net. art and music. 

           In the classical period of electronic literature there is an interest for using links to 

tell stories as in the Internet hypertexts and also to transform a literary fiction into an 

electronic version like in Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl. In this hypertext retelling a 

story and subverting it is especially meaningful because in Jackson's story Mary Shelley 

(as a character) completes the body of the female monster that Victor Frankestein 

destroyed, and Mary Shelley and the creature become lesbian lovers. This idea of 

rewriting a story to determine a different identity corresponds to Haraway's cyborg 

theory: "The tools are often stories, retold stories, versions that reverse and displace the 

hierarchical dualisms of naturalized identities. In retelling origin stories, cyborg authors 

subvert the central myths of origin of Western culture (Haraway 175). Also, in classical 

electronic literature there is also an attempt to create an original literature based on the 

cyberspace environment and language in e-mails, chat rooms, etc.  

     The more we advance in electronic literature the more we find genres that are 

more designed for the digital space. In the postmodern period of electronic literature we 

find more interactive genres: 

 

1) Network fiction, defined by David Ciccoricco as digital fiction that "makes use of 

hypertext technology in order to create emergent and recombinatory narratives." 

(Ciccorico, "Reading Network Fiction" n/p). 
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2) Interactive fiction (IF) which contains game elements. According to Markku 

Eskelinen: "With games the user interprets in order to configure, whereas in works 

whose primary interest is narrative, the user configures in order to interpret" (Hayles, 

"Electronic Literature, what is it?"). Interactive fiction has a luddic purpose, its 

precedent are the series of children’s gamebooks: Choose Your Own Adventure 

published by Bantam Books from 1979 to 1998. 

 

3) Locative Narratives. Location-specific narratives keyed to GPS technologies. A 

good example would be Janet Cardiff's The Missing Voice (Case Study B) (1996). In 

According to David Ciccoricco "These hypertext fictions garnered a profile in the 

United States and internationally as a result of their marketing and distribution by 

Eastgate Systems, a Massachusetts-based electronic publisher" (Ciccorico, "Reading 

Network Fiction" n/p) 

 

Electronic literature requires a new way of analyzing texts and it brings art, 

humanities, and technology together. As readers and critics of electronic literature we 

must consider the richness of the texts as well as networked and programmable media. 

In Truth, Beauty, and Hypertext Robert Kendall comments on the union between writers 

and engineers:  

 

Hypertext literature is a fascinating meeting place of art and science. The 

engineers and computer scientists have brought their precisely adjusted 

information tools to the table, the writers have brought their aggressively 

subjective imaginations, and a new genus of writing has emerged from the 

transaction ("Truth, Beauty, and Hypertext", Kendall) 
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  The sources of inspiration of electronic literature are in accordance to our 

contemporary worries and anxieties. Romantics used to find their inspiration in nature, 

modernists in theories of relativism and psychoanalysis, futurists in machines, airplanes 

and cars. This is the era of technology, and our means of inspiration are the media and 

the Internet: politics, news, advertising, films, music, comics, video clips and 

videogames.   

Hypermedia writers renew the experimental and avant-garde techniques of 

modernist writers. The modernists intergrated elements of photography and cinema in 

their writings. Imagists reproduced the photographic image, like T.S.Eliot in The Waste 

Land (1922) or replicated cinematic effects like Ezra Pound in The Cantos (1922). 

Nowadays authors and electronic literature writers have inherited from modernists the 

dislocation of genres and disruption of syntax to manifest an opposition to the old 

hegemonies of writing. Avant-garde artists used the new artistic media: photography, 

cinema, and in the case of futurists machines and industry to reflect modern lifestyles 

and perceptions of reality influenced by the movements, speed and fragmentation that 

these machines implied. In a similar way hypertext writers use the electronic medium to 

reflect the Internet user experience: the speed of the car which is like the speed of the 

screen in Cruising (2001) by Ingrid Ankerson and Megan Sapnar, the multiple identities 

that an Internet user pretends to have in cyberspace like in Francesca da Rimini's 

Dollspace (2001). Carrier (becoming symborg) (1999) by Melinda Rackham and 

Damien Everett explores the viral symbiosis in the biological and virtual domains. 

Annie Abraham's Separation / Séparation (2003) explores some of the physical and 

psychic disorders that result from intensive use of a computer. In Christoph Benda's 

Senghor on the Rocks (2008) is geo-referenced: a Google Maps API offers a satellite 

view of the story's current location on every page of the book. Another example of a 

new feeling in cyberspace is the experience of the cybernaut looking at his/her distorted 
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image on the camera of the PC like in Loss of Grasp (2010) by Serge Bouchardon and 

Vincent Volckaert, etc.  

A reader perceives the text differently when it is decyphering the message from 

a stone, a manuscript, a book, an e-book or a computer. There are different body 

movements for each reading act: turning pages, eye movement, clicking on a mouse or 

touching a tactile touch screen, and the written contents are sometimes influenced by the 

natural or artificial environment of the writer. However the profound human experience, 

literary imagination and philosophy transmitted on a text or hypertext do not change. 

The reading act may change but our sensitivity to literature remains the same. The main 

contribution of digital literature as Philippe Bootz points out is that it connects with 

traditions and future directions of reading and writing communities all over the world 

(Bootz, Baldwin 2010). Reading and writing activities have an open access in digital 

literature. In online publications of electronic literature the exchange of literary ideas 

and publications becomes global.  
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1.5.  Linearity and Multilinearity in Hypertexts  

 

 Hyperfiction as postmodernism invites to multiple choices, lack of coherence, 

fragmentation and rejection of objective truth. “Janet Murray equates “literary 

hypertext” with postmodern narratives that refuse to privilege any one other or reading 

or interpretive framework and end up privileging confusion itself (Murray quoted in 

Yellowless, 38).  

Nonsequentiallity, interchangeability and open ending are common 

characteristics of hypertexts. George Landow emphasized this nonsequentiallity as a 

characteristic that provide hypertexts a quality of open and flexible texts:“Hypertext can 

be composed and read, nonsequentially; it is a variable structure, composed of blocks of 

text...and the electronic links that join them” (Landow, "Cyberspace, Hypertext and 

Critical Theory” n/p).  Jane Yellowlees Douglas (2000) analyzes the main differences 

between printed and e-literature in The End of Books or Books without End? In a section 

called: "What interactive narratives can do that narratives cannot" she contrasts digital 

with hypertexts narratives arguing that "while many digital narratives begin with a 

scene or sequence that establishes both the identity of the user as part of an intrigue or 

quest and the parameters for the plot, most hypertext narratives have no single 

beginning" (33). For instance, in Stuart Moulthrop's Victory Garden, readers are 

confronted with, among a multitude of possible ways of entering the hypertext and it 

has six different points of closure (Yellowlees 40).  

Another important feature of hypertexts is nonlinearity and multilinearity. 

Multilinearity is a typical characteristic of hypertexts, but before the arrival of 

hypertexts there were already some printed multilinear narratives. As Giovanna di 

Rosario argues, hypertext writing has been germinated in the “traditional” literature, 

where certain authors like Laurence Sterne, Raymond Russell, Jorge Louis Borges, 
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Marc Saporta, Italo Calvino, Raymond Queneau, George Perec, Jacques Roubaud and 

other Oulipiens were interested in multilinear and multimodal writing (Rosario 186).  

According to Prof. George Landow linear texts have the following 

characteristics: (1) they present matter-to-be-read in a linear order and (2) they are 

generally read more or less in sequential order, in a sequence. Printed texts with end or 

footnotes, however, present a multisequential order, though, of course, they must be 

read linearly or sequentially. Hypertexts differ from scholarly footnoted texts, therefore, 

in the degree to which they demand a multisequential reading experience. One can read 

an end or footnoted text as a fundamentally linear text by ignoring the notes or citations; 

one cannot read a hypertext at all by ignoring the links (Landow "Cyberspace, 

Hypertext and Critical Theory" n/p). Within linearity and nonlinearity George Stuart 

Joyce enumerated more specificically formal structures of hypertext in Authoring as 

Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999), we are going to explain and 

illustrate them:  

1. Plain linear 

 

Most texts are still published on the net in a linear way. In 1996, Michael 

Shumate wrote: "Most (…) fiction [found on the internet] is not hypertextual (some 

would argue that there is virtually no true hypertext fiction on the Web): it's simply print 

fiction on a screen with electronic page-turning devices rather than fiction intended to 

be read multisequentially" (Shumate quoted in Joyce Authoring n/p). George Stuart 

Joyce represents this type of hypertext structure graphically by a simple line.  
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 Fig. 1.  Plain linear structure.  

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999)  

skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 

 

2. Annotative 

 

The annotative structure is similar to traditional scholarly references. The reader 

can choose to receive more information about a certain object or part of the text, but 

afterwards he/she has to return his/her path to the main storyline to finish the story. 

George Stuart Joyce illustrates annotative structuring as a line with smaller branches at 

the side. An example of a hypertext with annotative structure is: M.D. Coverley's The 

Book of Hours: 4:00 a.m. (1997) 

 

Figure 3: Annotative structure 

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999)  

skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 
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3. Tree-branching 

 

Tree-branching structure is used to allow the user to decide what happens in the 

story. Consequently, every time the cybereader makes a choice, he/she enters a new and 

unique narrative universe. In this type of structure the narrative is not open and the 

outcome is not predetermined with closed options. Tree-branching is not a truly linear 

structure, but neither is it a multi-linear structure. The reason for this indeterminacy is 

that it does not consist of only one story. In every branch a new story can be born. The 

number of different stories depends on the number of end nodes.  

 

 

Fig. 4. Tree-branching structure 

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999)  

skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 
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4. Multi-linear structure 

 

In a multi-linear structure the reader (or participant) is forced to move towards a 

certain endpoint, however the interactivity lies in the fact that there are different ways to 

get there. There are two truly multi-linear structures: (1) plain multi-linear and (2) 

braided multi-linear. And finally, there is a type of structure that is only related to 

multi-linearity in that it simulates the former to a certain extent: i.e. (3) nested funnel. In 

a plain multilinear structure different paths lead to a common ending. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Multilinear structure 

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999)  

skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 
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A braided multi-linear structure (Figure 6) could be described as a type of linear 

structure where different storylines or accounts of the same story intersect more than 

one so that at each intersection the reader can choose her path to the next one (George 

Stuart Joyce n/p) An examples of a braided multi-linear structures is Susan Gibb's 

Blueberries. In each node, three or four choices are presented. Each possibility is 

described by a word. Which word the reader chooses does not affect the outcome of the 

story; it only defines the path he/she will take to get there. The navigation principle is 

associative thinking. The reader chooses which word looks most attractive and pursues 

the link. In Blueberries the main protagonist serves as a structuring tool; the different 

nodes are anecdotes from the protagonist life. The reasons for Susan Gibb to choose this 

structure must be to make the reader feel closer to the protagonist, the reader, like the 

speaker tries to have control over her life and choose real or imaginary places, people 

and activities to have experiences and to heal her traumas. The reader needs to associate 

some words, repetitions, images and colors with others to find the hidden meanings of 

the story. 
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Figure 6: Braided multi-linear structure 

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: Towards a Hyperfiction poetics 

(1999) skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 

 

Another possible structure is what we could call an hourglass or bottleneck 

structure (Fig. 7). According to George Stuart Joyce the number of parallel storylines is 

temporarily limited to one and disperses again. On the other hand, with a nested funnel 

structure an hourglass has in common that it narrows down a story, and only allows one 

single opening to the rest of it. Hourglass, however, does not require any particular 

programming or complex sequential organisation of nodes. It is like a bridge between 

two islands of the story. There is no other way to get to the other island, but to take this 

bridge (Authoring Joyce n/p). Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon has an hourglass structure; the 

reader has only one starting point, the road in which there are different lexias, images 

which drive the reader to stories and dialogues. The author shows that all the 

experiences of intersexuals and transgendered people destabilize the straight road -

symbolizing the patriarchal established system that the reader follows.  

 

 



 

 

79 

79 

Figure 7: Hourglass structure. Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture: 

Towards a Hyperfiction poetics (1999) skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 

 

A structure using nested funnels could also be called 'scavenger hunt' or 

'multiple act shape'. It is a linear structure, but at certain points the reader has to 

conform to certain conditions before he/she can go on reading. The nested funnels 

themselves should be regarded as non-linear devices. "Within the nested funnel you 

must either go through all scenes, do all set activities, or at least a significant set of 

scenes, and/or activities within an act before you are allowed into the next act" (Joyce 

n/p). One example of an online hyperfiction employing nested funnels is Edwina 

Breitzke's Henro (1997), a story about a girl gone on the pilgrimage of the 88 temples in 

Japan. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Nested funnels 

Image from George Stuart Joyce Authoring as Architecture (1999) skyscraper.fortunecity.com. 
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It is interesting to emphasize that the non-linear and multilinear structures invite 

the reader to find different stories, versions of a story and memories in the same text. 

These characteristics provide feelings in the reader such as intrigue and mystery, 

making the reading experience a detective process.  

 

1.6. Rhizome and Storyworld 

 

                     Fig. 1 Image of a rhizomatic structure in music. 

                 From Deleuze and Guattari's A Thousand Plateaus (1980). 

 

The rhizome is probably still the most prototypical of hypertext fiction 

structures. It is a type of fiction based on concepts derived almost directly from 

poststucturalist theorists like Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes. It consists of a finely 

braided web that aims to be non-hierarchical, decentered, lacking beginning and ending 

etc. The structure of the hypertext has been compared with the one of a rhizome by 

many scholars. The philosophy of the rhizome was developed by Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus (1980). Deleuze and Guattari explained the 

philosophical concept of the rizhome as it follows: "The rhizome is composed not of 
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units but of dimensions, or rather directions in motion. It has neither beginning nor end, 

but always a middle (milieu) from which it grows and which it overspills" (Deleuze and 

Guattari 23). George Landow supports the idea that a hypertext like a rhizome "has 

multiple entryways and exits, embodies something closer to anarchy that to hierarchy, 

and it connects any point to any other point" (Landow Hypertext 3.0. 61-62). Some 

hypertext fictions, like for instance Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace (1997-2001), have 

a rhizomatic structure, there are no hierarchies, the reader can follow many different 

paths and the structure of the hypertext fiction is similar to the roots of a tree. 

A storyworld* is a type of idea space*, which developed from an entirely 

different angle than the rhizome. Instead of being based on poststructuralist theory, 

these hyperfictions have developed from Internet experience itself. The basic difference 

from a rhizome is that a storyworld is not denying the necessity of structuring within the 

three-dimensional space of the idea space structure. It is overtly hierarchic; it mostly 

contains a beginning (at least a starting screen) and very often an ending, and most 

typical problems of the rhizome are avoided by employing a strict semantics with regard 

to linking. Nevertheless, it also carries many of the characteristics and strong points of 

the idea space such as a certain degree of decentring, the possibility of collaboration, 

extended works with diffuse boundaries etc (George Stuart Joyce n/p).   

Electronic literature suggests a new vision of arts whose value cannot be 

economical but transactional. Feminist authors like Francesca da Rimini, Shu Lea 

Cheang or Susan Gibb are particularly interested in hypertext and New Media art 

because of the posssibilities they offer. Some of the most remarkable changes that 

hypertexts offer are: 1. "The death of the editor": the writer does not need to look for the 

approval of publishing houses. 2. "The death of the author" (in Barthean terms) and the 

arrival of the collective work. Most of digital works are collective, a fact that provides 

multiple voices in the same text. 3. The writer feels free to criticize any kind of 
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institution: government, political system, religion, etc. The writer/s chooses the words 

and the images, therefore, censorship dissappears. 4. Images communicate and with the 

development of new technologies they can give multiple possibilities: in motion, 

blurred images, distorted, etc. All these characteristics join people from different 

countries, and contribute to break boundaries of gender and race because of the 

anonymity, giving the project the possibility of being constructed and deconstruted 

infinite times. According to Elora Lee Raymond: 

 

Hypertext embodies criteria of linguistic and semiological theorists as a text 

which is readerly, de-centered, and multivocal. These qualities change the 

relations of users to technology, readers to writers, and readers to other 

readers. In this way, hypertext can be used as a tool for social change 

(Raymond, "Gender Matters" Cyberarts Web, n/p) 

 

    Many scholars interested in cultural, postcolonial and gender studies are beginning 

to research on electronic literature and cyberculture owing to all the new possibilities 

that cyberspace offers: publishing in on-line journals, working at home, getting into 

social networkings, demostrating through virtual sit-ins, videoconferencing, attending 

on-line conferences, meeting people from chat rooms, etc. A virtual sit-in, which was 

used for the first time by Ricardo Domínguez, a Dollspace collaborator, is a form of 

electronic civil disobedience deriving its name from the sit-ins popular during the civil 

rights movement of the 1960s. The virtual sit-in attempts to re-create that same action 

digitally using a distributed denial-of-service attack. During a virtual sit-in, hundreds of 

activists attempt to access a target website simultaneously and repetitively. If performed 

correctly, this will cause the target website to run slowly or even collapse entirely, 

preventing anyone from accessing it. Internet facilities open the door to everyone (who 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distributed_denial-of-service_attack
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Activists
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Website
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can have access to it) without gender or race distinction. In cyberspace we can find what 

we are looking for in any part of the world and everybody can see our artistic or literary 

creations, photographs, videos etc. Zoë Sofoulis emphasized why feminists where so 

interested in cyberspace: 

 

Cyberspace provides an opportunity to escape conventional definitions as 'mere' 

body and to represent oneself as disembodied text, voice, constructed persona, 

viewpoint. Feminists may be attracted to practicing art in areas relatively 

unencumbered by canonical histories of white male masters: video, computer 

graphics and animation, 3D installations and Internet sites are relatively new 

fields, fields that women can enter 'at ground level' with a reasonable chance of 

being exhibited (often under the curatorship of women), getting noticed and 

influencing the evolving art form (Sofoulis, “Interactivity, Intersubjectivity and 

the Artwork/network” n/p) 
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1.7.        New Media art, Dada Movement and the Politico-Cultural Media Activism 

 

  When a hypertext includes images, it becomes a hypermedia. These images belong 

to what is called New Media art. Sometimes a hypertext does not have any image or 

graphic, and some new media artworks do not have any texts. However, electronic 

literature and New Media art have blended their qualities in recent years with the 

development of visual modes in the new technologies. Experts from various fields -

literature, art history and computer scientists- are interested in the images and signs of 

digital literature and art. Working with hypermedia demands certain knowledge on art, 

media theory and digital humanities.  

        New Media art is a genre that brings together artworks created with New Media 

technologies, including digital art, computer graphics, computer animation, virtual art, 

Internet art (also called Net art), interactive art, computer robotics, and art as 

biotechnology. New media art breaks traditional power relations and boundaries giving 

the reader/viewer the choice to follow one direction or another. Lev Manovich, New 

Media art and theory professor maintains that New media changes our concept of what 

an image is because it turns a viewer into an active user (Craine n/p) 

     The origins of New Media art are in the moving photographic inventions of the 

late 19th century such as the zoetrope (1834), the praxinoscope (1877) and Eadweard 

Muybridge's zoopraxiscope (1879). During the 1960s the development of then new 

technologies of video produced the New Media art experiments by Nam June Paik, 

Wolf Vostell and A. Michael Noll, and multimedia performances of Fluxus. At the end 

of the 1980s the development of computer graphics took place. Then, in the 1990s the 

spreading of the Web and the Internet favored the emerging of new and various forms 

of interactivity with net.art (Internet art), telematic art and immersive art. 
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         The precedents of New Media art started during the twentieth century with Dada 

movement in Europe. Dada artists in Zürich, Berlin, Cologne, Paris, and New York 

were disturbed by what they perceived as the self-destructive bourgeois artistic works 

that led to the First World War. They made experiments with radically new artistic 

practices and ideas, spreading social criticism and anti-war messages. Dadaist position 

was a reaction promoted by the industrialization of warfare and the mechanical 

reproduction of texts and images. Mark Tribe, artist and Professor of Modern Culture 

and Media Studies at Brown University states that New Media art can be seen as a 

response to the information technology revolution and the digitization of cultural forms 

(Tribe n/p). According to Giovanna di Rosario Dadaist works are characterized by a 

deliberate irrationality and the rejection of the prevailing standards of art. Dadaists 

explained that what they did was not art; it was anti-art. Dada movement ignored 

aesthetics principles. Dada’s meaning is dependent entirely on the viewer, for them it 

was the viewer who made art: “C’est le regardeur qui fait l’oeuvre” (Duchamp). Dada 

works force the observer to question on the meaning of their works (Rosario 49). 

Leaving the observer the responsibility and freedom of interpreting the work is exactly 

what feminist hypertext authors such as Francesca da Rimini, Shu Lea Cheang and 

Susan Gibb exercise, questioning gender debates more than imposing their perspectives 

or a "real truth". 

       Many Dadaist strategies can be seen in New Media art: photomontage, collage, 

the readymade, political action, and performance - as well as Dada artists' provocative 

use of irony and absurdity. We can find fragmented juxtapositions of borrowed images 

and texts in works like Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace (1997-2001) Shu Lea Cheang's 

Brandon (1998) and Diane Ludin's Genetic Response System 3.0 (2001) which, as Mark 

Tribes has observed, are reminiscent of the collages of Raoul Hausmann, Hannah Höch, 

and Francis Picabia (Tribe n/p).  
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     New Media art shares many characteristics with electronic literature. Most New 

Media artists often work collaboratively, whether in groups or in long-term 

partnerships. Like films or theatrical productions, many New Media art projects require 

a range of technological and artistic skills to produce. New Media art groups that work 

under a shared name include the Bureau of Inverse Technology, Fakeshop, Institute for 

Applied Autonomy, Mongrel, and VNS Matrix. 

      In electronic literature open publishing is fostered and in New Media art free 

software is also seen as a positive strategy so that everyone can have access to artworks. 

Besides sharing information New Media artists defend the practice of borrowing 

images.  Francesca da Rimini and Shu Lea Cheang borrow images from other artists; da 

Rimini echoes Isidore Ducasse's famous quotation to explain why borrowing sentences 

and images from other artists is a tendendy of contemporaneous art: "Plagiarism is 

necessary. Progress implies it" (da Rimini quoted in Randall 171) 

      Media New artworks generally denounce social injustices and have an anti-

system approach. Other works explore the construction and perception of identity. For 

instance Mouchette, a Net art work, demonstrates the uncertainty of online identity. 

Mouchette is a hypermedia about a girl who has the physical aspect of a fly and who 

blames the reader for having killed her after clicking on the image of the fly. After 

having read the hypermedia the reader will receive an e-mail and will find a link in 

which he/she will have to answer to the following question: "What is the best way to 

kill yourself when you're under 13?" (Mouchette.org). Reader's answers and those from 

all the other users will remain on the website. The true identity of the character nor the 

name of the artist responsible for Mouchette have been revealed. Other New Media 

artists address issues of identity in more straightforward ways. Shu Lea Cheang's 

Brandon, for example, explores the true story of Teena Brandon, a young woman who 

was murdered for passing as a man. In Bindigirl (1999), Prema Murthy represents 
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herself as an Indian pin up girl in a critique of the Internet pornography industry and the 

Orientalism found in Asian pornography.  

 To conclude, New Media art and electronic literature are fields which are generally 

named together in congresses and university courses because certain knowledge of 

media and art is required for the analyses of hypermedia. Feminist representation in 

New Media art was manifested by cyberfeminist collectives, nowadays feminist 

hypertext writers are becoming to work more individually. Electronic literature and 

New Media art, collaborative or not, allow a more active participation on the reader and 

create empathy among reader and writer. Feminists take advantage of what these 

possibilities imply in their attempt to convince the reader about the need of gender 

equality. In the following chapter the precedents of feminist hypertexts will be 

analyzed: feminist theory and cyberfeminism. Both branches have been ignored by 

many scholars and their importance will be explored within the study of electronic 

literature and New Media art. 
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CHAPTER II: GENDER ISSUES IN ELECTRONIC LITERATURE AND NEW  

 

MEDIA ART 

 

2.  Cyberfeminism: Women in the New Technologies 

 

In 2010 I had the opportunity to interview Julianne Pierce, writer and artist who 

took part of the first cyberfeminist group called VNS Matrix, at the conference "Riot 

Girls Techno Queen: the Rise of Laptop Generation Women" in the Reina Sofía 

Museum in Madrid. When I asked her what did she think about nowadays 

cyberfeminism she answered to me with certain melancholly: "Cyberfeminist 

movements are not as visible as they used to be during the 90s" ("Personal Interview, 

Pierce n/p) It is true that the 80s and 90s supposed the golden age of cybercultures, 

cybernetics* arrived in the 1960s (Wiener 1968) but the glorious age of the Internet 

started in the 80s.  In 1984 William Gibson coined the word cyberspace and anticipated 

the revolution of virtual life in Neuromancer (1984), other cyberpunk novels also 

illustrated a post apocalyptical future such as: Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 

(1968) by Philip K. Dick, cyberpunk films also succeeded, such as Blade Runner (1982) 

and The Terminator (1984). The Web was invented by British scientist Tim Berners-

Lee in 1989, CERN publicized the new World Wide Web project in 1991, and during 

the 90s the cyberfeminist theories and movements were spread internationally. 

Unfortunately a climax of disillusion and a crisis of moral values has influenced 

negatively on cyberfeminist thought, promoted by the idea that women in the third 

world cannot have access to the Internet, the battle between ecofeminists and 

cyberfeminists, and the ecological awareness of the difficulty to eliminate electronic 

garbage.  
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In the same conference I also had the opportunity to approach Professor 

Remedios Zafra, who investigates on cyberfeminism and the body in cyberspace, has 

translated into Spanish language the most famous cyberfeminist media artworks and 

writings in her project "Violencia sin cuerpos" <2-red.net/carceldeamor/vsc/>, 

introduced cyberfeminist and body theories in cyberspace in the Spanish academia 

publishing: "Netianas N(h)acer mujer en Internet" (2005) and has recently published 

"Un cuarto propio conectado. (Ciber)espacio y (auto)gestión del yo" (Fórcola, Madrid, 

2010) and coordinated "X0y1 #ensayos sobre género y ciberespacio" (2010). When I 

commented that I was doing my research on topics which were related to hers she 

coincided with Julianne Pierce’s view that most of the research on cyberfeminism was 

done in the 90s but due to the increase of electronic media for reading a renewed 

interest on feminist networks was emerging. I think that nowadays we are making better 

use of the new technologies in communication, research and education, and curiosity for 

the effects of this Information Society revolution is increasing. In cyberspace private 

becomes public and thus, it is beneficial to cyberfeminists to accomplish the common 

objectives of feminists: take part in public life and empowering herselves creating 

communities of politically and socially active women.  
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2.1. Feminisms and Gender Theory: Precedents and Background of Cyberfeminism 

 

Cyberfeminism started in the 90s and acquired an international impact. Donna 

Haraway coined the term “cyborg feminism” referring to a concrete feminism in which 

women’s use of the new technologies would be profitable for them in their fight against 

patriarchy. Echoing Marx Comunist Manifesto (1847), Haraway published A Cyborg 

Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century, 

in 1985. Haraway critisizes second wave feminism and proposes a feminist theory 

where affinity substitutes identity. She deploys the metaphor of a cyborg to challenge 

feminists to engage in a politics beyond naturalism and essentialism. For her, we are all 

cyborgs, posthuman beings, hybrids of organism and machine. The Manifesto 

vindicated feminists acknowledge of their situation within what she terms the 

“informatics of domination.”  Haraway uses a chart to illustrate the dichotomies of the 

old hierarchical dominations to the scary new networks she calls the informatics of 

domination: 

 

Representation Simulation 

Bourgeois novel, realism Science fiction, postmodernism 

Organism Biotic Component 

Depth, integrity Surface, boundary 

Heat Noise 

Biology as clinical practice Biology as inscription 

Physiology Communications engineering 

Small group Subsystem 

Perfection Optimization 

Eugenics Population Control 

Decadence, Magic Mountain Obsolescence, Future Shock 

Hygiene Stress Management 

Microbiology, tuberculosis Immunology, AIDS 

Organic division of labour Ergonomics/cybernetics of labour 

Functional specialization Modular construction 

Reproduction Replication 



 

 

91 

91 

Organic sex role specialization Optimal genetic strategies 

Bioogical determinism Evolutionary inertia, constraints 

Community ecology Ecosystem 

Racial chain of being 
Neo-imperialism, United Nations 

humanism 

Scientific management in 

home/factory 
Global factory/Electronid cottage 

Family/Market/Factory Women in the Integrated Circuit 

Family wage Comparable worth 

Public/Private Cyborg citizenship 

Nature/Culture fields of difference 

Co-operation Communicatins enhancemenet 

Freud Lacan 

Sex Genetic engineering 

Labour Robotics 

Mind Artificial Intelligence 

Second World War Star Wars 

White Capitalist Patriarchy Informatics of Domination 

 
Fig. 1 Haraway's chart of the new technologies revolution. Chart taken from Haraway's Cyborg 

Manifesto. 

 

 According to Haraway we all live in an era in which flesh is losing ground 

against wires and circuits. We can appreciate this cyborgization in the tecnological 

advances in different fields. A cyborg is a being with both biological and artificial (e.g. 

electronic, mechanical or robotic) parts. The term was coined in 1960 by Manfred 

Clynes and Nathan Kline in their article “Cyborgs and Space” in which they declared 

the advantages of self-regulating human-machine systems in outer space. In medicine, a 

person with bionic or robotic implants (prosthesis, a pacemaker or an artificial heart) is 

a cyborg. Our daily use of computers is influencing us to become cyborgs too 

depending on the Internet to practically all our social and commercial transaction: e-

mails, booking on-line, searching for information, using GPS with our mobile phones, 

learning on-line, interacting in social networks (facebook, twitter, myspace), etc.  

 The cyborg represents a postmodernist utopia of a genderless world without 

genesis. The metaphor of the cyborg is used to construct a postmodernist feminism that 
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moves beyond dualisms (male/female, black/white, gay/straight, etc.). As well as 

attempting to surpass the limitations of traditional (second wave) gender politics. The 

cyborg represents the postmodern utopia of a world without gender or genesis. From 

Haraway’s point of view the cyborg is unchained; it is released from God’s demands or 

parents weaknesses. Cyborgs are influenced by militarism, patriarchy and socialism, but 

they are above the traditional Western polarity of public and private properties. They 

tend to unite front politics without any kind of innocence. Cyborgs emerge from cosmos 

ashes. Society is being completely reconstructed, mutating its economic, cultural, 

political and family environments, ignoring the given heritage from patriarchal 

capitalism. According to Donna Haraway:  

 

The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they are the illegitimate 

offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention state socialism. 

But illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their 

fathers, after all, are inessential (Haraway 151) 

 

Haraway suggests a society deconstruction and a renewal in culture, economics, 

medicine and politics to ignore the capitalist patriarchal inheritance. In Donna 

Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto she criticizes earlier feminisms: especially from the 

second wave feminism, and particularly conservative, socialist and Marxist feminisms.  

In order to assimilate Haraway’s attacks and proposals it is necessary to elaborate a 

preliminary study on the third feminist background (late 80s and early 90s). It is 

essential to know previous feminist theories which I am going to summarize in the 

following lines.  

The first feminist wave was developed at the end of the 19
th

 century and the 

beginning of the 20
th

 century. This period is characterized by French activist Olympe de 
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Gouges publication of the Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen 

(Déclaration des Droits de la Femme et de la Citoyenne) which she wrote in 1791 in 

response to the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. In the first article 

Olympe de Gouges claimed: “La Femme naît libre et demeure égale à l'homme en 

droits. Les distinctions sociales ne peuvent être fondées que sur l'utilité commune” 

(Gouges Art. I, n/p) “A woman is born free and remains equal to man in rights. Social 

distinctions may only be based on common utility” (Translated to English, 

library.csi.cuny.edu., n/p).  And continued: “Toutes les Citoyennes et tous les Citoyens, 

étant égaux à ses yeux, doivent être également admissibles à toutes dignités, places et 

emplois publics, selon leurs capacités, et sans autres distinctions que celles de leurs 

vertus et de leurs talents” (Gouges Art. VI, n/p)  “All citizens including women are 

equally admissible to all public dignities, offices and employments, according to their 

capacity, and with no other distinction than that of their virtues and talents” (Translated 

to English, library.csi.cuny.edu., n/p). Olympe de Gouges was executed by guillotine 

during the Reign of Terror for attacking the regime of Maximilien Robespierre and for 

her close relation with the Girondists. In 1792 Mary Wollstonecraft published one of the 

first philosophical feminist writings: A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1796). The 

philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft, (who will be mother of Mary Shelley), first published 

A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) in response to Edmund Burke's Reflections 

on the Revolution in France (1790), which was a defense of constitutional monarchy, 

aristocracy, and the Church of England. In her essay Wollstonecraft criticized 

aristocracy and advocated republicanism. Later, in A Vindication of the Rights of a 

Woman Wollstonecraft argued that women ought to have an education to achieve the 

same occupations as men, they are essential to the nation because they educate their 

children and because they could be "companions" to their husbands rather than only 

wives.  Reading Wollstonecraft Vindication produces a shocking feeling because in the 
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nineteenth century she was already stating that women deserved the same rights as men 

and they should not be educated for the pleasure of men as Rousseau argued in Émile 

(1762), and tragically, present day women still have to fight for the same reasons in 

every country of the world. Another relevant contribution to feminism was Sojourner 

Truth’s discourse "Ain't I a Woman? (1851) in which she criticized the differences 

between white working class women’s rights and those of black women. Despite 

slavery was abolished, gender equality was not achieved, the greatest success by first 

wave feminists was woman’s suffrage in England in 1918. Finland was the first nation 

in the world to give all citizens full suffrage, in 1906. Women subsequently achieved to 

have the right to vote in Canada, the rest of Europe, the United States of America, in 

Latin America and the rest of the countries in the world, except in Vatican City and in 

some Muslim countries such as: Saudi Arabia, where women are not allowed to vote, 

Brunei, where there is no suffrage for men or women, Lebanon, while voting is 

compulsory for men but optional for women, United Arab Emirates (News Track India,  

Cia.gov, City Mayors, Saudigazette, The Guardian, Al Jazeera News n/p).   

 Second wave feminism or women liberation spanned 60s and 70s, and it was the 

period in which women fought for their economic independence and their sexual and 

reproductive rights. The work which established the beginning of second wave 

feminism was Le deuxième sexe (The Second Sex) by Simone de Beauvoir in 1949, her 

theories approach the “equality feminism”. According to Beauvoir submission and 

goodness in women is not biological but cultural, and women's freedom and happiness 

is only possible if housework and children upbringing responsibilities are shared by 

woman and man in equality. Once Beavoir's work was known internationally many 

feminists fought to achieve women's access to the highest academic institutions and job 

positions out home. In 1960 The Food and Drug Administration approved the combined 

oral contraceptive pill in the United States of America. In 1963 Betty Friedan in The 
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Feminine Mystique denounced women's oppression arguing that women can not have 

their own identity because their obligations were to be a mother, wife and housewife. In 

1966 Friedan founded NOW (National Organization for Women), whose members were 

white rich women, with advanced studies, connected to the liberal spirit of the first 

feminism. Feminists worked for women's acquisition of rights and participation in 

public, working and public life. In Spain in 1960 Franquist courts approved the Law of 

Politics Rights to woman's work. In 1968 Coretta Scott King assumed leadership of the 

African-American Civil Rights Movement following the death of her husband, Martin 

Luther King, Jr, and expands the movement's platform to include women's rights. 

Shirley Chisholm is elected to the United States Congress that same year, she was the 

first black congresswoman. 

 During the 70s the so-called radical feminism started with the Redstockings 

movement. The word Redstockings is a neologism, combining the term bluestocking, a 

pejorative term for intellectual women, with "red", for its association with the 

revolutionary left. The group was led by Ellen Willis and Shulamith Firestone in 

February 1969 after the breakup of New York Radical Women. Redstockings held the 

view that all men oppress women as a class and that it is the responsibility of individual 

men to give up male supremacy, rather than the responsibility of women to change 

themselves. Redstockings were strongly opposed to lesbian separatism, considering 

interpersonal relationships with men as an important arena of feminist struggle, as well 

as seeing separatism as escapist. Redstockings were also opposed to male 

homosexuality, which they saw as a misogynist rejection of women. Their perspective 

on lesbians and homosexuals was erroneous; this is the reason why they have been 

criticized for their homophobia (Willis 124, Echols 12)  

In 1971, Kate Millet published Sexual Politics and defined patriarchy as an 

institution in which half of the population (women) are under men's control. According 
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to Millet, all societies are patriarchal because male dominate and women are 

subordinate. Since the family is a patriarchal unit, it helps to inflict the notion of female 

subordination and male superiority in every sphere of society such as education, religion 

and literature. "Patriarchy's chief institution is the family" (Millet 24) and women suffer 

an economical discrimination: "Since women have always worked in patriarchal 

societies, often at the most routine or strenuous tasks, what is at issue here is not labor 

but economic reward" (Millet 39). She also argued that a whole range of strategies were 

applied to control women; these included physical and sexual violence ("Patriarchy 

explains the widespread nature of violence against women" n/p).  

Radical feminists identified centers of patriarchal domination in life spheres 

which had been traditionally considered "private". The slogan "the personal is political" 

was first coined by Carol Hanisch and was central to the writings of early feminists such 

as Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone (Onega 103).  They contributed to feminist 

theory the revolution of relating politics theory to power relationships which structure 

family and sexuality.  

Radical feminists organized self-consciousness groups, in which they 

encouraged each participant to expose her own personal oppression experience with the 

aim of make her aware of it and analyze in political terms how to change their situation 

(Salas n/p). Those self-consciousness groups could not move a step forward because the 

last new one had to put everything into question and start again.  

The second feminist side of radical feminists was “the feminism of the 

difference”, its major representatives were Adrianne Rich and Germaine Greer. In this 

movement the philosophy was that women should not imitate men because, for them 

they were warriors, aggressive and predators. A French "feminisme de la différence" 

arose with Luce Irigaray, Annie Leclerc, Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous. Luce 

Irigaray criticized the favoring of unitary truth within patriarchal society. She suggested 
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using a new disruptive form of feminine writing: écriture feminine. According to 

Irigaray women's social inferiority is reinforced and complicated by the fact that woman 

does not have access to language, except through recourse to "masculine" systems of 

representation which exclude women (The Irigaray Reader 24) 

Irigaray focused on the child’s pre-Oedipal phase when experience and 

knowledge depends on bodily contact, primarily with the mother. She fostered the 

mother-daughter relationship, which she considers devalued in patriarchal society. In 

my opinion Irigaray's best ideas were to use the term "genre" to refer to a social concept 

and sex for something biological as well as to investigate on the mother-daughter 

relationship which had been only seen as negative by previous male psychoanalysts. 

However, the idea that men and women write in a distinctive different way has been 

debated by many linguists and for me there is not any male or female kind of writing. 

Donna Haraway, as many third wave feminists will criticize the idea that women are 

naturally female.  

Another stream of the feminism of the difference also took place in Italy, and 

writers from Milano School such as Carla Lonzi, Rossana Rosanda and Luisa Muraro 

appreciated the theories of the symbolic order of mother, self-esteem, and changing 

women's relationships, what they called affidamento, (affinity). As we will see later 

Donna Haraway reintroduced the idea of "affinity" in her Cyborg Manifesto.  

During the 60s liberal and radical feminists achieved enormous acknowledgment 

in US:  equality between man and woman, the first law against woman's rape by her 

own husband, and the law against pregnant women discrimination at work. Numerous 

feminist associations of Chicanas, Cubans, Mexicans and Asians emerged with the aim 

of defending their rights in the USA.  

The second-wave feminism finished with the arrival of the Feminist Sex Wars: 

the difference of opinion of Anti-pornography and sex positive feminists. Anti-
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pornography feminists went through a series of legal proposals to prohibit pornography 

considering that it promoted gender violence, while sex positive feminists (also known 

as sexually liberated feminists or pro-sex feminsts) believed that sexual liberation and 

sexual freedom are key components of women's liberation.  

The main representatives of Anti-pornography feminism were: Catharine 

MacKinnon, Andrea Dworkin, Robin Morgan and Diana Russell. Anti-pornography 

feminists denounced films in which women were coerced to perform depicted sexual 

acts like the famous case of Linda Boreman, the protagonist of Deep Throat (1972): in 

one of her biographies she claimed that her husband threatened to kill her, brandishing 

handguns and rifles to oblige her to suffer a rape episode. Her husband Chuck Traynor, 

received $1,250 for her acting. Diane E.H Russell, researcher on sexual violence against 

girls and women, wrote about Linda Boreman's case in her book Making Violence Sexy: 

Feminist Views on Pornography (1993). According to Russell, Boreman in Ordeal told 

that she had been a sexual prisoner for years, she had been tortured and restricted from 

all normal human contact (Diana Russell 24). After publising Ordeal (her third 

autobiography), Linda Boreman (aka Linda Lovelace) became spokeperson of the 

feminist anti-pornography movement. At a press conference announcing Ordeal, for the 

first time she made public accusations against Traynor.  

She was joined by supporters Andrea Dworkin, Catharine MacKinnon, Gloria 

Steinem, and members of Women against Pornography. She spoke out against 

pornography, stating that she had been abused and coerced. She spoke before feminist 

groups, at colleges, and before government hearings on pornography. Boreman made 

her charges public for the press corps at a press conference, together with MacKinnon, 

members of Women against Pornography, and feminist writer Andrea Dworkin offering 

statements in support. Dworkin, MacKinnon, Gloria Steinem, and Boreman discussed 

the possibility of using federal civil rights law to seek damages from Chuck Traynor 
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and the makers of Deep Throat. Unfortunately Linda Boreman could not denounce her 

husband because Steinnem discovered that the time for a possible suit was over 

(Brownmiller 337).  

The end of the second wave feminism were the Feminist Sex Wars in which 

debates took place within the feminist movement and lesbian community in the late 

1970s through the 1980s around the issues of feminist strategies regarding sexuality, 

sexual representation, pornography, sadomasochism, the role of trans women in the 

lesbian community, and other sexual issues (Duggan and Hunter 16, Gerhard 18).  

Third wave feminism started with feminists’ critique of the second-wave 

feminism for ignoring the issues of black women. In 1981, Cherríe Moraga and Gloria 

E. Anzaldúa published the anthology This Bridge Called My Back, which, along with 

All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, and Some of Us Are Brave: Black 

Women's Studies (1983), critiqued second-wave feminism, which focused primarily on 

the problems and political positions of white women. This perspective is debatable 

because some second wave feminists like Diana E.H. Russell introduced testimonies of 

not only white women but also black women in her books. However it is certain that 

feminist concerns during the 70s and 80s were mainly focused on Western women and 

Easter women needs were hardly ever mentioned. A sign of the beginning of Third-

wave feminism was Rebecca Walker's article entitled:  "Becoming the Third Wave" in 

which she declared "I am not a post-feminist, I am the third-wave" (Walker 39-41). 

What Rebecca Walker meant was that this kind of feminism was not going to be a 

second part of the last one nor an opposition to it, but it a new position which has learnt 

from the errors and good decisions of that period. Third-wave feminists affirm that 

second-wave feminists were wrong believing in an "only one" woman model, that 

model does not exist because each woman has different interests depending on her 

social situation, ethnic group, nationality and religion. This stream leaves aside 
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essencialism, arguing that it is inadequate to talk about a universal woman condition, for 

instance, Catholic women cannot be compared to Muslims.  

Third wave feminists admit that women are of "many colors, ethnicities, 

nationalities, religions and cultural backgrounds" (Rosemarie Tong 284-285). At this 

point feminists will carry on a poststructuralist critique reinterpreting concepts such as 

gender and sex. Third wave-feminism is characterized by subdivision of other theories 

such as: queer, transgender, cyberfeminism, anti-racism and postcolonial theory. Two 

feminist theories which are essential to comment on third wave feminism are 

Intersectionality theory, Chicana theory and Queer theory.  

Black feminists had complained about the lack of representation of the race 

question by other feminists. The Combahee River Collective argued in 1974 that the 

liberation of black women entails freedom for all people, since it would require the end 

of racism, sexism, and class oppression. As a response to the differences among women 

of different races or from different origins Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) highlighted the 

concept of intersectionality. From the very beginning intersectionality was introduced as 

intersection in the American sense of the word to denote ways in which people of color 

cross gender (Crenshaw, quoted in Knudsen 61). The concept of intersectionality 

occurred as an interplay between Black Feminism, feminist theory and post-colonial 

theory in the late 1990s. However, the reflection of interaction between several 

categories may be followed in feminist theories from the 1970s like feminism and 

socialism, post-colonial feminism and queer-feminism (Lykke, Yuval-Davis, quoted in 

Knudsen 62). Intersectionality holds that the classical conceptualizations of oppression 

within society, such as racism, sexism, homophobia, and religion-based bigotry, do not 

act independently of one another; instead, these forms of oppression interrelate, creating 

a system of oppression that reflects the "intersection" of multiple forms of 

discrimination. Kathy Davis explained in her article "Intersectionality as a Buzzword: A 
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Sociology of Science on What Makes a Feminist Theory Succesful" that 

intersectionality is the interaction of multiple identities and experiences of exclusion 

and subordination (67). In the fourth chapter of this study feminist hypertexts will be 

seen as a tool that erases the hierarchies in different kinds of feminisms: Black 

feminism will be at the same level as White feminism (See chapter IV).  

As it will be argued, in the multimodal analyses* of electronic literature and 

New Media artworks Shu Lea Cheang and da Rimini are influenced by queer theory on 

their approaches of multiple identities. Haraway will learn from Chicana theory to think 

of a feminism of different races.  

 

Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one's shifting and multiple 

identity and integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, an "alien" 

element.  There is an exhilaration in being a participant in the further evolution 

of humankind, in being "worked" on.  I have the sense that certain "faculties"-

not just in me but in every border resident, colored or non-colored-and dormant 

areas of consciousness are being activated, awakened.  Strange, huh?  And yes, 

the "alien" element has become familiar-never comfortable, not with society's 

clamor to uphold the old, to rejoin the flock, to go with the herd.  No, not 

comfortable but home...." (Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 

Anzaldúa, preface) 

 

Haraway's theories were clearly influenced by one of the most important works 

of the third wave and present day feminisms: Gender Trouble by Judith Butler. In her 

first work Butler enacted a very logical reason about women and men condition 

affirming that both sex and gender are constructed. Judith Butler's theory of 

performativity is inspired from J. L. Austin How to Do Things with Words (1962) and 
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Jacques Derrida's "Signature, Event, Context" (1971) and Paul de Man's notion of 

"matalepsis" in Allegories of Reading (1981), Butler revolutionized the concept of 

gender creating a fusion of feminist insights into linguistic theories.  

 

In Gender Trouble: Feminism and the subversion of Identity, Butler 

denaturalizes gender categories by proposing that they are performative; That is, 

gender is part of an overall structure of power that can be disrupted by individual 

agency (Xiana Sotelo 342) 

 

  According to Butler no identity exists behind the acts that supposedly "express" 

gender, and these acts constitute—rather than express—the illusion of the stable gender 

identity. Furthermore, if the appearance of “being” a gender is thus an effect of 

culturally influenced acts, then there exists no solid, universal gender: constituted 

through the practice of performance, the gender "woman" (like the gender "man") 

remains contingent and open to interpretation and "resignification." Butler provides an 

opening for subversive action.  

In the second chapter she revisits theories on the condition of the human being's 

notions of sex and gender. In this chapter entitled Psychoanalysis, Prohibition and the 

Production of the Heterosexual Matrix Butler gives new views of gender theories by 

popular theorists: Claude Lévi-Strauss’s anthropological structuralism and incest theory, 

Joan Riviere’s psychoanalytic description of “womanliness as a masquerade” and 

Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic explanation in Mourning and Melancholia (1917). 

Butler subverts Lévi-Strauss idea of incest suggesting that incest is “a pervasive cultural 

fantasy” and that the presence of the taboo generates these desires; as far as Riviere, she 

states that mimicry and masquerade form the “essence” of gender; and analysing 

Freud's psychoanalytic explanation of mourning and melancholia, in which loss prompts 
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the ego to incorporate attributes of the lost loved one, she asserts that “gender 

identification is a kind of melancholia in which the sex of the prohibited object is 

internalized as a prohibition” (63) and therefore that “same-sexed gender identification” 

(e.g., the identification of the boy with the masculine gender) depends on an unresolved 

(but simultaneously forgotten) homosexual cathexis (with the father, not the mother, of 

the Oedipal myth). For Butler, “heterosexual melancholy is culturally instituted as the 

price of stable gender identities” (70) and for heterosexuality to remain stable, it 

demands the notion of homosexuality, which remains prohibited but necessarily within 

the bounds of culture. Finally, Butler points again to the productivity of the incest taboo, 

a law which generates—and also regulates—approved heterosexuality and subversive 

homosexuality, neither of which exists before the law. 

In chapter 3 Butler theorizes on body politics, what is permitted and what is not 

and the cultural notions of male and female. Butler focuses on Julia Kristeva's attempts 

to find gender traces on language assuming that poetic language—the "semiotic" —was 

a surfacing of the maternal body in writing, uncontrolled by the paternal logos. Butler 

denies Kristeva's reflection on a "maternal" feeling that precedes culture: "Kristeva 

conceptualizes this maternal instinct as having an ontological status prior to the paternal 

law, but she fails to consider the way in which that very law might well be the cause of 

the very desire it is said to repress" (90). Butler supports her point invoking Foucault's 

arguments in The History of Sexuality to clarify that the traditional idea of maternity 

phenomenon as the responsible of women's definition is itself a product of discourse. 

In the last section called "Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Subversions",  

Butler considers body as a natural entity that "admits no genealogy" (129). She claims 

that the boundaries of the body have been drawn to constitute taboos about limits and 

possibilities of exchange: "the body is itself a consequence of taboos that render that 
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body discrete by virtue of its stable boundaries" (133). Butler uses the figure of the drag 

as the exaggeration which shows that gender is always performed. 

After having summarized previous feminist movements it is time to enter into 

Haraway's support and critique on her Cyborg Manifesto, the reason why an explanation 

of Haraway's reflections on third wave feminism is essential because many scholars 

have commented on or debated Haraway's cyborg theory without knowledge of the 

previous feminist theories she follows or objects. It is neccesary to read and reread 

previous and subsequent feminist theories in order to become familiar with the feminist 

ideas and actions that would best fit the analysis presented here. At the end of this 

chapter the most appropriate feminist aproaches of third world feminism will be 

ennumerated and how they influenced on the feminist electronic literary works will be 

discussed.  

Moving back to Haraway, she criticizes some of the second-wave 

determinations. In her Cyborg Manifesto she responds to the already mentioned 

essentialist feminism, rejecting any theory which identifies the constitution of gender 

identity or patriarchy, universal, historical and necessary. According to Haraway:  

 

There is nothing about being 'female' that naturally binds women. There is not 

even such a state as 'being' female, itself a highly complex category constructed 

in contested sexual scientific discourses and other social practices. Gender, race, 

or class consciousness is an achievement forced on us by the terrible historica 

experience of the contradictory social realities of patriarchy, colonialism, and 

capitalism (Haraway 155)  

 

Haraway thinks that a cyborg has a changing identity and feminists should create 

coalitions based on affinity rather than on identity. Performativity* is an 
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interdisciplinary term that Judith Butler will use in her queer theory we will take it up 

again in chapter III in the section about sexual identity and Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon. 

As far as the term "affinity" is concerned, Haraway supports Chela Sandoval's theory on 

"oppositional consciousness" (1984) arguing that feminists had suffered breakdowns 

because of insisting on the idea of unity rather than on multiplicity: "Painful 

fragmentation among feminists (not to mention among women) has made the concept of 

woman elusive" (Haraway 155), and women of color contribution to feminism is 

essential to transform the old colonialist way of thinking:  

 

Sandoval argues that 'women of color' have a chance to build an effective unity 

that does not replicate the imperializing, totalizing revolutionary subjects of 

previous Marxisms and feminisms which had not faced the consequences of the 

disorderly polyphony emerging from decolonization (Haraway 156) 

 

If we read the text Haraway's is refering to: Chela Sandoval's "U.S. Third World 

Feminism:  The Theory and Method of Oppositional Consciousness in the Postmodern 

World" we will realise that what she is supporting is that it is essential to consider the 

distinction of some women to others as positive. "Oppositional consciousness" consists 

of the opposition to the dominant social order: 

 

I propose that the hegemonic, feminist structure of oppositional consciousness 

be recognized for what it is, reconceptualized, and replaced by the structure 

which follows.  This new structure is best thought of not as a typology, but as a 

'topography' of consciousness in opposition, from the Greek word 'topos' or 

place, insofar as it represents the charting of realities that occupy a specific kind 

of cultural region.  The following topography delineates the set of critical points 
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around which individuals and groups seeking to transform oppressive powers 

constitute themselves as resistance and oppositional subjects.  These points are 

orientations deployed by those subordinated classes which have sought 

subjective forms of resistance other than those forms determined by the social 

order itself (Sandoval 2-3, 10-11)   

 

Haraway coincides with Katie King in the idea that taxonimizing -classifying 

into categories- the feminist movement into liberal, radical or socialist only creates a 

battle between different political tendencies. She compares Sandoval's theory of 

"oppositional consciousness" with cyborg policy. She criticizes popular feminist 80s 

tendencies like those of Catharine MacKinnon (1982-1987), anti-pornography feminist, 

whose error, according to Haraway was to develop an authoritarian doctrine making a 

feminist consciousness of the non-existence of women in public life, except as desire 

products addressed to men. Haraway does not agree with the opinion of certain socialist 

Marxist feminists who tried to eliminate the polyvocal difference from the anti-

colonialist discourse. For her, MacKinnon erases every possibility of differenciating 

between some women and others.  

With regards to Haraway's view, it would be necessary to clarify that Catharine 

MacKinnon was right in many points when she tried to defend women's rights towards 

justice, she affirmed that women's public presence, voice and representation has been 

negated (Towards a Feminist Theory of the State, Mackinnon 285). However her 

mistake, as Haraway criticizes, was that she considered all men the same with 

statements like: "Pornography permits men to have whatever they want sexually" (122), 

this sentence is ambiguous because not all men like pornography or at least they do not 

enjoy the same kind of pornography. MacKinnon considered patriarchal prejudices as 

universal and this view impoverished her arguments. Furthermore, nowadays third wave 
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feminists consider pornography made by women as free expression and censoring 

pornography would imply repressing and neglecting women and men freedom to enjoy 

subversive and non-normative sexual practices.  

Haraway continues her manifesto explaining that the use of the new technologies 

is going to revolutionize biology, medicine, industry and society. Capitalist white 

patriarchy is going to be substituted by what she calls the informatics of domination 

(Haraway 161). Posthuman* in new technologies will create an environment of 

exchange and mobility, but at the same time there will be still social discrimination for 

women and particularly for those in Third World countries: 

 

These developments are neither gender- nor race-neutral. White men in 

advanced industrial societies have become newly vulnerable to permanent job 

loss, and women are not disappearing from the job rolls at the same rates as men. 

It is not simply that women in Third World countries are the preferred labour 

force for the science-based multinationals in the export-processing sectors, 

particularly in electronics. ...The ethnic and racial diversity of women in 

Silicon Valley structures a microcosm of conflicting differences in culture, 

family, religion, education, and language (Haraway 166) 

 

Haraway envisages the future as a place where everything will depend on 

electronics: international corporations, military power, politic processes, bodies in 

medicine, labour division and even pornography and religious evangelism (Haraway 

165). She concludes with a reflection about the myth of the cyborg as a political 

identity, she names feminist utopia writers such as Joanna Russ or Octavia Butler 

arguing that they create our politic imaginary. Haraway mentions ecofeminists warning 
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that if they do not adapt the world to the new technologies is because they may be not 

aware of late capitalism.  

 

American radical feminists like Susan Griffin, Audre Lorde, and Adrienne Rich 

have profoundly affected our political imaginations - and perhaps restricted too 

much what we allow as a friendly body and political language. They insist on the 

organic, opposing it to the technological. But their symbolic systems and the 

related positions of ecofeminism* and feminist paganism, replete with 

organicisms, can only be understood in Sandoval's terms as oppositional 

ideologies fitting the late twentieth century. They would simply bewilder anyone 

not preoccupied with the machines and consciousness of late capitalism (173) 

 

These lines can only be understood if it is taken into account that although 

ecology is essential, if technological garbage is recycled the trade and the use of these 

technologies does not necessarily imply an increase of pollution. Cyberfeminism and 

ecofeminism can converge because the use of the new technologies can be a means of 

sustainability: computer devices can be recycled and electronic books avoid 

deforestation. Haraway finishes her manifesto with a sentence which has become 

popular within feminist theory: "I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess" (181) with 

which she summarizes her idea that the solution is not a regression to genesis or rebirth 

but a reconstruction of the human being. The future human being should be a genderless 

monster, a cultures mosaic who would speak different languages and have different 

discourses and not only the phalocentric code.  

In the same year of the publication of Haraway’s Cyborgs Manifesto, an 

Australian women's collective called VNS Matrix (pronounced Venus Matrix) wrote a 

Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century. They followed Haraway's ideas such as: 
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the reinvention of nature and social conventions, the rejection of patriarchal traditions 

and the acceptance of new multiplicities in sexual relationships in which any sexual 

choice is possible. They used a subversive language that could not be categorized of 

female or male. Their artistic works were made by software tools, they were published 

on the Internet and therefore, any kind of reader, inside or out of the academic 

environment could have access to them.  

 

We had different background of poetry, video, writing, performance. At that 

time I was doing Women's Studies. I was very influenced by people like 

Foucault. We were interested in how to combine popular culture and cyberpunk. 

Gibson's Neuromancer, was a very influential novel in the 90s cyberspace. We 

wanted to have fun, being feminists without rejecting pleasure (“Riot Girls 

Techno Queen", "VNS Matrix" Julianne Pierce n/p) 

 

From 1991 to 1997 they presented artistic installations, events and public art 

works in Australia and internationally. They were some of the first artists to make 

experiments with new media art, photography, sound and video. They designed panels 

which they showed in international exhibitions of graphics of videogames addressed to 

women: All New Gen and Bad Code, in both of them heroines had to kill patriarchy to 

win the game; this was his strategy to vindicate videogames addressed to girls. VNS 

Matrix made net art, manifestos and panels of feminist videogames to enter into 

backgrounds that had been traditionally considered male areas. VNS Matrix wanted to 

create spaces where women could empower themselves and stop being discriminated 

from the symbolic cowboy’s cyberspace that William Gibson had illustrated in 

Neuromancer. Cyberpunk novels supposed the beginning of inflection and crisis in 

masculine subjectivity. In Neuromancer all characters are cyborgs, female and male are 
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penetrated by technology, by information, by biological implants or by genetic 

manipulations. For Haraway a cyborg world might be one in which people are not afraid 

of permanently partial identities and contradictory positionality. “Haraway asserts that 

some differences are playful and that some are roles of world historical systems of 

domination” (Steffensen, “Slimy metaphors for technology: ’the clitoris is a direct line 

to the Matrix”). The objective of VNS Matrix was to subvert the androcentric activities 

on the Internet and looked for a representation of women as strong and active as men. 

 

We wrote the Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century, had it translated into 

Japanese and Spanish (and later into French, Finnish, Russian, Italian, Dutch) 

and began infiltrating cracks in the patriarchy, twisting the tender tentacles of 

power of Big Daddy Mainframe to create a vision of the future which was 

technotankgirltopian. We were ignorant of the work of Sadie Plant in the UK 

who was also constructing a notion of cyberfeminism and when we finally heard 

of her work we started pumping out new virii into the mainstream Australian 

media, describing this new wave of brave new girls, machine queens and their 

perverse pleasures (da Rimini in Domínguez "An E-terview with Doll Yoko" 

n/p) 

 

Their main goals were: to dismantle the domination discourses in virtual as in 

real places, to denounce gender violence acts from all around the world and to enact 

women’s artistic creations on the Internet. These three aims showed a strong influence 

from Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto and Sadie Plant’s Zeros and Ones. VNS 

Matrix were interested in showing women’s strength, sexual desire and power, all 

characteristics that had been attributed to men in patriarchal societies. History has been 

considered male, while nature has been associated to female. The differences between 
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men and women have been biological. VNS Matrix find their place in technology, where 

identity does not rely on body, but on abstract thought. 

 

Cyberfeminist theorists, such as Donna Haraway, Sadie Plant and Zoë Sofoulis, 

imagine and articulate a different relation between body and machine, and 

between women and technology. This theoretical trajectory is based less on an 

hierarchical dualism between dominant megamachines and submissive bodies 

and more on a transgressive strategy and politics which imagines and constructs 

a perverse alliance between women and machines (Steffensen, "Slimy metaphors 

for technology: ’the clitoris is a direct line to the Matrix’” n/p).   

 

VNS Matrix writings had a very paradoxical discourse. Their register was 

completely colloquial, but their manifestos and artistic works had a highly intellectual 

academic value. Their writings had an anarchic structure, they supported civil 

disobedience: plagiarism and hacktivism*. They examined the acquisition and 

application of power and showed interest for international politics and patriarchy.   

 

Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century 

 

“We are the modern cunt 

positive anti reason 

unbounded unleashed unforgiving 

we see art with our cunt we make art with our cunt 

we believe in jouissance madness holiness and poetry 

we are the virus of the new world disorder 

rupturing the symbolic from within 
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saboteurs of big daddy mainframe 

the clitoris is a direct line to the matrix 

VNS MATRIX 

terminators of the moral code 

mercenaries of slime 

go down on the altar of abjection 

probing the visceral temple we speak in tongues 

infiltrating disrupting disseminating 

corrupting the discourse 

we are the future cunt” 

(VNS Matrix n/p) 

 

In 1991 they started by writing their Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st 

Century. The manifesto was distributed on street posters around Adelaide, then it was 

published on the Net and in the end it was known internationally.  It was an obvious 

allusion to Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist- 

Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century, published during the same year. Haraway’s 

manifesto was serious and academic. Haraway was a professor of feminist theory and 

technoscience who had earned a degree in zoology and philosophy. Understanding 

completely the manifesto required a previous knowledge of socialist feminism, Judith 

Butler, Catharine MacKinnon, Chela Sandoval, etc. Whereas the manifesto by VNS 

Matrix apparently did not require any previous knowledge because the language was 

very casual and the length was only eighteen lines. However, having read some 

cyberfeminist literature provides a better understanding and appreciation of this 

experimental manifesto as we will see later. Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto was 

published by Free Association books and on the Internet at the same time. On the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zoology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
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contrary, VNS Matrix’ Manifesto was only online and probably due to a general 

rejection of electronic literature promoted by technophilia and a luddit position, scholars 

did not pay much attention to this manifesto with an avant garde style. 

The Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century had a scandalous language: 

direct, impulsive, clear and determining. It was characterized by the use of four letters 

words, the absence of punctuation and capital letters, the absence of discourse markers 

and the lack of coherence and cohesion. Deliberately, VNS Matrix wrote an anti-norms 

manifesto, “anti-reason” as it is affirmed in itself; it did not respect any linguistic norm 

either. The only capital letters we find in the text is the first letter “W” of the word 

“We”, and the name of the group in the middle of the text: VNS MATRIX. The 

anarchic habit of using small letters and only using capital letters to emphasize a word 

in the text will be employed in da Rimini’s Dollspace and her other writings as we will 

see later. These small letters might be a sign of a text written in cyberspace where the 

absence of capital letters is sometimes obligatory, like in e-mails or webpages: 

join@dollyoko.com.  

Humor and parody in the text also make allusion to cyberculture. The sentence: 

“the clitoris is a direct line to the matrix” has a double-meaning. It refers to the meaning 

of the Latin word: matrix, which means literally “womb”, and matrix as the rectangular 

array of numbers in mathematics, used in computer sciences.  After the publication of 

the manifesto Sadie Plant explained the connection between matrix meaning “womb” 

and cybernetics in Zeros and Ones. Matrix is the Latin term for womb, a word that was 

hystera in Greek. In computing science, matrix is a collection of data items that can be 

selected by indices computed at run-time.  

The use of the word cunt in “We make art with our cunts” implies the freedom of 

their works, where there is sexuality understood as natural, not as artificial like in 

pornography or videogames. Francesca da Rimini explained the value of the word cunt 

mailto:join@dollyoko.com
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in the cyberfeminist manifesto telling a Greek myth about the power of female genitals:  

 

Demeter (Mother Earth, Distribution Mother) sets out in search of Persephone 

(Kore, Daughter), who has been abducted by Hades (the Unseen One). 

Concerned about Demeter’s refusal to eat, to drink, Baubo lifts her gown, 

exposing her “secret parts” to all. Her transgressive gesture, a lateral approach to 

the problem of mourning, drew deep laughter from Demeter who is “delighted 

by the spectacle ... ‘The clitoris is a direct line to the matrix.’ The crone’s vulva 

is an indirect line to the Underworld, the home of the dead, where Persephone—

the Iron Queen, the Maiden—eventually reigns ("Delighted by the Spectacle" da 

Rimini 154) 

 

 VNS Matrix chose the word to show that women’s genitals were not anything to 

be ashamed of: "Pudenda-external sexual organs, especially of women. The literal 

meaning is “things to be ashamed of,” from the Latin verb pudere, to make ashamed" 

(da Rimini 155). VNS Matrix used the word with pride subverting Freudian theories of 

women’s absence of sex. Jyanni Steffensen interpreted the metaphor of the vagina in the 

manifesto and VNS Matrix graphics of videogames to represent women’s sexuality 

which should not be only associated with motherhood:  

 

The "cunt" signified scenarios are not deployed as sites for the production or 

reproduction of maternity or symbolically inscribed motherhood for women. 

They are redeployed as a site for the construction of libidinal pleasures, in sex, 

in horizontal rather than oedipal (vertical) relationships, in technological 
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production, in sexy technology, a feminised and feminist erotics of 

technocultural production and politics (Steffensen, "Slimy metaphors for 

technology: ’the clitoris is a direct line to the Matrix’" n/p) 

 

A very distinctive feature of VNS Matrix is their use of irony and parody as a 

strategy, a provocation in sentences like those of their manifesto: "We see art with our 

cunt, we make art with our cunt, we believe in jouissance madness holiness and poetry" 

(Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century, VNS Matrix n/p) The use of the word 

"jouissance" here, which means "pleasure", i.e. orgasm in French, may be an allusion to 

Jacques Lacan's "The Ethics of Psychoanalysis" (1959–1960) where he uses the term to 

describe a state in which pleasure becomes painful, thus jouissance means suffering. 

Lacan explained that jouissance was mainly phallic and women had a jouissance of the 

other. Kristeva views jouissance as bound up with the maternal and the semiotic chora 

and views art as "the flow of jouissance into language" (Revolution in Poetic Language 

Kristeva 79). Irigaray, in response to Lacan, also claims that women experience two 

types of jouissance: a phallic one and one "more in keeping with their bodies and their 

sex" (Irigaray 45). VNS Matrix used the words jouissance, madness and holiness to 

subvert all the stereotypes that ignorant people associate with feminists, it has been said 

that they are men-haters or do not enjoy sex, who are insane and all of them are atheists.  

As Julianne Pierce explained to me when I met her: "We were feminists but we did not 

want to reject pleasure" ("Personal Interview with Julianne Pierce" n/p) VNS Matrix 

used a lot of humor which is another characteristic which breaks with the traditional 

idea of feminists as serious and boring angry women.  

VNS Matrix did not use appropriate punctuation and used justaposition in their 

writings. Their discourse was the most anarchic and influenced by punk attitude of all 
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cyberfeminists. Taking into account what was fashionable in the feminist arena in which 

VNS Matrix arose they must had been influenced by the underground feminist punk 

movement Riot Grrrl* because they share the same counterculture philosophy, a rebel 

feminist behavior. Riot Grrrl was born in the early 1990s, and therefore it was 

contemporaneous to VNS Matrix. It was was based in Washington, DC, Olympia, 

Washington, Portland, Oregon, and the greater Pacific Northwest. Riot Grrrls broke into 

the music scene addressing issues such as rape, domestic abuse, sexuality, and female 

empowerment. Bands associated with Riot Grrrl are L7, Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, Fifth 

Column, Calamity Jane, Huggy Bear, Adickdid, Emily's Sassy Lime, The Frumpies, 

The Butchies, Sleater-Kinney, Bangs and Team Dresch. Nevertheless, Riot Grrl was not 

only a musical rock, grunge and punk feminist movement; there were also Riot Grrrl 

publications in zines that covered a variety of feminist topics. As we have seen in their 

Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century VNS Matrix used misspelling and a non-

academic discourse, and Riot Grrrl as Piepmeier comments, also used neologisms:  

 

Riot Grrrl manifestos included the statement "BECAUSE I belive with my 

holeheartmindbody that girls constitute a revolutionary soul force that can and 

will change the world for real" (Riot Grrrls n/p). The neologism 

"holeheartmindbody" is indicative of Riot Grrrls' creative reclaiming of 

language. ... I think that the misspelling is intentional and significant, playing 

on whole and hole, making reference to vagina and whole. ... As young 

feminists in the early 90s began using words like girl, cunt and bitch that old 

feminists had struggled to undermine and eradicate ... Riot Grrrls'embrace and 

use of highly charged terms was different (Piepmeier 52) 
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 The use of misspelling and a discourse lacking cohesion was also intentional and 

significant in VNS Matrix writings; their aim was to change the codes as they declared:  

"corrupting the discourse" (VNS Matrix n/p). They tried to find their own use of 

language, this reminds us to the French feminists support of a feminine language as we 

mentioned before, in the second wave when Hélène Cixous, Monique Wittig, Luce 

Irigaray, Chantal Chawaf, and Julia Kristeva theorized about the existence of a  écriture 

féminine affirming that there was female difference in language. These French feminists 

considered that not only women could have this kind of écriture féminine but also some 

male authors. "In her polemical, passionate essay "The Laugh of the Medusa” (1975), 

Hélène Cixous coined the phrase écriture féminine to designate nature of women's 

sexuality, thought and imagination" (Holmes 216). VNS Matrix on the contrary, do not 

use a "feminine" style, they use blasphemy, irony and humor in response to the 

traditional idea as women as "feminine subjects".  

 Use of irony and blasphemy as feminist weapons are techniques that Judith 

Butler will vindicate subsequently. Rosi Braidotti explained how a present day feminist 

philosopher like Judith Butler defends the value of irony and parody in the feminist 

discourse: "As Judith Butler lucidly warns us, the force of the parodic mode consists 

precisely in turning the practice of repetitions into a politically empowering position. 

Parody can be politically empowering on the condition of being sustained by a critical 

consciousness that aims at the subversion of dominant codes" (Braidotti 

"Cyberfeminism with a difference" 112). According to Iñaki Martínez gender parody 

can be useful to evaluate the efficiency of this rethorical strategy to resignificate the 

political side of it: "As a subculture, parody, more than suggesting a revolutionary 
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program, an alternative—which is what characterizes counterculture—recodifies 

cultural signs" (Translated from Spanish by Maya Zalbidea Paniagua, Martínez 30)
4
 

 The main ideas of VNS Matrix manifesto are: the defense of the art made by 

women, the incorporation of women’s participation on the Internet and elimination of 

the patriarchal discourse to create a new one. “Cyberspace in VNS terms is re-

appropriated from a symbolic order of masculine rationalist high-tech domination and 

recoded as feminine” (Steffensen "Slimy metaphors for technology: ’the clitoris is a 

direct line to the Matrix’" n/p). 

In 1996 VNS Matrix published the Bitch Mutant Manifesto, a text full of 

technophobic connotations. It resembles more a poem than a manifesto due to the 

inversion of word order, metaphors, irony and symbolism. Cyberspace is represented as 

a futuristic place with atomic winds, “where code dictates pleasure and satisfies desire” 

(Bitch Mutant Manifesto) A place in which what exists on the Internet is what really 

exists and governs the individual’s interests. There is a strong criticism about the fact 

that undeveloped countries cannot use the new technologies: “So what's the new 

millenium got to offer the dirty modemless masses? Ubiquitous fresh water? Simulation 

has its limits. Are the artists of oppressed nations on a parallel agenda? Perhaps it is just 

natural selection?”(Bitch Mutant Manifesto n/p)  In the end of the hypertext there is 

another allusion to Haraway's Cyborg Manifesto because it is stated that a rebel child is 

born from the patriarchal society. "The main trouble with cyborgs, of course, is that they 

are the illegitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism, not to mention 

state socialism. But illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their 

origins. Their fathers, after all, are inessential" (Haraway 151). Patriarchy is personified 

by “big daddy mainframe”:“The net's the parthenogenetic bitch-mutant feral child of big 

                                                 
4
 "En tanto que subcultura, la parodia, más que proponer un programa revolucionario, una alternativa —

que es lo que caracteriza a la contracultura— recodifica los signos culturales" (Martínez 30) 
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daddy mainframe” (Bitch Mutant Manifesto n/p). Daddy Mainframe as Julianne Pierce 

explained to me symbolizes patriarchy ("Personal Interview with Julianne Pierce" n/p). 

Also this "bitch mutant" is born from parthenogenetics as Haraway’s cyborg 

symbolizing a modern kind of reproduction: artificial insemination. Definitely in this 

second manifesto VNS Matrix express the importance of hacktivism for cyberfeminists 

to penetrate into the World Wide Web to corrupt inequality. They claim: “We are the 

malignant accident which fell into your system while you were sleeping. And when you 

wake we will terminate your digital delusions, hijacking your impeccable software” 

(Bitch Mutant Manifesto n/p). 

The last projects by VNS Matrix were 3-D graphics of videogames for girls: All 

New Gen and Bad Code. Both criticized patriarchy and capitalism. In All New Gen, the 

mission is to sabotage the databanks of the insidious Big Daddy Mainframe, which 

represented the abuses of power of sexist white rich men. All New Gen is assisted on her 

mission by the DNA Sluts, a band of sexy renegade Sheroes; along with ferals, data 

deviants, cortex crones and code warriors. In the game there are sexual acts that 

represent new sexualities and subjectivities in heterosexual, homosexual and bisexual 

relationships. Bad Code was a criticism of the domination of videogames adressed to 

men in the market. The group segregated in 1997. Julianne Pierce keeps on working as 

curator, writer and producer specialising in digital and media arts. In September 2007 

she relocated to the UK to take up the position of Executive Producer with Blast 

Theory. Josephine Starrs is a senior lecturer at Sydney College of the Arts, University 

of Sydney. She has been collaborating for a long time with Leon Cmielewski and 

Josephine Starrs producing a variety of screen-based installations. Virginia Barratt has 

focused on film making, she was awarded for Boy Inchoate (Australia, 2008), a 

whimsical documentary-style film that looked at the beginnings of transing from female 

to male through the lens of the filmmaker’s relationship with the transer. Finally, 
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Francesca da Rimini who was still with VNS Matrix “she spent hours investigating the 

artistic and erotic potential of negotiated email relationships, online virtual communities 

and web-based narrative architectures” (Media Art Net, “Francesca Da Rimini” n/p) 

This research multiplied in various forms of creative collaboration including a novel 

FleshMeat, a hypertext that criticizes globalisation in Los Días y Las Noches de los 

Muertos and the stories of the pond of dead girls in the award-winning Dollspace. In 

1999, Francesca was awarded the New Media Fund Fellowship by the Australia Council 

to explore quantum physics and indigenous knowledge systems. This has drawn her into 

the current realities surrounding Aboriginal rights, protection of country, eco-activist 

movements and "Big Daddy Mainframe's" tentacles into the nuclear, military and 

mining industries. 

Five years after The Cyberfeminist Manifesto by VNS Matrix, Rosi Braidotti 

published another essential constribution to cyberfeminist theory, her essay: 

"Cyberfeminism with a difference" (1996) in which she insisted on the feminists' 

disapointment of the virtual reality in which sexism was still present, "this new 

technological frontier will intensify the gender-gap and increase the polarization 

between the sexes"  (Braidotti 112) but, all the same advocated women's visibility in 

new technologies: "women have to undertake the dance through cyberspace, if only to 

make sure that the joy-sticks of the cyberspace cowboys will not reproduce univocal 

phallicity under the mask of multiplicity, and also to make sure that the riot girls, in 

their anger and their visionary passion, will not recreate law and order under the cover 

of a triumphant feminine" (Braidotti 120). Braidotti analyzed the use of irony and 

parody of Riot Grrrls as a feminist strategy:  

 

The ironical force, the hardly suppressed violence and the vitriolic wit of 

feminist groups like the Guerrilla or the Riot Girls are an important aspect of the 
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contemporary relocation of culture, and the struggle over representation. I would 

define their position in terms of the politics of the parody. The riot girls want to 

argue that there is a war going on and women are not pacifists, we are the 

guerilla girls, the riot girls, the bad girls. We want to put up some active 

resistance, but we also want to have fun and we want to do it our way. The ever 

increasing number of women writing their own science fiction, cyberpunk, film 

scripts, 'zines', rap and rock music and the likes testifies to this new mode 

(Braidotti 113) 

 

 The following publication about cyberfeminism was Sadie Plant's Zeros + Ones, 

Digital Women + The New Technoculture in 1997 in which she defended the 

importance of women's historical contribution to technology revolution. Ada Lovelace, 

Lord Byron's daughter was the inventor of the first analytic machine which was the first 

example of the future computer programming. Ada's mother was a mathematician and 

became an analyst. She invented the first analytic machine able to do mathematical 

operations before being ordered by the user. She knew she was a prophet and her 

discovering was going to change arithmetic's methods, but she could not develop her 

machine completely. She worked with Baggage, an engineer, and they created the 

machine. Nevertheless, they could not finish because of lack of money, advertising, 

Baggage’s eccentricism and her health problems. Posthumously her discoverings were 

recovered and used for the invention of hardware (Plant 10-15). Sadie Plant criticized 

Freud's cynicism affirming that women had made poor contributions to inventions and 

discoverings in our civilization. Freud wrote: "Women oppose change, receive 

passively, and add nothing of their own," in a 1925 paper entitled "The Psychical 

Consequences of the Anatomic Distinction between the Sexes." According to him the 

only technique that women had invented was knitting. He made this assumption looking 
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at his daughter knitting. Due to these ridiculous ideas about women's deficiencies, Sadie 

Plant emphasizes how Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari considered that Freud was 

wrong with regards to women’s psyche. The volume that Plant was probably referring 

to was Anti-Oedipus (1972) in which they criticize that Freud’s concept of family 

consists of the traditional and sometimes repressed model of mother and father. Deleuze 

and Guattari argue that underneath the pseudo-opposition between family (composed of 

personal subjects) and the social world, lies the relationship between pre-individual 

desire and social production.  Plant dedicated a chapter to Socrates' theory of the soul. 

For him, the soul was something that distinguished men from the rest of species and 

women, because only men had soul. 

 According to Plant, Freud affirmed that women were empty and did not enjoy 

sex. He stated that they suffered from "penis envy" on his Three Essays on the Theory 

of Sexuality (1905). From Sadie Plant’s view Freud's psychoanalytic approach to 

understanding the female lacks an understanding of multiplicities within the human 

mind. Freud watched his daughter Anna weaving and thought of her as "bound to weave 

a costume for a masquerade... an actress, a mimic, an impersonator, with no authenticity 

underneath it all" (25).  Jacques Lacan symbolised woman as the "no-total, no-one", for 

him she did not have any place except the place of the Other, that he called O. Sadie 

Plant played with this idea saying that in computing science man is the one, represented 

by 1 and woman is the zero, 0. 

 

Sadie Plant persuasively shows how women have always been inextricably 

involved with technology. Using the telephone operator as an example, she 

argues that women have traditionally comprised the laboring core of networks of 

all kinds, particularly the telephone system. From the power loom to 

typewriting, even to the discovery of computer "bugs," Plant categorizes 
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technology as a fundamentally female object. She argues that women are 

intelligent machines, that the robotic is feminine, that the zero--the nothingness 

of binary code--has always been the 0-ther, the female (Galloway n/p) 

 

 Plant described the dichotomy of cyberspace with regards to freedom and 

equality. Like Donna Haraway she commented on the Internet’s utopia as a place that 

could be a new beginning, far from the claws of patriarchy. “Cyberspace is the purest of 

the virgin isles, it is a reality designed according to human specifications, ready for a 

never ending colonization process” (Plant 179). However, cyberspace has continued 

reflecting the sexist reality: the presence of women as sexual objects in advertising and 

the sexual exploitation of children (especially girls) in pornographic websites. Men still 

have the highest working positions in new technological industries while women keep 

on suffering a precarious situation in Western countries and other Eastern ones where 

technologies are developed such as in China, Taiwan, Thailand, etc.  

 

Sadie Plant's Zeros and Ones engages with Western philosophy's reliance on 

binary sexual difference—which renders the "eternal feminine" as either 

inscrutable or invisible—and the erasure of women's activities in history. She 

views the multiple, layered, and relational "nature" of computer technology as 

complementary to women's contributions to the sciences, which developed from 

complex and often hidden/erased positions (Melzer 21) 

 

 While Plant's book was being read, simultaneously the cyberfeminist women 

organization OBN (Old Boys Network) celebrated the first international cyberfeminist 

conference in Kassel. Their aim was to write a definition of the cyberfeminist school of 

thought but they do not want to enter into taxonomies, therefore they wrote the 100 
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Anti-Thesis of Cyberfeminism. Among these  anti-theses we would like to emphasize 

eight sentences that have a special intention: "cyberfeminism is not ideology, 

cyberfeminismus ist nicht post-modern, cyberfeminism is not exclusive, cyberfeminism 

is not anti-male, cyberfeminism ist keine theorie, cyberfeminisme n'est pas une pipe, 

cyberfeminismo no tiene cojones, cyberfeminism has not only one language" (“100 

Anti-Theses” Old Boys Network n/p). The first aspect that draws our attention is the use 

of different languages as well as different registers in the same text, something that 

conventionally would be considered non-academic or inappropriate. The reason for this 

mixture of languages is explained in the last sentence: “cyberfeminism has not only one 

language.” This sentence echoes Haraway's idea of the lost of an old patriarchal 

language. “Cyborg politics is the struggle for language and the struggle against perfect 

communication, against the one code that translates all meaning perfectly, the central 

dogma of phallogocentrism” (Haraway 177). OBN website is still online and the most 

famous cyberfeminist texts have been filed for their preservation and for the Internet 

users free access. On the first page of the website we read: "The mode is the message-

the code is the collective!" (OBN <www.obn.org>) which may be an allusion to 

Marshall McLuhan's famous expression: "The medium is the message" meaning that the 

form of a medium embeds itself in the message, creating a symbiotic relationship by 

which the medium influences how the message is perceived. We interpret OBN's 

principle as "the mode", understood as the form on the one hand, and a the way of 

acting on the other, which implies "the message", this is, the meaning. OBN support 

feminism in which the form creates meaning and the code is created collaboratively. 

The term code has two meanings, one is the conventionalized set of principles and in 

Computer Science the code is the system of letters and symbols. OBN claimed for the 

use of the new technologies to improve women and men interconnections and the 

disruption of feminists on the established system to transmit pro-equality messages, 
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create new moral "codes" by "coding", this is, writing computer programs.  

It is interesting to remark that cyberfeminism wanted to break with traditional 

feminisms. Donna Haraway's Cyborg Manifesto supposed the beginning of a new 

postfeminism that critiziced old feminist beliefs such as: women and men are opposites 

or “women of color are different to white women. Haraway believed in Chela 

Sandoval’s theory of oppositional consciousness: “Chela Sandoval (n.d., 1984), from a 

consideration of specific historical moments in the formation of the new political voice 

called women of color, has theorized a hopeful model of political identity called 

'oppositional consciousness', born of the skills for reading webs of power by those 

refused stable membership in the social categories of race, sex, or class” (Haraway 155).  

 Haraway wrote her manifesto in a period in which the concept of 

interseccionality already existed. The theory of intersectionality was born during the 60s 

and 70s. Donna Haraway was aware of the errors of previous feminisms that 

categorized: female/male. That is why OBN did not want to label cyberfeminism, 

because as Haraway, they knew that categorization could suppose exclusion. 

Cyberfeminists follow Haraway's concept of cyborg as an organism who is female and 

male at the same time, who creates a new language and does not want to have a 

patriarchal inheritance.  

 The last most important theorist of cyberfeminism is Sandy Stone, Donna 

Haraway was her professor. In "Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?" Stone analyzed 

the models of gender in cyberspace, in which each user can change gender constantly:  

 

A woman who has appropriated a male conversational style may be simply 

assumed to be male at that place and time, so that her/his on-line persona takes 

on a kind of quasi life of its own, separate from the person's embodied life in the 

"real" world (Stone 82) 
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She terms this phenomenon: "Schizophrenia as Commodity Fetish". This 

schizophrenia, double personality and bipolarity in the virtual world will be studied in 

the practical part of this thesis (Chapter III), where we find the reflection of these 

feelings in the speakers of Brandon and Internet users of Dollspace. According to Stone 

individuals lose their flesh in cyberspace, the Platonic idea of the soul's jail would 

disappear in virtual life, but all the same, gender differences remain. Stone senses that 

the concept of body is old and Cartesian, and therefore women and minorities are not 

interested in the disappearance of body. On the contrary, feminists, as we have seen are 

interested in their visibility in public spaces. 

In 1999 Faith Wilding and María Fernández founded a collective called 

subRosa. In subRosa official websites interdisciplinary feminist artists combine art, 

social activism and politics to explore and criticize information intersections and bio-

technologies of women's bodies, lives and jobs. María Fernández questions the absence 

of color women in the international conferences by previous cyberfeminisms in her 

essay: "Is Cyberfeminism colorblind?"(2002). According to Fernández in the First 

International Cyberfeminist Conference celebrated in Hamburgo on December 2001 it 

was proclaimed that RAWA members, a group of Arab cyberfeminists participated at the 

end of the conferences. Suspiciously, RAWA members were not invited to come before 

their intervention and they missed previous panels and debates. The organizing 

committee used the excuse of the English language, arguing that those previous 

conferences were in English, but later it was discovered that RAWA members spoke 

English. Apparently, as María Fernández indicates the cause of this discrimination 

might have had something in common with September 11th events (Fernández n/p).  

In order to eliminate separatism and discrimination of White Western feminists 

and color and Eastern feminists María Fernández and Faith Wilding founded Subrosa 
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with the aim of opening a space where relevant topics could be debated by color 

women. The main subjects discussed by Subrosa deal with race, literature, digital art 

and assisted reproduction (or artificial fecundation). Present day they keep on 

organizing workshops and cyberfeminist conferences.  

 

2.2. Cyberfeminism as International Activism 

 

 

 

Nowadays cyberfeminists use the Internet as a useful tool to denounce gender 

violence cases in the world: domestic violence, genital mutilation, incest, sexual traffic, 

children exploitation (whom most of them are girls), immigrants in pornographic 

websites, etc. At this point I would like to show the cyberfeminist practice, its 

international impact and its positive results in women's visibility and some rights 

achievements.  

Before the OBN International Conference in Kassel in 1997, in the IV Women 

Worldwide Conference in 1995 in Beijing the First International Cyberfeminist Practice 

took place. As the Spanish cyberfeminist journalist Montserrat Boix informs, a group of 

40 women from 24 countries provided formation and support to 1.700 users in 18 

languages (Boix n/p). Women from all places of the world followed on-line debates and 

projects of the conference without needing to leave their houses in real time. The same 

year numerous cyberfeminists created a website called FACES <http://faces-l.net/>, an 

international website for women of the media and Computer Sciences: artists, 

programrs, theoritians, designers, curators and Djs, among others, in the diversity of the 

digital field (FACES n/p).   

 Present day feminists inform about conferences and meetings on women in the 

new digital environment and other gender issues in social networks, blogs and digital 

newspapers. Women use new technologies to find information about their citizen rights, 
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to help each other to find a job position, to subscribe in feminist associations, vindicate 

gender and social injustices in their personal blogs, publish their artistic or literary 

works with feminist content without having to be aproved by publishing houses or 

institutions which may show no interest in women's issues. We can also find statistics of 

the number of women who are presidents, scientists, writers, artists and composers in 

the world, the number of victims of gender violence, femicide*, etc. Cyberfeminism is 

growing up and we count with numerous women websites in the world. Some 

cyberfeminist theorize, others create art and literature, others are Internet activists, 

others are hacktivists (they enter into public website as hackers to dismantle media lies) 

and others organize workshops and activities that improve women's participation in 

cyberspace, one of the public spaces more visited in the 21st century.  

New technologies are used as empowering weapons in Western as well as in 

Eastern countries. An interesting example: in 1999 a women group in South Asian 

created  The South Asian Women's Forum for men and women  (South Asian Women's 

Forum) <http://www.sawf.org/>, this website is still working nowadays and the 

information it includes is updated. In this website we can read opinions of women and 

men about nowadays ussues in the Sudasian world such as: new fertility options, 

children's rights  in 2006 a law banned children younger that fourteen years from 

working  etc.  One of the main researchers of women websites in South Asian is 

Radhika Gajjala, interested over all in discussions about Third World women. 

Annapurna Mamidipudi collaborates too, researching on socio-cultural and economic 

structures to have access to emerging technologies. investigando a cerca de las 

estructuras socio-culturales y económicas necesarias para tener acceso a las nuevas 

tecnologías. ("South Asian digital diasporas and cyberfeminist webs: Negotiating 

globalization, nation, gender and information technology design". Gajjala 50)  
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Despite the existence of cyberfeminist websites in South Asian countries women 

still have difficulties to have freedom expression, like the case of those four Iranian 

cyberfeminists who were imprisoned for defending women's rights in Iran.  

 As far as African cyberfeminism is concerned, it is important to emphasize the 

website <allafrica.com/women> and in which there is information and women's 

publications about education, equality and gender. Another example of African 

cyberfeminist website, French speaking in this case is <www.famafrique.org/>, which 

visibilizes feminist actions by women organizations. In Latin America in 2009 EFLAC 

(Encuentro Feminista Latinoamericano y Caribeño) (The First Feminist Latin American 

and Caribbean Meeting) was celebrated, cyberfeminist issues were discussed. Other 

Latin women websites are : Red de Modemmujer <www.modemmujer.org/>, and the 

blog: generoconclase, <generoconclase.blogspot.com/> in which Hispanic speaking 

women vindicate equality by means of news and articles about Pastún women's hell in  

Pakistan, Palestine conflict, femicide, the international success of the feminist comic 

"Persepolis" by Marjane Satrapi, etc. In Brazil there is a feminist consolidated activist 

group who empower their actions through the World Wide Web, Instituto da Mulher 

Negra, <es.scribd.com/doc/33866585/Feminismo-Negro-Na-Internet> which includes 

useful information about racial and gender equality.  

 In every country of the world, basically, women have created thousands of 

websites to promote women's participation in new technologies in the last few years. 

There is a website on women and education for North and South Koreans 

<www.women.or.kr>, there is a cyberfeminist group in Russia: a clun 

<www.tac.spb.ru/cfc/cfcengl/index.htm>, in Germany <www.kompetenzz.de>, in 

Belgium <www.ada-online.be/>, the Canadian Women's Internet Association: 

<www.womenspace.ca>,  and numerous international websites in English language: 

<www.webgrrls.com>, <www.feminist.com>, etc, and a wiki about gender studies: 

http://www.famafrique.org/
http://www.women.or.kr/
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<www.wikigender.org.>. The most recent cyberartists concerned with gender on the 

Website are the so-called genderchangers, a recent group which started in 2007 and 

organized their last workshop in 2010. They define themselves as women and women-

identified gender minorities. "We belong to various generations and speak many 

different languages. What they share is a desire to shape the world we live in. As 

activists we make conscious choices about the technology we use" (genderchangers 

<www.genderchangers.org/index.html>).  

With regards to Spanish cyberfeminism we can highlight: <e-mujeres.net>, 

<mujeresenred.net> and Montserrat Boix blog with updated information on the most 

recent news on feminism and free software It also includes information about what she 

calls "el ciberfeminismo social" (Social Cyberfeminism). In Mujeres en Red femicide 

cases are denounced such as the assasinations of women in Ciudad Juárez, stoning, 

campaigns for Afghan women, situation of immigrant women, etc.  

Cyberfeminism is evolving in different spheres, it started as cyborg feminism, 

science fiction creatures of the Cyborg Manifesto by Donna Haraway and it is becoming 

a tangible and visible reality because virtual life is going beyond all the frontiers to get 

real: like the case of the Integral Law of gender violence in Spain in 2002 thanks to 

cyberfeminist movements ("Hackeando el patriarcado: La lucha contra la violencia 

hacia las mujeres como nexo. Filosofía y práctica de Mujeres en Red desde el 

ciberfeminismo social" Boix n/p).  

Women still need to fight for obtaining the same rights and socio-economical 

status as men, especially in countries like Iran, where as commented above, 

cyberfeminism is penalized with imprisonment. It is necessary to find new ways to 

eliminate unequality and discrimination against women, creating new horizons and 

spaces.  
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2.3.  Bodies and Gender in Cyberspace 

 

“The unknown future rolls toward us. I face it, for the first time, with a sense of hope. 

Because if a machine, a Terminator, can learn the value of human life, maybe we can 

too” (Sarah Connor in Terminator 2 by James Cameron) 

 

"I believe that the long-term future of the human race must be in space" (Stephen 

Hawking “If we survive the next 200 years, we should be OK” CNN n/p) 

 

The fear of the disappearance of books is related to the apocalyptic fear of the 

invasion of the machines. We have inherited from the Industrial Revolution a fear of 

machines for their characteristic of replacing human work. The same idea is connected 

to panic of an artificial body replacing the natural one. Despite fear of losing those 

moral values and the feeling of "the real", "natural" and physical body, the 21st century 

human is surrounded by machines. These are essential for his/her life and work: 

computers, cell-phones, cars, washing-machines, etc. Human beings make machines, 

and then, machines make human's work.  

In cyberspace and electronic literature the reader and writer become posthuman. 

Machines become writers and writers can become machines. The term posthuman is 

regarded positively by Katherine Hayles in How We Became Posthuman, from her view 

human can be a distributed cognitive system, where part of the intelligence lies in the 

human brain, part in intelligent machines and part in the interface between them 

(Wiman “N. Katherine Hayles: How We Became Posthuman n/p).  

Katherine Hayles explains in How We Became Posthuman that it seems to be 

difficult to try to guess if we are talking to a person or a machine in the famous Turing 

test. When an individual uses a computer and cannot see the recipient, the task is to 

pose questions that can distinguish verbal performance from embodied reality. When 

one cannot distinguish the intelligent machine from the intelligent human there is some 

evidence that, to some extent, machines can think.  
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The important intervention comes not when you try to determine which is the 

man, the woman, or the machine. Rather, the important intervention comes much 

earlier, when the test puts you into a cybernetic circuit that splices your will, 

desire, and perception into a distributed cognitive system in which represented 

bodies are joined with enacted bodies through mutating and flexible machine 

interfaces. As you gaze at the flickering signifiers scrolling down the computer 

screens, no matter what identifications you assign to the embodied entities that 

you cannot see, you have already become posthuman (Hayles xiv) 

 

In digital literature the printed text is static and the digital, dynamic. Electronic 

literature is the one that can only be read on a computer while cyberliterature is 

generated by computers. Cyberliterature is a literary proposal where the machine can be 

considered co-author of the text (Borrás 42). In generative writing the human writer 

disappears. It is the machine who creates writing without human intervention. 

 The distinction of woman, man, human and machine is blurred in the use of the 

new technologies. As Donna Haraway affirms, the cyborg suggests the possibility of 

moving beyond the old limits of male and female into a new world of human, machine 

and animals (Haraway 173). Haraway used the metaphor of the cyborg as a means of 

understanding and navigating one’s place in a rapidly ever-changing techno-scientific 

world as well as challenging what it means to be human. The figure of the cyborg is 

also used to encompass the category of “women of color” because of their intersecting 

identities based on race and gender.  

When technology is added to human body in a real physical extension to repair a 

deficiency (in the use of contact lenses, glasses, false teeth) or to change the physical 

appearance (highlights on the hair, wearing heels or beauty surgery) it is not easy to 
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identify the limits between nature and technology. As Haraway affirmed in her Cyborg 

Manifesto: "the boundary between physical and non-physical is very imprecise for us" 

(Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature 153).  

Humans have always used tools to satisfy their needs and desires, primitive men 

and women used sticks, stones, spires, used make up and wore piercings.  Present day 

humans use cars, computers, cellphones and other technological body extensions such 

as prosthesis. Haraway states in her Cyborg Manifesto that we have all become cyborgs: 

"We are all cyborgs, hybrids of machine and organism" (Haraway 150). Haraway makes 

reference to the tools of early primate females, the baby-sling and the containers for 

carrying things that these female primates invented to make their lives easier. These 

inventions were right alongside male-created weaponry tools. Those baby-slings 

combined with modern cosmetic surgery and other technology adaptations for women 

were a revelation (Haraway Primate Visions 196, 334). Furthermore, according to 

Katherine Hayles, we have always been posthuman (Hayles 279) In sciences we find 

constant prosthetic applications: the C-Leg system by Otto Bock HealthCare to replace 

a human leg that has been amputated because of injury or illness, cochlear and magnetic 

implants and even the possibility to link the nervous system into the Internet as Kevin 

Warwick showed in his 2002 Project Cyborg.  

The term "cyborg" was coined by Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline in 

1960 to refer to their conception of an enhanced human being who could survive in 

space, in extraterrestrial environments. Clynes melded "cybernetics" and "organism" 

into "cyborg". Both, Clynes and Kline suggested that humans could be modified with 

implants and drugs so that they could exist in space without space suits (Gray 18):  

 

Altering man's bodily functions to meet the requirements of extraterrestrial 

environments would be more logical than providing an earthly environment for 
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him in space ... Artifact-organism systems which would extend man's 

unconscious, self-regulatory controls are one possibility (Clynes and Kline 26) 

 

Recently, NASA and General Motors revealed Robonaut 2, a very advanced 

humanoid robot. It was part of the payload of Shuttle Discovery on the successful 

launch February 24, 2010. This robot is intended to do spacewalks for NASA 

("Robonaut 2 wakes up in space" Nasa Homepage) 

All these experiments with cyborgs and humanoid robots provide the possibities 

of humans living in other planets. This question arises controversy for the hypothetical 

inmorality of altering the nature of humans to develop cyborg astronauts. Grant Gillett, 

a professor of medical ethics at the Otago Bioethics Center of the University of Otago 

Medical School in New Zealand expressed the ethical concern of the alteration of 

humans which can be so significantly that they could end up being not entirely human 

in the end (Herath "Cyborg Astronauts needed to colonize space" n/p). Medical and 

military interventions to inject implants in human beings for getting information causes 

controversy too, for the loss of private life and the nightmarish possibility of being 

mentally controlled via satellite.  

Cyborgs have been in the imaginary long time ago before technological 

advances. As early as 1843, Edgar Allan Poe described a man with extensive prostheses 

in the short story "The Man That Was Used Up". In 1908, Jean de la Hire introduced 

"Nyctalope" (perhaps the first true superhero was also the first literary cyborg) in the 

novel L'Homme Qui Peut Vivre Dans L'eau (The Man Who Can Live in the Water). 

Edmond Hamilton presented space explorers with a mixture of organic and machine 

parts in his novel The Comet Doom in 1928. He later featured the talking, living brain of 

an old scientist, Simon Wright, floating around in a transparent case, in all the 

adventures of his famous hero, Captain Future. In the short story "No Woman Born" in 
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1944, C. L. Moore wrote of Deirdre, a dancer, whose body was burned completely and 

whose brain was placed in a faceless but beautiful and supple mechanical body.  

Cyborgs have been used in fiction to pose the question of difference between 

human and machine. The human side of a cyborg has been associated with morality and 

empathy, while the electronical side has been related to evolution, science and 

superpower. Fictional cyborgs may be represented as visibly mechanical (e.g. the 

Cybermen in the Doctor Who franchise or The Borg from Star Trek); or as almost 

indistinguishable from humans (e.g. the Terminators from The Terminator films, Star 

Wars' Darth Vader,  the "Human" Cylons from the re-imagining of Battlestar Galactica 

etc.)  

A more radical movement than cyborgization is transhumanism. Transhumanism 

is an international intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the desirability of 

fundamentally transforming the human condition by developing and making widely 

available technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human intellectual. 

Friedrich Nietzsche anticipated the idea of transhumanism in his exaltation of the 

"overman" in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883)   

Transhumanism has been criticized by many religious and scientific groups for 

being seen as a menace of human nature. Criticisms of transhumanism  and its proposals 

take two main forms: those objecting to the likelihood of transhumanist goals being 

achieved (practical criticisms); and those objecting to the moral principles or world 

view sustaining transhumanist proposals or underlying transhumanism itself (ethical 

criticisms). However, these two perspectives sometimes converge and overlap, 

particularly when considering the ethics of changing human biology in the face of 

incomplete knowledge. One of the arguments against transhumanism is infeasibility. 

Public Health Professor Gregory Stock does not believe in mass appeal of cyborgization 

of humanity predicted by Kevin Warwick, Raymond Kurzweil and Hans Moravec. In 
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his book Redesigning Humans: Our Inevitable Genetic Future (2002), public health 

professor Stock expresses his idea that humans will find themselves deeply integrated 

into systems of machines, but they will always have biological bodies (Redesigning 

Humans 28).  

Some Christian communities use the "Playing God Argument" to reject the ideas 

of transhumanism arguing that with this kind of pseudo-science humans are trying to 

substitute themselves for an actual god. This approach is exemplified by the 2002 

Vatican statement Communion and Stewardship: Human Persons Created in the Image 

of God, in which it is stated that, "Changing the genetic identity of man as a human 

person through the production of an infrahuman being is radically immoral" 

("Communion and Stewardship" n/p) James Hugues, Director of the Institute for Ethics 

and Emerging Technologies explains that transhumanism presents a conflict between 

universalism and relativism:  

 

Transhumanists are conflicted about who exactly the circle of moral 

universalism and equal legal citizenship should extend to. Most transhumanists 

are certainly universalist in their assertion of the rights of all people to control 

their own bodies and minds, and to take advantage of technological enablement 

(Hughes "Problems of Transhumanism" n/p)  

 

Other positions see transhumanist as a degradation of human morality which will 

bring eugenics wars. Others, such as biopolitical activist Jeremy Rifkin and biologist 

Stuart Newman accept that biotechnology make relevant changes in human's identity 

although they are against genetic engineering of human beings, because it would only 

create "monsters" and  fear the blurring of the boundary between human and artifact 

("Averting the Clone Age" 431).  
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Some artists have used cybernetic mechanisms to improve their bodies or 

artworks, to express monstruosity, or simply for artistic experimentation. This is the 

case of Orlan, the first artist to use surgery as an artistic medium, what she called: 

"Carnal Art" which consists of modifying her body and face through constant surgical 

interventions. This French artist recorded her operations and used the videos as a 

performance. "Carnal Art" opposes the social pressures that are exerted upon both the 

human body and the corpus of art. 

 

Carnal Art is self-portraiture in the classical sense, but realized through the 

possibility of technology. It swings between desfiguration and refiguration. Its 

inscription in the flesh is a function of our age. The body has become a 

“modified ready-made”, no longer seen as the ideal it once represented ;the body 

is not anymore this ideal ready-made it was satisfying to sign (Manifesto of 

Carnal Art, Orlan n/p)  

 

In May 1990 Orlan started a project called: "The Reincarnation of Saint-Orlan". 

She underwent nine plastic surgical operations to transform herself into a new woman. 

With these operations her aim was to deconstruct mythological images of women: have 

the chin of Botticelli’s Venus, the nose of Jean-Léon Gérôme's Psyche, the lips of 

François Boucher’s Europa, the eyes of Diana (as depicted in a sixteenth-century 

French School of Fontainebleu painting), and the forehead of Leonardo da Vinci’s 

Mona Lisa. Orlan stated: “my work is a struggle against the innate, the inexorable, the 

programed, Nature, DNA (which is our direct rival as far as artists of representation are 

concerned), and God!” (Orlan, Official Website n/p) 

 Many feminists consider Orlan anti-feminist because she embraces plastic 

surgery, which is painful and dangerous for a person's health. Orlan states that she is 
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trying to reveal against beauty canons that men have invented. But, instead of liberating 

herself from those beauty canons suggested by male artists, she uses her own body as an 

object of circus spectacles, suffering constant painful plastic surgeries. Orlan has 

answered to feminist reproaches in the following way: 

 

Feminists reproach me for promoting cosmetic surgery. In fact, although I am a 

feminist, I am not against cosmetic surgery, and I can explain this. In the past we 

had a life expectancy of forty to fifty years. Today, it has risen to seventy or 

eighty (and is still rising). We all have a feeling of strangeness in front of a 

mirror; this often becomes more acute as we age. For some people this becomes 

unbearable and the use of cosmetic surgery could be very positive (Orlan, 

Official Website n/p) 

 

The intervention of cybernetics in the human body is an idea that comes from 

science fiction narratives and it is present nowadays. Tattoos and piercings are signs of 

ancient tribes and metaphors of avant-garde and cyberculture at the same time. Most of 

celebrities whom we watch on the media everyday have had plastic surgey operations. 

Michael Jackson's change of skin color is one of the most representative ones. The 

spectators have unavoidably fantasies of posthumanism "developing and making widely 

available technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human intellectual, 

physical, and psychological capacities" (Brostrom n/p). 21st century citizens dream of 

having a body in which all beautiful possibilities are exalted. 

 

Orlan's live plastic surgery and her slogan "This is my body...This is my 

software" is representative to the spirit of the 90s in relation to body and its 

manipulation, the continuous insatisfaction, beauty as an ideal which is always 
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beyond us, a feeling of disadjustment and lack of identification of our own body  

(Trans. from Spanish by Maya Zalbidea Paniagua, Goicoechea 406)
5
 

 

Another artist who experiments with his own body following a posthuman 

philosophy is Stelarc, an Australian performance artist who has visually probed and 

acoustically amplified his body. Most of his works are centered on his idea that the 

human body is obsolete. Orlan based one of her operations on a text by Antonin Artaud 

who dreamed of a body without organs. Transhumanist artists and scientists are 

obsessed with the dream of the disappearance of the body, an old idea which Plato had 

already discussed, considering the body as a prison of the soul. Stelarc uses medical 

instruments, prosthetics, robotics, virtual reality systems, the Internet and biotechnology 

to explore alternate, intimate and involuntary interfaces with the body. He has made 

three films of the inside of his body and has performed with a third hand and a virtual 

arm. Between 1976 and 1988 he completed 25 body suspension performances with 

hooks into the skin. For 'Third Ear' he surgically constructed an extra ear within his arm 

that was internet enabled, making it an publicly accessible acoustical organ for people in 

other places He is presently performing as his avatar from his second life site. Another 

more recent artist, French artist Émilie Simon is one of the latest cyborg musicians. 

Simon uses a prosthetic arm to control music effects and distort her own voice when 

performing her songs in which she mixes organic sounds, like her own voice or the 

sound of water, with electronic music. Her voice becomes robotic in her album The Big 

Machine (2009).   

  What is interesting about Orlan, Stelarc and Simon's work is the reflection on 

how our body represents our identity or not and how artificial materials added to the 

                                                 
5
 La cirugía plástica en directo de Orlan y su eslogan “This is my body...This is my software” es 

representativa del espíritu de los 90 en relación al cuerpo y a su manipulación, la insatisfacción continua, 

la belleza como un ideal que siempre está más allá de nosotros mismos, un sentimiento de desajuste y 

falta de identificación hacia nuestro propio cuerpo (Goicoechea 406) 
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body or surgery can make the individual feel that he or she can be transformed 

physically to look like the self he/she feels inside. The notion we have of ourselves does 

not necessarily correspond to our physical bodies. An old person does not recognize 

himself/herself in the mirror, and some old people use a picture of themselves when 

they were young on their social networks profiles because this is how they may feel 

inside or would like to look: young and beautiful. Transgendered people think that their 

sex does not correspond to their gender, and in order to get rid of this ambiguity some 

have sex change operations. Some intersexuals also have sex change surgery, however, 

recent research on intersexuals problematics reject the idea of surgical interventions on 

babies because they consider that the idea comes from some doctors who assume that 

intersexuals cannot have a real identity. Parent's choice of the baby's genitalia can create 

a gender identity problem on the individual in case that he/she does not feel identified 

with the imposed gender. Furthermore, 20-50% of surgical cases result in a loss of 

sexual sensation ("The Surgical Management of Infants and Children With Ambiguous 

Genitalia" Newman, Randolph and Anderson 644). 

The perception of our own body has changed throughout decades. Merci Torras 

explains that before the creation of mirrors, men and women were born, lived and died 

without having never seen their whole bodies, and on the contrary nowadays we can not 

imagine ourselves without looking at a mirror (Textualidades Electrónicas, Borrás 147). 

Cyberspace allows the individual to lose gender or to acquire different identities at the 

same time. When the Internet user adopts different roles, bodies or gender, he/she may 

acquire unconsciously transgressive identities. Cyberspace has been seen as a place 

where nobody is judged in any respect by one's body, but perhaps by an imagined body. 

Supposedly, gender, race and class can disappear in the non-physical relationships 

online. In Dollspace conversations in MUDs it is shown how Internet users enjoy 

changing their gender and cross-dressing. A MUD is a multiplayer real-time virtual 
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world, with the term usually referring to text-based instances of these. MUDs combine 

elements of role-playing games, hack and slash, player versus player, interactive fiction, 

and online chat (Bartle 9, 10, 741). Nowadays, many different types of these constructs 

exist all over the Internet, "including variants called MOO (MUD-Object-Oriented), 

MUSE (Multiple-User Simulated Environment) and MUSH (where the "H" is for 

"Hallucination")" (Moulthrop 1995). MUD is used as the more general hyperonym, 

however, so we will refer to the whole group by this term. According to Jay David 

Bolter MUDs and MOOs and their predecessors, interactive adventure games, have 

much in common with hypertextual fiction. Although MOOs seldom employ the 

techniques of distancing and self reference found in mature hypertextual fictions such as 

afternoon by Michael Joyce (1900) and Victory Garden by Stuart Moulthrop (1992), a 

MOO is nevertheless an interactive verbal text, in which the reader follows electronic 

links from screen to screen and so constructs the text in the act of reading (Bolter 74).  

 In online games, social networks and chats people change their genders and play 

the role of a different gender from the one they own. However, are these gender 

performances subversive? In the MUDs, Lori Kendall observed, this wasn't necessarily 

true. The performance was not always acknowledged, and imitations were not always 

subversive (Kendall quoted in Raymond "Performativity on the Net" n/p). In an online 

conversation people sign up as different genders as we will see in Dollspace and it 

becomes increasingly clear that all gender is performative. In Brandon we will also see 

that when gender is performative the self is unstable. Judith Butler points out that the 

ambivalence between the ideal and the norm makes compulsory heterosexuality forever 

unstable, forever needing to reinforce itself, to repeat imitations of its ideals. 

Compulsory heterosexuality is performative because it is an ideal which we fail to 

approximate, and because it is an identification which we exceed, and which we cannot 

define us completely. Ambivalence means that compulsory heterosexuality it is a 
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performance requiring a reiteration of norms and the continued exclusion of that which 

exceeds certain definitions of sexuality, race, and gender. As Butler explains 

performativity is not a deliberate "act" but rather as the reiterative practice by which 

discourse produces the effects that it names (Butler Bodies that Matter 2).  

 In the following chapter, bodies and gender matters in hypertext fictions will be 

studied from different author's perspectives. In Dollspace bodies are objectified, women 

and men are seen as "dolls" when they are abused under patriarchal rules like femicide 

and men become "dolls" when their bodies are abused in infanticide, incest, rape, sexual 

explotation and wars. Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace reflects how women and men's 

bodies are manipulated in "hyperreality": on the media and in cyberspace (in MUDs and 

in pornography). In Brandon bodies are manipulated through "compulsory 

heterosexuality" and are victims of transphobia, sexual abuse, suicide or hate crimes. 

And in the last place in Susan Gibb's Blueberries the female body is victim of incest and 

finds relief to overcome her trauma in art. In all three hypertext fictions, writing and art 

are seeing as healing therapies for fragmented identities. 
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CHAPTER III: MULTIMODAL AND COMPARATIVE ANALYSES OF  

 

FEMINIST HYPERTEXT FICTIONS 
 

 

3. Bodies as Objects of Consumption in Dollspace by Francesca da Rimini 

 

Dollspace has been selected from other hypermedia due to its exploration of the 

notions of body and self which are manipulated in the current patriarchal system. The 

analysis of the real and virtual body and self will be discussed in other two subsequent 

hypertextual analyses. In Dollspace the ghost of the dead girls emerges from a pond to 

reveal the reader that innocent children like her are being raped, tortured and killed in 

the world. Japanese and Chinese girls were killed by their own mothers only because of 

being born female under government’s orders. Doll Yoko, the main character of this 

illustrated fiction was raped by her brother and father. The latter finally killed her and 

buried her in the garden so no one could discover what had happened. The spirit of Doll 

yoko comes from the underworld to take revenge on those who abused her body. Doll 

yoko is a dematerialized being. She is a digital character with the coldness and cruelty 

of a cyborg. However, she is the ghost who incarnates all the dead innocent girls and the 

voices inside of express their suffering:  

 

Doll is coded with a particular sadness and multiplicity of identities/voices 

which were silenced too young, before these cunts could present a danger to 

society. From such a dark starter the lines of flight are many and potent. She's a 

ghostgirl with a deep doll hunger for the impossible (da Rimini "E-terview with 

Doll Yoko" n/p) 
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In this hypermedia there are two realities, which could be considered parallel 

universes. One represents real life, in which ghosts who existed in real life raise their 

voices: La Ramona (a woman who fought in battles in Mexico and supported women 

soldiers) and the figure of the famous aristocrat and torturer Marquis de Sade. And the 

other symbolizes virtual life, where Internet users tell their sexual fantasies. These two 

realities are joined together by means of Doll Yoko’s poem, whose narrator introduces 

the stories. The whole hypertext is about cruelty and perversion, performed not only by 

male characters but also from female ones. Hypertexts about La Ramona and Marquis 

de Sade are narrations while the sexual fantasies of Internet users are told through e-

mails and joined each other by extracts of Doll Yoko’s poem. According to Da Rimini: 

“In DOLL SPACE I included quite a lot of emails from friends and wove them into the 

narrative because I find email a really interesting medium, a kind of minor literature”. 

(da Rimini Neues Kraft, "All women are Ghosts").   

In Dollspace private becomes public, art gets out of museums, spectres find a 

voice and the real and virtual collapse. Dollspace is a vast illustrated Internet fiction that 

Francesca Da Rimini started in 1997 and continued until 2001. It is presented in a 

multimodal format: it is an illustrated hypertext that mixes different elements of 

cyberspace: e-mails, motion pictures and digital locative narratives. Some of the stories 

start with the word "connected" which is a sign of the random intertextuality in the 

hypertext: there are many allusions to important figures of academic and popular 

culture: Gilles Deleuze, Karl Marx, Zapatistas, Marquis de Sade, Sailormoon, The 

Empire of the Senses, etc. It is a multimedia* work that uses old fashioned software. 

According to the author: “It is an exemplary version of the kind of sprawling, illustrated 

website using simple html coding and Javascript that flourished before flash animation, 

before database-driven sites were more common, and before the advent of blogging" 

("Francesca Da Rimini, Dollspace", Yproduction). da Rimini used real e-mails and chat 
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conversations that she shared with many other users in a period of time in which she 

used to spend long hours connected to MOOs. The author herself explains what MOOs 

are in her essay Delighted by the Spectacle. “MOOs are text-based, online spaces, 

enabling users to communicate and code things in real time, social environments. 

Essential elements are a central database server, the MOO programming language, user-

built artefacts, and masses of creative labor and shared imaginaries” (da Rimini 156).  

da Rimini started to use this online community as an entertainment: “LambdaMOO 

returned me to childhood pastimes of make believe and “let’s pretend”. Games like 

Nightclubs, where 7 Sunset Strip and Hawaiian Eye spice our mise-en-scène” (da 

Rimini 156). The players could swift their roles constantly. Da Rimini had different 

avatars for herself that gave her the opportunity to play alternative identities: Gash Girl, 

Doll Yoko, etc. Male characters are called: Riverboys, Snakeboy, Wolf, Puppetmistress, 

etc. The same people change their avatars and identity when they enter into a new room: 

the Puppet Quarter, the invisible city, etc. It is similar to enter in a chat room where 

there are different norms. They have to change their identities constantly. da Rimini 

commented about her experience chatting with other Internet users the following way: 

"I enter the computer, I connect, I am. It's like breathing. But shared with a million 

others. I die again and again, and each time I remake myself. With a multiple of 

incandescent morphs one is never alone." (da Rimini "E-terview with Doll Yoko" n/p). 

da Rimini  wrote a printed version of Dollspace which has not been published in 

which she included all her poems and stories and some new ones. It was called 

Fleshmeat. It is written in epistolary form, like a journal that contains e-mails. Its name, 

Fleshmeat, makes reference to the loss of flesh in cyberspace, where characters get 

excited by reading what the others’ fantasies, without touching others’ bodies. da 

Rimini explains this concept: “In an age of electronic letters we write and rewrite the 

pornographic fairytale, casting ourselves in the image of a beloved’s fantasies. The 
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words leak through the screen’s permeable membrane, moistening our bodies without 

organs” (Da Rimini 28). There is also an explanation for the names changing comparing 

MOOs rooms to the appartment of the film Last Tango in Paris. In Last Tango room in 

Dollspace Y character says to X: "Because we don't need names here. We're going to 

forget everything we knew . . . all the people . . . all that we do . . . wherever we live. 

We're going to forget that. Everything!" (da Rimini 11).  

In Dollspace there is a clear influence of the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze. In 

Desert Islands Deleuze explains that it has always been said that "X" and "Y" are 

opposites and stable identities. But he claims that all identities are effects of difference. 

They are neither logically nor metaphysically prior to difference "given that there exist 

differences of nature between things of the same genus" (Deleuze 33). We imagine that 

Da Rimini uses X and Y as a metaphor of anonymy of her characters in LambdaMOO 

whose unknown gender permits the reader to forget about stereotypes related to 

feminine and masculine. The structure of Dollspace may also remind us perfectly to 

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari philosophical concept of rhizome because the 

different elements: images, poems, essays, e-mails…do not follow any hierarchical 

subordination, however each element can affect the others. Furthermore in Dollspace 

the narrative voice, Doll Yoko, is a unity that is multiple itself: she does not only 

express herself in the first and the third person, but also, she is fragmented into different 

selves. There is another important voice in Dollspace, the use of the second person 

"you" which is used to make the reader feel inside the story. It appears at the beginning 

of each story or e-mail: "You yawn, rub your eyes and officially wake up" (Da Rimini 

Dollspace n/p). This "you" is very often used to intimidate the reader who is 

unavoidably seduced by the characters: "she places her moss damp lips on yours and 

kisses you tenderly "(da Rimini Dollspace n/p). The use of "you" is even more common 

in the Internet e-mail novel Fleshmeat where the author steals the reader's identity and 



 

 

147 

147 

writes the reader's words: "You say, "To own a puppet could be sublime..." (Da Rimini 

18).  And the last book that Da Rimini used as an inspiration to write Dollspace was 

Coldness and Cruelty by Gilles Deleuze. In Dollspace masochism plays an important 

role to explore people's sexual fantasies, there are texts from Marquis de Sade's The 

Philosophy in the Boudoir that create an ambiguity of what the author is trying to 

transmit to the reader (see chapter 6.2). According to Deleuze, de Sade has become 

more popular than Masoch but the latter was a better writter and offered us a new way 

of understanding existence by displacing sexuality into the world of power (Deleuze 

12). Thus, Deleuze tells us, Masoch was in fact, “a great anthropologist.” (Deleuze 16). 

Appart from Deleuze's theories da Rimini also used other postmodernist techniques: 

pastiche (using fragments from Jacques Derrida, Marquis de Sade, VNS Matrix and 

taking an image from the movie Nagisa Ôshima's In The Realm of Senses (1976). 

Another very common technique inherited from surrealists is automatism which is 

present in Doll Yoko's poem, the poem that Da Rimini wrote in 1995 before making 

Dollspace and was recycled to link the stories:  

 

Cunts smooth as mirrors reflect her terminal gaze 

taking her silver blade she cuts a line 

real fast real slick 

fresh young slit 

mirror site tight (Extract from "Doll Yoko" poem,  da Rimini n/p) 

 

The improvisation, fragmentation, use of short sentences, lack of logical 

coherence feminist view and sexual explicit content of the poem "Doll Yoko" in 

Dollspace has some resemblances with the surrealist Mina Loy's poem "Love Songs". 
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Also, in both "Doll Yoko" and "Love Songs" there are uncensored depictions of erotic 

desire and bodily functions: 

 

V 

Shuttle-cock and battle-door 

A little pink-love 

And feathers are strewn (Extract from Mina Loy's "Love Songs" 5) 

 

Mina Loy wrote this book of avant-garde love poetry about her disenchantment 

with Giovanni Papini, another founding Futurist with whom Loy had been in a romantic 

relationship in Florence. In the grotesque and cruel way that Loy depicts man's genitals 

the reader can perceive a feeling of grudge for a man who hurt her. In a similar way da 

Rimini in "Doll Yoko" poem expresses rage against mysogynist men.  

After "Doll Yoko"'s poem Da Rimini had contact with the hacktivist Ricardo 

Domínguez who inspired her to write a whole webpage with poems, essays and Internet 

stories. da Rimini used real conversations that she had in LambdaMOO to write a her 

fiction. For making the fragmented structure of Dollspace she drew a map of the rooms, 

places and stories. 

        da Rimini had the idea of turning her conversations into a fiction in 1997. Two 

years later Julian Dibbell, author and technology journalist also described his 

experiences in LambdaMOO (a most recent version of MOO). The book is called My 

Tiny Life: Crime and Passion in a Virtual World, but the format, ideologies and literary 

purposes of the book differ completely from Da Rimini’s Dollspace. Julian Dibbell’s 

book and chronicles about the evolution of the words in virtual worlds have been 

published with the aim of reflecting social relationships on the Internet while da 

Rimini's work goes beyond, it is more extreme, it explores the cruel and perverse 
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possibilities of humans when they do not have their interlocultor in real life but in 

virtual life.  

da Rimini collaborated with Ricardo Dominguez to create this enigmatic 

hypertext. It is not just a coincidence the fact that she worked with him, Ricardo 

Dominguez is the pioneer of hacktivism and Dollspace has a lot in common with these 

acts of Civil Disobedience. Ricardo Dominguez was a co-founder of The Electronic 

Disturbance Theater (EDT), a group who developed Virtual-Sit-In technologies in 1998 

in solidarity with the Zapatista communities in Chiapas, Mexico. He is also a co-

Director of Thing (thing.net) an ISP for artists and activists. 

Francesca da Rimini in Dollspace uses a deconstructive language to criticize 

murder crimes related to sex: killing babies, rape and murder as well as incest and 

murder. Dollspace speakers are avatars who use a brutally sexist use of language: the 

language of the pornography and militarism. The language used by rapist and soldiers. 

There is a mixture of eros and thanatos and signs of the most macabre sexual practise: 

necrophilia: “she's dying man . . .who's gonna fuck our pretty corpses? who's gonna 

suck our cooling dicks?” (da Rimini Dollspace n/p). Characters torture their victims 

realising their obscure sadomasochist fantasies, in which, like in violent pornography 

the master or mistress is convinced that the victim enjoys suffering. For instance in 

“Gentle Explanation”, in a Gash girl’s email sent to a character called Profanity, Gash 

Girl tells how she makes her victim enjoy: “he's begging for it he's dressed so 

provocative now in that blood that pain we can't help ourselves he's making us do it and 

we don't ask him” (da Rimini Dollspace n/p). If we pay attention to the typography we 

will notice that all the text is written in small letters, even the second name of the author 

is written in small letters: “da Rimini”, probably trying to resemble "de Sade". Our 

hypothesis is that the author's intention is to break with the domination of certain letters 

over others, as a metaphor of patriarchy over women. Another reason why she uses 
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small letters is to imitate the computer language in which small letters predominate, like 

in e-mail adressess where there are only small letters.  

A very relevant aspect of this hypertext is the absence of punctuation in the e-

mails written by the narrators of the story. The author's technique here is a stream of 

consciousness. Francesca da Rimini deliberately uses a direct speech that goes from one 

idea to the other through symbolic associations. We can not be certain that Da Rimini 

was trying to imitate the modernist writers' use of stream of consciousness but it is quite 

possible that she uses this technique (aware of it or not) to express the psychological 

states of the characters: schizophrenia, fear, sexual desire, etc. These omniscient 

narrators are like the intruders of the story, they have a lot of information, they give the 

reader clues and they know what happened to the victims of the stories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

151 

151 

3.1. Simulacra in Dollspace 

 

 

The simulacrum is never that which conceals the truth - it is the truth which 

conceals that there is none. The simulacrum is true (Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra 

and Simulations Trans. Faria Glaser)
6
 

 

Research on recently published electronic literature demands an interdisciplinary 

study of not only verbal but also audiovisual modes in the case of hypermedia like 

Francesca da Rimini’s Dollspace (2007). This multimodality implies a semiotic analysis 

of the metaphors in discourse and imagery.  Dollspace has been commented on Media 

Art Net Webpage (2010), Mark America's Meta/Data, a Digital Poetics (2007), Greg 

and Gerard Goggin's Virtual Nation: The Internet in Australia (2004) amongst other 

volumes and journals about new media studies, cyberfeminism, net art and net porn. 

However, there is not any rigorous study in which the verbal and non-verbal metaphors 

of Dollspace are interpreted. Through the following multimodal analysis I will explain 

the verbal and visual modes in Dollspace. The methodology for this analysis follows 

along the premises of comparative cultural studies and imagology (media philosophy 

and theories of public image). This analysis will be based on a qualitative research on 

the language, signs and meanings in Dollspace. The repetition of images in Dollspace 

will be compared to Jean Baudrillard's concept of "hyperreality" and simulacra theory as 

well as with Walter Benjamin's reproducibility theory. The "stories within stories" in 

Dollspace will be compared to the concept of "mise en abyme", and its structure -in 

which there is not hierarchy, but every poetic element affects the others- will be 

compared to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari's rhizome* theory. This analysis will 

                                                 
6
 Le simulacre n’est jamais ce qui cache la vérité – c’est la vérité qui cache qu’il n’y en a pas. Le 

simulacre est vrai (Jean Baudrillard, Simulacres et simulations) 
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provide hypothesis about academic (Cultural Studies and imagology) and pop cultural 

references (imagotypes, films and comics) which will be considered as sources o 

inspiration of da Rimini's making of Dollspace.  

Francesca da Rimini, the author of the hyperfiction we are going to analyze, is 

known as an ex-member of VNS Matrix. She was one of the pioneers in experimenting 

with hypermedia narratives creating (cyber) spaces in which new virtual conceptions of 

gender and sexuality took place. As we will see subsequently da Rimini used some of 

the rethoric characteristics of the Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century she 

wrote when she was a member of VNS Matrix. She will continue using parody, obscene 

language, cyberculture and pop icons to defend women and men equality in space and 

cyberspace. Dollspace (1997-2001) is her longest and most famous hypermedia, it 

consists of a collage of fragments of the most common practices of the Internet users: 

personal e-mails, hacktivist acts and erotic chats in on-line virtual reality systems 

known as MOOs. In Dollspace, a Japanese ghost girl called Doll yoko introduces gothic 

stories about fantasies of rape, incest and masochism. The author explored the simulacra 

of various types of sexualities in cyberspace: changing gender roles in chats, Internet 

sexual stories and the experience of the Internet user who becomes a voyeur watching 

pornography videos and images. da Rimini provides the reader a view of pornographic 

images on the media and especially on the Internet as a pleasant activity for users, 

though dangerous when children are abused in pornographic images or videos. da 

Rimini is not an anti-pornography feminist but in Dollspace she denounces sexual 

exploitation. Francesca da Rimini got her inspiration to create a fiction in which the 

limits of sexual pleasure and violence are questioned and Asian girls are seen as objects 

of consumption from her experience watching the image of naked little girls in daily life 

in Japan: 
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Throughout Dollspace there are a lot of images taken from pornography that I 

found in Japan that you could buy just as in the corner shop where you buy your 

milk and you buy a little 5 dollar magazine and often of very young girls... girls 

who look like they are only maybe 12 or 16 so I was working with those kinds of 

images and they became another kind of manifestation of DOLL YOKO the 

infantilised sexualised um... young Asian female. Who also embodies some of 

the complexity I feel about pornography and how much it is enjoyable and how 

much it is problematic when it is involving younger people (da Rimini, "All 

Women are Ghosts" n/p) 

 

Dollspace is a vast illustrated hypertext fiction, it has seven hundred pages, two 

thousand images and a thirty minutes original soundtrack. It is a collaborative work in 

which the Mexican pioneer of "hacktivism", Ricardo Domínguez, contributed with his 

anti-capitalist ideas and texts about Zapatitas. The Taiwanese-American new media 

artist Shu Lea Cheang -filmmaker of the Japanese science fiction pornographic movie 

"I.K.U"- designed erotic, porn and gore Asian graphics, and the composer Michael 

Grimm added a dystopian post-industrial setting and cyberpunk atmosphere to 

Dollspace with a gothic soundtrack which will remind the reader to the dark and steamy 

Vangelis’ composition for Blade Runner. The soundtrack is futuristic, a composition of 

city sounds, voices of people repeating words and electronic music. The feelings that it 

induces in the Internet user are: fear, isolation and curiosity. The name of the 

soundtrack, “an empty space” clearly makes allusion to the inexistence of all the girls 

who used to be killed for mysogynist reasons in Japan, China, India and Muslim 

countries. Francesca da Rimini found her inspiration during a travel to Japan where 

newborn babies used to be killed. But the issue of female infanticide is very recent in 

countries like China where nowadays over 40 million girls and women are 'missing' 
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because they have been victims of female infanticide (Klasen and Wink 5). In da 

Rimini's imaginary "dolls space" all the victims of female infanticide and wars live in an 

empty space, in the dead world.  

Dollspace is a hybrid of electronic literature and New Media art which can only 

be read online, at <http://dollyoko.thing.net/>. In the above image we have an image of 

the reader’s and watcher’s experience of Dollspace (Fig. 1). As her author states this 

Internet work was made using "simple html coding and Javascript that flourished before 

flash animation, before database-driven sites were more common, and before the advent 

of blogging" ("The Art Formerly Known as New Media" n/p). The author started 

Dollspace in 1997 and continued adding hypertexts and images to it through 2001, 

transforming it from "a clear and poetic narrative line of flight to a more segmentary 

and diaristic work." ("The Art Formerly Known as New Media" n/p) 

 

 

 

Fig. 1.Installation view of Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace.  

"The Art Formerly Known As New   Media", Walter Phillips Gallery,  

Banff Center, September 2005. 
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There is not a unique plot but stories within other stories, a poem and fragments 

of essays and e-mails. It is a non linear and open-ended hypermedia. The main narrator 

of the stories is “doll yoko” (written without capital letters), a ghost girl who personifies 

all the innocent women and girls who have been killed through history only for being 

born female. In this artistic and literary work da Rimini denounces the fact that 

thousands of women are killed all around the world because they are considered inferior 

to men. The name of this kind of killing is femicide, which the feminist writer and 

activist Diana E.H. Russell used to refer to misogynist murders. da Rimini got her 

inspiration to create a hyperfiction about ghosts of girls killed for misogynistic reasons 

from a travel she did to Japan:  

 

It arose from a time that I spent in Kyoto in Japan and I was staying in a little 

rice paper hut in the mountains and the local people showed me a pond [where] 

for centuries women used to drown their baby daughters because there had been 

a practise of female infanticide in Japan. And I found that a very haunting and 

disturbing image that for so many centuries the local women had come to this 

particular place where I was staying and had to kill the daughters that they had 

just given birth to because they were female and not male (da Rimini, "All 

Women are Ghosts" n/p) 

 

When we enter into Dollspace <http://dollyoko.thing.net/> the first page we find 

is an interface in which we have the word "hauntings" in the middle (Fig. 2). These 

words have the form and color of Japanese anime and there is a small image of a 

Japanese cartoon on the right side, both serve as an anticipation of the Japanese pop 

culture references in the hypertext. The background is in black color, which 
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semantically makes reference to the gothic atmosphere of the fiction. This page is a 

preface of the work because the name of the author is not mentioned. 

 

 

Fig. 2. "HAUNTINGS", interface from Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace. 

 

The word "hauntings" corresponds to the complete name of the hyperfiction 

which is Dollspace...Hauntologies. According to Oxford Dictionary the utterance 

“haunting” means evocative, poignant. The etymology of the verb haunt comes from 

Middle English. The word “hanter” comes from Anglo-French and probably from Old 

Norse “heimta", which means to lead home, pull or claim. In English “Haunt” can have 

different meanings: 1. (of a ghost) manifest itself at (a place) regularly; 2. be 

persistently and disturbingly present in (the mind); 3. (of something unpleasant) 

continue to affect or cause problems for. In French “hanter” does not only mean "to 
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bewitch" like in English language, it rather means "to besiege". da Rimini uses the word 

"hauntings" here to refer to the ghost stories in Dollspace.  

Throughout Dollspace there are reiterations of the idea of haunting, haunt and 

“hauntologies”. According to an anonymous article from Trace Online Writing, from 

Nothingham University: "Dollspace is a hauntology, a ghost work of counter-memories 

which open thresholds of impossibilities outside of pan-capitalism- a space which 

gathers the spectres of recombinant desires, deadbaby gurls, and Zapatistas" ("City of 

Dreams” n/p). According to Colin Hood these hauntologies were an idea of the pioneer 

of hacktivism Ricardo Domínguez: "As dollspace was being created, Ricardo 

Dominguez, a Zapatista in New York, constructed a series of online hauntologies, 

making connections to political spectres of resistance within and without Mexico". 

(Hood, "Swap Mail with Francesca Da Rimini" n/p). 

The term "hauntology" was coined by Jacques Derrida in his controversial work 

Specters of Marx (1993). The word is a portmanteau of haunt and ology, a near 

homophone to onthology in French. An onthology is the philosophical study of the 

nature of being and Derrida used it to theorize on the existence of the "spectre" in 

history. According to him a hauntology would be the presence of the specter, which is 

neither a being nor a non-being. For him there have always been ghosts in history and 

they tend to appear and disappear repeatedly. “A specter is always a revenant. One 

cannot control its comings and goings because it begins by coming back” (Derrida, 

Specters of Marx 11). In Derrida's philosophy present exists only with respect to the 

past, and society after the end of history will begin to orient itself towards ideas and 

aesthetics that are thought to be bizarre, which means, towards the "ghost" of the past. 

We will move back to the idea of the ghosts of the past at the end of this section because 

da Rimini alludes Derrida again at the end of the poem "doll yoko" in Dollspace. Doll 

yokoclaims: “Haunt me, fuck me, again and again” (Da Rimini, Dollspace).  This 
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“again and again” might be an allusion to Derrida’s idea of comings and goings of the 

ghosts of the past: “the witnesses of history fear and hope for a return, then, “again” and 

“again”, a coming and going” (Derrida 11). In Da Rimini’s hypertext itself there is a 

quotation from Derrida’s Specters of Marx: “Whatever one may think of [...] the  

sometimes terrifying failure of that which was thus begun, of the techno-economic or 

ecological disasters, and the totalitarian perversions to which it gave rise [...] they are 

not pathological and accidental corruptions but the necessary deployment of an essential 

logic present at the birth, of an originary disadjustment…” (qtd in Da Rimini’s 

Dollspace).  

Derrida takes the concept of a specter in history from Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels’s Manifesto of the Comunist Party where it is stated that: "A specter is haunting 

Europe, the specter of communism" (Marx and Engels 39). Da Rimini echoes Marx and 

Engels repeating their words in a section called “The Haunted Manifesto”: "A spectre is 

haunting the Net, the spectre of dead women." (Da Rimini, Dollspace n/p). Derrida’s 

specter refers to a collective heritage of thought that comes from previous historical 

figures. Derrida believes that we have inherited Marxist ideas on capitalism and 

communism. “A deconstructed (or criticized) Marxist thought is still relevant to today’s 

world despite globalization” (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, “Jacques 

Derrida”). Da Rimini’s specter is a symbol of present day situation of femicide. 

Thousands of women are killed every year around the world because of gender 

violence. On the Net we can find innumerable articles on femicide: domestic violence, 

foeticide, genital mutilation, etc. Da Rimini created the hauntologies in Dollspace to 

raise the voices of dead women who did not exist anymore in real life but could live in a 

virtual space, a zero space. In an interview Francesca Da Rimini was asked about the 

meaning of one of the most powerful sentences of Dollspace “All women are ghost and 

should rightly be feared”(Da Rimini Dollspace n/p). da Rimini answered:  
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It suggests that because in most societies for at least for the last 3000 years 

women have been disempowered. They haven't held the social control of the 

societies or the communities that they have been inhabiting [...] So, they're 

ghosts. Socially, they are invisible. We just have to look at who is in politics at 

the moment. How many women do you see, how many are represented in the 

media etc. [...] Compared to men women are invisible [...] they are dangerous 

and therefore you are wise to fear them. Because people who have been denied 

power are dangerous because at one point they are going to come to the point 

that the where they are going to say basta, enough is enough we are no longer 

going to live on our knees. And they will fight to take back that which has been 

taken from them” (“All women are ghosts”, Da Rimini n/p) 

 

In Manifesto of the Comunist Party Marx and Engels counted several ghosts in 

history: 1. the Supreme God, 2. being, 3. the vanity of the world, 4. good and evil 

beings, 5. being and its realm and 6. the spirit of the people. Da Rimini’s hauntologies 

also have many ghosts. There are three main kinds of ghosts: the ghosts of Japanese 

female babies who were killed, the ghost of Commandante Ramona, an officer of the 

Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN), and the ghost of Marquis de Sade. In 

Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny
 
and Literature (2002) Julian

 

Wolfrey stated that “to
 
tell a story is always to invoke ghosts, to open a space through

 

which something other returns’, so that ‘all stories
 
are, more or less, ghost stories 

(quoted in Colin Davis, “Hauntology, Spectres and Phantoms”). All the ghosts in Da 

Rimini’s Dollspace tell stories about rape, incest and murder. In Dollspace all the words 

come from nightmares and secret desires of beings that are visited by non-beings (in 

most of the stories girls who were raped and killed), who speak, scream and swear.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zapatista_Army_of_National_Liberation
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Dollyoko is a ghost, the ghost of abused women, mothers and daughters. She has 

been censured because it represents what a social accomplice wants to forget 

social: the fact that we live in a society violently patriarchal, where the same 

men who do the laws molest their own daughters. A society who prefers to hide 

her own ghosts before confronting them (Da Rimini, “L’artista censurata. 

Pedofilia?  in TV” Translated from Italian n/p)  

 

 Ghosts in Dollspace say what the living do not dare to say. They represent the 

suffering of women who are victims of femicide. These ghosts frighten men using 

violence and a military and patriarchal language to show how negative is the oppression 

of a person, not matter if it is female or male. The spectres of Dollspace inform the 

reader about gender terrorist acts in the world that media and pornography try to 

disguise. Davis Colin sees the importance of listening to the spectres of whom Derrida 

says: 

Attending to the ghost is an ethical injunction insofar as it occupies the place of 

the Levinasian Other: a wholly irrecuperable intrusion in our world, which is not 

comprehensible within our available intellectual frameworks, but whose 

otherness we are responsible for preserving (Colin, “Hauntology, Spectres and 

Phantoms” n/p) 

 

Reading the words of the Japanese dead baby girls who represent femicide, a girl 

who was raped by her father, as the narrator says "becomes a gash girl"(Da Rimini, 

"Dollspace"). The reader can be aware of the suffering of the victims of femicide, incest 

and war. Dollspace’s ghosts are victims of abuse. Some are dead, they have been killed 

after suffering sexual abuse. Others are living or "living dead", who suffer from 
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government’s abuse of power. In Dollspace there is a gore picture of a dead man 

bleeding on the asphalt of the street. There is an e-mail written by the character 

“Profanity” sympathising for this man, called Carlo: "Carlo could have been a river boy 

instead of a nuisance swatted by the monsters that now rule us maybe we should be 

making bombs instead of art but that wouldn't do enough damage to stop them" 

(Dollspace n/p). This man was Carlo Giuliani, an Italian anti-globalist who was shot 

dead by a police officer during the demonstrations against the Group of Eight summit 

that was held in Genoa from July 19 to July 21, 2001. ("Genoa Prostester Case 

Dismissed" BBC News, n/p). da Rimini uses this case as one of the examples of the 

criticism and demonstrations against the G8. The most widespread criticisms centre on 

the assertion that members of G8 are responsible for exacerbating global problems such 

as poverty in Africa and developing countries – through debt and trade policy; global 

warming – due to carbon dioxide emissions; and the AIDS problem – due to strict 

medicine patent policy and other issues related to globalization (Miller "Spinning the 

G8" n/p). da Rimini denounces how globalization benefits the most powerful and 

wealthy countries increasing poverty in others. Governments, banks and authorities 

have all the control over the citizens, da Rimini claims: "The world comes to mourn" 

(Dollspace n/p).  

The figure of Marquis de Sade in Dollspace personifies people who have 

committed crimes, but despite their cruelties, they were so powerful that they achieved 

high posts in politics. Marquis de Sade’s criminal acts: incest, rape and murder fit with 

Da Rimini’s most radical and powerful sentences in Dollspace “Laws are made by men 

who fuck their own daughters” (Da Rimini n/p).  

da Rimini uses the concept of "hauntologies" because  this concept shares some 

relationship with cyberpunk culture in which the future world is considered a dystopia 

of alienated beings committing the same old mistakes of the past and their 
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hallucinations of ghosts of the historical figures reappearing again and again. The ghost 

has been used in cyberpunk narratives as a metaphor of how people's bodies are 

constantly haunted by the spaces they inhabit, by other people, by machines and by their 

own obsessions.  “That of the stranger employed to stress the difficulty of living with 

the ghosts and aliens that are inside us, and that of the 'doll' as an intriguing admixture 

of the natural and the artificial” (Cavallaro xix) da Rimini uses Derrida's term 

"hauntology" and his concept of the spectres in history to denounce femicide.  

    Once we click on the image of the Japanese cartoon of an old man on the right 

corner we are driven to Dollspace cover in which we can click on "download 

soundtrack for an empty space" or directly "enter dollspace" (Fig. 3)  In the cover we 

can see a photomontage of a Soviet Union stamp with Russian letters. In the middle we 

have an icon of a Japanese girl who symbolizes “doll yokos” (girls considered sexual 

objects). At both sides of the stamp there are drawings of female astronauts. After 

having translated the sentences in Russian I discovered that their content makes allusion 

to 12th of April, the Cosmonautics Day to pay homage to Yuri Gagarin, the first man 

who travelled into space when his Vostok spacecraft completed an orbit of the Earth on 

April 12, 1961. Interpreting these images and find their connection with the content of 

the hypermedia can only be understood through a research on the cultural signs which 

are being alluded, decipher the word games and understand the metaphorical meanings 

of the signifier and signified. 

The title of the hyperfiction is "dollspace" which may be a pun of the word 

cyberspace. The name "dollspace" refers to the protagonist "doll yoko" who has 

multiple identities within herself. On the one hand she is an innocent child. On the other 

she wants to torture all those men who rape innocent girls, parents who commit incest 

and those who are involved in sexual exploitation of children.  

 



 

 

163 

163 

 

Fig. 3 "Enter Dollspace", from Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace. 

 

[Doll Yoko]  has monstrous sexual desires for extremely young men, whom she 

kills and by whom she herself wants to be killed. Her names are many 

Doll/Gashgirl/Ghost/Puppetmistress/I - because she does not exist as an 

authentic single unit. is not a "naturally" born woman, but rather the "natural" 

effect of a patriarchal, inhuman, capitalist world that gives birth to monsters 

(Volkart, “Connective Identities”) 

 

In the hyperfiction there are not only stories about those girls who were killed 

for being born female but also those victims of wars and terrorist acts as well as those 

whom are not visibilised on the media. All those dead or invisible beings in the mass 

media are ghosts haunting the net whose only refuge seems to be a “dolls space”. After 

more research on the term "doll space" I found on the official website of NASA where 
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in the International Space Station (ISS) they make experiments using the Matroshka 

(also called Phantom) which is a mannequin that has been used to study cosmic 

radiation dose types and rates that relate to the health of space travellers on long 

duration missions. The experiment is named the Matryoshka dolls or Russian nested 

doll because the Matroska has various layers of dolls, with the inner layers revealed 

when the outer layers are opened. In this experiment, the doll has measured the radiation 

doses of the separate components of the ionizing cosmic radiation at the skin surface 

and at different locations inside a realistic human torso, in order to establish the relation 

between skin doses and organ doses. Dolls are used for long travels outer space: "This 

research is critical to understanding how to protect astronauts from radiation as they 

spend long durations in space on board the space station" ("Matroshka1: Measuring 

Radiation Hazards in Space" n/p). 

    If we associate these Russian dolls who are sent to space with da Rimini's 

hyperfiction we will realize that the author is probably using the figure of the 

Matryoshkas metaphorically. In Dollspace there are stories within other stories, the 

structure of the hypermedia can be understood as a Russian doll or Chinese box: a set of 

boxes of graduated size, each fitting inside the next larger box. In literature a Chinese 

box structure refers to a novel or drama that is told in the form of a narrative inside a 

narrative, giving views from different perspectives. The Chinese box (which modern 

version is the Russian doll) suggests that "the entity is a container, and what it contains 

are other entities" (Pumain 84). This is exactly what symbolizes "doll yoko" an entity in 

which live other entities, and the hyperfiction is like a Russian doll in which we click 

and we find another story, and clicking in one word or image we find another story, and 

the same images and words are reproduced and repeated several times, creating a 

feeling of never ending story or mise en abyme. The French term "mise en abîme" 

means "placing into infinity". In literature, mise en abyme is used to refer to "a story 
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within a story", and in art, mise en abyme is a technique in which an image contains a 

smaller copy of itself. Therefore, the image seems to reproduce itself infinitely. 

Examples of pieces of art in which there is mise en abyme would be "Las Meninas" by 

Diego Velázquez in which there is a painting inside of a painting or Jan Van Eyck's 

"The Arnolfini Wedding" in which a mirror in the middle is reflecting the characters of 

the painting. Mise en abyme is a literary device which is frequently used in electronic 

literature. It belongs to an art principle which creates a feeling of infinite regression: 

"The fragment of mise en abyme acts as a kind of mirror image of the larger work. In 

modernist art mise en abyme also constitutes a questioning of the concept of origin as it 

opens up the possibility of infinite regress" (Ricardo, Cyberculture and New Media 

245). 

In Dollspace when we click on a lexia or image we will find another story inside 

of it. Both the internal and external structure of Dollspace has the form of a Russian doll 

or an onion, if we prefer. If we think about the external structure, each onion has many 

peels and Dollspace is like an onion that the reader has to peel. Dollspace is a 

Storyspace and its format and the metaphor of Storyspace and Russian dolls was present 

Textproduktion. HyperText, Text, KonText (1999) by Jakobs, Eva-Maria; Knorr, 

Dagmar; Pogner and Karl-Heinz: 

 

In contrast to the “folding mechanism” of “Guide” and the “card and stacking    

mechanism” of “HyperCard,” “Storyspace” may be compared to a nesting 

principle similar to that incorporated in Russian dolls: “Storyspace” contains a 

basic unit, “writing space,” which is made up of two parts, i.e. a text field and a 

space in which more “boxes,” as we will call them below, can be generated 

(Jakobs, Eva-Maria; Knorr, Dagmar; Pogner and Karl-Heinz 55-72) 
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We would dare to say that the star and the red color around Doll Yoko’s face 

(Fig. 3) may suggest communism in China. The connection that we find between the 

Russian words that make allusion to the Soviet Union and the colors of communism is 

that the Soviet Union influenced China. After the Second World War in 1945, the 

Soviet Army had occupied nations in both Eastern Europe and East Asia and Maoism 

was born from communist ideals. A more evident sign of communism reappears in a 

subsequent section of  Dollspace called “Perfect Slut” where we see the hammer and 

sickle symbol over doll yoko’s face.  

 We have not found any document in which da Rimini explains her intentions for 

alluding communism. da Rimini echoes Marx quotation in The Communist Manifesto: 

"A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of communism" (Karl Marx), which da 

Rimini rewrites: "A spectre is haunting the Net, the spectre of dead women." (da 

Rimini, Dollspace n/p). The most rational interpretation of the relevance of communist 

symbols in Dollspace we can offer after having studied the hypertext is that 

communism is mentioned as the Marxian dream of a society without class or racial 

divisions. For Marx the proletariat are the main producers of wealth in society and are 

exploited by the Capitalist-class (bourgeoisie), his solution to the conflict was to replace 

the bourgeoisie as the ruling class in order to establish a free society. da Rimini uses the 

ideology of communism in Marxists concepts, but obviously against the ideologies of 

present day communist countries: China, Vietnam and North Korea where communism 

has nothing to do with Marxist expectations, it is a degradated version of leftist 

resistance. The author denounces the abuses of patriarchy, capitalism and communism 

with regards to women’s rights:  “she [doll yoko] operates in both the small world of the 

family and what happens with the power relationships within family and misuse of 

power and then within a much wider social context” (da Rimini “All women are 

ghosts”).  
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Fig. 4. "@join doll yoko". Dollspace, Francesca da Rimini. 

 

Once we click on "enter dollspace" we move through another webpage in which 

we find the repeated image of a manga icon of a Japanese girl called "doll yoko" (Fig. 

4). The repetition of this image is used as another metaphor of mise en abyme. The icon 

of a Japanese girl repeated in a chain symbolizes girls who are victims of human 

trafficking take part of the market chain. This image can be associated with 

consumerism and sexual exploitation because the topic of human trafficking is 

suggested and compared with products in market in subsequent hypertexts and images 

in this hypertext. At the same time, these icons of Japanese girls symbolize those girls 

who were killed by members of their families and live in Dollspace.  

The author found her inspiration to write about femicide from the case of girls 

who were killed in Japan centuries ago. Nowadays in China and in some villages in the 

India women are also killed because people think that a new born male baby will be 

more productive, he will receive a higher salary while a female is believed to increase 

poverty. Practices that are being used against female babies are prenatal sex selection, 
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abortion and female infanticide. According to a recent United Nations Population Fund 

(UNFPA) State of the World Population Report, these practices, combined with neglect, 

have resulted in at least 60 million "missing" girls in Asia, creating gender imbalances 

and other serious problems that experts say will have far reaching consequences for 

years to come (Karabin "Infanticide, Abortion Responsible for 60 Million Girls Missing 

in Asia" n/p). In India many girls are either eliminated before they are born due to sex-

selective abortion -even if this technique is illegal since 1961-or die before they reach 

the age of six. "In the 2001 census, the number of girls to every 1,000 boys in the 0-6 

years age group was a dismal 927. With the preliminary results of the 2011 census just 

out, the picture is more today: 914 girls to 1,000 boys" (Sharma "The Decline of India's 

Girls" n/p).  

The repeated image of a Japanese head with some Japanese words around it 

inside of a yellow circle semantically means that these girls are considered like 

consumer products. The repeated image reminds of Andy Warhol's repeated icons, like 

his 100 Cans represent a parody of American capitalism. The similarity of the colors 

and the repeated image which looks like a series of products in a supermarket is 

convincing enough to affirm that what da Rimini is trying to express is that girls are 

considered "dolls" or artifical products when they are used as sexual objects in 

advertising and other media, and specially when they are actually sold and bought or 

sexually exploited. The face of doll yoko represents a copy of a real girl, there is a 

yellow circle symbolizing Asian origin and this repeated image is clearly representing 

also a "simulacrum of reality".  

da Rimini represents simulacra throughout Dollspace by using the same image 

several times. The repeated faces on the Chinese girls represent a simulacrum of a real 

girl. The concept of simulacrum was used for the first time by Plato who used it to 

describe a false copy of something. Walter Benjamin's theories on art reflected the same 
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concept of "the copy of the copy" that da Rimini illustrates. In his essay "The Work of 

Art in the Epoch of its Technical Reproducibility" Walter Benjamin claimed: "The work 

of art has fundamentally always been reproducible. What human beings have made 

could always be copied by human beings. Such copying was practiced by students as art 

exercises, by masters to disseminate works, and finally from profit-minded third parties" 

(Benjamin n/p). Francesca da Rimini reproduces the same image giving it different 

colors or tones as Andy Warhol did with Marilyn Monroe's pictures. Andy Warhol's 

copies symbolized our society of consumption where everything can be sold and bought 

and pieces of art can be reproduced. Warhol was also trying to transmit a feeling of 

infinite, like da Rimini tries through a labyrinthic hypertext in which words are images 

are repeated producing a feeling of never ending. 

 

In doubling the image on one canvas, Warhol makes the viewer even more 

immediately aware that the image is a replicate by showing a copy of a copy. 

Warhol's works with reproductions of three or more images on one canvas reveal 

that this copying is potentially infinite, especially when there are dozens of the 

same image in one space” (Ganis, "Andy Warhol Iconophilia" n/p) 

 

Benjamin posited the same logic of simulation that is later celebrated by Warhol: 

“from a photographic plate . . . one can make any number of prints; to ask for the 

‘authentic’ print makes no sense" (Benjamin n/p). The similarity of the colors and the 

repeated image which looks like a series of products in a supermarket is convincing 

enough to affirm that what da Rimini is trying to express is that girls are considered 

"dolls" when they are used as sexual objects in advertising and the other media. The 

face of doll yoko represents a copy of a real girl, there is a yellow circle symbolizing 

Asian origin and this repeated image represents a "simulacrum of reality". This notion 
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of simulacrum seems to be inspired from Jean Baudrillard theory of simulacra. 

Baudrillard stated in Simulacra and Simulations that “The only weapon of power, its 

only strategy against this defection, is to reinject realness and referentiality everywhere, 

in order to convince us of the reality of the social, of the gravity of the economy and the 

finalities of production”(Baudrillard 184). In our postmodern culture we are dominated 

by the media: TV, films, news, and the Internet, we are constantly watching simulations 

of reality. So perverted are our minds that as Baudrillard confirms we cannot distinguish 

the real and “hyperreal” anymore. “In our culture”, claims Baudrillard, “we take "maps" 

of reality like television, film, etc. As more real than our actual lives - these "simulacra" 

(hyperreal copies) precede our lives” (Mann n/p) 

Warhol paid homage to Marilyn Monroe after her death by painting her repeated 

image in color trying to represent how people would remember her: splendid as a sexual 

symbol. In Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Diptych (1962) the first picture shows copies of the 

same image of Marilyn Monroe. The reproduction of her image is a metaphor of her 

condition as a “sexual object” who can be consumed, like the Campbell Soup Cans in 

100 Cans. Marilyn Monroe is reflected just like the public would remember her, this is, 

as an erotic myth. 

The second picture with fumage symbolizes how media pressure and journalists 

deteriorated Marilyn Monroe’s image, the stress was so harmful that she committed 

suicide. da Rimini echoes Warhol’s example of simulacra with two pictures of geishas: 

in one they are in color (Fig. 5), in the other they are in black and white and the image is 

blurry (Fig.6). These two images symbolize the degradation of women who become 

ghosts because they are murdered, ignored or sexually exploited. 
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Fig. 5. Interface from da Rimini’s Dollspace in which there is an image taken from an erotic manga 

comic or hentai and a blurry image of two geishas. The sentences in the hypertext are: 

 "all history is pornography" and "laws are made by men who fuck their own daughters". 

                               From Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace 

 

 
Fig. 6. "she is a salary ghost, ghosting for a living", Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace 
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 The Marilyn Monroe today’s audiences still know and love is one based purely 

on the image and characteristics we can observe of her – and it’s all that 

remains. What we end up with is just a mere copy, a simulation, an 

approximation of who she really was.  Andy Warhol’s silkscreens of Marilyn 

Monroe have come to serve as the perfect visual analogy for her enduring legacy 

– copy after copy is made, further and further from the original deep in the 

ground. It’s the approximations and faulty copies that come to represent the 

original. Warhol’s Monroe is realer to us than Monroe herself ("Simulacrum" 

n/p)  

 

  Moving back to Dollspace, once we click on @joindollyoko we will find an 

image of a closed eye and the sentence: "you enter deep dollspace zero"(Fig. 10). The 

word "zero" here is used to represent women in cyberspace. da Rimini must be 

reflecting Sadie Plant's theory that in computer sciences women would be zeros and 

men, ones. Women would be zeros because they have been invisible in history books 

(despite their important inventions, discoveries, writing, etc) also women would be the 

"0" because it is similar to the "O" in the "Other", in Lacanian terms (Plant, Zeros and 

Ones 63).  

If we take a glance at the picture in Fig. 10 we will see that the eye is closed. 

This symbolizes that the spectator may have fear of what he or she is going to read and 

see: the real truth girls and boys (most of them are girls) who are raped and killed by 

their own parents or sold to wealthy men (executives, politicians, artists...) who are 

paedophiles. The eye as symbol which anticipates what the spectator is going to see was 
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also used by Luis Buñuel's short film  "Un chien andalou" where a woman's eye is cut 

by his husband to warn the spectator that he/ she is going to watch gore and surrealist 

images.  

If we take a glance at picture 7 (bellow) we will see that the eye is closed. This 

symbolizes that the spectator may have fear of what he or she is going to read and see: 

the real truth about  girls and boys (most of them are girls) who are raped and killed by 

their own parents or sold to wealthy men (executives, politicians, artists...) who are 

paedophiles. The eye as symbol which anticipates what the spectator is going to see was 

also used by Luis Buñuel's shortfilm  in "Un chien andalou" where a woman's eye is cut 

by his husband to warn the spectator of the following gore and surrealist images he or 

she is going to see. The "eye" in Dollspace is a constant leitmotiv, in many of the 

websites, e-mails and erotic short-stories within the hypermedia we have to click on the 

image of an eye to travel from one place to the other. In other interfaces we need to 

click on a peephole to get inside another hypertext, once we click on it, we get to a 

hypermedia like where there is a man watching a very young Asian sexually exploited 

girl. These allusions to the eye and the peep-shows (Fig. 10) symbolize how Dollspace 

readers become voyeurs. As we know that this is a cyberspace phenomenon: the Internet 

user spends hours watching others from webcams, videos, etc. At the same time 

observing himself/herself in photos and videos increases his/her own narcissism. 

Dollspace shows how sexuality on the Internet is a constant voyeurism and narcissism. 

Espen Aarseth stated that: "The reader's pleasure is the pleasure of the voyeur [...] The 

cybertext reader is a player, a gambler; the cybertext is a game world" (Aarseth 4). It is 

essential to take into account the interactivity of the reader of Dollspace because in 

some hypertexts in the fiction it is possible to click on one underlined word or another, 

one may have a poetical meaning, another can be a reference to Asian culture and the 

other can have a sexual connotation. To a great extent the reader’s choice supposes a 
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personal responsibility on the following story or end. The reader chooses one path or 

another depending on his/her own personal interests, assuming certain responsibility 

with the extracts of the narrative that he/she is going to read. In a hypertext the reader 

interprets the story through his/her interactive gesture of clicking, choosing one parth or 

another. In hypertext reading the interactive gesture supposes an interpretation 

(Bouchardon, López-Varela Azcárate, “Loss of Grasp: Making Sense of the Digital as 

an Embodied Experience” 3).  

 

 

Fig. 7 "you enter deep dollspace zero". da Rimini. Dollspace.  

Image from dollyoko.thing.net 

 

By clicking on the eye the user/participant enters the poem which da Rimini 

wrote in 1995, before the making Dollspace. This poem is like a tree or a Russian doll 

from which all the other stories and e-mails emerge: stories of femicide, of gender 

violence, of rape, war and revenge. The first image consists of simulacra-like depiction 

of a group of Japanese girls (Fig. 8). “doll yoko swims up from crater mud pond of dead 
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girls” reads the text, and adds “She places her moss damp lips on yours and kisses you 

tenderly. Her pale hands perform gentle inquisitions upon your fleshform as she haunts 

your imagination, bruising your skin with her words” (da Rimini, Dollspace n/p). Like 

the closed-eye earlier in the text, this beginning warns the user/participant about the 

shocking quality of the narrative, which contributes to"bruising your skin with her 

words" (da Rimini Dollspace). 

 

 

Fig. 8 Japanese girls in Francesca da Rimini's hypermedia: Dollspace. 

Image from dollyoko.thing.net 

 

 Like before, the repetition of images and the position of the girls with their legs 

closed tightly echo Linda Lovelace in the poster of the film Deep Throat. Throughout 

my research about femicide and feminists pro- and anti-pornography I read about Linda 

Lovelace's case in the pornographic cult movie Deep Throat which is included as one of 

the testimonies of victims of bad treatment in pornography in Diana Russell's book 
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Making Violence Sexy: Feminist views on Pornography (1993) and when I found 

documentation and images about the film Deep Throat I realized that the girls legs 

position in Dollspace was similar to that of Linda Lovelace. Perhaps a coincidence, 

perhaps not, Linda Lovelace was gangbanged while her husband held a gun onto her 

head and I think that probably da Rimini chose this image to compare Linda Lovelace's 

case -whose husband forced her to be raped by several men for his movie - with girls 

who are victims of sexual traffic or femicide. A click on"dead girls" brings the 

participant to an image of several bleeding fish heads:"gash ripped split bleeding slit ice 

in her veins totally fucked up on bad E" (Dollspace n/p) (Fig. 9). The contiguity of the 

metaphorical images quickly brings associations with female genitalia and mutilation. 

 

 

Fig. 9 "gash ripped slit...". Francesca da Rimini. Dollspace 

 

Language switches suddenly from poetical discourse with romantic undertones 

such as "She places her moss damp lips on yours" to highly strong and sexually charged 

expressions: "totally fucked up on bad E" (da Rimini, Dollspace). These justapositions 
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of different discourses and registers is persistent throughout the narrative, and it is 

matched by the mixing of images, from real photographs to comic strips, pop-culture 

elements, collage, etc. Romantized sections alternated with pornographic language and 

discourses of domination (i.e. military) and even gore violence and sadomasochism.  

At this point the omniscient narrator of the hyperfiction who was addressing the 

reader and describing how doll yoko(who represents all victims of infanticide) has been 

killed splits up to become multiple narrators which tell their confessions, have e-mail 

dialogues and claim for their political rights. When the reader clicks on specific words 

of the stories fragments of this poem will reappear until the end. Francesca da Rimini 

uses different narrators (real and imaginary) and even splits up her own personna: she 

becomes a character of the hyperfiction and calls herself: Cesca, gashgirl, doll yokoand 

profanity. These are nicknames that she used during period of time in which she used to 

spend hours playing in social Internet networks called MUDs, in which she acquired 

different personalities: as a dominatrix, as a man, as a transvesti, etc. These are multiple 

identities (alter egos) that Internet users like her acquire, as if they had a dissociative 

identity disorder.  

There are many stories in Dollspace, most of them are related to sex and death 

"eros and pathos". All the stories, images, e-mails and extracts from other sources are 

intertwined and the reader jumps from one story to the other until he/she finds the end 

of a previous story inside a new one. In order to find some connections in Dollspace and 

put some order in this labyrinth hypertext I have separated stories from reality and 

stories from virtual reality. These are the two realities existing in Dollspace: the reality 

of the girls who are killed when they are born or obliged to sexual exploitation, and the 

hyperreality (in Baudrillardian terms) or virtual reality (in cyberculture terms) of the 

Internet users who watch pornographic and gore videos and chat with other users to 

satisfy their obscure fantasies of sadomasochism, incest, rape, cross-dressing, etc. All 
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these allusions of revenge and about feeling pleasure in torturing men may make the 

reader think that the author is a men-hater, which is not true because she has created this 

hyperfiction with other men collaborators. The hyperfiction is showing how both men 

and women are able to commit the wildest acts when they are moved by their violent 

sexual instincts. 

There are two realities in Dollspace: The harsh reality of the victims of rape and 

sexual exploitation and the virtual reality, where Internet users enjoy watching children 

pornography. The contrast of beautiful images with gore and pornography favors the 

hypertext critical meaning by reflecting the author's ambivalent vision of pornography.  

 

I. Harsh reality in Dollspace 

 

Harsh reality is expressed by portraits of exploited girls. The reader takes a walk 

on the hyperfiction as if walking on a city streets. The reader finds a virtual poster of a 

Latin minor girl, victim of children sexual traffic (Fig. 10). There is an interface with a 

photography of two soldier children (Fig. 11) and other allusions to mafia, prostitution 

networks and the pornography industry which promotes children prostitution and 

femicide.  
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Fig. 10 "She's finally legal", Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace 

 

 

 

Fig. 11 Soldier girls in Dollspace by da Rimini. 
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 In this reality there are four incest stories, the first one is the story of a girl who 

was raped by their father and brother and buried in the garden. Like the other girls of the 

hypertext fiction she is called "doll" at the beginning, but once she has been raped and 

killed, she is called "gash" like the image of the fishes we referred to previously: 

 

Dirty grey rain all day. I found the bones of Papa Z's last gash girl under the 

purple fig tree at the end of the orchard. She must have been very small, very 

young, I thought, as I carefully laid out the last traces of her life. ... I imagined 

her lean bronze arms, struggling to escape Papa Z's insistent hold one last time 

(da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

There is another incestuous relationship between two sisters who try to imitate 

what parents do. The omniscient narrator is called "Cube Girl". da Rimini's inaccurate 

writing lacks punctuation and has grammatical mistakes which makes the reader 

imagine that a real girl has written it:  

 

tongue pushed into my sister's mouth into mine. she is older..meybe 14 , me 3 

years younger..but she not taking advantage...i knew what she were wanting. 

needing. and i wanted (da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

 There are two more incest stories, both of them are told by unknown narrators. 

The speaker of the first one is a fourteen years old boy who is having sex with his own 

sister, he wonders if he is insane because of doing these acts but he continues with the 

abuse during years.  
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I'm sitting on my bed, taking off my t-shirt. My nipples are still sensitive from 

the piercing last week. But I know she'll want to play with the shiny silver rings. 

Cut her baby teeth on them (da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

 The last confession is from a woman who describes how she realized that she 

was raped by her father and has a mental breakdown as a consequence. The author's aim 

with these stories which describe into detail a taboo subject such as incest is probably to 

denounce that these kinds of abuses provoke mental disorders on their victims.  

 

A great mystery to me as I had never had sexual intercourse. Recurring 

nightmares - a man trying to get into my bed terrified me, paralysing me. But 

lately I saw the man was my own father.I was fighting him off me but he was 

too heavy and I kept screaming "Mama Mama" in pain and terror. As a result of 

this crime - rape - I had a nervous breakdown: vehemently hostile to my father 

using abusive language, threatening with a carving knife (da Rimini Dollspace 

n/p) 

 

The Church, the state, the governments and the market are criticized for repressing the 

individual's freedom and using the subject (boy or girl, man or woman) as an object to 

consume in advertising and the media, a human doll to be used for other's pleasure in 

incestuous relationships, sexual traffic, or for political interests. 
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II. Hyperreality in Dollspace 

 

"I suffer from a terror of the ordinary. Some women fake orgasms. I simulate intensity" 

(da Rimini, Dollspace n/p) 

 

The other existing reality in Dollspace is virtual, -or using a terminology 

borrowed form Jean Baudrillard- the "hyperreality" in which Internet users cohabit and 

communicate each other via e-mail and chat. The characters enter into rooms of the 

MUD (the multiplayer real-time virtual world) and practise cybersex. In this reality 

there are allusions to Asian culture: manga images and hentai, images from Japanese 

pornographic comics. There is also an image from the erotic Japanese film In the Realm 

of the Senses (1976) -the original Japanese name is Ai no Korīda, which literally means 

bullfight (Spanish: Corrida) of love- by Nagisa Oshima. There is an image, borrowed 

from the film, of the female protagonist, Saba Abe, holding a knife in her mouth. This 

photography belongs to the scene in which his lover, Kichizo Ishida, asks her to strangle 

him during sexual intercourse. He finds erotic asphyxiation a very exciting practise. In 

the end she kills him, proceeding to cut off his genitals and carry them around with her 

in her handbag for a number of days. The reason why certain men or women can feel 

attracted by this dangerous sexual game is because, as experts explain, the sudden loss 

of oxygen to the brain and the accumulation of carbon dioxide increase feelings of 

lightheadness and pleasure (Curra 111). In another image of Dollspace there is a 

Japanese young woman strangling an old man, in this case erotic asphyxiation is being 

used for erectile dysfunction, a practice which has its origins in the 17th century 

("Erotic Asphyxiation" n/p). Observers at public hangings noted male victims 

developed an erection, sometimes remaining after death. Through allegories 

representing the often morbid or death-obsessed eroticism in Japanese culture da Rimini 

explores how human consciousness of life and death push them to live. In the sexual act 



 

 

183 

183 

the desire of procreation and pleasure is merged with pain and sorrow.  Love and death 

provoke strong internal changes and orgasm is similar to birth and death.  

In Dollspace extreme sexual acts are visualized and verbalized to express how 

some human sexual acts can end with death because the individual can be aware of 

his/her notion of the "self" from love experience, and at the same time can lose his/her 

own "self" from a painful loving or sexual act.  Sigmund Freud in "Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle" (1920) explained that Eros, or the libido and Thanatos, the death instinct 

where the forces that drive humans to act. This tendency has been seen as natural in 

human biology "Man, who is born from a woman and destined to die, is a body, with 

bodily instincts" (Freud 197). According to this statement the importance of the sexual 

activity is seeing as essential for the individual's life. da Rimini took her inspiration for 

Dollspace from Marquis de Sade, George Bataille and also Leopold von Sacher-

Masoch, the themes of sadomasochism, blasphemy and obscenity can be seen in da 

Rimini's work. The psychiatrist who coined the word masochism, Richard von Krafft-

Ebing, praised the Sacher-Masoch's capacity to express trough literature the 

circumstance of the masochist as determinating to the human mind: "He is a remarkable 

example of the powerful influence exercised by the vita sexualis be it in the good or evil 

sense over the formation and direction of man's mind" (Krafft-Ebing "Psychopathia 

Sexualis" n/p). Although there is a natural desire to love (sexual connection), and die 

(self-destruction) and some masochistic acts are seen as subversive and positive for 

gender role changing and solve sexual needs, the use of black and red colors in pictures 

in Dollspace and a discourse full of frustration and grudge show the obscurity, 

negativity and danger of sexual practises in which the possibility of dying is involved.  

Another allusion to Japanese culture in Dollspace is the "floating world" in the 

fragmented hypertext "doll baby born of charcoal demon filthy ramen bar on edge of 

floating world" (da Rimini, Dollspace n/p) and the image and title of the Fig. 13 (See 
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bellow). "The Floating world" (Ukiyo in Japanese) used to be the licensed red-light 

district of Edo-period (1600–1867) in Japan. Its culture developed in Yoshiwara 

(modern Tokyo), and was the site of many brothels, chashitsu tea houses, and kabuki 

theaters.  

The extreme sexual acts and orgies by Internet users described in Dollspace 

show the Dyonisian behavior that Nietzche referred to in The Birth of Tragedy (1872). 

The Dionysian elemenent was to be found in the wild revelry of festivals and 

drunkenness, which it is present in the brutality sexual acts of the characters of 

Dollspace. The carnival imagery in Dollspace images (Fig. 12) exemplifies how in 

cyberspace Internet users practise cross-dressing and share with unknown users their 

erotic fantasies. The enjoyment of sexual pleasure of Internet users who pretend to be a 

different person, using false names, is compared with the behaviour of those people who 

wear masks, use wigs and wear make up to play having a different gender. The naked 

transsexuals in the picture are probably prostitutes and the man laughing between the 

transsexuals as well as the man wearing a typical Japanese cap might be the clients. The 

idea of sexual acts as a carnival, theatre, ritual and orgy is connected to one of the 

names of the speakers an aggressive woman called "Profanity". She is a woman who 

enjoys sadomasochistic practises. The meaning of the word "Profanity" represents a 

rebellion against the established system and the church. Obscure and non-normative 

sexual practises in Dollspace show the ambivalence of sexual freedom, the legal and 

illegal issues in human sexuality and how a sexual practise depends of legality, 

sociocultural aspects and religious morality.  
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Fig. 12 "Floating world". From Dollspace by Francesca da Rimini. 

 

Profanities in the original meaning are part of the ancient tradition of the comic 

cults, which laughed at the deity or deities. An example of profanity in literature appears 

in Francis Rabelais' Gargantua and Pantagruel books, where there is use of four-letter 

words and the name of God is pronounced in vain sentences like: "Christ, look ye, its 

Mere de ... merde ... shit, Mother of God." (François Rabelais, Gargantua book, chap. 

XVII, quoted in Bakhtin 190). Russian critic Mikhail Bakhtin in his dissertation on the 

French Renaissance writer Francis Rabelais attempted to recover sections of the books 

which were suppressed due to its use of profanity. Bakhtin explored the carnival as a 

social institution in which social hierarchies of everyday life—their solemnities and 

pieties and etiquettes, as well as all ready-made truths—are profaned and overturned by 

normally suppressed voices and energies.  At carnival time, the unique sense of time and 

space causes individuals to feel they are a part of the collectivity, at which point they 

cease to be themselves. In Medieval carnivals opposites were mingled (fact and fantasy, 

heaven and hell), fools become wise and kings become beggars. Mikhail Bahtkin coined 
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the word carnivalesque to refer to a literary mode that subverts and liberates the 

assumptions of the dominant style or atmosphere through humor and chaos.  

da Rimini uses the "floating world" and carnival as metaphors of the Internet 

users play to be the opposite of what they are: old people pretends to be young people, 

women act as if they were men, homosexuals pretend to be feminine ladies, etc. 

herself), and others are Puppet Mistress, SnakeBoy, RiverBoys, Wolf, 

genderfuckmebaby, etc. According to Jean Baudrillard cybersex is a simulation of the 

third order: the words and imagery of sexuality masking the absence of any intimate 

sexual contact whatsoever (quoted in Pellauer n/p). 

In Dollspace the politicising concept of the carnivalesque creates a non-

hierarchical co-existence of many potentially contradictory point-of-views in a society. 

After Bakhtin, Julia Kristeva redefined the carnivalesque as: 

 

A spectacle, but without a stage; a signifier, but also a signified... Two texts 

meet, contradict and rivalise each other... it is both discourse and spectacle. A 

carnivalesque participant is both actor and spectator; he loses his sense of 

individuality, and is split into both subject of the spectacle and object of the 

game. Figures of the carnivalesque language are repetition, 'inconsequent' 

statements (which are none the less connected within an infinite context) and 

non-exclusive opposition... The carnival challenges god, authority and social 

law; it is dialogical. (Kristeva: "Word, Dialogue and Novel." quoted in Ingrid 

Hoofd's "A Hypertext Poetics" n/p) 

 

As Kristeva poinst out, the carnivalesque defies the Christian morality and laws. 

Collective celebrations in which substances -alcohol or drugs- are consumed to get 

aroused and energies are concentrated in a series of sexual acts have their origins in 
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pagan fertility rituals and are embedded within larger-order religions or other social 

institutions. Fertility cults have always occured in calendric cycles, as rites of passage 

within the life cycle. 

In ancient Greek mythology, orgia were nighttime cultic congregations of the 

Greek mystery religions, overseen by an orgiophant (a teacher or revealer of secret 

rites) popularly thought to involve sex (Shipley 768) celebrated with dancing, singing 

and drunkenness. They were practised in the worship of Demeter at Eleusis (mentioned 

in the Homeric Hymn) or in the worship of Dionysus, the Cabeiri, Demeter Achaia, 

Orpheus, Eumolpus, or Cybele. The ancient Romans adopted the Greek orgia practices 

for the Bacchanalia festivals, which were wild and mystic festivals of the Greco-Roman 

god Bacchus (or Dionysus), the wine god. 

In Ancient Greece Demeter was the goddess of fertility, her rites celebrated the 

procession of the seasons, the mystery of the plants and the fruits in their annual cycle 

of coming to be and passing away (Finley 158). An annual festival of women in Greece 

was celebrated and Demeter appeared as the sacred fool. According to the Greek myths, 

Demeter was wandering the Earth in deep mourning over the loss of her beloved 

daughter, Persephone, who had been violently abducted by Hades, the god of the 

underworld. Abandoning her goddess duties of bringing fertility to the land, she took 

refuge in the city of Eleusis. Everyone in the king's household tried to lift the spirits of 

the severely depressed woman, but nobody was able to do it. When Baubo had the idea 

of making a number of humorous remarks she was the only one to make Demeter smile. 

Then, Baubo suddenly lifted her skirt in front of Demeter and this made her laugh and 

get her strenght back (Jordan 2004, Georgopoulos, Pierris and Vagenakis 2003). da 

Rimini praises the potentiality of the female genitals which have been ignored and 

considered a part of the female body which should not be pronounced. The terms 

pudenda-external sexual organs come from the Latin verb pudere, to make ashamed. da 
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Rimini mentions Baubos and Demeter's myth as a cultural imagotype which shows the 

capacity of genitals to create and recreate nature: "The tale of the crone old and wise 

woman in Greek mythology  is a proof that a shameless old cunt could still be 

powerful. The crone’s vulva is an indirect line to the Underworld" (da Rimini, 

"Delighted by the Spectacle" n/p).  

Fertility deities were not only present in Ancient Greece but also in mythologies 

of the whole world: African, Aztec, Celtic, Egyptian, Hindu, Japanese, Slavic, etc.  

These ceremonies were intended to assure the fecundity of mother earth and sacrifies 

took place for the vegetation rebirth. The Scottish anthropologist Sir James George 

Frazer stated in his thesis The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion (1890) 

that old religions celebrated fertility cults that revolved around the periodic sacrifice of 

a sacred king. Subsequently, in From Ritual to Romance: History of the Holy Grail 

Legend (1920) Jessie Laidlay Weston used Frazer's The Golden Bough, and the works 

of Miss Jane Ellen Harrison to examine of the roots of the King Arthur legends and 

make connections between the early pagan elements and the later Christian influences. 

According to Weston in fertility rites there were demonic beings such as "Satyres and 

Nymphs of Greek, the Gandharvas, and Apsaras of Indian mythology" (Weston 61).  In 

da Rimini images of lustful Japanese demons accompanying women reflect the spirit of 

fertility rites. In Dollspace sexual extreme acts have also a sense of sacrifice in cases 

when male or female characters demand for being tortured in masochistic practises. 

Some BDSM (bondage and discipline, sadism and masochism) practises in Dollspace 

result in injury or death. What da Rimini explores in virtual dialogues about erotic 

practises is not to denounce these practises as violent sexual acts or mental disorders - 

since 1994, the American Psychiatric Association defined “sadism” and “masochism” 

no longer as a sexual disorder when it is a consensual behaviour- but how sacrifice, 

humiliation, pleasure and pain in sexual practises which seem to be grotesque in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Golden_Bough
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Ellen_Harrison
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cyberspace have cultural connotations and are part of ancient traditions. da Rimini also 

questions the importance of the consent in sexual practises, any sexual practise can be 

pleasant when every participants gives his/her consent. However, as da Rimini 

denounces violent sexual practises can provoke trauma in the case of non-masochistic 

people or children.  

The characters in Dollspace use avatars and masks to pretend to be what they 

would like to be, showing a narcissistic attitude. In virtual reality body and gender can 

be done and undone: 

 

Everything about the experience is simulated. The nicknames people give 

themselves, such as such as Redneck275 can be chosen not because of any 

grounding in reality, but because they are signifiers for a personality the person 

wants to adopt (Pellauer "Computer Love: Technophilia in the Real World" n/p) 

 

In this hyperreality there are five Internet sexual e-mail stories: The first one to 

appear is "Gentle Explanation". It is an e-mail story of gashgirl, Profanity and a tortured 

man. It is a story in the form of an e-mail. "To: gashgirl From: profanity Subject: gentle 

explanation" (da Rimini n/p). Gashgirl (which is one of the nicknames da Rimini uses 

for herself and is a cynical vampire) explains to Profanity how she enjoys torturing a 

man. The name of the character Gashgirl refers to those girls who have been raped and 

their vaginas have been torn or mutilated (as we commented previously with the picture 

of the bleeding fishes heads). The name Profanity is used as a metaphor of the orgy of 

Internet users, in classical orgies in Ancient times where the traditional aim was to 

achieve the maximum state of violence for the resurrection. The descriptions are 

completely sadistic; she describes how she rips out his toenails, cutting his nipples off, 

etc. The hypertext is written without any punctuation which provides a fast reading 
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provoking anxiety and pain because of the tortures described in it. It is a stream of 

consciousness of the fantasy of a sadistic person: 

 

we say to him BOY THE TIME FOR GENTLE EXPLANATION IS OVER but 

he can't hear us too well so we say it again and then we sit back and have a diet 

pepsi because this is our time putting out good work and looking out for each 

other and it's hot work he's asking for more just with his eyes he's begging for 

more but we decide to give him less for now less to tease him (da Rimini n/p) 

 

This e-mail story has the image of a comic with the title "Side Effect (Snuff 

2000)". Snuff movies are those gore illegal movies in which a person is tortured and 

really murdered. In most of them there is a man wearing a mask so the police can not 

discover his face to look for him and the woman is a real victim, it is not an actress. In 

most of snuff movies the subjugated is a woman, they have been described as: "films 

that purport to depict sensationally and for the gratification of others actual deaths, 

usually of women while performing a sexual act (Harding quoted in Wall 118). David 

Wall in Cybercrime: the Transformation of Crime in the Information Age (2005) 

emphasized that the 1990s was the period in which snuff movies were distributed 

online-this period coincides chronologically with VNS Matrix exhibitions and the 

creation of Dollspace. da Rimini alludes snuff movies to criticize again the simulation 

of reality because according to FBI investigate snuff movies were likely to be bogus and 

the murders in them were staged. In some films characters investigate about snuff 

movies, like in the Spanish movie Tesis (1996) by Alejandro Amenábar. However 

policemen like Ken Lanning have affirmed: "I've not found one single documented case 

of a snuff film anywhere in the world" (Ken Lanning, FBI Training Academy, quoted in 

Wall 118). da Rimini  draws on the topic of snuff movies as the metaphor of the 
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postmodern simulation of sexual deviances reflected on erotic conversations in 

cyberspace. In the image over the e-mail from Profanity to Gashgirl there is a woman 

wearing a gas mask, black gloves and a dog collar, the three accessories are symbols of 

masochism and the role-playing games which are prominent in the dominant/submissive 

lifestyle. It is interesting to remark that in cybergoth fashion, some cybergoths, -a recent 

urban tribe inspired from cyberspace-, also wear "gas masks or (in what appears to be a 

kind of medical fetish) shiny PVC doctors' masks" (Steele 45-50). In the comic vignette 

(Fig. 13) included in Dollspace the character wearing a gas mask claims: "Welcome to 

Snuff 2000, the sex choice for a new generation" (Dollspace n/p). This image is 

borrowed from Snuff 2000 (1998) an underground comic about the production of snuff 

movies. In this comic, the author, Miguel Ángel Martín explores why people consume 

products containing extreme violence and how they tend to forget their emotions ("Ya 

no hay cómics underground" n/p).  

 

 

Fig. 13 "it's over baby, and you know it", Dollspace by Francesca da Rimini.  

Image from Dollspace, borrowed from Miguel Ángel Martin's Snuff 2000. 
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 The story and its borrowed comic stripe are open to the reader's interpretation. It 

can be considered some kind of parody or criticism of the sexual stories of Internet 

users in which they express their most hidden perversities, it can be interpreted also as a 

radical feminist revenge to men who rape girls or women and torture them to feel 

pleasure. The author explains Gashgirl's behaviour as a transgression to the impositions 

of the highest institutions: 

 

My character Gashgirl explored dimensions of power, submission, and sexual 

transgression. I had also been re-reading von Sacher-Masoch's Venus in Furs, 

Bataille's Story of the Eye, and de Sade. These work's influenced me, particularly 

de Sade, who used the tropes of sexual excess and violent cruelty as a lens to 

reveal the workings of external forms of Power as imposed by the State, the 

Church, the Judiciary (See Appendix "E-mail Interview by Maya Zalbidea 

Paniagua to Francesca da Rimini" )  

 

            The influence of Leopold von Sacher-Masoch's Venus in Furs can be seen in the 

masochist relationship between "Cesca" and the "Wolf" because Cesca dreams of 

caressing the wolf's fur like the man in Venus in Furs who dreams speaking to Venus 

about love while she wears furs, and also because Severin in Venus in Furs asks Wanda 

to be treated as her slave, the Wolf asks Cesca to do the same. The influence of George 

Bataille's Story of the Eye can be seen in the examination of bizarre sexual perversions, 

vougerism, the justaposition of eros and thanatos and the manifestation of a bipolar 

disorder in sexuality in characters in Dollspace, who suffer a similar disorder as 

Bataille's character Marcelle. da Rimini alludes Marquis de Sade in her work because in 

his works he exposed the philosophy of extreme individualism that became reality in the 
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economic liberalism of the bourgeoisie, which started in the 18th century. The same 

abusive behavior is present in pornographic websites where the rich and perverse -the 

new bourgeoisie- obtain pleasure observing children and young people being raped and 

tortured.  

The other e-mail stories are: "Riverboys stories". In one of them narrator is a 

cougar, a mature woman who has relationships with young men. The nickname 

"Riverboys" is another reference to Japanese culture. The "Riverboys", Kawatarō in 

Japanese, are legendary creatures, a type of water sprite found in Japanese folklore 

(Bush 94), they inhabit the ponds and rivers of Japan and have various features to aid 

them in this environment, such as webbed hands and feet  (Makc 17) and a popular 

saying states that they kidnap children and rape women (Ashkenazi 195-196). In Fig. 14 

we can see the image of a sculpture of a Riverboy, the object seem to be floating, like if 

it were a ghost.  

 

Fig. 14 "The Hungering", an image of a Riverboy, da Rimini's Dollspace 
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Another Internet sexual story is entitled "Frozen", it is a confessional story in 

which a young man explains his first relationship with a transsexual, (Fig. 15) an e-mail 

from a girl called "Kut" who tells doll yoko (avatar of da Rimini) she is suffering 

violent sexual relationships with her boyfriend because he tries manga perverse sexual 

activities and the story of "Cesca and the Wolf" (Fig. 16), in which Cesca (another 

nickname of Francesca da Rimini) has e-mail conversations with a man who calls 

himself "wolf" and whom she kills at the end.  

 

I killed the wolf today. 

A long clean slit from throat to belly, the sort of incision any surgeon would 

admire. What a magnificent scar it would have made. 

If there had been time for healing [but there was only time for rotting] 

(da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

The use of free indirect speech in the above quotation as in most of the hypertext 

takes the reader into the minds of the characters. The first time we read the e-mail story 

of Cesca and the Wolf and we see that there is a picture of Red Riding Hood and the 

wolf disguised as a grandmother we may interpret Cesca's assasination of the wolf as an 

act of revenge to those paedophiles who rape girls "Revenge never tasted so sweet" 

(Dollspace n/p). But the second time I read "Cesca and the Wolf" story I noticed that 

there is a picture of net.art (net dot art) with the word "Wolfowitz" in it (Fig. 13) and I 

suppose that this may be an allusiom to Paul Dundes Wolfowitz, a former United States 

Ambassador to Indonesia, U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense, President of the World 

Bank As Deputy Secretary of Defense, he was a major architect of President Bush's Iraq 

policy (Solomon 179) (Boyer "The Believer: Paul Wolfowitz Defends his War"n/p). His 
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killing is probably due to the fact that he represents the abuses of war, patrarchy and 

capitalism. She uses a patriarchal language in passages of revenge in which women are 

sadist to men to show how tremendous can be to torture somebody, no matterthe gender 

of the tyrant and the victim. There is an anonymous voice which exclaims: "Suck my 

code!" (Dollspace n/p). It can be interpreted as an alarm cry to the patriarchal society 

which impoverish and kills women. In "Doll Yoko" poem within Dollspace the sexist 

moral code is also seen as negative and resposible for women's suffering in the 

sentence: "She Doll Yoko cries tears of code" (Dollspace n/p). "Code" makes allusion 

to computers language and Haraway's and VNS Matrix idea of changing the code, 

creating one in which there is no more sexim. VNS Matrix called temselves 

"terminators of the moral code" ("Cyberfeminist Manifesto" VNS Matrix n/p) and 

Haraway supported the use of a language without the traces of patriarchy: "Cyborg 

politics is the struggle for language and the struggle against perfect communication, 

against the one code that translates all meaning perfectly, the central dogma of 

phallogocentrism" ("Cyborg Manifesto" Haraway 176).  

 

Fig. 15  "Frozen", Francesca da Rimini's Dollspace. 
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                        Fig. 16  "the bloody chamber", "Wolfowitz", da Rimini's Dollspace 

 

There are two ghosts of real people in Dollspace, they haunt the reader 

following Derrida's theory of the spectres commented before. In Dollspace there are 

illustrations and extracts from Marquis de Sade's The Philosophy in the Boudoir. 

Apparently, da Rimini read Gilles Deleuze's Coldness and Cruelty as a source of 

inspiration to write about perversity:  

 

Reading Coldness and Cruelty (Deleuze meets Sacher-Masoch) inspired my 

crafting of a persona who would playfully perform the sexual fantasies of 

strangers on secret micro-stages within LambdaMOO. Could she/GashGirl/I 

construct her self as a discrete mental entity, connected to my self (my ‘true’ 

self?), and be authentic to both manifestations of self? An existential research 

project, cliterature, fun” (da Rimini 156).  
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In the section called "hauntologies" da Rimini uses the spectre of La Ramona, 

she was a soldier woman who fought with the Zapatistas during the Mexican revolution, 

she encouraged women to fight for their freedom.  

 

She was among those who created the Revolutionary Women's Law, which calls 

for, among other things, the right of women to participate in revolutionary 

struggles and the right to determine the number of children they bear. The 

Zapatistas say about a third of their army is comprised of women” (da Rimini, 

Dollspace n/p) 

 

Mentioning La Ramona da Rimini is denouncing a kind of femicide: women 

who die in war because the government do not spend money in medicines to treat them. 

In the hypertext she acts as a personification of those women who become ghosts in 

history because their achievements have been ignored by academic institutions and the 

media.  

Mexico continues to undergo dramatic social changes spawned by the Zapatistas' 

challenge of the government, yet much of the U.S. media would (STILL!) rather 

waste precious ink on Princess Di and her dresses or on movies that paint 

romantic pictures of fictional Indian princesses who save the white man. Little, 

dark brown women fighting for indigenous autonomous regions in Mexico and 

fighting for their rights as women perhaps just isn't as "sexy," as journalists like 

to say about a good story (Dollspace n/p) 

 

There are also conversations in Dollspace in which da Rimini also uses a 

militant and brutish language to imitate the Mexican feminist of the fifties which 
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required that women assumed a masculine role copying their models-clothing, discourse 

and politically active attitude.  

The ending of Dollspace could be considered -we say this because the reader can 

always keep on clicking on different words and finding other stories which he/she had 

not found in previous paths- the last sentences of doll yoko's poem which deliberately 

have no punctuation nor use of capital letters: "a ghost never tires and a doll is forever 

put pearls in her mouth bury her deep haunt me, fuck me, again and again" (da Rimini 

"Doll Yoko" and Dollspace n/p). The sentences appear repeatedly on the screen: "a 

ghost never tires a ghost never tires a ghost never tires" (n/p), and "a doll is forever a 

doll is forever" (n/p) which reminds to Gertrude Stein's famous quote: "Rose is a rose is 

a rose is a rose" which meant that things are what they are. The experimental works by 

VNS Matrix and Francesca da Rimini like Gertrude Stein's Tender Buttons can be 

interpreted as a feminist reworking of patriarchal language. Stein's avant garde literary 

style anticipated many characteristics of feminist hypermedia style: idiosyncracy, 

playfulness, repetitions and humor. In fact, like in many hypertext fictions Stein's 

writing was not linear and granted autonomy to the readers: "rather than the emotional 

manipulation that is a characteristic of linear writing, Stein uses play" (Grahn 18). 

These last three sentences "haunt me, fuck me, again and again" appear in the 

middle of a collage (Fig. 17) where there are a pair of scissors, a chain, some icecubes, 

etc. Like in dada art the objects of this collage in Fig. 14 mean something: for instance a 

cube is used to refresh a drink, but they have been assembled in a fashion in which they 

become meaningless, this nihilism is characteristic of the philosophy of many 

cyberpunk and cyberspace writers who have a depressive feeling of nonsense in 

cyberworld. da rimini's doll exclaims ironically that she wants to be "fucked again and 

again" which reflects a negative view of human's behaviour which is repeating the same 

erroneous acts such as the main subjects of Dollspace: making wars and exploiting 
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children. This "again and again" makes reference to a Nietzschean philosophy of eternal 

return. Like in dada artistic collages, in Dollspace New Media art there are pictures of 

tickets, maps and Soviet Union stamps are used to portray aspects of life. There are 

many stamps in Dollspace from different countries: Japan, Russia, Thailand and some 

of them have techniques of photomontage and motion images. These artistic stamps 

belong to the artistic movement which evolved from Fluxus, called Mail Art. Mail-Art 

or Postal Art is an international network of artists created in the 60's, which uses the 

postal system as a medium. According to Giovanna di Rosario:  

 

Mail-Art has the aim of creating possibilities for the direct exchange of art, ideas 

and information between artists in different countries. Mail-Artists’ works are 

exchanged in the form of illustrated letters, decorated or illustrated envelops, 

postcards, artistamps and even three dimensional objects. One theme in mail art 

is that of commerce-free exchange; Mail-Artists want to avoid the art system - as 

gallery or the idea of exclusivity of art (Rosario 61) 

 

da Rimini supports free exchange of art and literature and created Dollspace 

collaboratively, that is why the stamps from different international origins have the 

function to show that the arrival of Internet has increased this trend and thousands of 

people can create art at the same time in a broad-based and revolutionary cultural 

movement. 
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Fig. 17 Assemblage in a dadaist style in da Rimini's Dollspace 

 

In Dollspace there are cultural images to criticize comunism and capitalism, 

there are photomontages of Soviet Union stamps, symbols of communist ideologies. da 

Rimini also uses images that represent the "hyperreality" of capitalism, in a section in 

which the narrator explains her process of writing Dollspace there is a picture of some 

cuddly toys of Teletubbies (Fig. 18) -characters of a TV series for children who wear a 

television on their bellies- and there is an illustration from Marquis de Sade's books 

hidden under the Teletubbies. In the TV series these innocent puppets wear a television 

on their bellies, transmitting children the importance of the media in their lives. The fact 

that Teletubbies wear televisions on their bellies is a metaphor of the children who 

"swallow" and "digest" everything they watch on the TV. The illustration of Marquis de 

Sade symbolizes the perversity of people and the media that, like Dolmancé -the main 

dominant and mysogynist character of de Sade's The Philosophy in the Boudoir (1795)-

instruct young people and children to denigrate the female gender.  
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Fig. 18 Teletubbies and a hidden picture from Marquis de Sade's books. 

Image from Dollspace by Francesca da Rimini. 

 

In another work by Francesca da Rimini Seven Beauties there are images of 

Minnie Mouse, an icon used to criticize the hyperreality of capitalism. Both Umberto 

Eco and Jean Baudrillard refer to Disneyland as an exemplar of hyperreality. Eco 

believes that Disneyland with its settings such as Main Street and full sized houses has 

been created to look "absolutely realistic," taking visitors' imagination to a "fantastic 

past." (Travels in Hyperreality, Eco 43) This false reality creates an illusion and makes 

it more desirable for people to buy this reality. The "fake nature" of Disneyland satisfies 

daydream fantasies in real life. When entering Disneyland, consumers form into lines to 

gain access to each attraction. Then they are ordered by people with special uniforms to 

follow the rules, such as where to stand or where to sit. According to Jean Baudrillard 

Disneyland is, in miniature, the ideal American city. Rules are obeyed because there is 

no alternative. Disneyland is city where murder, rape and adultery do not exist. "What 

attracts the crowds the most is without a doubt the social microcosm, the religious, 

miniaturized pleasure of real America" (Simulacra and Simulations 12).  
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Using images of Teletubbies and Mickey Mouse da Rimini denounces the power 

of television and media in people's lives and shows a "hyperreality" in which everybody 

is happy, innocent and lovely. da Rimini denounces the influence of media in the 

individuals. She denounces war and violence as the forces to repress people. She uses 

art which is similar to Dada to show the anti-war nature of her work. da Rimini's aim is 

to produce the audience's shock as Dada artists did: "Dadaistic activities actually 

assured a rather vehement distraction by making works of art the center of scandal. One 

requirement was foremost: to outrage the public" (Benjamin n/p). 

At this stage, the reader must think that the hypertext has finally finished, 

however, after the end of the poem there are still hypermedia and the reader can find the 

poem "doll yoko" translated into Spanish with some varieties, and at the end of it we 

find the following hypermedia (Fig. 19) from which clicking on each square drives us to 

different points of the hypertext. In this lexia we can see the repeated picture -

representing simulacra again- of a double faced woman with a dragon on her left and a 

bird on her right hand. 
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        Fig. 19 "Encántame, hazme el amor, una y otra vez", Dollspace by da Rimini. 

 

The double face of this woman symbolises the reversibility of the hypermedia 

itself, which can be read in one sense or the other way around. A double face also 

represents the binary position of Internet users who can develop a double life in 

cyberspace using a different name, gender or personality. 

These possibility of moving to different sections of the hypertext and 

discovering stories that the reader has not seen before haunts and traps the 

user/participant in the web of stories and creates once more the uncanny feeling of mise 

en abyme. Critics have claimed that hypermedia structures effectively simulate the 

associative connections and mnemonic networks of the mind, a dominant mediator of 

human consciousness in the construction of subjectivity. Thus, as suggested in the 

introduction of this analysis, studies on material aesthetics and intermediality* 

encompass a process of rethinking the notion of boundaries across material structures 

(not just distinct media but also across different cultural representations (López-Varela 
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Azcárate “Real and Virtual Cities”). This is clearly shown in Francesca da Rimini’s 

Dollspace, where ambivalence cuts across discursive genres and distinct material 

formats (image, text, audio). The cybertext engages the user/participant into a dialogue 

with the machine and, in this particular case, across people’s sexual attitudes. Dollspace 

seeks to do more than to just shock the user. It wants to haunt him/her; to become an 

intersubjective embodied act, performed by the user/participant him or herself (López-

Varela Azcárate “Exploring Intercultural Relations from the Intersubjective 

Perspectives”). It is a space where dolls become human, where reality and fiction 

intermingle, where word becomes flesh. 
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3.2. Femicide, Pornography and Hacktivism in Francesca da Rimini’s 

Dollspace 

 

The main topic of Dollspace is related to one of the main issues of nowadays 

feminism: gender violence. The intrusive narrator of Dollspace, da Rimini herself 

confesses that gender violence is a question which is considered something "ordinary" 

that we can see daily on the media. When she expresses that "wars are made by men 

who fuck their own daughters" (Dollspace n/p) she is referring to the governors, rapists, 

pedophiles and pornography directors who abuse of women, who are ending up with the 

existence of women. She explains that her response to gender violence is gender 

terrorism, a mechanism of defense that she invents herself to live appart from the 

patriarchal system: 

 

Gender terrorism. I define it mostly as going against the natural order of sexism 

by way of invading patriarchy without the enemy's knowledge. It is a declaration 

of war (as silent as it might seem) against the patriarchy. So I view it as a rather 

feminist radical move on my part. Some would disagree but I know why I did it 

and the reasons that prompted me to do so. As I once put it, I had decided to 

make myself totally innaccesible to the patriarch dogma.  (Dollspace n/p) 

 

Doll Yoko is an imaginary figure who represents every mysogynist act of killing 

newborn female babies in the world. This practice was supposed to be a way to fight 

against overpopulation in China and what it is completely shameful is that femicide still 

occurs in the present day and in Guatemala the number of violent deaths of women is 

increasing. According to Guatemala Human Rights Commission: 
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Femicide is not simply the murder of females but rather the killing of females by 

males because they are female. It is a form of terrorism that functions to define 

gender lines, enact and bolster male dominance, and to render women 

chronically and profoundly unsafe. Femicide occurs throughout the world – 

China, India, Middle East, Africa, Latin America. Approximately 40% of violent 

deaths of women in Guatemala take place in Guatemala City. (“Guatemala 

Human Rights Commission USA/ Fact Sheet. Femicide and Feminicide” n/p) 

 

 The term femicide was defined by Diane E.H. Russell and Jill Bradford in 1992 

to define: "the killing of women by men". Femicide cases are:  newborn female babies 

who are killed because of government’s demands, mutilation murder, rape murder, 

woman battery that escalates into wife killing, the immolation of widows in India, and 

"honor crimes" in Latin and Middle Eastern countries, where women who are believed 

to have shamed their families by associating with an unrelated male, or even by being 

raped by a brother, are often murdered by their male relatives. 

da Rimini does not only denounce raping and killing of women by their parents 

or husbands, but also the practice of killing newborn babies in China and Muslim 

countries. Femicide occurs throughout the world in China, India, Middle East, Africa, 

Latin America, Europe and the United States. "Sex-selective abortion, infanticide, and 

death from health and nutritional neglect in Asia have left 96 million missing women... 

and the numbers seem to be increasing in absolute terms." (“Femicide" n/p). It is a 

misogynous phenomenon in which more women have been killed in the last few years 

than people during the Nazi holocaust. “There were 17 million victims in Nazi 

holocaust” (Niewyk 45), “while the estimated number of women who are missing are 

44 million in China, 39 million in India, 6 million in Pakistan and 3 billion in 

Bangladesh” (Aniket "The Greatest Genocide in History" n/p). 
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 According to data supplied by the UN Development Programme in 2006, 

between 30% and 45% of women in Latin America have been the objects of physical, 

sexual or psychological violence from a man on some occasion.  In Mexico the number 

of victims reaches 44%, followed by Colombia, Peru and Chile with around 40%. 

Nicaragua, Haiti and the Dominican Republic have recorded lower levels, between 20 

and 30%, but still cause for concern. In the case of Guatemala, according to data from 

SICA and COMMCA, 847 women were murdered in 2009. And the Associacion de 

Mujeres en Solidaridad de Guatemala adds another 1,000 between January and 

november 2010. According to the Fiscalia Especial de la Mujer in Honduras a total of 

407 murders of women were committed in 2009, and 282 more between January and 

October 2010. n El Salvador, the Instituto de medicina Legal recorded 592 murders of 

women in 2009 and 425 during the first 8 months of 2010. According to the Instituto 

Nacional de las Mujeres, in Costa Rica 39 murders of women were recorded in 2009 

and and at least 38 more during 2010. In Panama, the Observatorio contra la Violencia 

noted 79 feminicides in 2009 and another 12 during the first 3 months of 2010. In  

Colombia 1,300 women have been murdered in the last 10 years, according to 

information collected by the press during the last meeting of the Latin-American and 

Caribbean Feminist Network for a Life Free of Violence against Women, which took 

place last August. In Peru, 139 murders of women were recorded in 2009 and 22 more 

in the first 2 months of 2010, according to data from the Peruvian Ministry for Women. 

In Argentina, the Asociacion Casa del Encuentro noted 231 murders in 2009 and 

according to press sources, 206 murders of women and girls between January and the 

end of October 2010. In the case of Uruguay, from data provided by the Observatorio de 

Criminalidad del Ministerio de Interior, 23 women were victims of gender violence in 

2009 and another 17 during the first 8 months of 2010, according to the Red Uruguaya 

sobre Violencia Domestica. In Paraguay, the minister Gloria Rubín stated during the 
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First Latin-American Seminar on Feminicide, that there were 20 murders of women in 

the first 11 months of 2010. Finally, in the Dominican Republic, we find 199 

feminicides during 2009 according to the Direccion de Estadística de la Procuradoría  

General de la República.The Campaña por el Acceso a la Justicia de las Mujeres 

indicated another 76 cases during the first quarter of 2010. After these statistics, the 

question is: Why do men use violence against women? According to the Guatemalan 

sociologist  Carmen Rosa de León-Escribano, who is executive director of the Instituto 

de Enseñanza para el Desarollo (IEPADES, the Institute of Teaching for Development), 

in her article Violence and Gender in Latin America , these acts involve a considerable 

number of causes which can include domestic violence, street crime, racist attacks, 

territorial conflicts between mafias, sexual violence, and the result of armed conflicts 

led either by the state or by other armed groups (Bores, Ane "Femicide, the new 

Pandemics" The Prisma n/p).  

Hypertext fiction like Dollspace visibilizes the issue of femicide, one of most 

discriminated social subjects. The number of women killed is increasing each year and 

the only way to stop it is through the enforcement of laws that rule killing a woman a 

crime. It would be necessary a change of mentality in education and media to respect 

women’s lives and bodies.  

Another subject matter in Dollspace is pornography. What da Rimini criticizes  

 

is the negative influence of pornography in couple's sexual lives.  da Rimini turns real  

 

testimonies of abused women into fiction. An anonymous character speaking in the first  

 

person tells her sexual abused and incest traumatic experience:  

 

 

Recurring nightmares - a man trying to get into my bed terrified me, paralysing 

me. But lately I saw the man was my own father. As a result of this crime- rape - 
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I had a nervous breakdown: vehemently hostile to my father using abusive 

language, threatening with a carving knife” (Da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

It is interesting to emphasize da Rimini’s interest for speaking the unspeakable, 

the taboo, the sexual abuses that one person wants to forget but haunt her/him in 

her/him dreams. Rape and murder is a tragic form of femicide because the victim is 

abused by her/his own family members. da Rimini deals with this subject with realism 

in her character’s confessions but in other sections of Dollspace she trivializes these 

subjects by displaying conversations about sexual perversion that she had with other 

Internet users during her period exploring LambdaMOO. These e-mail conversations 

about sexual fantasies show how perversity and cruelty provoke arousal for many 

people. da Rimini’s aim is to suggest that obscure sexual fantasies concerning incest, 

pedophilia and necrophilia can seem to be attractive in people’s imagination but 

dangerous and tragic when one of the persons in the sexual act is being forced. da 

Rimini uses the figure of Marquis de Sade to illustrate libertine desires that can satisfy 

fantasies: 

 

The work's initial line of flight was from de Sade who states 'that only through 

the exploration and refinement of his sphere of tastes and impulses, only by 

sacrificing all at the altar of sensual gratification, can this individual - he who 

never asked to be born into sorry a world - can this poor creature, named Man, 

sow a smear of roses over the arid path of life. (da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

da Rimini  criticizes the Internet’s promotion of white capitalist male domination  

 

over middle and lower class people, especially women (and girls) in pornography. Some 

feminists such as Diana Russell or Andrea Dworkin think that pornography encourages 
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men to think that women love to be raped and tortured. On the contrary, pro-

pornography scholars like Wendy McElroy think that it liberates women’s sexual 

freedom. Labelling da Rimini as an anti-pornography or pro-pornography feminist 

would not be easy because of the ambiguity of the text with regards to the topic of 

pornography. da Rimini was a member in a virtual community where she shared 

obscure fantasies with other users but at the same time she denounces sexual 

exploitation in pornography. In Dollspace she speaks about herself confessing:  

 

I spent many years pretending to be normal, morphing names, costumes, masks 

as the situation required. From leso punk to corporate geisha girl, from hacka 

chick to NAFTA chief, my scripting was impeccable ...And lovers. Male, 

female, hermaphrodite, transsexual, transgendered, undecided, ambiguous, 

ambivalent” (da Rimini Dollspace n/p) 

 

da Rimini’s stories that explain the effects of children pornography and women 

bad treatment are excellent testimonies to denounce violence against women, something 

that Diana Russell did using real testimonies of women who were abused and tortured 

without any possibility to escape in Making Violence Sexy: feminist views on 

pornography (1993). One of the most famous cases is Linda Lovelace's, the porn actress 

of the famous porn movie Deep Throat. In her testimony she confesses that during years 

she was a sexual prisoner, tortured and restricted from all normal human contact. Her 

own husband prostituted her, the director of the movie showed her performing in public 

being raped by several men (Diana E.H. Russell 24). People watched the movie and 

they considered it an extraordinary sexual practice to produce excitement for both men 

and women. But in real life women who try to do “deep throat” have to go to the 

hospital because they break their throat as Russell explains: “Appart from damaging her 
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throat, Linda Lovelace suffered rectal damage plus permanent injury to the vessels in 

her legs” (Diana E.H. Russell 26).  The question here is that when people watch 

pornography end up believing that those sexual practices are normal and safe and in 

some extreme cases they oblige women to practice them. However, some of them can 

sereously harm a woman’s body and her psychological health. 

da Rimini’s Dollspace desmantles the lies of pornography, where cruelty and 

violence is seen as a non serious issue but supports the torturing and killing of people 

and children (especially female). Da Rimini’s suggestion to fight against gender 

terrorism is infecting the net with feminist writings as a form of hacktivism. da Rimini 

in Dollspace denounces the abuses of patriarchy without violence: only creating a 

cathartic feeling into the reader through empathy for the victims of the stories. In 2002 

Da Rimini also became a hacktivist, she worked on a web site for the Refugee Embassy 

at Woomera (a detention center for asylum seekers, mostly Afghans, in a former rocket 

testing range in the South Australian desert). 

Research on Da Rimini’s works is relevant for e-literature and net art because it 

means the beginning of free publishing, an innovative use of Internet tools to make art 

such as net.dot.art or net generator and an experimental writing with a rhizomatic 

structure that offers many different interpretations.  
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3.3. Biographies of Intersex and Transgender People in Shu Lea Cheang's 

Brandon 

 

"It is important to claim that our bodies are in a sense our own and that we are entitled 

to claim rights of autonomy over our bodies" (Judith Butler,  Precarious Life  25) 

 

Testimonies of hermaphrodites and transgendered people invite the reader to 

reflect on questions of gender and identity. The following works will be compared to 

approach a better understanding of the complexities in Shu Lea Cheang's net installation 

Brandon (1998): Herculine Barbin's autobiography (published by Michel Foucault in 

1980) and Kimberly Peirce's film Boys Don't Cry (1999). The first aim is to explain that 

hatred crimes for homophobic reasons have their origin in medical, legal and religious 

beliefs of the existence of only one "true" sex and "compulsory heterosexuality". The 

second aim is to analyze how these literary and artistic works serve as an incentive for 

the visibilization of transsexualism and hermaphroditism to an open audience: from 

scholars to general public. Specially, Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon turns the victims' 

silence into multiple voices and transforms the reader's ignorance into tolerance for 

LGBT* people. At the end we will relate Judith Butler and Jacques Lacan's theories of 

sexuality and the psychotic state with those presented in Brandon.   

Alexina B. (later officially called Herculine Barbin) (1838–1868) was a French 

intersex person who was treated as a female at birth but was redesignated a male 

identity after a physical examination. Alexina was raised at a girls only ursuline 

convent. When she finished her studies she became a governess. She fell in love with a 

woman who was two years younger than her, who was, indeed, the director’s daughter. 

They were in love and secretly embraced each other every night. Alexina used to suffer 

terrible abdominal pains and was examined by a doctor. He discovered that she had a 

very small vagina but did not have any ovaries. After a subsequent examination the 
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doctor found that she had a micropenis, and therefore, she was, what would be called 

today, a pseudo hermaphrodist.  

After the doctor's discovery of Alexina's supposedly ambiguous sexuality she 

was demanded to change her name and profession. Legally, she was considered a man, 

she was renamed "Herculine Barbin" and was obliged to abandon her teaching 

profession and take up a job as an employee of the railroad administration. Finally, "he" 

isolated "himself" from the people "he" loved and ended by comitting suicide by 

inhaling gas from a coal gas stove. Michel Foucault discovered Alexina's memories and 

republished them with the title: Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered 

Memoirs of a Nineteenth-century French Hermaphrodite. In the prologue of the novel 

he stated: “he was incapable of adapting himself to a new identity and ultimately 

committed suicide” (Foucault xi). 

This person's hermaphroditism was considered medically as a medical condition 

to be ashamed of and to be hidden. Imposing only one sex to a hermaphrodite and 

reassigning the individual a new name and a new job position was a way to destroy not 

only her/his identity, but also her/his nature and concept of "self". Herculine Barbin 

suffered a terrible mental breakdown because her/his own self had to be annihilated. 

The social non-acceptance of Alexina's body made her feel ashamed and guilty of 

having felt an attraction for a woman younger than her. In her memories, Alexina B. 

wondered why she had to be considered a pervert for having been assigned a gender or 

the other: "Was I guilty, criminal, because a gross mistake had assigned me a place in 

the world that should not have been mine?" (Barbin quoted in Foucault 54).  

In the introduction of Herculine Barbin (1980) Michel Foucault explained the 

anguish that provoked society's demand of a "true sex". Before his discovery of the 

memoirs written by Barbin, Foucault had already been interested in society's reaction of 

condemning hermaphroditism, in The History of Sexuality volume I, he claims: “For a 
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long time hermaphrodites were criminals, or crime’s offspring, since their anatomical 

disposition, their very being, confounded the law that distinguished the sexes and 

prescribed their union” (Foucault 76).  

 My hypothesis is that due to Alexina's religious education and profession -a 

governess in a convent-, she felt that the only way to be forgiven by God of the sin that 

she had committed was devoting her life to God. In order to justify my argument, I 

quote Alexina's words in her biography: "The sight of a tomb reconciles me to life. [...] 

The man who was a stranger to me becomes a brother. I converse with his soul, which 

has been freed from its earthly chains; a captive, I devoutly pray for the moment when I 

shall be allowed to join him."(198). Alexina had an ordinary life before confessing her 

double sexuality, she was living in what Foucault called a "happy limbo of nonidentity" 

(Foucault 94). Alexina B. suffered from a completely lack of self-esteem during puberty 

because she knew that she did not have a feminine body like the other girls and she did 

not like her physical appearance. She had a flat chest and a moustache she had to shave. 

This lack of self-confidence and self-esteem increased her suicide desire when she 

decided not to see anyone because her "self" had already been killed, and therefore, her 

"self" had died long  time ago before killing herself.   

Another individual who was not accepted for his unconventional sexuality, who 

suffered lack of self esteem and was a victim of a transphobic crime was Brandon 

Teena. Herculine Barbin was drawn to death by the society of that time. Indeed Brandon 

Teena was also killed by society: she was raped and murdered by two young men when 

they discovered that she was a transsexual. It is convenient to analyze both cases 

because both raise questions about intersexuality and transgender, and both verify that 

compulsory heterosexuality ends with life of non-heterosexuals. In A Critical 

Introduction to Queer Theory Nikki Sullivan explains that the connotation of 

heterosexuality as natural and other deviant sexualities as "abnormal" is a social 
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construction. "Judith Butler, and Monique Wittig argue ... that heterosexuality is a 

complex matrix of discourses, institutions, and so on, that has become normalised in our 

culture, thus making particular relationships, lifestyles, and identities, seem natural, 

ahistorical and universal" (Sullivan 39).  

Alexina's body did not develop as the bodies of the other girls, she did not 

menstruate and remained flat chested. She felt attracted to the other girls who had 

curves, but she did not like her body, she considered herself an ugly girl. Brandon 

Teena also despised her own body. In the documentary The Brandon Teena Story 

(1998) Brandon's sister comments that Brandon used to think very often about 

commiting suicide. Also in Kimberly Pierce's movie Boys Don't Cry (1999), Brandon's 

character, played by Hilary Swank, looks at herself in the mirror after having put a pair 

of socks on her genitals to pretend that she has a penis and she claims with an ironic 

smile: "I am disgusting" ("Boys Don't Cry", Peirce). This self-disgust is a sign of 

rejection to the own self because dual and uncommon nature of her/his self is not 

accepted. Teena Brandon had an enormous desire of performing any kind of activity 

that was socially considered masculine: going out with girls, wearing short hair, 

wearing loose clothes, becoming a priest and entering into the army. As far as Teena's 

physical appearance, one may think that she she was just a lesbian. However, her 

mother commented on the documentary on her male clothes as a sign of self-protection 

from men's regard: "Brandon didn't like wearing dresses to school. When her mother 

asked the reason for this, Brandon told her that dresses were cold (this was Nebraska) 

and that the boys could look up them when the girls climbed the stairs" ("The 

Inconvenient Truth about Teena Brandon" Gage, n/p). Teena Brandon was a victim of 

incest -an important fact that, as Carolyn Gage confirms, it is not mentioned neither in 

the documentary nor in the film- and as it happens with many girls raped by a relative 

during childhood, she wanted to avoid the sexual abuse by hiding her feminine body 
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which is considered in our sexist society as "appealing" and "fragile". Another  

manifestation of having been an incest survivor was eating disorders, as Carolyne Gage 

underlines. Eating disorder are the responsible for Brandon's lack of female curves. 

Another response to a need for self-protection from rape and discrimination was to join 

the army. She probably knew that army regulation uniforms provide protective covering 

that de-emphasize sexual characteristics and discourage sexual objectification. 

Moreover, in the army she would be surrounded by women. According to Carolyn 

Gage: "It would be naive to assume that Brandon, who had, by high school, identified 

her sexual attraction to women and who had already moved in with one girlfriend, was 

unaware of the association of lesbians with the military" (Gage 2009: n/p). She tried to 

join the army but she did not pass the written exams. According to her mother: "She was 

really upset… She started to change." (Jones 47). 

With regards to Brandon's sexuality, she/he never had sexual relationships in 

which penetration was involved (until the rape). In the documentary The Teena Brandon 

Story one of his girlfriends comment: "We didn't make love but, he was an excellent 

counsellor, excellent guy, he knew exactly how a woman needs to be treated" (Reanna, 

a girl who dated Brandon, The Teena Brandon Story, n/p). In the film Boys Don't Cry 

there is a scene in which Brandon gives oral pleasure to his girlfriend Lana but he does 

not allow her to give him pleasure because he does not want her to discover that he is a 

woman. Judith Butler states in Undoing Gender (2004): "Brandon's crossing involves a 

constant dare posed to the public norms of the culture, and so occupies a more public 

site on the continuum of transgender. It is not simply about being able to have sex a 

certain way, but also about appearing as a masculine gender" (Butler 143).  

As far as his interest in religion is concerned, I consider that becoming a priest 

was part of her aim to satisfy her mother desires and becoming what conventional 

society considers "pure". Teena was being transgressive thinking about herself as a 
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priest, and probably one of the reasons why she was a transgendered person was 

precisely because she knew that as a man she could do things that were unthinkable for 

a woman: "The church was really significant to her. ... Teena never wanted to be a 

nun; she always wanted to be a priest, and I thought it was funny because I had to 

participate in her masses" (Jones 34). 

It is relevant to highlight that both Teena Brandon and Herculine Barbin were 

Christian believers. For both of them religion was a shelter from a cruel world in which 

they were outsiders. Comparing Brandon Teena and Alexina's cases can be very 

paradoxical, because though they shared some aspects in common they saw things 

differently because of the generational changes of the period in which they lived and 

because of the differences in their minds and bodies. Teena Brandon was a transgender 

man, Alexina B. was an intersexual. Both Alexina and Brandon shared a capacity for 

falling in love with women. However, their concept of "self" was very different: 

Alexina was satisfied being considered a woman while Teena wanted to be considered a 

man and be called Brandon. Brandon was arrested for forgery because of "having stolen 

credit cards and forged checks" ("Brandon Teena Murder Trial" n/p). He had done this 

in order to acquire a male identity. Conversely, Alexina B. was traumatized  when she 

was forced to turn her female name into  a male one. In Gender Trouble Judith Butler 

cites Herculine Barbin's case to confirm that gender binarisms cannot be conformed in a 

person like Barbin. "Gender dissonance, or indeed gender trouble as exemplified by 

Barbin demonstrates that gender is a fictive production" (Butler 24). According to 

Judith Butler's theory the concept of the heterosexual as "natural" is a social 

construction and gender is performative, it is a process: "Gender is not a noun but it  

proves to be performative, that is, constituing the identity it is purported to be. In this 

sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be said to 

preexist the deed" (Butler 25). Teena lied to her last girlfriend telling her that she was 
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going to have a sexual change. Instead of explaining to her that she was a transsexual, 

she preferred to lie saying that she was a hermaphrodite so that her "strange" behavior 

could be understood as a biological cause. Aphrodite Jones confirms the reasons for her 

lies in her book on Teena Brandon, All She Wanted: "To explain away her mother's 

persistent calls, Brandon told Heather that she had been born a hermaphrodite, but that 

Joann had chosen to raise her as a female in order to "keep her for herself." (Jones 

quoted in Gage, n/p). Brandon and Alexina's personal tragedy was that people did not 

accept them as they were and imposed them to be heterosexual. Adrienne Rich argues in 

her landmark essay 'Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence' (1980) that 

"Compulsory sexuality is an institution (rather than a natural inclination or a choice) 

that plays a central role in the implementation and perpetuation of male domination" 

(Rich quoted in Sullivan 120). Compulsory heterosexuality is a weapon of patriarchy. 

The control of the individual's body is the most effective way to control his or her 

psychology and this is what the authorities traditionally have done and keep on doing to 

manipulate the transgressive individuals. The members of the authorities are: doctors, 

psychologists, parents, teachers, politicians, police officers, judges, priests and nuns, 

and their control and manipulation of human's bodies have followed patriarchal attitudes 

for centuries, and these patriarchal assumptions of gender keep on provoking conflicts 

nowadays. Judith Butler claims that gender identities that do not conform to the system 

of 'compulsory and naturalized heterosexuality' expose how gender norms are socially 

instituted and maintained (Butler Gender Trouble, 22).  

The intolerance towards a woman who acts as a man and vice versa always ends 

up with violence. In both real cases: Alexina's and Brandon's there is a men brutality 

over a hermaphrodite/transsexual with female genitalia. In Barbin’s case the doctor 

imposed a “only one, normal sex” in the patient. When he saw that her sex could be 

erected he considered it a penis and confirmed that he was "a man". In Teena Brandon’s 
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case the female body is also controlled and even abused. The murderers -Thomas 

Nissen and John Lotter- raped and killed her because they could not stand that she 

behaved as a man. They failed to see human rights behind a transexual body.  

The case of Teena Brandon is just one of the thousand cases in which an 

innocent person is treated as a criminal only for transphobic reasons. There has been a 

lot of controversy on Teena Brandon’s death because some people thought that she/he 

was abused for being a woman who acted like a man, and others believe that the cause 

of the violent rape and murder was that she/he was a transsexual. In Nikki Sullivan's 

words: “Transexual Menace protested against Donna Minkowitz’s (1994) article in 

Village Voice entitled ‘Love Hurts: Brandon Teena Was a Woman Who Lived and 

Loved as a Man: She Was Killed for Carrying it Off”, arguing that Brandon's case was 

mysonigy. Rather, they claimed that Brandon was a transgender man whose murder is 

an example of the most extreme kind of transphobic violence”(Sullivan 114).  

Both stories: Herculine Barbin’s and Teena Brandon’s were real life stories and 

which were disseminated under both factual and fictional conditions in order to create a 

greater impact and inform people from different parts of the world and varied 

backgrounds about how important is to respect intersexual and transgender people. A 

year after Brandon Teena’s murder, an annual protest by the group Transsexual Menace 

took place for the very first time outside of the Michigan Women’s Music Festival. 

Nikki Sullivan, expert on queer theory, explains how women were willing to eager to be 

invited to the event: “Transsexual Menace challenged the organizer’s concept of 

“woman” and eventually gained the right for transsexual women to attend the festival” 

(Sullivan 113). It is interesing to rescue the case of Teena Brandon from the past 

because not until the 1998 documentary and the 1999 movie, the case which took place 

in 1993, had not attracted much attention and was virtually unknown among the general 

public. 
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Teena Brandon’s rape and death galvanised transactivists to fight for their rights. 

During the mid-1990s transgender people and organizations requested policies which 

would enable changes to be made to official documents such as birth certificates, the 

right to marry, the right to adopt children, etc. Teena Brandon’s death for transphobic 

reasons was a case that it is interesting to rescue from the past because it was not until 

the documentary The Teena Brandon Story and the film Boys Don’t Cry that Teena 

Brandon’s case started to be known among the general public. In 1998, the same year in 

which the documentary was released, a multi-media Taiwanese artist, Shu Lea Cheang, 

created a Web-based project to pay homage to the figure of Teena Brandon and also 

represent the intersexual and transsexual identities in cyberspace.   
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3.4. Multiple Identities and Transphobia in Brandon by Shu Lea

 Cheang 

 

Brandon is the second work to be analyzed in this doctoral thesis because like in 

the other analysed hypermedia: Dollspace and Blueberries, it deals with the subject of 

identity which cannot be liberated from social oppressions. Shu Lea Cheang merges 

New Media art and electronic literature to denounce social injustices in which human 

rights are violated. She vindicates freedom of expression especially on gender issues. 

Her themes include ethnic stereotyping, institutional power, race relations and sexual 

politics. The Brandon project was originally announced on June 30, 1998, by the 

Guggenheim Museum. Shu Lea Cheang presented her first artist's project commissioned 

for the World Wide Web exploring issues of gender fusion and techno-body in both 

public space and cyberspace. The project it is presently on-line and can be read and 

watch freely in the site: <http://brandon.guggenheim.org/>. Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon 

will be analyzed to discuss how the personal challenges of intersexuals and transsexuals 

subvert misogynist, homophobic and racist norms of oppression.  

Brandon consists of digital images and hypertexts which make reference to real 

and fictional narratives of intersex and transsexual people whom society discriminated 

and constrained. Some of these people were victims of violence and murder like 

Brandon Teena. However, Cheang’s Brandon is not only a Web project about victims 

but rather a homage for those who (like Brandon) subverted the rules and conventions 

to follow their own needs. “The Website uses his story as a vehicle to explore the 

broader issues of gender identity and Internet phallocentrism; it interrogates discourses 

around the intersections of bodies and identities” (Bingaman, Sanders and Zorach 237). 

This web-based project also represents cyberspace as a symbolic place where identities 

can change without restrictions. According to Verena Kuni: “the Brandon project 

http://brandon.guggenheim.org/


 

 

222 

222 

thematicizes the utopias and realities of transgressing gender boundaries, then it appears 

to be quite characteristic that as transgender subjects, their real and fictitious 

protagonists are frequently perceived by society as ‹monsters›—while they identify 

themselves in a positive way as cyborgs” (Kuni 2002: n/p). What is the relationship 

between Brandon and cyberspace? Shu Lea Cheang uses Brandon’s story because on 

the World Wide Web he has arisen as an icon for transsexual activism. Also, other cases 

of victims of sexual assault on the Internet are remembered: “Taking this case into the 

environment of gender play and multi identity of cyberspace, Brandon extends its case 

study to include other legal cases where gender ambiguity constitutes points of 

interrogation" (“Brandon: Body of Evidence” n/p). In this chapter we the interfaces that 

are currently online in the project will be studied: Bigdoll and roadtrip. As well as the 

five hypermedia: Brandon in transit, JIM, GARLAND, BARBIN and VX. The 

interfaces which are present day offline: mooplay and panopticon were netlinked to a 

forum used during the period of time in which the project was being created and its 

name was: Digi Gender Social Body: Under the Knife, Under the Spell of Anesthesia. A 

virtual Court - Would the Jurors Please Stand Up? Crime and Punishment as Net 

Spectacle. 

When we open the website we find a motion picture of a baby icon whose shape 

is changed into the body of a man and in the end this man turns into a woman (Fig. 1). 

The icons are similar to those generally used in public toilets. This image of a baby who 

changes from one sex to the other is representing the situation of an intersexual or 

transexual person who may be born with a determined sex but during his/her life begins 

to feel as a person of the opposite sex. The icons of the restroom public toilets 

symbolize how public institutions have determined the notion of two sexes: male and 

female. An intersexual or transgender person is imposed to choose one sex or the other 

when they have to enter in a private space like a public toilet.   
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Fig. 1. Cover of Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 
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Fig. 2 Bigdoll Interface 1. Brandon's Collage. Second webpage of Shu Lea Cheang’s Brandon. 

 

By clicking on the icon of the baby the above collage appears (Fig. 2). It consists 

of a square with pictures and sentences making reference to transgender sexuality and 

especially to Brandon Teena’s transsexuality. The androgynous person wearing a suit 

must be an actor performing Brandon. The set of images is full of symbolism of sexual 

organs: the flowers represent female genitalia, the eggs make allusion to ovaries or 

testicles and even a prosthetic penis represents the one that Brandon used to wear. This 

prosthetic penis is also a dildo, an artificial penis used for sex play. The dildo can 

function as a substitution of a penis or as a complementary object appart from the penis 

to obtain pleasure. There are also images of medical schemas representing how doctors 

analyze the human body and name its parts. There is even an image of the parts of a 

penis from a clynical analysis. In an anonymous article on Brandon it was written that 
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these medical graphics symbolize the "institutional regimes of gender classification" 

("Brandon: Body of Evidence" n/p). 

 

For years doctors and parents have operated children who had ambiguous 

genitalia. They removed their genitalia in order to avoid possible trauma or identity 

confusion. Nevertheless, nowadays many biologists and scientists do not support 

medical intervention in the sex of intersexual babies. Anne Fausto Sterling, a biologist 

herself, ennumerates in Sexing the Body the process that should be followed with a 

hermaphrodite baby: 

 

First, let there be no unnecessary infant surgery (by necessary I mean to 

save the infant’s life or significantly improve h/her physical well-being). 

Second, let physicians assign a provisional sex (male or female) to the 

infant (based on existing knowledge of the probability of a particular 

gender identity formation- penis size be damned!. Third, let the medical 

care team provide full information and long-term counseling to the 

parents and to the child. ... Stop infant genital surgery (Sterling 79).  
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Fig. 3 Bigdoll Interface 2.  Hidden collage.  From  Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 

 

Clicking on some of the images of the collage there is a hidden collage (Fig. 3). 

Collages in Brandon, deliberately or not, produce the same effect on the spectator as 

Dada and Fluxus art: shock, repulsion and incomprehension, and probably like in these 

artistic movements new media artists and writers like Shu Lea Cheang are trying to stir 

scandal. In this collage an arrow whose shape is full of curves represents the tumultuous 

path of Brandon’s life. The whole collage represents a fragmented human body. The 

eyes of the body are reflected on a rear-view window. From my point of view this is a 

metaphor of Brandon's conscious of "self". It must be an allusion to Jacques Lacan's 

theory of the mirror stage. Jacques Lacan explained that the mirror stage "marks a 

decisive turning-point in the mental development of the child. In the second place, it 

typifies an essential libidinal relationship with the body image" (Lacan 12). After 

having reflected on this image and its possible semiotic interpretation I have realized 

that this rear-view window is the mirror in which Brandon finds his self-conscious, but 

it cannot be a mirror but a rear-view window because Brandon's identity is in constant 
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transition, his self is travelling like if it were on a highway. There is a blue pyramid in 

which the word “body” can be read. In a subsequent section we will go back to Lacan's 

theories of identity in a hypermedia in which he is mentioned. If we look at the hidden 

collage in the Bigdoll interface (Fig. 3) with more detail we will realise that there is a 

prosthetic arm and a prosthetic leg which probably symbolise how body members can 

be restored artificially. The prosthetic leg is making an allusion to the figure of the 

cyborg in cyberspace, as Donna Haraway stated, is a hybrid of organism and machine 

and it is a post-gender creature. In the middle of the collage there is a chastity belt, there 

is an image of an ambiguous small penis or red vagina and a medical graphic of a 

phallus in pink color at the bottom. This hybridity of sexes represents the existence of a 

double sex and the red color is a clear symbol of blood. Blood evokes menstruation or 

gash in genitals. This might be an allusion of Brandon's rape. It is not a coincidence that 

there is a chastity belt over this double sex, this locking item of clothing has been 

designed to prevent sexual intercourse. In the 15
th

 century, during the crusades, Ladies 

were obliged to wear a chastity belt to preserve their faithfulness to their husbands. The 

chastity belt has also been used to avoid rape and there are chastity belts not only for 

women but also for men. Nowadays some couples still use them for BDSM (bondage, 

discipline, dominance, submission and masochism) practises and games. The chastity 

belt in the collage must represent the sexual constraint that religions or social traditions 

impose on the body’s sexuality. BDSM practises have been considered a subversion and 

challenge of the established heterosexual sexual activities by many third wave feminists 

and followers of queer theory*. New and subjective sexualities are a leitmotiv in Shu 

Lea Cheang's writings and art, like cyborg lesbian representations in her indie 

pornographic movie I.K.U. (2001).  

Clicking on several images of the collage there is the Roadtrip interface. This 

road symbolizes Brandon’s trip when he moved from Lincoln to Falls City in order to 
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find a place where nobody knew that she had female genitalia even if she felt as a man. 

At the same time the road trip is a metaphor of the paths followed by users in 

cyberspace. This hypermedia shows a space where everybody can play to be a different 

person from the person he/she is, this is the game of virtual reality.  

 

By choosing the Web as her primary medium for this project, Cheang suggests a 

connection between Brandon's story of gender bending in the physical world and 

the parallel phenomenon of gender play online, in which people assume online 

personae that don't correspond to their embodied selves” ("Brandon" 2009: n/p) 

  

The project is also a place where other intersexuals and transsexuals are 

reminded as subversive individuals who defied society norms and were victims of 

transphobia. In this interface, on the first place there is an image of a boy who looks like 

Brandon and the title is: “Brandon in Transit”. The use of the word "transit" here refers 

to his/her condition as a transsexual in transition, a state in which, according to Judith 

Butler (2004) "Identity is in the process of being achieved" (Bulter 142).  Clicking on 

"Brandon in Transit" one reaches the hypertext “Fiona McGreggor” in which a narrator 

tells an imaginary story in which he meets Brandon. He is a driver who drops Brandon. 

He has a chat with him/her and comments that Brandon is a romantic, he would like to 

get married, but the narrator is only looking for sex. Then he tells that he read about 

Brandon’s murder and when he comments that he was raped he automatically changes 

the gender of Brandon and starts to use the pronoun “her” instead of “him” in a sexist 

way, as if only women could be raped: “i learn how they raped her, taking their turn. he 

deserved it because he was a she, impostor, pervert. how after brandon reported them 

they denied it” (In the original hypertext there are not capital letters. The misspelling of 

the original hypertext has been respected) (Cheang, Brandon n/p). At the end the 
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narrator’s discourse turns into Brandon’s imaginary discourse: “brandon returns, we are 

all haunted. the indistinctness of his voice, embroidering his pauses words chosen by 

others. saying all i ever wanted was to be a boy. i just wanted to be normal, find  woman 

and love her, live my life” (Cheang, Brandon n/p). The name written at the end of the 

hypertext is Fiona McGregor, she is the author of this hypertext, one of the artists who 

colaborated to create Brandon.  

The scroll moves automatically and the reader has the possibility to continue 

clicking on other images to find another hypermedia. It is a collage with a Dada style 

like the previous one. There is a square with an image of a hand with a cigarette and the 

picture of a black man smiling. By clicking on the link the destination node is a 

hypermedia about a woman, Annie Lee Grant. She posed as a man for economic 

interests (Jet 9). The following image shows another transgendered woman, a she-male 

wearing a hat. This is a picture of Elvira Mugarietta. The hypertext inside the picture is 

called “Garland” which is the name that Mugarietta used, besides the name “Baby 

Bean”. She was a Californian adventurer. Although she was born female she passed as a 

man between 1892 and 1936 becoming first a journalist and later a soldier. Just like 

Brandon she used false identities and had many official detentions for it. According to 

Eskridge, William N. in Gaylaw: Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet (2002): 

 

There was nothing new about Mugarietta …Fairies had cavorted in New York 

City before 1890; women passed as men and married other women throughout 

the modern era. What was new was the publicness and self-consciousness of 

their deviation from male and female roles, and society anxious perception that 

many people shared their inclinations” (Gaylaw 17-18) 
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Fig. 4  “Garland”.  From Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 

 

In “Garland” (Fig. 4) the reader learns that Elvira’s husband hypnotised her for 

she could not speak, the charm worked and she had to travel the country using a paper 

and a pen to communicate. She wrote letters to her husband begging him to release her 

from the hypnotic spell, then: “he promised to meet her in Oakland, when she should be 

dressed in female attire, and he would break the spell” (Brandon n/p). The images of the 

black person hiding her mouth and the double teeth on the left symbolises Elvira’s 

incapability to speak. By clicking on the right picture of the black person wearing a hat 

we will enter into another hypermedia “Under a hypnotic spell”. A face of a black 

person represents Elvira looking at herself in a broken mirror (Fig. 5). This mirror 

represents Elvira’s self-image which is damaged because of the hypnotic spell that her 

husband provoked her.  
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Fig. 5 “Garland”. “Under a hypnotic spell”.  From Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 

 

In the following hypermedia the reader will find some chaotic graphics and a 

hypertext which reads: "Jacques Lacan Schema 1 a psychotic state of mind where 

Brandon meets Garland" (Brandon n/p). Both, Garland and Brandon suffer from a 

pychotic state because they are punished by society for their transsexualism. In Bodies 

that matter (1993) Judith Butler argues: "Lacan maintained that sex is a symbolic 

position that one assumes under the threat of punishment, that is, a position one is 

constrained to assume, where those constraints are operative relations of cultural life" 

(Butler 95-96). Psychosis in their case is a consequence of  loss of freedom.  

 

For Lacan, sexual desire is initiated through the force of prohibition. ... Desire 

travels along metonymic routes, through a logic of displacement, impelled and 
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thwarted by the impossible fantasy of recovering a full pleasure before the 

advent of the law. This return to that site of phantasmatic abundance cannot take 

place without risking psychosis. ... Psychosis appears not only as the prospect 

of losing the status of a subject, and, hence, of life within language, but as the 

terrorizing spectre of coming under an unbearable censor, a death sentence of 

sorts (Butler 1993: 98) 

 

We find Lacanian terms in a chaotic order: mirror, Other, ego, symbolic and 

imaginary. This anarchic drawing full of crossing outs (Fig 6) and the broken mirror of 

the previous hypermedia (Fig. 5) make allusion to Lacanian theory of the mirror stage. 

At the beginning of the development of Jacques Lacan's theory of the mirror stage he 

pointed out that the mirror stage was part of an infant's development from 6 to 18 

months. Looking at himself/herself in the mirror the child acquired the dual relationship 

(relation duelle) between the Ego and the body, which is always characterized by 

illusions of similarity and reciprocity, but also to the relation between the Imaginary and 

the Real. "It marks a decisive turning-point in the mental development of the child. In 

the second place, it typifies an essential libidinal relationship with the body image." 

(Lacan, Some reflections on the Ego, 1953) The visual identity given from the mirror 

supplied imaginary "wholeness" to the experience of a fragmentary real. More recent 

sources, like Richard Webster "The Cult of Lacan" (2002) explain that during the 1950s 

Lacan's concept of the mirror stage evolved: he no longer considered the mirror stage as 

a moment in the life of the infant, but as representing a permanent structure of 

subjectivity, or as the paradigm of "Imaginary order"(Webster n/p). Garland's self image 

in the mirror is broken (Fig. 5) because she does not recognise her self with the image 

she sees in the mirror.  
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Brandon and Garland have an imaginary conversation: “Garland: How did you 

get here? Brandon: I’m having a sexual identity crisis. Garland: A sexual identity crisis? 

Brandon: I don’t know what that is. Garland: How can you have a sexal identity crisis if 

you don’t know what that is?” (Brandon n/p) 

  

 

Fig 6  “Garland”. “Jacques Lacan’s  Schema I”. From Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 

 

 

  

In this fictional conversation there is a strong criticism to the therapist’s 

diagnosis of Brandon: sexual identity crisis. According to Carolyn Gage: “Brandon's 

history would have included twelve pending charges of forgery, a possible charge of 

sexual assault on a minor, an untreated rape in October 1990, eating disorders, binge 
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drinking, and an ongoing sexual relationship with a fourteen-year-old girl” (Gage “The 

Inconvenient Truth about Teena Brandon” n/p). The therapist diagnosed a "gender 

identity disorder" and sent Brandon home with information about "gender 

reassignment" surgeries. However, the therapist did not take into account that Teena 

was a survivor of child abuse and what she suffered was rather a Complex Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder, “a syndrome commonly associated with survivors of child 

abuse, and especially survivors of incest” (Gage “The Inconvenient Truth about Teena 

Brandon” n/p). Both Brandon and Garland suffered homophobic treatments. Teena 

presented a record of years of untreated child sexual abuse, a report of a recent rape, an 

escalation of criminal activity, a history of multiple identities, sexual predation toward 

under-aged girls, extreme risk-taking behaviors, avoidance of medical care from fear of 

routine examinations, eating disorders, suicidal ideation, terror of being in a female 

body, expressed fear of men, preference for protective clothing, and compulsive 

bathing. Garland was hypnotised and repressed by her own husband for wearing man’s 

clothes when the only reason why she did it was to be allowed to work in male 

professions as soldier.  

In the hypertext the reader can read: "what's the Name of your Father?" 

(Brandon n/p), here is another allusion to psychoanalitical theory by Jacques Lacan. For 

Lacan, The Name of the Father is the fundamental signifier which permits signification 

to proceed normally. It confers identity on the subject, naming and positioning the 

subject within the symbolic order, and signifies the Oedipal prohibition (the "no'" of the 

incest taboo). If this signifier is foreclosed, in the sense of being excluded from the 

symbolic order, the result is psychosis. According to Ian Parker (2011) Lacan described 

how the refusal of the Name of the Father operates as a drastic form of self-defense such 

that psychotic subject is then shut out of the symbolic. The subject refuses the rule of 

the signifier that names him/her in the structure of the family (Parker 57). Garland and 
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Brandon both refuse the Name of the Father, they reinvent their names and identities, 

escaping from the symbolic order and moving to the imaginary order.  

 

 
 

Fig. 7 “BARBIN”. From Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang 

 

 

Later on, there is another hypermedia in which there is information about 

Herculine Barbin and his memoirs and quotations from the sensual scene in which 

Alexina approached the girl she was in love with (Fig. 7). The image of the stove 

symbolizes the gas stove where Herculine Barbin committed suicide. There is an image 

of Brandon with angel wings and the words: “Brandon once called himself Teen 

Brandon. Teen Brandon would become Brandon TeenAngel at the moment under gun” 

(Brandon n/p). Brandon is seen as an angel in interesexuals and transsexuals 

communities, his real case was used as an impulse for transsexual and intersexual social 

movements in the US.  
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Fig. 8  “VX”. From  Brandon by Shu Lea Cheang. 

 

And finally, following the highway the reader gets to the last hypermedia which 

name has two consonants "VX", the acronym of the name Venus Xtravaganza.  When 

we click on a square with an image of a transvesti's silicon red lips we find motion 

pictures inside of an old television screen (Fig. 8). There are images of a transsexual's 

face with make up on and an image of a thigh wearing fishnet tights. Under the old 

television screen there is a quotation from an interview with Venus Xtravaganza: "I 

would like to be a spoiled rich white girl. ... they don't really have to struggle with 

finances ... i guess that's why i want to have my sex change to make myself complete" 

(Brandon, n/p). Like Garland’s case the idea of changing their sex is related to 

improving their social status or achieving benefits. Venus Xtravaganza was a 
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transgender American man who saved money for sex reassignment surgery while 

earning a living as a prostitute in New York City. She appeared in Jennie Livingston's 

Paris is Burning (1990), a documentary film about drag-balls in which African-

American and Latino men perform white social norms of masculinity like “the 

executive” and the “Ivy League student” as well as Latino and African-American ideals 

of femininity and black street masculinity. After having got information about 

Xtravaganza I discovered that his life was taken by a violent man who mutilated him 

and killed him when he discovered that "she" was a man, a crime in which transphobia 

is the only reason for committing it, just like in Teena Brandon's case.  

Judith Butler discusses in Bodies that Matter norms and gender in the 

documentary Paris is Burning in a section she called "Gender is burning". According to 

Butler Paris is Burning  raises the question of "whether parodying the dominant norms 

is enough to displace them; indeed, whether the denaturalization of gender cannot be the 

very vehicle for a reconsolidation of hegemonic norms." (Butler 125). In particular, 

Butler wants to understand the relationship between “realness”, as the standard against 

which the performers are judged, and the “ideals” that the most successful performers 

appear to be reinforcing by embodying so perfectly. 

Butler criticizes the feminist writer bell hooks’ review of Paris is Burning, she 

disagrees hook's reading of gay male to female drag as misogyny. While this is 

consistent with a radical feminist tradition of critique of male to female trans-sexuality 

and cross-dressing, Butler identifies disturbing continuities with conservative responses 

to lesbianism. She points out that love is always shadowed by rejection and hate in these 

readings of male-female drag and lesbianism and that rather than having to decide 

whether drag is all about women or not about women at all and whether lesbianism is 

all about men or not about men at all, it is more productive to see both drag and 
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lesbianism as simultaneously implicated within misogyny and misandry and subversive 

of them.  

By studying the society's constraint, prohibition and destruction of the self in a 

hermaphrodite and some transgender famous cases in printed and digital biographies 

and media the causes of unappropriate medical interventions and transphobic crimes 

have been analyzed: the concept of compulsory sexuality, the idea of "only one truth" 

and "only one sex", the social constructivism and the Catholic imposition of 

heterosexuality. Barbin's memoirs, Muska's documentary, Pierce's film and Cheang's 

web-based project on intersexuals and transgendered people have the power to make the 

reader understand how intolerance to a non-heterosexual person can turn into the 

cruelest acts that a human being can commit. One way to stop transphobia would be as 

Judith Butler suggests: Undoing restrictively normative conceptions of sexual and 

gendered life. Lives and identities of indivuals are not static, they are sometimes 

becoming, in some cases transsexuals identity is in transition, it can even be always in 

transition. And not only the transsexual condition may change, also that one of any kind 

of individual, Butler (2004) argues that: "Life histories are histories of becoming and 

categories can sometimes act to freeze the process of becoming" (Butler 80). When 

there is a possibility of gender that do not conform the existing norms society tries to 

"normalise", (genital surgery), "cure" or even "punish the individual" (rape and murder). 

The pathologization of a sort of behaviour or body which does not correspond to only 

"one sex" drives the individual into a chain of self-destruction (Barbin, Brandon and 

Garland's cases in Cheang's Brandon).  

A research into Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon paying attention to its intermediality 

was needed since it is not only an artistic and literary hypermedia that pays homage to 

one of the figures who inspired trans and intersexual activism and developments on 

queer theory, it is also a space where body becomes a collage and the narrator 
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multiplies. Students of electronic literature and new media art can acquire knowledge 

about the gender question from this kind of hypermedia where the normative idea of the 

self and how it is constructed through the conscious of the self-image and body is 

debated, because the mental image of the gender and sexuality may not correspond with 

the visual one. To conclude with this analysis we would like to support the idea working 

on hypertexts about gender isssues estimulates the reader to understand alternative 

sexualities and subjectivities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

240 

240 

3.5.  The Traumatized Body and Art as a Healing Force in Susan Gibb's 

Blueberries 

 

The last work to be analyzed, Blueberries is a hypermedia in which verbal 

modes predominate and there are fewer images than in the hypermedia analysed in 

previous sections. Blueberries  has been chosen for this doctoral thesis due to four main 

reasons: It is a recent hyperfiction from 2009 and it provides an updated example of the 

kind of the latest electronic literature available today, published on the Electronic 

Literature Organization Website.  The second reason is the main topic of the work 

which is the same as in the other ones: gender violence. The third reason is because like 

the others it demands a multimodal, comparative and psychoanalytical analysis. And the 

fourth reason is because its content is coherent, its paths easy to follow, and its links 

less chaotic than Dollspace and Brandon and this is beneficial when we plan to use it 

for teaching purposes.  

The author of Blueberries is Susan Gibb, a recent Pushcart nominee and winner 

of the Eighth Glass Woman Prize in December 2010. She keeps one blog on literary 

analysis and another on hypermedia writing and reading. Her poetry, fiction, and digital 

art have been published in many fine zines. Her work is included in the “Valentine Day 

Massacre” chapbook (Cervana Barva Press). In her blog called hypercompendia she 

published 100 hypertext stories in the summer of 2009 and 100 flash fictions in the 

summer of 2010 and 2011 respectively. 
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Fig.1 Cover of Susan M. Gibb's Blueberries 

 

Blueberries (2009) is a hypertext fiction, published in New River Journal and in 

the Electronic Literature Organization website. It is a novella, a short novel. It is made 

with software Tinderbox 4.7.1, a more modern software than Storyspace, and oldest 

program used to make works such as Michael Joyce's Afternoon, a story, Shelley 

Jackson's Patchwork Girl or Carolyn Guyer's Quibbling. It was the program originally 

used by hypertext writers. Storyspace was the first software program specifically 

developed for creating, editing, and reading hypertext fiction. It was developed in the 

1980s by Jay David Bolter and Michael Joyce, who presented it to the first international 

meeting on Hypertext at Chapel Hill in October 1987 (Bolter 41-50). Hypertext fictions 

written with Storyspace are, for instance Michael Joyce's Afternoon, a story Shelley 
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Jackson's Patchwork Girl, Stuart Moulthrop's Victory Garden or M.D.Coverley's 

Califia. Tinderbox is a personal content assistant that helps writers to visualize, analyze, 

and share notes, plans, and ideas («Eastgate: Serious Hypertext»). In order to learn more 

about this new software to understand why Blueberries seems to be a more coherent and 

easy-to-follow hyper narrative I interviewed the creator of Tinderbox, Mark Bernstein 

via e-mail. I asked him about what were the main innovative contributions of this new 

software, he answered me:  

 

Tinderbox was designed to be a pleasant and powerful environment for creating 

complex hypertexts – especially for capturing and analyzing information over 

the course of a long project and in the face of shifting goals and growing 

understanding ("Interview with Mark Bernstein" n/p) 

 

Comparing the structure of Blueberries with the previous hypertexts analyzed in 

this disssertation, it is possible to appreciate that the links are better structured and there 

is more coherence in the way the lexias are ordered. In Dollspace, for instance, the 

reader choses one path and finds one lexia with two or more underlined words, choosing 

one took him/her to another lexia, but sometimes it drives him/her to one he/she has 

previously read.  Some words are connected to stories semantically. For instance, 

clicking on the word "rapture" leads the reader to a story in which a woman has a 

sadomasochist relationship with a man younger than her. Apparently there is some 

cohesion between stories but the reader gets lost too easily because there are multiple 

narrators: doll yoko, Ricardo Domínguez, Shu Lea (a nickname of Shu Lea Cheang), 

Profanity, etc. The stories do not follow any chronological order and sometimes the 

images do not correspond to the content of the hypertext, which, from a semiotical 

perspective it creates more mystery on the reader. da Rimini created Dollspace as a 
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completely chaotic and anarchic work in purpose to confuse the reader, she declared: "I 

wanted to make it more messy, more random. I stopped caring if people would go to 

every little place in Dollspace, especially when the spaces became more numerous" (da 

rimini "Francesca da Rimini" n/p). The author’s purpose was to open ambiguity and 

contradictions to reflect society's mixed feelings concerning pornography, gore, rape, 

femicide, masochism and online sexual practises.  

In Blueberries there is only one speaker, streams of consciousness and some 

brief dialogues. The reader can choose the protagonist's kind of confesion depending on 

the word chosen in the first lexia: "dreamt", "hands" or "sex". The lexias in Blueberries 

appear in purple color, but once the reader clicks on one it becomes white (or fair grey) 

forever, so the reader is able to know which lexias have been read and which not. The 

personal choice of the reader corresponds to the parts of the protagonist's life 

experiences. The author, Susan Gibb commented on reading possibilities that this first 

webpage offered: 

 

Those who chose the first link “dreamt” only went a few links further into the 

story. This trail was more of the character’s background and childhood 

experience introducing the basis for her later psychosis. One person chose “sex,” 

which was the last hyperlink, and sorry to say, they didn’t go very far either. o 

what is the impetus for selection? Does it depend upon the individual as far as 

style (first, second, third link in order) or experience either of reading hypertext 

or of knowledge of the author’s style? Is it the text itself that creates desire to go 

further in that direction, whether it be the single word (or phrase) that is 

obviously the link, or the context in which the link resides? This is vital 

information for the writer. If you promise sex, you’d better not lead someone 

into dinner at Grandma’s. All trails must be interesting; just as in straight linear 
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story, each sentence, each writing space, must entice (Susan Gibb "Reading 

Hypertext", Hypercompendia n/p) 

 

Blueberries structure is similar to a puzzle and the reader needs to find the 

interconnections between some ideas, memories, dreams and fantasies. The plot is 

coherent and the reader is able to understand the content, it is a highly confessional 

work and there are many extracts in which the reader can not be sure if the story is a 

dream, a memory or a real lived experience. At the end of each possible path there are 

three possible endings and in each of them we find two lexias: “The end or The 

beginning?” (Blueberries, Gibb n/p). The reader can choose anyone of them depending 

on if he/she has found a satisfactory ending or not. This author's strategy is very 

effective to communicate that choosing other lexias permits the reader to find more 

possible readings. Susan Gibb has been really succesful in composing a hypertext that 

any reader can follow, even if he or she is not used to reading hypertext fiction: 

 

For a writer, the ability to add momentum to a story via side trails than may go 

into more depth of background or character, to introduce to the curious or 

adventurous reader an alternate path that may lead him into a new world that 

may not be vital to story but surely offers a deeper look is an awesome 

implement. It is also an awesome responsibility. There is a certain amount of 

learning to write in the form so that readers aren’t left hanging off cliffs or 

walking (reading) in endless circles–unless that is his intent ("Checking in with 

Hypertext Fiction" Gibb n/p) 
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Underneath the plot of the story of Blueberries there are also subtexts that only 

curious or experts can find. According to Prof. María Goicoechea, expert on electronic 

literature, in hypertexts these subtexts provoke on the reader a feeling of "paranoia": 

 

The paranoid and schizophrenic reading are drawn as strategies (or illnesses) 

that the reader has developed in his/her confrontation with the electronic text, 

and in general, with the complexity of the technological world around him/her 

(Goicoechea 504)
7
 

 

This feeling of paranoia is probably the writer's intention in Blueberries. In order 

to understand this hyperfiction, the reader needs to pay attention to every word like in a 

poem because every sign is full of symbolism. It is also essential to re-read the text 

because once the reader gets to one of the possible endings he/she will click again in 

"The Beginning" to find all the mysteries which have not been resolved during previous 

readings. Susan Gibb explains the difference between finding all the secrets in her 

narratives: 

 

I've allowed the curious reader to explore all the cubbyholes of the characters' 

lives.  The less assured reader may still enjoy a narrative simply following space 

to space; he will never, however, have the full depth of character and thus, story. 

 (Gibb "The Hypertext Effect", Hypercompendia, n/p) 

 

This hypertext fiction explores the working of a female mind who suffers from a 

post-traumatic mental disorder. She has an affective problem that she tries to solve and 

                                                 
7
 La lectura paranoica y también la esquizofrénica se dibujan como las estrategias (o enfermedades) que 

ha desarrollado el lector en su enfrentamiento con el texto electrónico y, en general, con la complejidad 

del mundo tecnológico que le rodea (Goicoechea 504) 
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she makes up stories to hide the terrible truth. The active situation of the reader, who 

has to discover clues, solve riddles and empathize with the speaker. The use of the 

direct style, the third person singular and present tense in the narrator's interior 

monologues contributes to the feeling of sympathy on the speaker. The reader feels 

seduced by the beautiful imagery of Laura's (the protagonist) fantasies on the one hand, 

confused by her contradictions and intrigued to know what really happened in her past 

life.  

Next, and in order to maintain the coherence of this dissertation, it is imperative 

to analyze the topics and themes already rose in the study of previous hypetexts 

presented in this volume: gender issues -the Body and the Self- and psychoanalysis. In 

order to understand the psychotic state of the speaker a comparative literary analysis 

will be carried out explaing the protagonist psyque with theories by Sigmund Freud, 

Carl Jung, Jacques Lacan, Melanie Klein and Julia Kristeva.  

Blueberries is the story of a young painter who makes an exhibition of her 

paintings. Through them, she reflects all the pain she has suffered during her life: her 

grandfather raped her when she was a child, her mother never believed her when she 

told her about it, and her father committed suicide, probably because he felt guilty 

because he discovered the incestuous relationship and did not do anything to prevent it.  

This painter, called Laura, tries to overcome her trauma by painting and trying to 

find poetical beauty in her tragical memories. In the hypermedia the only image 

displayed against the hypertext of the store is a wallpaper covered in blueberries. 

Initially, it is purple, but gradually it becomes dimmer and dimmer until it turns 

completely white. This may symbolize Laura’s ghostly identity, stolen by men’s abuse.   

The initial sections in Blueberries are linear; the aim of the author is to form an 

emotional attachment with the reader. Each webpage provides several new points of 

information simultaneously as new, and increasingly troubling questions are raised, 
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childhood memories appear as flashbacks, recent experiences of the speaker are told as 

interior monologues, etc. A process which drives momentum onward to know what 

happens next. The cyclical effect of the speaker, Laura, -remembering her father's 

stories, her attempts to leave home during childhood, grandfather's presents, mixed with 

sceneries in which she is at her painting gallery the day of the exhibition,-   increases the 

reader's interest to discover what are the connections between her childhood memories 

and her paintings.  

The reader is confronted with a tragedy. The poetical and beautiful imagery 

covers trauma. The reader’s paths are determined by his/her choice of words, which 

lead in a particular direction to the different endings of the store. If the reader chooses 

the word "dreamt" he or she will be confronted by the speaker’s confesion of on her 

dreams, inspirations, art and hallucinations. If, from the start, the reader prefers the 

word ‘sex’, he or she will learn about Laura’s affectionate and sexual experiences, 

especially her long relationship with her exboyfriend. By choosing the word "hands" in 

the first lexia the reader will get inmersed into Laura's childhood experiences when her 

grandfather used to rape her. Nevertheless the path is open and the reader can get access 

to some experiences though having beginning with others and all of them can end in any 

of the three possible endings because endings are not marked from the early lexias but 

from the last ones.  

The reader is required to navigate the text to understand its hidden mysteries. 

Gibb makes the reader curious about Laura's secrets, trauma origins and consequences 

of her mental state. In Blueberries elements of mystery come from its own structure, 

this reflects Espen Aarseth’s idea that in ergodic literature nontrivial effort is required to 

navigate the text, the reader feels motivated to proceed in order to find clues to the 

mystery. The difficulty to understand the events of the fiction, their chronological order 

and the reasons why the speaker acts in a certain way require a reader's immersion in 
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the hypertext rather than simple navigation. Aarseth celebrates the intrigue that a 

hypertext can provoke: "The succesful ergodic work of art maintains tension and 

excitement while providing a path for discovery" (Aarseth 179). Aarseth made a 

distinction between the trivial and the arbitrary readings, arguing that while some 

systems such as painted pictures and printed books exist only on one material level (the 

level of paint or ink), others exist on two or more levels like books read aloud or 

moving pictures in a video, the relationship between the two levels is trivial. On the 

other hand, in the cybernetic sign transformation the relationship must be termed 

arbitrary, because the internal level can only be expressed by the external level (Aarseth 

33). Aarseth distinguished between the readers of linear texts who are passive and the 

hypertext readers, who are players. To read a hypertext can be a risk and a failure, as he 

states it demands "a struggle not merely for interpretative insight but also for narrative 

control" (Aarseth 4). 

Although the reader can choose some words or others during the reading process 

and it resembles a journey or a voyage, he/she does not have complete power on the 

development of the story. Certain words lead to the same places because more than one 

linking word can take the reader to the same place, and others are very tricky. For 

instance in the section where we can choose "present, past and future", lexia "present" 

drives us to "past", and "past" drives us to an interface called "present". Laarsen has 

explained that Susan Gibb's tricky use of "past", "present" and "future" has the purpose 

of emphasizing the confusion of the narrator in Blueberries: 

 

These disconnect further underscore the blurring between present and past, past 

and future. If the links had been what we normally expect—that is had linked to 

an event in the past on “past” or an event in the future on “future,” then the 
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narrator’s confusion would not be so clearcut ("Teaching the Writers 

Conference" Laarsen n/p) 

 

Laura's temporal confusion must be seen as a clue showing her mental state. The 

speaker makes a retrospective of her memories, and yet describes the present situation 

she is living at the art gallery, which provides two temporalities: one is narrated in the 

past which only exists on Laura's mind and has poetical elements, subliminal sexual 

connotations and hallucinations provoked by her mental illness. There is another 

temporality which is the present in which Laura talks to the audience of her art gallery 

and the reader can feel as part of that audience. The reader is placed into both contextual 

positions: Laura's artistic imagination and what she tells to the audience, it places the 

reader into a very personal relationship with the contents of the text. Once the reader is 

able to comprehend the essence or meaning of the hypertext, he/she will have found the 

epiphany in it.  

Number three must be a key to Blueberries interpretation door. In the first lexia 

there are three lexias to choose: "dreamt", "hands" and "sex". The middle of the 

hypertext and the momentum is marked by the lexia in which there are the three lexias 

indicating "present, past and future". Laura talks about three men of her life: 

grandfather, father and Jon, her ex-boyfriend. And, also there are three possible endings 

of the story.  

The title Blueberries makes reference to the blueberries Laura paints "Deeper 

amd deeper I swirl black and a touch of red to shadow the berries with purple" 

(Blueberries n/p) which before the show she ends up covering with white color: 

"yesterday morning all my work has been repainted stark and strokeless white" 

(Blueberries n/p). She says "my work has been repainted" as if another person had done 

it, but in other sections of the hypertext she affirms having covered the berries in white: 
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"Berries, of course. White blueberries. All lost in a white canvas background of bushes 

and sky" (n/p). Due to the lexias which connect the red color with her paintings I took 

for granted that blueberries symbolized sex: "Instinct is what makes my paintings what 

they are. Streaks are flight. Blood red is survival. Blood red is also sex" (n/p). Besides 

blueberries can be associated with sex not only because of their purple color which is 

similar to menstruation-in the hypertext some links are related to red, blood and 

menstruation-but also fruits are semiotically related to genitals, a wink to this idea could 

be the quotation: "Jon never asked about the stories my father would tell me, or the boys 

I dated in high school, or who popped my cherry" Blueberries n/p). In the possible 

ending called "family" the author cheats the reader when the speaker lies to the crowd 

who visit the gallery that blueberries make reference to her family: "These are the blank 

faces you see in the blueberries" (n/p). Susan Gibb, the author herself had a more 

complete explanation of the symbolism of the blueberries: 

 

I think that the blueberries are symbols of various parts of life, including 

memories that she wants to hold onto and yet finds that her own version of the 

past has been tainted by adults whom she trusted. The memories, the gifts of life, 

are plump in her hands, and yet fragile if she holds them too tight, i.e., looks too 

closely ("E-mail interview with Susan Gibb by Maya Zalbidea" n/p) 

 

The speaker covers the blueberries in white color, and at the same time the only 

image of the hypermedia which is the wallpaper with the blueberries turns white. The 

nodes in the hypertext are in purple color but once the reader has already read them they 

turns into white too. The speaker associates the white color with purity: "Angels are 

white. Little girls in First Holy Communion white dresses. Ceilings are white as are 

clouds which I've come to believe are really holes in the sky" (Blueberries n/p). The 
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color changing is meant to reflect a cathartic effect, the speaker describes an emotional 

cleansing, purification or purging of emotions, and this extreme change in emotion is 

intended to occur in the reader's experience. The reason why "blueberries" node is 

linked to "blood" node is probably related to the etymology of the word "catharsis" -as 

Aristotle used in Poetics- catharsis comes from katamenia, which in Greek meant the 

menstrual fluid. In Freudian psychoanalysis catharsis describes the act of expressing 

deep emotions caused from past experiences which had originally been repressed (Freud 

56).  

At the beginning of the hypernarrative the reader does not know if the speaker is 

a woman or a man, the name is unknown. Some sentences give clues about the gender 

of the speaker: "There is something about a man's finger in my vagina that fills a bigger 

space" (Blueberries n/p) and "I painted the men who had danced through my life" 

(Blueberries n/p). If the speaker is not a woman, he/she could be an intersexual or 

transgender like characters in Brandon. Not until the speaker's mother, who is a figure 

of authority, consciousness and reality, mentions her name the reader does not have any 

clue of her name. The mother’s strong voice interrups Laura’s memories of the incest 

episode asking her: "Laura, what is wrong with you? What were you doing?" 

(Blueberries n/p). The only character who pronounces the speaker's name is her mother 

and this sentence specifies that Laura has done something secret, her mother is worried 

about her committing a sin. The author of Blueberries in her narratives always tries not 

to mention names so the readers can feel identified with the story or better empathize 

with the characters. This is a strategy Gibb uses to increase the reader’s intrigue: 

 

I think that for me, the non-naming makes it more intimate, more about people 

you may know. If I name them, or if I read a story with names, I can relate, but 

I’m limiting the possibilities. Does that make any sense? It’s like the author says 
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that this is about Mary and John, so it couldn’t be about Sophie and Klaus" 

(Gibb "Monday Chat with Susan Gibb" n/p) 

 

The only other names which are pronounced by the speaker are Jon, Jack and 

Jesus. The experimental structure of the story demands the reader’s search of symbols 

and repetitions of images or sounds to undertand the meaning of the hypertext like in 

modernist narratives such as those written by Virginia Woolf or James Joyce. The 

repetition of letter "J" in the names of the most important men in Laura’s life  indicate 

that some are associated with others in her subsconciousness. Jon is Laura's exboyfriend 

who left her, Jack is a fictional character from the tales that Laura's father used to tell 

her when she was a child and Jesus is the son of God in Christian religion. From a 

religious view these three men might represent the Trinity in Laura's abstract thoughts. 

She does not mention the names of her grandfather and father probably because it hurts 

her too much to remember them. When she paints she imagines that they are watching 

her. "I painted with three people watching. They sat quietly behind me. My grandfather, 

my father, and the strange little man who I know is Jesus" (Blueberries n/p). If we 

follow Freud's theories (1961) in The Ego and the Id the grandfather and father 

represent the "super ego" playing the critical and moralising role. The fictional character 

of her father's tales, Jack, may represent the "id", which is the set of uncoordinated 

instinctual trends. Jesus, gradfather and father accomplish the task of the super-ego, 

they constantly watching the ego's moves and punish it with feelings of guilt, anxiety, 

and inferiority. Jacques Lacan introduced a distinction between the Ideal Ego and  the 

Superego. The "ideal ego" stands for the idealized self-image of the subject, the way the 

individual would like to be.  The Ego-Ideal is the agency whose gaze tries to impress 

with the individual's ego image. The Superego is this same agency in its revengeful, 

sadistic, punishing, aspect. These egos are separated in Lacan's triad Imaginary-
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Symbolic-Real. The Ideal ego is imaginary, the Ego-Ideal is symbolic and the superego 

is real. According to Lacan to acquire the real enjoyment is necessary to follow the 

morals of the Superego, because too much pleasure, which is what the Ideal Ego is 

looking for, creates excessive pleasure which becomes pain (Lacan, On Feminine 

Sexuality 3). Laura's traumatic experiences do not permit her to enjoy pleasure nor 

jouissance, she has lost her sense of reality and can not enjoy because the Superego, 

which should be the father/grandfather and should represent morality represents the 

opposite to her because of the rape and suicide episodes. The grandfather would 

represent inmorality and the father guilt and anxiety.   

The speaker, Laura, was raped by her grandfather in infancy and she has not 

been able to come to terms with the guilt she felt when her own father hangs himself 

after the discovery of the incident. Her mother contributed to increase Laura’s guilt with 

her comments on the death of her father. According to the psychiatrist Judith Lewis 

Herman (2001) the traumatic subject has to move through three stages in the healing 

process: safety, remembrance or mourning and the reconnection with ordinary life.  

In the safety period Laura knows that there is something absent in her life that 

needs to be sought, she is feeling alone and has deppressive symptomps but she does 

not admit the cause of them. She has a terrible feeling of loneliness: "I sank into bed 

with the weariness of a thousand days in my heart. It hit me, a few days before the 

showing, that I was all alone."(Blueberries n/p). She projects her feeling of sadness into 

the abandonment: "Mostly though, since Jon left me, I'm alone, as if the bubble I live in 

were unbreakable" (n/p). And she feels so empty that she tries to find some sexual 

intercourse to fill her spirit: "Sometimes when the moon is strong enough to make me 

weep, I take a stranger into my bed" ("sex" Blueberries n/p). According to Freud and 

Breuer in 'On the Physical Mechanism of Hysterical Phenomena' the original traumatic 

events take place without the traumatised subject noticing it (53, 60). Laura remembers 
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that as a child she was not aware of the negativity of her grandfather's sexual abuse, 

naturally she felt love and affection for him: "I never hated him. Even when I 

understood what he'd done" ("grandfather" Blueberries n/p) and she decides to forgive 

him to relieve her feeling of guilt and anguish.  Incest as inmoral is a cultural notion 

which, as Sigmund Freud explained in Totem and Taboo (1950) has been developed 

because in endogamic groups sexual harrassment and jealousy led into violence and 

homicide: 

 

... The view which explains the horror of incest as an innate instinct must be 

abandoned. ... Primitive peoples noticed at an early date the dangers with 

which their race was threatened by inbreeding and for that reason deliberately 

adopted the prohibition (Freud 124) 

 

In some cases, Oedipic or Electra jealousy could finish in murder of the father or 

mother seeing as main rival. In one of the hypothetical endings of Blueberries Laura 

makes up her own personal story and tells the people who have come to her painting 

gallery that her mother died in childbirth. She imagines that her life would have been 

less traumatic without the presence of a mother who did not admit that her grandfather 

raped her, who blamed her for his husband's suicide and who could not see in Laura’s 

painting her daughter’s search for positive negotiation to the traumas in her childhood 

"It made sense. I wanted to be a painter and my mother bought me ballet slippers and a 

tuba. Maybe she never forgave me for running away from home for a day. Or causing 

my father to hang himself" (Blueberries n/p). Laura's mother act of blaming her 

daughter is what Freud called a psychological projection. Projection involves imagining 

or projecting the belief that others originate feelings of self-failure. It also reduces the 

person's anxiety by allowing the expression of the unwanted unconscious impulses or 
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desires without letting the conscious mind recognize them. Freud stated that a projection 

is a mechanism of defense in his letters to Wilhelm Fliess, Draft H in which he 

explained the case of a man who blamed his wife for his alcoholism and impotence 

(Freud 166). Laura's mother shows reluctance to admit the grandfather's abuses: "She 

called me perverted. Screamed and denied her father would ever have touched me" 

(Blueberries n/p).  The mother did not admit the father’s suicide either: 

 

"There must be some mistake," she said, and held it out dangling between two  

 

fingers. 

 

"Ma, it's crystal clear. 'Death by hanging. Suicide. ' 

 

"No, that's not the way it happened." (Blueberries n/p) 

 

 

Laura has a negative relationship with her mother. She hates her because she 

knows that she did not believe that she has been abused by the grandfather. Bracha L. 

Ettinger in "The Matrixial Borderspace" (2006) explains three stages in the feminine 

experience.  According to Ettinger primary feminine difference is the difference opened 

between woman (girl) and woman (m/Other), and the idea that three kinds of fantasy 

(that she names Mother-fantasies) should be recognized when they appear in a state of 

regression aroused by therapy itself, as primal: Mother-fantasies of Not-enoughness, 

Devouring and Abandonment. Their mis-recognition in psychoanalysis (and analytical 

therapy) leads to catastrophic blows to the matrixial daughter-mother tissue and hurts 

the maternal potentiality of the daughter herself, in the sense that attacking the "non-I" 

is always also attacking the "I" that dwells inside an "I"-and-"non-I" trans-subjective 

feminine tissue. Laura needs to solve her hatred against her mother, hecause as Ettinger 

explains the projected hate (towards such figures) will turn into a self-hate in the 

woman/daughter web. 
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Laura could be said of suffering an Electra Complex, she hates her mother 

because she did not believe her when she confesed her grandfather raped her, and on the 

contrary, she is in love with her father. Carl Gustav Jung (1967) used the Greek myth of 

Electra in response to Freud's Oedipux Complex to explain girl’s sexual competition 

with mother for sexual possession of father. Laura's idea of her father is canalized with 

erotic desire: "My father's voice telling stories goes though my head when I paint. I 

masturbate onto the canvas with colors that follow the narrative arc" (Blueberries n/p)  

Laura's first painting gallery is going to take place and she realizes that in her 

paintings she has expressed her hidden and repressed feelings. She has been painting for 

a long time and the pictures remind her to past experiences which activate the mental 

process that make the narrator conscious of her unsolved traumas. Remembering the 

men of her life and her mother correspond to her need to understand the past and start a 

period of analysis and what Leigh Gilmore calls "the tranference of traumatic 

experiences" (Gilmore 73). Laura becomes aware of her loss of identity and her mind 

works to find those traumatic episodes which have originated her hysteria, the "ghosts" 

of the past, like those ghosts in da Rimini's Dollspace, haunt her: 

 

I'd wanted this gallery showing to be my trascendence to freedom. To be a 

metaphorical doorway to an identity stripped of its influence by men. Or should 

I say, by men and my mother. They all had to be left behind the curtain. The 

ghosts all came with me. They're hiding in the brushstrokes.  

(Blueberries n/p) 

 

In the remembrance and mourning stage Laura has flashbacks and the reader 

needs to impose a logical order on the fragmentary memories of her tragic past events. 

Following the path called "dreamt" the reader will read the childhood memories of 
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Laura when her father used to tell her bedtime stories.The innocent tone of the speaker 

reflects how Laura conceived reality from a child's perspective: "If I close my eyes and 

listen to the dark I hear my father telling stories he made up for us himself" (n/p). The 

speaker expresses her childhood feelings as she experienced them like in children's 

tales: "Jake baked a chocolate chip cookie as big as a lake" (n/p). The childish language 

brings an echo of Stephen Daedalus in James Joyce's The Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man (1917). At the start of the novel, Joyce seeks to present the mind of the 

child-artist who listens to his father’s bedtime stories and notices the importance of 

words: "One upon a time and a very good time it was there was a moocow coming 

down the road ... His father told him that story: his father looked at him through a 

glass: he had a hairy face" (Joyce 1). This fragmented and imaginary language 

corresponds to the children's language which contrasts with the complex language 

Stephen will acquired in her youth in his process becoming a writer. From a Lacanian 

view both Stephen boy and Laura girl are in the imaginary order, they think in images, 

Laura imagines Jake's chocolate chip and Stephen perceives his father wearing glasses 

and having a beard as "looked at him through a glass: he had a hairy face" (Joyce 1).  

According to Lacan whereas the imaginary is all about identifications, the symbolic is 

about language and narrative. Once a child enters into language and accepts the rules 

and dictates of society, being able to deal with others. The acceptance of language's 

rules is aligned with the Oedipus complex. The symbolic is made possible because of 

acceptance of the Name of the Father, those laws and restrictions that control both the 

individual’s desire and the rules of communication."It is in the name of the father that 

we must recognize the support of the symbolic function which, from the dawn of 

history, has identified his person with the figure of the law" (Lacan,  Écrits 67).  Laura’s 

breakdown is due to a series of traumas: her grandfather’s abusive touching and her 

father’s suicide when she was only eight. In our reading and re-reading of Blueberries 
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we have created the hypothesis that if Laura decides to become an explorer, like Jack, 

the character of his father's tales, is due to her faith to find her father. If she became an 

explorer she could look for her father. The cause of this imaginary assumption comes 

from the mother’s incredibility of the father’s death, even though it is known that he has 

committed suicide.  

 Following the path of Blueberries which started with the origin node "dreamt" 

moves the reader throughout Laura's nightmares and unconscious thoughts. In the 

section called "space" Laura remembers when she used to go hiking with her boyfriend 

to pick blueberries. She looks at the big gallery where she is exhibiting her paintings, 

looks at the wall and imagines blood stains on the white walls. The blood stains 

symbolize the grandfather's sexual abuse which is present in Laura's mind. She tries to 

have clean thoughts but she fails because her mind has been hurt. Clicking on the origin 

node "death" drives us to another lexia about Laura's father suicide: "I came home from 

school one day and my mother told me that my father was dead. Just like that" 

(Blueberries n/p).  

In the lexia "nothing" Laura has some sort of hallucination in the gallery. The 

white color of the walls make her feel dizzy because she associates white color with 

purity, virginity and "nothingness". It makes her feel guilty and impure because she was 

raped and the color of rape is blood red. She feels lost in the "endless white" and she 

describes her nightmare: "The floor swirled upward in ribbons like tree trunks and brush 

to cover the walls in a thicket" (Blueberries n/p). She feels as if she were lost in a forest 

and she imagines that the three men of her life: her grandfather, her father and the 

strange little man help her to pick the blueberries on her skirt. Here, like in a dream 

Laura's images use extracts of lived experiences and are merged because she remembers 

how her boyfriend used to pick blueberries and she is repeating the same action. "We 

picked wild blueberries once and carried them back in his hat. I made a pie" 
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(Blueberries n/p). Laura's hallucination is like a dream because as Sigmund Freud stated 

in The Interpretation of Dreams "in every dream we may find some reference to the 

experiences of the preceding day" (118), experiences which have similar symbols: 

ribbons and the blueberries can be found in previous lexia in this hypertext. The reader 

can perceive that in Laura's nightmare symbols which were present in her memory 

reappear. 

The words the speaker uses at the beginning of her hallucinations are mentioned 

in her past experiences. For instance the word "ribbon" is connected to the "blue ribbon" 

that Jack -the character of her father's stories- won in a Fair. This node is connected to 

the lexia called "Sundays" in which her mother told her off for having streaks of green 

on the back of her skirt. There are two possible reasons why young Laura had these 

grass stains: one possibility is that she played to be a explorer like Jack and tried to run 

away from home looking for her dead father, and the second possibility is that she was 

raped by her grandfather on the grass because in another lexia she comments that on 

Sunday nights the grandfather went to her bed. The verb "to cover" is semantically 

connected to the grandfather's hands which Laura describes in the lexia called "hands" 

"were large enough to cover my whole face" (Blueberries n/p). Laura knows how her 

grandfather's hands smelled when she raped her: 

 

He smelled on Sundays of cigars that Gramma let him smoke that one day of the 

week. He smelled of Wild Turkey on Friday nights. His breath would come in 

rhythmic gusts of sweet-sickly whiskey. Warm and soft on my cheek, like an 

artist's camel-hair paintbrush (Blueberries n/p) 

 

Laura is scared of the emptiness of the gallery, she probably thinks that nobody 

will go to see her paintings and she expresses her loss of the sense of reality like turmoil 
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of painful memories. As a defense mechanism she imagines that the three men of her 

life help her gather blueberries. She needs to confess to the reader her traumas to find a 

cure. In Blueberries the reader becomes Laura's psychologist because he/she is a 

witness of her depressive feelings and mourning experiences. The only way she can find 

her lost identity is to reaffirm the real facts that happened in her life: she was a victim of 

a grandfather who raped her, a father who hung himself and a mother who did not 

support her painting and did not believe her when she told her she had been raped. 

Although she has been hurt by her grandfather, she considers him the only person for 

whom she expresses forgiveness: "Oddly enough the man who probably loved me the 

most was my grandfather" (Blueberries n/p), "I never hated him even when I understood 

what he's done" (Blueberries n/p). Melanie Klein observed that overcoming the grudges 

against parents forgiving the frustrations made us suffer in the only way to be at peace 

with oneself and love others (Klein 390). In Blueberries, the reader cannot know if the 

speaker's solve her psychological problems or not because the unreal and fantastic tone 

of the three possible endings does not clarify if the end is real or not.  

The last possible reading of Blueberries begins by clicking on the word "sex" 

which leads the reader to the protagonist more recent experiences with her boyfriend, 

who abandoned her after seven years of relationship. This third testimony has 

connections with the previous ones and the reader needs to move back and forth 

throughout all the hypermedia, reading every missing lexia to close the circle of the 

plot. Interestingly, the reader feels more relief every time a new reading of Blueberries 

is done because the pieces of the puzzle seem to fit.  

In the middle section of the whole hypermedia there is a lexia called "time" (Fig. 

2). This part is where the story gets to its momentum. According to Deleuze and 

Guattari in the middle (milieu) of a rhizome is where the whole content originates 

(Deleuze and Guattari 23). We find the three times: the present, which is when Laura is 
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waiting for people to come to the exhibition, the past, which are her memories and 

dreams, and the future, which corresponds to the moment in which somebody comes to 

the gallery.  

The idea of creating a lexia in which the reader can choose to read the present, 

past and future of the protagonist is a characteristic which can only be found in 

electronic literature. In linear and printed fiction the reader can not  move from present, 

past and future of the protagonist from the middle (where there is generally the climax) 

of the fiction. Before the arrival of electronic literature printed narratives already invited 

the reader to enjoy an interactive participation of this kind, examples of fiction which 

can be read in different orders and have multiple endings are: Julio Cortazar's 

Hopscotch (Rayuela) (1966) and the popular series of children's gamebooks of the 

1980s and 1990s Choose Your Own Adventure.  

In Cortazar's Hopscotch the author suggests readers that the book can be read in 

three possible ways. In direct sequence, from chapter 1 and stop at chapter 56, or 

alternatively by "hopscotching" through the entire set of 155 chapters according to the 

"Table of Instructions" designated by the author. The author also leaves the option of 

having the reader choose his/her own path. In books of the series Choose Your Own 

Adventure each story is written from a second-person point of view, the reader assumes 

the role of the protagonist and make choices that determine the main character's actions 

and the plot's outcome. 

Although the interactivity of the reader in printed nonlinear narratives such as 

Hopscotch or Choose Your Own Adventure is similar to that of hypertexts the difference 

is that in a printed book the reader movement responds to the number of the page, but in 

hypertexts there are not pages, and therefore the movement is made through association 

of ideas. The lack of instructions and inexistence of number in pages make an 

apparently aleatory reading which can give the idea that the fiction is not well 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grammatical_person
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organized. However, this aleatory reading permits the reader to understand the hypertext 

in various ways. For instance, in Blueberries, if the reader chooses links related to the 

dreams and imagination of the protagonist the mental idea of the reader will be that the 

fiction is about a person who becomes an artist and enjoys the privilege of expressing 

the beauty of the world. However, by choosing links related to trauma the perception of 

the fiction will be the opposite, a feeling of sympathy for a person who has been abused 

and is suffering a mental disorder. In a hypertext the reader does not have any 

instructions and it is surprised with the unexpected. For this reason feminist hypertexts 

can provide a different and new reading, because the way the ideas are connected-which 

is through association- imitates the human brain and try to reflect the mind of a victim 

of gender violence in a way that the reader can better understand than in a linear 

narrative, the reader actually can feel the experience itself and the empathy with the 

writer is more emphasized than in printed linear narratives.  

The author of Blueberries, Susan Gibb explains how the choices of the reader in 

a hypertext and the possible endings are more similar to real life experiences than in a 

linear text:  

 

Hypertext narrative can also offer many different endings to a story; parallels in 

time that change the outcome by choice–just as in real life. In truth, hypertext 

more closely resembles reality than linear text ("Checking in with Hypertext 

Fiction" n/p) 
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Fig. 2 In Blueberries like in a rhizome the most relevant part is the middle (milieu) from which 

the reader can find various directions of the protagonist biography:  

Present, past and future.  

Image from Blueberries (2009) by Susan Gibb 

 

The second interval of time in Blueberries is called "time2". In the gallery Laura 

has painted the blueberries in white trying to hide the presence of pain in her life, but 

this is a try to cheat herself and her audience as she will see in one of the endings of this 

hyperfiction. She needs to understand her life experiences because others have lied 

about her own reality. She has been obliged to remain in silence about the rape. His 

grandfather covered her whole face while he raped her, he asked her not to tell to 

anybody, "Dolly, don't tell your mother," he'd whisper. "Don't tell any one." "No, 

Grampa," I'd say." (Blueberries n/p). She confessed it to the priest and to her mother but 

they did not believe her and asked her not to mention it again. Reading this information 



 

 

264 

264 

previously the reader would understand why Laura believes that the cleaning lady of the 

gallery is her mother. From a semiotical analysis we would dare to say that she 

associates the cleaning lady with her mother because she relates the "tsk-sound" that 

this woman makes to her mother. This sound implies an order to keep silent with her 

grandfather's and mother's demand to not to tell anyone that she had been a victim of a 

sexual abuse. 

 When the reader gets to one of the three possible endings the speaker is finally in 

the third stage of the healing process that Herman suggested that we previously 

commented: the reconnection with ordinary life. The reader will notice that the 

blueberries have been covered by a white layer as the speaker explained that she was 

going to do in her painting (Fig. 2). According to the author the white color means 

Laura's effort to leave the feelings of harm of the past behind:  

 

Laura, (Blueberries speaker) is slowly letting go of the past trusts and memories, 

painting over them so to speak, as if she is trying to start with a clean canvas. 

Though the man she thinks she sees is becoming more the focus of all the men in 

her life, grandfather, father, lovers, who have let her down. He has become a 

separate entity and one she can deal with if he is placed simply on the same level 

as she is ("E-mail interview with Susan Gibb" n/p) 

 

All the three endings have the possibility for the reader to start reading the 

hypermedia from a different starting point as we read on the sentences "The end or The 

Beginning" (n/p). Like in David Lynch's film Mullholand Drive the reader does not 

know which of the endings is the real one, all of them can be true, lies, dreams or the 

result of an insane mind. The endings are called: "theman", "family" and "love". In 

"theman" a short middle-aged man is studying Laura's paintings at the gallery and he 
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may be the man that Laura's started to imagine, some kind of "invisible friend" that 

according to her appeared at the moment in which her father died and her mother did 

not admit it: "He turns and comes closer. A chill sheath of familiarity slips over me" 

(Blueberries n/p). He asks her a rhetorical question: "You have painted the pain and loss 

of your life into each work, yes?" (n/p) and then she goes with him to his place "where 

he swallows me whole" (n/p). Being swallowed means sexually possessed and it 

depends on the reader's perception of the story to consider it a positive or negative 

connotation: some can think that she enjoys the sexual experience and others may 

interpret that she disappears in the lover’s possession.  

In the ending called "family" the speaker tells lies to those people who have 

visited the gallery: "I am telling strangers about a grandfather who was an admiral, a 

father who raped me, a mother who died in childbirth. These people believe me, believe 

they'll see a rainbow of color on my paintings" (n/p). In this ending the speaker is trying 

to lie to herself about her past. 

 These stories are used as a defense mechanism to overcome her traumas. And in 

the other possible ending, which is the most "happy-ending" kind, in which Jon comes 

to visit her gallery and make friendly jokes about her painting (Fig. 3). The last 

sentence: "I laugh because I can't cry" indicates that she is pretending to be happy 

though she is still depressed but has to hide her tears. 
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                                     Fig. 3 One of the possible endings of Blueberries.  

                  The wallpaper image has been progressively being covered by the white color. 

 

Susan Gibb transmits the power of art as a therapy as the protagonist of the 

hyperfiction experiences. Laura feels like her paintings and herself are merging, there is 

a symbiosis phenomenon between art and herself. She imagines that she paints with her 

own blood: "When I paint I feel as if the paint comes from the brush from my fingers 

from the veins flowing blood that changes color as it hits the canvas" (Blueberries n/p). 

Laura is bewildered by the beauty and power of art, she is in an altered state of 

consciousness associated with her artistic creativity and the psychotic states that she 

suffers: hallucinations, thought disorder and loss of contact with reality. Overwhelmed 

by her artistic imagination Laura becomes a synesthete, she has synesthesia, i.e. the 
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stimulation of one of her sensory or cognitive pathway leads to automatic, involuntary 

experiences in a second sensory or cognitive pathway. Laura is actually able to "feel and 

hear colors" an effect of synesthesia which is similar to Wassily Kandinsky 

experimentation with image-music correspondences in his paintings, or Arthur 

Rimbaud's poem Voyelles (1871) in which he associated each letter to a color. 

Synesthesia is used as literary resources and also as signs to transmit the imaginative 

state of Laura. Some examples of synesthesia in Blueberries are in the sentences: "If I 

close my eyes and listen to the dark" (Blueberries n/p), "The smile melts" (Blueberries 

n/p) or "She is gagging on words, swallowing them back" (Blueberries n/p). Laura takes 

antidepressants to be able to relax but she feels that she has too much creativity and the 

colors she imagines cover her thoughts like in the painting act:  

 

Sometimes the Prozac doesn't work on the days of intense creativity. It hides in 

the colors that flow from my veins through my fingers. Jon used to tell me it was 

my subconscious colors; red, black, eggplant purple, all fighting to color the 

green leaves their own (Blueberries, n/p)  

 

Psychologists have worked on the healing process of verbalising the experience 

or making art to cure a trauma. Freud and Breuer's talking cure (57, 68) and Carl Jung's 

(117) conviction that the healing process begins when the person is able to tell traumatic 

events in a chronological order and the first step is to verbalise the problem. Shoshana 

Felman and Dori Laub have studied the function of literature as being as effective as 

talking cure (259). Scriptotherapy is a term defined by Suzette A.Henke as "the process 

of writing through traumatic experience in the mode of therapeutic re-enactment" 

(Henke xii-xiii). When a traumatic experience cannot be told, it can be written or as in 

the case of the protagonist of Blueberries it can be painted.  
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Choosing Blueberries in the syllabus of a course of electronic literature, 

feminism and/or cyberculture can be useful to appreciate the multiple readings that a 

hypertext fiction offers which are opened to semiotical analysis of the visual, written 

and in a third level those invisible signs that are not in the hypermedia such as: intrigue, 

fascination, confusion, excitement, etc, which correspond to the reader’s experience. 

Stories about trauma and recovery demand rethinking psychoanalytic theories, which is 

a convenient study in this moment of transition of both literary and feminist theories 

with the arrival of the new cyberliterature. 
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CHAPTER IV: TEACHING LITERATURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE 

 

4. Teaching Literature Using Hypertexts  

 

           Electronic literature is studied at universities all over the world: in the United 

States (Brown University, University of Texas, etc), in Canada (University of 

Vancouver), in Europe: Edinburgh College of Art (Scotland), at University of Bergen 

(Norway), Blekinge Institute of Technology (Sweden), University of Amsterdam 

(Netherlands), University of Ljubljana (Slovenia), University College Falmouth 

(England), Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (Spain), Universidad Complutense de 

Madrid (Spain), Universidad de Deusto (Spain) and in South America: Universidad del 

Zulia (Venezuela). 

          The digitalization of literature and the use of hypertexts for teaching are 

beneficial for students and teachers. In Hypertext, Hypermedia and Literary Studies: the 

State of the Art George Landow and Paul Delany (1991) ennumerated the changes and 

advantages of the hypertexts in pedagogy The main advantages of teaching using 

hypertexts are: intertextuality, the facilitates to organize and modify the curriculum and 

the reconfiguration of authors who are not in the canon: women and black or ethnic 

authors (Delany and Landow 20-29). In a more recent publication Hypertext 3.0 (2006) 

George Landow explains in more detail how all our habits need to be reconfigured with 

the advent of electronic literature, the text, the author, writing and the literary education 

need to adapt to challenging situations. With regards to intertextuality, Landow 

celebrates the lack of hierarchy in hypertexts which permits the student or researcher to 

find easily and rapidly specific information on a particular subject (Landow 58). In the 

profound study of a novel, poem or play, the use of hypertexts permits the organization 

of maps of lexias which help us to associate and interconnect specific references or 
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allusions to other literary works. Let's take T.S. Eliot's The Waste Land (1922) as an 

example (See Fig. 1). In a linear printed version of this literary work many references at 

the end of each page are necessary to understand the content of the poem. If the reader 

is familiar with all the references in The Waste Land his /her act of reading will be 

enjoyable, but the regular reader does not know all the biblical, literary and cultural 

references of the poem and after having read all the references and quotations in Eliot's 

poem the reader needs to follow a process of documentation at a library, looking for all 

the books that the author is referring to and spending a long time in his/her research. 

However, in a hypertext like the one illustrated in Figure 1 students/readers can click on 

every word which makes reference to another work of fiction and find the 

correspondent text at the right hand of the screen. This way, the reader does not only 

know the reference but can also read the specific page of a book Eliot is alluding and 

understand the literary text within its context. 

           Landow makes reference to the positive aspects of the hypertext format 

considering it the most efficient means of developing, preserving and obtaining access 

to course materials than never before (Landow 275). Professors spend many hours 

developing materials useful for more than one course and hypertext offers a solution to 

this problem because a hypertext corpus allows a more efficient means of preserving the 

past documents and it requires less effort to select them, reorganize them and adding 

new ones. In courses where professors need the support of other disciplines, like for 

instance a course on postmodernism where we will find links to postmodernist art, 

architecture, philosophy and  gender matters, the use of hypermedia would be a more 

convenient and efficient tool to integrate scholarship and teaching in one discipline. 
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Fig. 1 The Waste Land by T.S. Eliot as hypertext. From StumbleUpon.com 

 

          According to Landow, hypertext has been designed to be read multisequentially 

or in a nonlinear mode and it models the kind of text characteristic of scholarly and 

scientific writing. Students using hypertexts take the habit of leaving the main text and 

considering footnotes, statistics and other authorities (Landow 278). Using hypertext 

teaches students to read as researchers do.  

         George Landow has created three literature and culture sites that he has used for 

his courses at Brown University in Rhode Island. The Victorian Web, 

<www.victorianweb.org> ,  the Postcolonial Web <www.postcolonialweb.org> and the 

Cyberspace, Hypertext and Critical Theory Web <www.cyberartsweb.org>. All these 

websites have open access, currently online, are always being updated. The Victorian 

Web (Fig. 2) has received many awards, it contains 55,000 documents — some entire 

book chapters — on Victorian art, architecture, and design, economics, gender matters, 
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literature, political and social history, religion, and science and technology. Leading 

publishers send books to the site to be reviewed, and major museums and galleries have 

shared thousands of images and related material. Professors and students from The 

University of Computense Madrid and other scholars have far translated several 

thousand documents into Spanish, and a French group has begun translating the Ruskin 

section.  

             The Postcolonial is also a prize-winning website, which originated in the 1990s. 

It contains materials on postcolonial theory as well as on literature, culture, and society 

of Africa, Australia, the Caribbean the Indian Subcontinent, Singapore, and other 

regions that have produced literature in English. It also includes sections on some non-

Anglophone literatures ranging from Eastern Europe to Morocco.  

               In the last place, the Cyberspace and Hypertext Website (Fig. 3) has sections 

on the following: new media in the context of the history of information technology, 

literary and new media theory, hypertext fiction and non-fiction, and discussions about 

cyborgs and about cyberpunk scifi in fiction, cinema, and television. It consists largely 

of elaborate student projects, some containing several hundred documents and images. 

As we can see in the images bellow George Landow's websites provide verbal and 

visual modes which illustrate historical, cultural and artistic information for the courses. 

The way lexias are presented are in a non-hierarchical structure; it is the student's choice 

to start reading one section "author" for instance, or the other, e.g. "gender matters". 

Students who are enrolled in a literature course and have a Website on the contents of 

the course can save a lot of time of search of materials and documentation. In traditional 

classes students spend a long period of the semester searching for the obligatory 

readings and situating the history, geography and philosophy of the literary movements 

and authors they are studying. In the Victorian Web for example, students can find all 
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the necessary texts and some complementary images for the course, and what is more, 

they are allowed to publish and share their own class projects on the Website.  

 

 

Fig. 2 The Victorian Web,  created by George P. Landow. 

Image from victorianweb.org 
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Fig. 3 Cyberspace, Hypertext & Critical Theory Website created by George P. Landow. 

Image from cyberartsweb.org 

 

 

             Following Landow’s innovations, many professors are using hypertext as 

teaching tool. Prof. Asunción López Varela from Complutense University of Madrid 

uses the website of the SIIM project for her teaching course "Nuevas tecnologías para la 

investigación literaria" where she posts the links and readings of the course. In the class 

there is not only a theoretical framework of hypertext, cyberspace and electronic 

literature; there are also three workshops: Using freeware one to create blogs, 

(Wordpress), another to make websites (Google-sites and Hot potatoes) and other to 

make videos (Softonic and WindowsLiveMovieMaker). The assessment of the course is 

not only knowing the contents studied during the semester, the students also have to 

make a project: hypertext, website, video or blog related to literature. This way, students 

do not only acquire the necessary knowledge of the old university curricula of literature, 
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but also learn essential tools for their future: doing research and working using the new 

technologies which will help them to save time, make sophisticated projects, be ready 

for managing basic computer programs for their working in the future and learn how to 

publish their creative writings in case they are interested in it.  

          Susana Pajares Tosca wrote a project on educational hypertexts on A Portrait of 

the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce for her Ph.D thesis on hypertext and 

literature. The project consists of a set of educational aids that use the specific 

properties of hypertext to teach and study a particular literary work: A Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man, by James Joyce. As Susana Pajares explains on her website 

hypertexts are meant to be used as a complement to reading A Portrait of the Artist as a 

Young Man, by James Joyce, either during the reading or after having finished the book. 

Each hypertext can be navigated separately and can be considered independent, since 

each one explores a particular interesting area of relevance to the study of A Portrait. 

There are four hypertexts: "labyrinth", "senses", "voices" and "genesis" (Fig.4). Each 

hypertext can be used independently but it has to be part of a "virtual classroom" or 

group of organized readers (Pajares "Educational Hypertexts on A Portrait of the Artist 

as a Young Man by James Joyce" n/p). 
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Fig. 4 Project on Educational Hypertexts on James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man by 

Susana Pajares Tosca. 
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         Susana Pajares points out that hypertext has been successfully used as a 

structuring tool in Humanities Computing for the creation of contextual webs dedicated 

to broadening the understanding of a particular literary work, author, or subject. 

According to Pajares some applications of hypertext to the study of literature so far 

include: 

 

-Digital editions of print texts, textual archives (automatic notes, related articles). 

-Electronic bibliographies and searchable text corpora. 

-"Contextual-webs" that put an author (or group of authors, or period) in their 

historical/political/economical etc. contexts, so that students gain a better understanding 

of the literary works. 

-On-line course material, (with or without student input).  

-Electronic reviews and discussion forums (wide range: traditional reviews with 

academic papers, artistic-creative reviews, on-line congresses…). 

 

As Pajares states all these applications are very practical and valuable. The electronic 

material is: 

 

- cheaper to produce (and to store) than paper  

- faster to access (and provides a more efficient access)  

- able to integrate different media (text/image/sound)  

- suited for distance learning, teaching and other academic exchange  

- easier to integrate into wider webs of documents 

 

         The use of hypertext for teaching literature, teaching strategies and the 

management of technological tools to publish and share literary texts, as well as 
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including electronic literature in the university curricula drives to an unavoidable 

change of the materials, reading habits and participation in class. Technology resources 

are necessary to update the interests and needs of students who are growing up in the 

information age. Hypertexts have been used for teaching since the 80s, according to 

George Landow in Hypertext 3.0. He has been using hypertexts since 1987 and his 

students were satisfied with the participation that it requires and the adequacy of the 

learning process. When one of the students who attended Landow's classes with the use 

of hypertext at Brown University moved to a different one, he missed the use of 

hypertexts: 

 

After the opening meeting of a course on James Joyce, he perplexed the lecturer 

by asking, "Where is your Intermedia Web on Ulysses?" Students have begun 

increasingly to drive the use of hypertext just as they did the use of silent reading 

in the late middle ages (Landow 314) 

 

             However, in many universities there are not courses on hypertext or electronic 

literature. The reasons for the lack of using the new technologies in a literature class 

must be economical, apart from fear of not knowing how to manage new technological 

devices. But the main risk of the use of b-learning is the loss of personal contact 

between the teacher and the student. Our proposal is to introduce hypertext and 

electronic literature in class with an awareness of the importance of the human contact 

among instructors and students.  
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 4.2.    Teaching Gender Issues Through Hypertexts and New Media Artworks 

 

"A person can not be considered educated without knowing women's progress through 

social movements and conceptual forms" (Celia Amorós. Trans. From Spanish by Maya 

Zalbidea Paniagua "Instituto de Investigaciones Feministas Conference 2011")
8
 

 

"Hypertext enables us to move beyond some of the perpetual debates of feminists in the 

last two decades and promotes a materialist synthesis of the best features of different 

feminist theoretical positions" (Sullivan 12) 

 

           Let us recapitulate. The point of departure of this dissertation was what feminist 

hypertexts can contribute to gender studies literature. Teaching literature written by 

women and gender studies at university must be considered essential to create a non-

phallocentric culture. Celia Amorós was right in the quotation above, any person who 

calls himself/herself educated should have some knowledge about women's history, 

gender theories and literature written by women. When the university literature 

curricula does not include postcolonial nor women authors (or almost any of them) 

scholars are discriminating groups and individuals for race or gender reasons. In this 

research on gender studies feminist hypermedia on gender issues such as femicide, hate 

crimes against transgendered people and the incest trauma have been studied to show 

that there are still gender stigmas in society and the gender question is a pending 

subject. Courses on gender studies -which I think it is a broader term than feminism 

because it includes women, men and the LGBTI  collective- are separated from 

                                                 
8
 "Una persona no puede considerarse culta sin conocer el progreso de las mujeres a través de los 

movimientos sociales y las formas conceptuales" (Celia Amorós, "Conferencia del Instituto de 

Investigaciones Feministas 2011") 
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obligatory courses on the curricula, there are special courses called Women Studies or 

Gender Studies but the integration of more women authors in the most important 

courses would be more effective.  The rejection of updating literature courses including 

electronic literature is the same as the rejection of including women's contributions to 

literature, philosophy, linguistics and culture. How is it possible that when we study a 

literary period -Victorian, modernist, postmodernist, etc- women authors are still a 

minority or are even completely ignored? How can we keep on discussing Jacques 

Derrida's and Michel Foucault's ideas about linguistics ignoring Judith Butler's theories? 

How can we base our knowledge of human psyche with Freudian and Lacanian 

argumentations for centuries to discuss about women's sexuality ignoring theories by 

Melanie Klein, Julia Kristeva or Bracha Ettinger? The question is: Are women a 

minority at humanities courses? Not at all, so why the visibility of women authors are a 

minority? If there is equal access to education, why women are not represented in most 

of the obligatory courses?  

          Including women's authors as well as gender studies literature at university 

compulsory subjects is the most logical decision to offer courses in which women are 

represented. My hypothesis is that teaching using hypertexts permits the instructor and 

students to have a more global perception of gender issues. In order to accomplish the 

proposed objectives at the beginning of this research the following questions will be 

answered: 

 

1. How feminist hypertexts can be pedagogical? 

2. How hypertextual fiction can be appropriate for feminist fiction and theory? 

 

Feminist hypertexts can be pedagogical to provide the instructor and the students 

a series of characteristics which can improve the student's possibilities of discussions of 
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gender issues. A hypertext is an open text which can be constantly rearranged and 

students can add opinions and comments to a debate on gender issues. Also reading 

hypertext fictions permits the reader to share information with other readers about a 

particular passage of a book, they can write reviews of books and publish them online - 

in blogs or in google books for instance-. University students can discuss about a text in 

class, subsequently write their comments on a website or blog about their individual 

readings at home and the following day a discussion on class will be better developed.  

 

On the simplest level, books can be pushed to e-readers in a Dickensian chapter-

by-chapter format - as author Max Barry did with his latest book, Machine Man. 

Beyond that, authorship becomes a collaboration between writers and readers. 

Readers can edit and update stories, either passively in comments on blogs or 

actively via wiki-style interfaces. Authors can gauge reader interest as the story 

unfolds and decide whether certain narrative threads are worth exploring (Greg 

Gladman "Storytelling 2.0: The digital death of the author" n/p) 

 

As an excuse for not including hypertexts in teaching it has been said that 

hypertexts are too difficult to be read. The origin of this way of thinking comes from the 

traditional idea that a text is linear and the reader is used to understand the process of 

reading just with an eye movement and turning over pages. Nevertheless, readers 

confronting a hypertext have to deal with nodes, links and paths. The way information 

is found on a hypertext does not follow only one direction but multiple ones. Reader's 

difficulties to understand hypertexts can not be an avoidance to acquire knowledge 

because there is a high percentage of people who do not read printed books very often 

but read constantly on the computer screen, and not only for working purposes, but also 

to get information or to read texts which can be found online. In fact, as it is stated in 
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imagology (media studies) young learners, adolescents and children have been brought 

up in an environment clearly influenced by the audiovisual media and the use of the 

new technologies. Therefore, they can find more easily finding specific information 

from a website and learn new terms and theories from a hypertext format. Students are 

used to using computers for writing, reading, exchanging information or documents and 

playing. It is easier for young people to understand and read hypertexts than for the 

older ones, getting used to read hypertexts is a process which consists of learning new 

signs and types of movements.  

 

Reading is being redefined in cultures that use programed and networked media: 

a surfing, sampling, multitasking kind of reading is often elicited online, while in 

some online and video games, a problem-solving, focused, remembering 

attention is required. Deep, focused attention is what print readers are trained to 

have, but attention itself is being reshaped, becoming a mix of deep and hyper, 

or focused and mobilized. E-lit, like Deena Larsen’s “Carving in Possibilities,” 

requires, shapes, and comments on just this type of new attention (Strickland 

"Born Digital" n/p) 

 

In my personal case, I have always preferred reading printed texts. I used to love 

the smell of ink and paper, taking notes and underlining words with a pen on a printed 

text, etc. However, to my surprise, I have realized that I remember more easily theories 

and terms which I have read from hypertexts than those I have read on a book. The 

reason why I think it is so easy to remember words and ideas from hypertexts is because 

of the use of different typographies (underlined words, bold type, words in different 

colors) and because of learning through associations (links) which is how our human 

brain works. George Landow considers that this kind of reading offers new educational 



 

 

283 

283 

habits which help to understand complex ideas "Literary or humanistic assumptions 

about disorientation seem related to a conception of education in which students learn to 

deal with complex matters of interpretation" (Landow Hypertext 3.0 150).  

The question of interpretation is the most interesting one with regards to gender 

issues. Cybertext readers can find more appealing to read on women's needs of equality, 

homosexual rights, criticisms to the patriarchy consequences in our contemporaneous 

society from hypertexts which are open to be interpreted -like in postmodernist fictions 

and films like Mullholand Drive directed by David Lynch in which the plot is 

fragmented and there is an open ending. In hypertexts there is not only an open ending 

but also an open-interpreting. Hypertexts which defend the individual's rights to 

freedom and explore sexual imageries can be more positively understood than texts with 

only one linear possibility, in which readers find that they can only think as the author 

does. Feminist hypertexts are open to the reader’s reaction.   

In response to the second question formulated above there are a series of 

qualities that hypertexts can provide to the study of gender theories and feminist 

literature. I have been enumerated these characteristics in the following chart I have 

created as a result of my research to contrast how hypertexts can represent feminist 

goals. Obviously, some of the characteristics of the left column can also be found in 

texts, not only in hypertexts, but in the latter these qualities are more frequently found in 

hypertext, and as a medium, it invites more collaborative and subjective narratives.   
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Feminist texts  Feminist hypertexts 

Pages Links and lexias 

Authorship Collaborative authorship 

One voice Multivocality 

The self Subjects-in-process 

Linearity  Multilinearity 

One end or multiple endings Multiple endings or non-ending 

Traditional or fragmented narratives Fragmented narratives 

Discourse Dialogue 

Fixed medium Textual Openness  

Coherence Association 

Sections Intersections/Connections 

Unified-subjectivity Subjectivities and intersubjectivities  

Intertextuality Hypertextual intertextuality 

Hierarchical structures Non-hierarchical and rhizomatic structures 

Kathartic effect Neo-kathartic effect 

Publishing Open publishing 

 

 

In a feminist hypertext there are some crucial differences which allow readers to 

find multiple entrances (and exits) through links and lexias. This multilinearity 

produced by links and lexias makes possible qualities which could not exist in linear 

writings. Those characteristics are beneficial in a gender studies environment because 

they offer: multiple voices and a decentering potential which erases hierarchies in 

discrepancy about gender matters or among different feminist streams. In Towards a 
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Vector Model of Hypertext Narrative Ingrid Hoofd affirms that a hypertext "has 

links/trails that can work as a metaphor, and that explicitly can visualise a 'stiching 

together' of what has been 'ruptured in societal discourses'" (Hoofd n/p). In texts about 

society's restrictions on gender the form of a hypertext illustrates how the self, as well 

as the hypertext, is fragmented and the reader needs to 'stitch together' the metaphors to 

understand the content. After the changing models of writing of postructuralism and 

postmodernism present day readers have to face that the fact that there is not only one 

"truth" but multiple ones and gender can not be defined on the traditional patriarchal 

code. Hypertext’s multilinearity allows contradictions in the text eliminating the simple 

oppositions of male and female, black and white. The multilinear nature of hypertext 

allows layering of different voices and perspectives within one text. The importance of 

biographies and multiplicity of voices are not exclusive notions of hypertext, modernist 

and postmodernist fiction and non fiction already exemplified multivocal novels. 

Mikhail Bakhtin writes about the dialogic, polyphonic, multivocal novel, which he 

claims "is constructed not as the whole of a single consciousness, absorbing other 

consciousnesses as objects into itself, but as a whole formed by the interaction of 

several consciousnesses, none of which entirely becomes an object for the other" 

(Bakhtin 18, quoted in Landow 56). Bakhtin considers the Dostoevskian novel as a 

polyphonic literary form, a hypertextual fiction in which voices take the form of lexias.  

The multivocal novel is not something unique to hypertexts. Last few decades 

feminists have written multivocal novels like Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987). A high 

percentage of feminist fiction and non fiction is based on women testimonies: Alice 

Walker's The Color Purple (1982), Margaret Atwood's Surfacing (1972), Lee Maracle's 

I Am Woman (1988), etc. Nevertheless, feminist fiction in a hypertext counts with a 

series of elements which can illustrate equality messages in an innovative and powerful 

way: visual modes, images in motion and flashing graphics. A variety of typographies, 
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colors and images in hypermedia reflect a particular mood and transmit a semiotic 

value. For instance, in Dollspace, red and yellow colors made an allusion to China and 

communism, red evoked blood and menstruation in Brandon, the process of whiteness 

of the blueberries suggested a new beginning in Blueberries. Multiple endings in 

hypertext fiction invite to the reader's reflection and can also be used as a feminist 

strategy to make the reader wonders how personal experiences are influenced by gender 

oppression, or on the contrary by gender subversion and freedom to choose a 

determinate kind of behavior and lifestyle. Besides, hypertext feminist fictions are 

written in a global environment and use a discourse which corresponds to present day 

gender and sexual issues: racism, femicide, immigrant women's issues, AIDS, 

transgender people issues, etc. Stephanie Strickland, poet of electronic poetry and 

theorist of hypertext fiction praises electronic literature for offering media adapted to 

present day world: "E-lit is the mode of literature appropriate to new social conditions" 

(Strickland "Born Digital" n/p). 

Collaborative authorship is being used more in hypertexts than in linear or/and 

printed texts and it benefits authors specially when a subject needs to be reinforced by 

multiple points of view to accomplish credibility, this is the case of gender matters 

which are treated by not only Western feminist authors but also other women from 

different ethnic origins and also men and transgendered people, in Dollspace and 

Brandon. In Hypertext 3.0 George Landow claims that in a hypertextual environment, 

the figure of the author actually comes closer to the figure of the reader, because the 

reader becomes a more active co-producer of the text. Landow shows how both Roland 

Barthes and Michel Foucault problematise the modernist concept of the author. This 

concept closes off the text and plays down collaboration. Foucault, who coins the term 

'author-function' to show how this concept is actually a mechanism of power in a (group 

of) text(s), argues that an author/writer is not just somebody who writes, but that the 
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concept is highly socially and historically constructed. This author-function 

economically and culturally both exerts power and allows for empowerment. Foucault's 

critique allows Landow to theorise a much more multiple concept of the author, and this 

in turn potentially dramatically changes power structures academic scholarship, 

allowing for explicit collaboration. Furthermore, since in hypertext the boundaries 

between inside and outside the text get more blurred, which Landow also relates 

Derrida's idea of decentralising and to his notion of intertextuality of a text, 'the' author 

automatically gets moved away from its central position in the text/the field of 

(academic) writings, to become (just) a 'node in an information network' (Landow 129). 

From a feminist perspective Ingrid Hoofd sees these features as positive for all 

kinds of feminisms. The concept of the decentered self/author, together with the 

proliferance of the information technologies, can allow feminist theory to take up a 

more fruitful hybrid notion of (nomadic) subjectivity. Furthermore, the potential 

lessening of hierarchies between academic texts and the foregrounding of collaboration, 

that together with the hybrid space of the internet tends to blur the distinction between 

the public and the private, are of great value to constructing a more inclusive account of 

feminisms (Hoofd n/p).  

Feminists have always been interested in making public what is private to 

transform the idea that "a personal case", like for example a victim of gender violence 

cannot be considered an exceptional case when it is statistically found that it is a 

common tendency. At the beginning laws to defend women who suffered domestic 

violence were addressed against husbands. Later feminists showed that not only 

housewives but also many other women needed to be protected from aggressions by 

boyfriends or other male partners. Gender violence was developed during the second 

wave to determine that private personal cases should be publicly spoken to protect 

victims and educate the population that violent acts were not only physical ones. And 
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that intangible also worked to bring these issues into public attention. All of the works 

that have been analyzed in this dissertation have biographical elements. Testimonies are 

very common in contemporary feminist writings. According to Laura L. Sullivan the 

biographical elements in feminist fictions have the aim to reveal the relationship 

between the individual self and society and history (Sullivan 31). bell hook, author of 

Feminism is for Everybody (1996) wrote in her memoir, Bone Black: Memories of 

Girhood (1997) stories of blackgirls afirming that “not enough is known about the 

experience of blackgirls in our society” (xii quoted in Sullivan 31). Feminist 

autobiographies hold onto the reality of oppression and challenge the unified, rational 

subject of humanist tradition. Feminists reject essentialist and universalist ideas of the 

"self" and raise the voices of the "selves" and "subjects-in-process", subjects relating to 

the social and historical world. This odd term, "subject-in-process" was coined by Julia 

Kristeva (1984) and means that the individual subjectivity is in a continuous process of 

differentiation and there is not a unified self. What happens when one subjective state is 

shared by two or more individuals? In hypertext fiction a phenomenon is personally 

experienced (subjectively) but by more than one subject, and this is called 

"intersubjectivity".  

 

Intersubjectivity represents a comprehensive emotional, intentional/motivational, 

reflective, and behavioral experience of the other. It emerges from shared 

emotions (attunement), joint attention and awareness, and congruent intentions 

(López-Varela Azcárate 2010:126 ) 

 

The fragmentation of feminist hypertext fictions counters the idea that texts are 

unified and self-containing. Readers of feminist hypertexts need to read several times 

the hypertexts, reflect on their content and need to spend some time and even research 
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to figure out the text’s meaning, and often there is not  one single correct meaning. The 

gaps in the text create ambiguity and open doors of possibilities of meanings.  

Differences in interpretation are part of the process of textual reception, a process which 

involves the reader’s own positionality as well as that of the author(s) of the text. 

Sullivan uses feminist hypertexts for teaching precisely because of its fragmentation and 

celebration of subjectivities. As she states:  

 

Hypertext makes use of these strategies, as the text is fragmented and contains 

different types of information, emotional and conceptual, personal and social, 

historical and current, official and unofficial, rational and unconscious. These 

different types of information are connected in hypertext trough juxtaposition, 

either within one page, as in collage, or through linked pages, as in filmic 

montage (Sullivan 36)  

 

Hypertexts do not offer only one discourse like it happens in most of traditional 

narratives. In a hypertext each character speaks in the first person, generally addresses 

the reader and makes rhetorical questions to induce the reader to fabricate his/her own 

answers. In hypermedia related to social and gender issues such as Dollspace, Brandon 

or Blueberries the reader starts exploring the hypermedia trying to guess who is 

speaking, what are the reasons for his/her happiness or pain, how the reader feels about 

the topics of the hypertext and his/her own opinion. The effect of reading a hypertext is 

similar to the one of attending to a meeting or debate: the individual had preconveived 

ideas about certain subjects and can be surprised or change his/her own point of view 

after having learnt from his/her interlocutors. In hypertextual fiction there are more 

possibilities of a dialogue among characters themselves, between reader and writer and 

among readers. They can choose different reading paths, chronological order, 
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interpretations and can edit comments to the text. This dialogue substitutes the 

traditional discourse and the dialogue is what readers and students should experience to 

deal with gender isssues in order to respect other points of view and to discover that not 

all individuals experience gender in the same way. Ingrid Hoofd highlights how 

multiple voices and narrative lines through a docuverse may make a reader aware of the 

fact that there is no grand narrative any more, only 'differends', and hypertext has many 

options of causing 'avant-garde formlesness'. And finally, hypertext lends itself 

explicitly often to re-reading, because it defers any final closure and can be potentially 

infinitly re-opened (Hoofd, "A Hypertext Poetics" n/p). A hypertext is not a fixed 

medium, it can be rearranged and re-opened and this permits a more flexible form for 

discussion.  

Hypertexts also offer advantages on intertextuality. Intertextuality can be more 

easily transmitted to the reader in hypertexts than in linear texts. "Hypertext, which is 

fundamentally intertextual system, has the capacity to emphasize intertextuality in a 

way that pagebound text in books cannot" (Landow 35). In a hypertext fiction allusions 

to other authors, quotations or cultural signs can be found just clicking on a link. The 

link moves straightforward to the reference and the reader will read the reference faster 

than reading on a printed book where he has to turn many pages to find the reference.  

Another element which increases the relevance of intertextuality are visual 

modes, for instance, in Dollspace we can find illustrations from Marquis de Sade's 

books. These famous illustrations help the reader to associate what de Sade's figure 

implies: sadism, libertine lifestyle, rape, misogyny, sodomy, torture and blasphemy 

against the Catholic Church. An image can add many connotations to the reader, 

according to imagology all these connotations are acquired depending on our culture, 

education, origin, gender and race. Marquis de Sade is a cultural imagotype of a 

libertine for some, although a misogynist for others. Angela Carter and Susan Sontag 
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considered him a "moral pornographer" while Andrea Dworkin saw him as a "woman-

hating pornographer". Visual modes activate the associations on the reader's perception 

and this way intertextuality works in simultaneous ways. In a hypertext we can find 

many references to other texts in different modes: written, visual and audio. 

Intertextuality permits to open different feminist approaches in the same text without 

giving more importance to one or another because is the reader who chooses which 

extract is going to be read before or after. In Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon we find 

biographies of transsexuals and intersexuals. But queer theory is not the only and most 

important approach in the hypermedia. There are also parallel feminisms: women of 

color feminism, cyberfeminism and sex positive feminism. In the case of hypertexts 

adapted to study novels in a literature class we can find as George Landow states a more 

"explicit" reading: "A hypertext presentation of the novel James Joyce's Ulysses links 

this section not only to the kinds of materials mentioned but also to other works in 

Joyce's career" (35). Using hypertext for studying literature as Landow and Pajares 

suggest can be very practical to analyze complex texts such as Ulysses and The Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man by James Joyce, which are among the first hypertexts 

created and need a medium to project intertextual links. Lecturing on modernist 

literature and on writers such as Henry James or Virginia Woolf, whose works are 

objects of analysis it would be interesting to have all the information organized in 

different lexias: stream of consciousness extracts in one lexia, intertextuality in other, 

autobiographical references in another, etc.  

Working with hypertexts when we deal with gender matters can be really useful 

because it is essential to have references of other's arguments when we are facing a 

complex philosophical text like Gender Trouble by Judith Butler, which requires an 

educated reader to understand previous theories from Simone de Beauvoir or Jacques 
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Lacan. In a hypertext structure the reader can find all the needed information to 

understand each chapter of a complex work of non-fiction or fiction.  

 One of the main difficulties of working with feminism is the difference of 

opinions and the existence of a large variety of "feminisms". Ingrid Hoofd considers 

that especially queer theory and Black feminism have produced substantial amount of 

critiques on the Western, white, middle-class and heterosexist hegemonic account of 

feminist theory as described in many feminist overview books and articles, also pointing 

out how these knowledge formations relate to the socio-cultural material power of the 

West (Hoofd n/p). Hypertext might be a tool in which there are not hierarchies among 

some feminisms and others, Black and queer theory would not be put in mere brackets 

of footnotes next to white hegemonic feminism. In a hypertext all feminist theories can 

be at the same level of importance.   

Another important feature of hypertext which benefits feminist writings is its 

rhizomatic structure. In a hypertext the important information is always in the middle, 

because there is not beginning nor ending (or not only one beginning but many and 

many endings as I prefer to understand). According to Landow Deleuze and Guattari's 

explanation of a plateau accurately describes the way both individual lexias and clusters 

of them participate in the web: "A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning 

or the end. A rhizome is made of plateaus" (21-22). Carolyn Guyer, professor and 

author of the classical feminist hypertext fiction, Quibbling, has stated that when she 

encountered A Thousand Plateaus, she found in Deleuze and Guattari's ideas what she 

was looking for. In Quibbling, she rejects the Aristotelian notions of plot in her 

hyperfiction and carries away the nomadic thought instead. Guyer considers that the 

rhizomatic structure of Quibbling, her hypertext fiction, has a feminine component. 

Guyer is interested on the interactivity of the reader, qualitity which contrasts with the 
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attentive and responsive reader of non-interactive narratives, and this interactive 

element is what Guyer associates with feminist writing.  

 

Quibbling make us wonder whether hypertext fiction is in some way a feminist 

sort of writing, the electronic embodiment of that l'écriture feminine for which 

Hélène Cixous called several decades ago ... Guyer believes that hypertext-an 

intrinsically collaborative form as she employs it-speaks to the needs and 

experience of women (Landow 243)  

 

According to Landow the self of the hypertext author takes the form of a 

decentered network of codes that serves as a node within another centerless network 

(127). Feminist are interested in decentering authoritative discourses and that is why the 

use of hypertext for feminist hypertext fiction is convenient. Carolyn Guyer explains: 

"we have learned from our mothers, that the woven practice of women's intuitive 

attention and reasoned care is a fuller, more balanced process than simple rational 

linearity" (quoted in Landow, 243). According to Diane Greco, Guyer sees hypertext as 

the embodiment of "ostensibly female" (or perhaps, feminine) characteristics of 

intuition, attentiveness, and care, all of which are transmitted from one woman to 

another. It is doubtful that hypertext, or any other mode of writing, may be essentially 

female of feminine. An excellent writer must have both female and male ways of 

writing. Virginia Woolf supported the idea of the androgynous writer who escaped from 

female or male writing in A Room of One's Own:  

 

Coleridge perhaps meant this when he said that a great mind is androgynous. It 

is when this fusion takes place that the mind is fully fertilised an uses all its 
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faculties. Perhaps a mind that is purely masculine cannot create, any more than a 

mind that is purely feminine, I thought. (Woolf 23) 

 

Anonymity can also be an advantage of hypertext writing.  Ingrid Hoofds 

considers hypertext a genderless writing, George Landow calls this phenomenon 

"Erosion of the self" and "reconfiguration of the author". The rhizomatic structure 

visibilizes multiplicity in opposition to the unified self of the Western masculine 

traditions. As Ingrid Hoof determines the fact that hypertext fiction involves "re-

reading" and demands the reader a neo-kathartic effect which makes him/her aware of 

the existence of multiple mini-narratives, and of a pleasurable coexistence of potentially 

contradictory point-of-views, which are all innovative characteristics to understand the 

position of 21st century being as a hybrid of multiple identities, cultures, languages and 

gender characteristics (Hoofd "A Hypertext Poetics" n/p). In hypertexts mourning can 

be an affirmative, a constructive value (and can thus be conceived of as 'neo-katharsis') 

some feminist hypertextual narratives in which we find neo-katharsis are Shelley 

Jackson’s Patchwork Girl, Susan Gibb’s Blueberries, etc, where links do the 

metaphorical stitching together of what has been 'societally ruptured'. The various point-

of-views of the characters overlap and contradict. From Hoofd’s point of view, this neo-

kathartic effect provokes 'fragmentation' of the reader's identity, resulting in "new 

notions of subjectivity as hybrid instead of falsely unified (Hoofd "A Hypertext Poetics" 

n/p). 

Hypertext politics definitely benefits women having the possibility to open 

publishing, making public works which previously could have been rejected by 

publishing houses because of their critical and feminist content. The introduction of a 

more feminist canon on teaching can also be improved by the use of hypertext, where 

there are no hierarchies. The Brown University Women Writers Project for example 
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uses hypertext to increase the visibility of previously unknown or little-recognized 

writing by women in order to provide a fuller representation of women writers before 

the Victorian period [Sutherland]. As Diane Greco states certainly hypertext should 

function as a protective enclave for women's writing, but its protective capacity should 

neither ghettoize the writing nor politically paralyze the writers; we must explicitly 

recognize that any claims to the subversive potential of hypertext must intend to subvert 

not particular groups or sexes, but any groups or individuals exercising power and 

authority over others (Diane Greco, "Female Writing" n/p). 

George Landow affirms that "technology always empowers someone. It 

empowers those who possess it" (335). It is our responsibility to use it in a useful way, 

not to follow patriarchal codes but also to include women's works in a section of a 

website, in which we can choose which section will be studied and the order of the 

contents. Traditionally feminist works (if they were included in books about literature) 

were to be found at the end of the volumes. With hypertext, hierarchies finish, and 

women and men's literary works shake hands. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

During this journey across cyberspace, the utopian and dystopian fantasies of 

cyberpunk and science-fiction have come true in virtual reality: international 

interconnections, posthumanism, androgynity, cyborgization and loss of flesh. The 

dream of poststructuralist writing is embodied by hypertexts where the binary 

oppositions disappear; there are multiple meanings, multilinearity and multivocality. 

Present day feminist writings are accomplishing common feminist postulates through 

hypertexts: collaborative authorship, multivocality fragmented narratives, dialogic 

forms, intersubjectivities, non hierarchical and rhizomatic structures and open 

publishing.  

Digital literature can not be longer seen as a menace for reading, writing and 

studying literature. Nowadays, electronic literature does not imply the substitution of 

printed works; on the contrary, it updates some of the elements that make literature 

possible: distribution, publication and preservation. Jay David Bolter explained how 

remediation is a necessary process of refashioning one media for another and the 

convergence of printed and electronic literature is possible (Bolter 48). 

Electronic literature publishing destabilizes the romantic and traditional ideas of 

the author as solitary, unique and unreachable. Most of electronic literature authors 

work collaboratively and go beyond literacy including media elements on their writings 

which demands participation from new media artists, web designers and computer 

scientists. Open publishing give writers the opportunity to publish works online without 

the publishing houses approval. This invites unknown and new authors to be read by 

multiple kinds of readers and being introduced in a literary canon which goes beyond 

university curricula and best-sellers. A proof of the digital literature effect is that most 

scholars who study electronic literature are authors themselves, a phenomenon which is 
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not so common in other literary disciplines and movements, and electronic literature and 

New Media art professors build theories on hypertext and hypermedia based on their 

own artistic works and the reader's perception of them. Examples of them are: 

Francesca da Rimini, Carolyn Guyer, John Cayley, Loss Pequeño Glazier, etc. New 

Media artists have inherited anarchic and revolutionary positions from avant-garde 

artists. They present works against the established system, criticize political systems, 

follow anti-war ideas and use techniques such as collage, assemblage, borrowing 

images and using parody and irony as political weapons. Both New Media artists and 

electronic literature writers very often use literature and art as media to denounce social 

injustices and to promote the need of equality and respect among individuals.  

Hypertext feminist authors are influenced by the beginning of gender ideas in 

cyberspace fiction which were firstly theorized by Donna Haraway, Sadie Plant, Rosi 

Braidotti and Sandy Stone, as well as cyberfeminist collectives such as VNS Matrix, 

OBN and SubRosa. Cyberfeminist authors, and subsequent third wave feminists 

criticized previous second wave feminist politics which supported universalist and 

essentialist ideas about women and men as well as discriminated Eastern and Black 

feminisms. Donna Haraway encourages a feminist theory where affinity substitutes 

identity. She coincides with Katie King in the idea that taxonimizing -classifying into 

categories- the feminist movement into liberal, radical or socialist only corroborates 

fights among feminists from different political tendencies. Haraway does not agree with 

the opinion of certain socialist Marxist feminists who tried to eliminate the polyvocal 

difference from the anti-colonialist discourse. Haraway's proposal to finish with 

patriarchal values does not consist of a regression to genesis or rebirth but a 

reconstruction of the human being. The future human being should be a genderless 

monster, a cultures mosaic who would speak different languages and have different 

discourses and not only the phallocentric code. 
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Cyberfeminist movements have been necessary to foster the importance of 

women in the development of the new technologies, to promote women's rights and to 

increase the communication of feminists from different parts of the world. Present day 

feminist hypertext authors have inherited ideas and topics from cyberfeminism, 

intersectionality theory and gender theory. Hypermedia works such as Francesca da 

Rimini's Dollspace, Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon and Susan Gibb's Blueberries show the 

acknowledgment of theories from previous and contemporary feminist theorists such as 

Judith Butler, bell hooks and feminist psychoanalysts such as Julia Kristeva, Melanie 

Klein and Bracha L.Ettinger.  

The selected hypertext fictions in this doctoral thesis deal with gender issues that 

are considered taboo in society: femicide, pornography, pedophilia, sadomasochism, 

hermaphroditism, transsexualism and incest. In Dollspace Francesca da Rimini 

denounces the negative effects of patriarchy and capitalism. The abuse of power by 

white rich men is reflected on how women are considered sexual objects. The narrator 

of the hypertext fiction, doll yoko (whose name is written in the fiction with small 

letters) affirms: "All women are ghosts and should rightly be feared. All history is 

pornography. Laws are made by men who fuck their own daughters." (Dollspace n/p). 

Women are invisible in history, their discoveries, inventions and important 

contributions to human history are neglected by historicist in the academia. In Mass 

Media it is frequent to see women as objects of consumption; women are denigrated as 

in a pornographic film on the Internet, in advertisement, on the television and 

everywhere. The wealthiest men in the world are responsible for the dead of innocents 

in wars, the constant abuse of women's bodies and female infanticide.   

  Shu Lea Cheang's Brandon reflects how women and men can suffer 

mistreatment, abuse, discrimination and even violence due to erroneous normative, 

social, medical or religious ideas. Male and female bodies are corrupted by social 
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repression of sexual desires. Intersexuals and transgendered people have suffered 

discrimination and have been victims of hate crimes historically and nowadays still 

suffer from it in certain cases. Brandon is a website where intersexuals and transsexuals 

in history are reminded not only as victims of transphobia, but also as subversive 

individuals who defied society norms. The protagonists of the hypertext fiction are real 

people, intersexuals and transsexuals who are important figures for the collective 

LGBTI ( "lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender" people) because they wrote their 

biographies or their cases were reflected on films and documentaries: Teena Brandon 

(or Brandon Teena), Herculine Barbin or Alexina B,  Annie Lee Grant, Elvira 

Mugarietta or "Garland" and Venus Xtravaganza. These people's sexuality was 

considered pathological, and compulsory sexuality is seen in the hypertext fiction as an 

error, the imposition of "one sex" (as Michel Foucault calls it) drives these kinds of 

individuals into a chain of self-destruction. In order to avoid these situations Judith 

Butler proposes the solution of undoing restrictively normative conceptions of sexual 

and gendered life, as well as accepting that life histories are always in process (Butler 

80).  

 In Susan Gibb's Blueberries the mind of a woman who suffered incest during 

childhood is reflected through spatial and temporal jumps, psychotic states, 

hallucinations and loss of contact with reality. The traumatic protagonist moves through 

three stages in the healing process: safety, remembrance or mourning, and the 

reconnection with ordinary life. She uses painting as a healing therapy to express her 

traumatic experiences because she has excessively creative periods in which she has 

flashbacks, she confuses people she meets with ficticious characters or other people 

who have traumatised her in the past, there is a symbiosis phenomenon between her art 

and herself: she imagines that she paints with her own blood, she becomes a synesthete 

"hearing and feeling colors" and "think in images" entering back into what Jacques 
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Lacan called "the imaginary order" which is associated with childhood. Blueberries is 

like a puzzle and the reader needs to find the interconnections between some ideas, 

memories, dreams and fantasies. From a psychoanalytical literary analysis Susan Gibb's 

Blueberries explores Sigmund Freud's theories on the incest as a cultural sin which 

produces violence, psychological projections as a belief that others originate feelings of 

self-failure; Jacques Lacan's theories on the symbolic and imaginary orders, Melanie 

Klein theories on forgiving parent's frustrations and Bracha L. Ettinger theories of "The 

Matrixial Borderspace" (2006). 

In all three hypermedia: Dollspace, Brandon and Blueberries the technological 

format makes possible literary and artistic procedures which are not existing in linear 

narratives. The rhizomatic structure presents works in which there are not hierarchies 

among some characters or topics over others, the language, linking, typographies, colors 

and images correspond to a generation of writers and readers who read on the computer 

and are familiar with coded language, collecting information through association, 

clicking on highlighted words and interpreting symbols such as colors and images. The 

narratives are influenced by the environment of cyberspace, virtual reality and online 

fictions. The style is direct, there are avatars and the reader needs to make an effort to 

distinguish what is "hyperreal" and what is "real". In all these hypermedia the self is a 

subject-in-process, it is fragmented and finds his/her own identification through "the 

other"'s perception. The body of the protagonists is abused and the mind suffers a 

psychotic state and therefore, the reader experiences a neo-kathartic effect from which 

reflections on gender matters and society's restrictions have to be questioned, analyzed 

and finally, understood. 

Teaching feminist electronic literature or other kinds of literature using 

hypertext permits the instructor and student to update gender issues and discuss them 

taking into account that this medium permits rearranging the hypertext, better organized 
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analysis of intertextuality, studying through association and connections which is the 

way human brain works.  

My initial idea was to do a research on innovative and original subjects which 

can contribute to offer dynamic tools to the study of literature written by women. 

Electronic literature and New Media art are areas of knowledge which scarcely have not 

been theorized or analyzed in literary research, and its existence is almost invisible 

especially in dissertations published in Europe. Besides, dissertations about gender 

studies literature are not numerous. For this reason a meticulous work on feminist 

hypertext and hypermedia theory and analysis of works which, like many other 

hypertext fictions, poems and plays, had not been discussed previously, was necessary. 

Gender studies in literature can be seen as a phenomenon which can have a pedagogical 

impact on readers. The analyses of hypermedia have followed semiotical, imagoloigical 

and psychoanalytical theories, offering future researchers keys to analyze works that 

show how mental imagery influences in human communication, the changing role of 

producer/author and consumer/receiver into a new blended category of the collective 

networked co-user/participant and the creation of a non-phalocentric and intercultural 

environment which celebrates dialogue and exchange.  
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APPENDIX 1 

 

 

1. E-mail Interview with Francesca da Rimini by Maya Zalbidea Paniagua 

 

Madrid November 13
th

 2010 

 

Maya Zalbidea: The message of the hypermedia Dollspace concerning femicide and 

masochism produces ambiguity on the readers. Could you explain why there are 

masochistic stories in Dollspace? Is it to show that in virtual reality users show their 

cruelest fantasies?  

 

The initial trigger for the idea of Dollspace was happened when I was staying in Kyoto, 

in Japan. It was my first time in Japan and I stayed by myself in a traditional wooden 

farmhouse with rice paper screens in the foothills for 6 weeks, and the Australian poet 

friend who had invited me to Japan lived close by. Someone had told us that a nearby 

pond was known to the locals as the place where in the past women had been forced to 

drown their newborn baby daughters. I later discovered that this pond's name was 

Midori-Gaike, which roughly translates as deep or bottomless mud. Since childhood I 

had been fascinated by Japan and Japanese culture, and I used to love reading Japanese 

ghost stories. The image of the ghosts of those countless girls whose chance of life had 

been cut off because of their gender haunted me, and as I walked home at night up the 

hills the sound of running water evoked images of the babies and their grieving mothers.  
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At that time I had started up an email dialogue with Mexican-American 

artist/activist/hacktivist Ricardo Dominguez and it was his idea that I build a pond of 

dead girls of the internet, a place of rebirth for the spirits. From our dialogue the 

character of one of those dead girls gradually emerged. I named her Doll Yoko, which 

had been a name of one of the characters in an earlier VNS Matrix project. Doll yoko 

was like an embryo, growing in the imaginative space of a poetic email discourse 

between Ricardo, me, and another Australian friend back home with whom I was also 

corresponding, Cub Ann. Our communicative exchanges breathed life and nourishment 

into the emergent spirit. 

 

I went to New York after Japan and stayed with Ricardo and his companion, artist 

Diane Ludin. Invited to present some writing at The Thing, New York, where Ricardo 

worked, I composed a poem that crystallised some of the most powerful images from 

our email dialogue. This poem of a couple of hundred words forms the spine of the 

website Dollspace, and everything grew from it. 

 

My original intention was to create the pond of dead girls, and it would be a space for 

them only. But as I excavated deeper and deeper into the bottomless mud of pain and 

the intolerable, I discovered other stories which I wanted to tell, other personae who 

demanded recognition, revenge, and redemption. When we turn our awareness inwards, 

when we begin to face our pain, madness, and fear, we unleash many demons, many 

thoughts and embodied experiences which have been too difficult or overwhelming to 

directly confront in our lives. Art gives us a way to experiment with the shapeless, the 

formless, which is important if we are to grow in awareness. Some of my life 

experiences have been very intense, but in this I am not different to countless others. I 
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had nothing to lose, all bets were off, I wanted to explore everything, and I drew 

strength from the little ghost inside of me.  

 

My friends began to call me Doll or Dolly, and so I became the ghost as she became 

me. Even today many know me as Doll. I am small and tenacious, still confronting and 

transforming my fears and anger. 

 

My character Gashgirl explored dimensions of power, submission, and sexual 

transgression. I had also been re-reading von Sacher-Masoch's Venus in Furs, Bataille's 

Story of the Eye, and de Sade. These work's influenced me, particularly de Sade, who 

used the tropes of sexual excess and violent cruelty as a lens to reveal the workings of 

external forms of Power as imposed by the State, the Church, the Judiciary.  

 

Doll yoko had qualities that reminded Ricardo Dominguez of the revered Zapatista 

community leader and insurgent fighter, Comandanta Ramona, who had inspired many 

with her courage and perseverence. Ricardo introduced me to the work of the 

Zapatistas, the incredible writings of Sub-comandante Marcos, and the concept and 

practice of neoliberalism. My political awareness expanded, and Dollspace became a 

place to also explore questions of power and injustice, from the position that “other 

worlds are possible.” When you get down to it, the same forces of power and control 

that forced women to kill their infants upon birth are those which now dispossess 

Indigenous and peasants from their traditional lands and resources, and those which 

start illegal wars, and those which ruin the planet in countless ways. 

 

I recently participated in a workshop run by artist Paul Ramirez Jones, and had to reflect 

upon what was common to all my art projects. By randomly choosing 7 projects, 
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including Dollspace and the most recent I-Roller, the Screen of Changes, I discovered 

that all works were forms of generating, or giving voice to, ecstatic prophesies. So when 

Doll yokodeclares “All women are ghosts and should rightly be feared,” she is part of a 

tradition that melds the profane with the divine, rage with fear, despair with joy, that has 

been propelling me for the past 20 years or more. 

 

Cruelty is the flipside of kindness, we are able to manifest both, it is a matter of choice. 

So much cruelty occurs without awareness. I like the Buddhist direction to “practise 

random acts of kindness.” By communing with the spirits perhaps we can do that more 

easily, we can entrain our minds to rise out of the fog that surrounds us, face the 

intolerable, and open ourselves to processes of transformation. For me, art is the path 

which guides my journey, and collaboration with others gives both companionship and 

guidance along the way. 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

2. Personal Interview with Julianne Pierce (former member of VNS Matrix) by

 Maya Zalbidea Paniagua 

 

Madrid, June 5
th

 2010 

 

Maya Zalbidea: What was people's response to VNS Matrix manifesto and 

exhibitions? 

 

Julianne Pierce: We were very surprised of having an international acclamation because 

we came from Adelaide, an Australian dessert. We didn't expect that our ideas and arts 

were going to be spread worldwide. People came to VNS Matrix exhibitions; others met 

our group from our webpages on the Internet. In the 90s feminists were working hard to 

find their place in arts, literature, politics, etc. In the present day I have the impression 

that feminism movements are not so visible.  

 

Maya Zalbidea: You made up cyberfeminist videogames. Where can be found? 

 

Julianne Pierce: The videogames were never made but we used the graphics and sounds 

on exhibitions. In our videogames characters had sexual relationships of many different 

kinds: heterosexual, homosexual, lesbian, fetish, etc. Our aim was to show an 

alternative to the stereotypes of videogames in which there is always sexism. The 

enemy in the game is "Big Daddy Mainframe" who represents patriarchy.  
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Maya Zalbidea: What's the aim of the use of sexual icons (penis in Bad Code) or 

words ("the clitoris is a direct line to the matrix") in your narratives? 

 

Julianne Pierce: We wanted to show our feminist view, we were interested in expressing 

what does it mean to be a woman, how we feel in society, etc.  But we did not want to 

reject pleasure. Pleasure was important for us and our idea was to create something 

serious and necessary but fun at the same time. 

 

Maya Zalbidea: How did you work in the group? How did you agree? 

 

Julianne Pierce: Francesca Da Rimini and I wrote the texts, Barratt and Starrs designed 

the graphics. We had different background of poetry, video, writing and performance. 

At that time I was doing Women's Studies. I was very influenced by people like 

Foucault. We were interested in how to combine popular culture and cyberpunk. 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

3. E-mail interview with Susan Gibb by Maya Zalbidea Paniagua 

 

 

Madrid,  July 15
th

  2011 

 

 

Maya Zalbidea: What do you think that Blueberries can provide to gender studies? 

 

Susan Gibb: I would guess that it may illustrate that interaction between children and 

adults is an influence that is long-lasting, even if it is not overwhelmingly traumatic. 

That male dominance (by the grandfather) and female submission (by the mother’s lack 

of trust and belief to challenge the issue of incest) once embedded in the psyche, are 

bound to remain to influence behavior all through adulthood. 

 

Maya Zalbidea: Do you consider Blueberries a feminist hypertext? 

 

Susan Gibb: Only in that Laura was able to overcome sexual abuse, her mother’s 

rejection, and her father’s suicide by developing her own artistic talents that allowed her 

some sort of control over her own life. Even the strange man that she believes she sees 

is a psychological mechanism to place all her fears and bad experiences into a focal 

point that she finds easier to deal with. This, I would think, displays her strength despite 

her lack of confidence in herself. 
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Maya Zalbidea: In Blueberries, why does the father hang himself? Does he feel 

guilty because of not having done anything with regards to the grandfather's 

incestous relationship with his grandchild? 

 

Susan Gibb: I suspect that her father was weak in comparison to his wife’s seeming 

emotional strength which she used as a cover to paint her own world as normal and fine. 

The father may have suspected or just found out too late what had gone on and despised 

his own failures. 

 

Maya Zalbidea: What "blueberries" symbolize? Sex? Rape? Pain? 

 

Susan Gibb:  I think that the blueberries are symbols of various parts of life, including 

memories that she wants to hold onto and yet finds that her own version of the past has 

been tainted by adults whom she trusted. The memories, the gifts of life, are plump in 

her hands, and yet fragile if she holds them too tight, i.e., looks too closely. 

 

Maya Zalbidea: Why these blueberries become whiter when we advance in the 

hypertext? 

 

Susan Gibb:  Laura, (Blueberries speaker) is slowly letting go of the past trusts and 

memories, painting over them so to speak, as if she is trying to start with a clean canvas. 

Though the man she thinks she sees is becoming more the focus of all the men in her 

life, grandfather, father, lovers, who have let her down. He has become a separate entity 

and one she can deal with if he is placed simply on the same level as she is. 
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APPENDIX 4 

 
 

 

 

4. Interview with Mark Bernstein, creator of Tinderbox. By Maya Zalbidea

 Paniagua 

 

 

Madrid, September 6
th

 2011 

 

 

 

 

Maya Zalbidea: Could you explain the advantages of using Tinderbox to create 

 

hypertexts? 
 

 

 

Mark Bernstein: Tinderbox was designed to be a pleasant and powerful environment for 

creating complex hypertexts – especially for capturing and analyzing information over 

the course of a long project and in the face of shifting goals and growing understanding. 

It was designed with research and journalism in mind, but naturally also finds use in 

narrative fiction. Sooner or later,e everything does. 

 

Maya Zalbidea: How hypertext fictions have improved with Tinderbox in 

comparison with Storyspace? How this format can make the reading of a text, -like 

for example Susan Gibb's Blueberries-more enjoyable and mysterious? 

 

Mark Bernstein: I don't think Tinderbox is necessarily superior to Storyspace for 

composition, though its greater flexibility in export does serve writers like Susan Gibb 

very well. The absence of Storyspace's dynamic links is, I think, clearly a hindrance in 

large Tinderbox narratives, but can be managed readily in smaller ones like 

"Blueberries". An interesting analog to "Blueberries" might be Deena Larsen’s 
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wonderful stories in Samplers. I find Larsen and Gibb somewhat similar in their style 

and core concerns, though in Samplers I think Deena is also deeply concerned with 

formal questions that aren’t currently as compelling to Gibb. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

 

Avatar                        In computing, an avatar is the graphical representation of the user 

or the user's alter ego or character. It may take either a three-

dimensional form, as in games or virtual worlds, or a two-

dimensional form as an icon in Internet forums and other online 

communities. 

 

B-learning   Blended learning refers to a mixing of different learning 

environments. It combines traditional face to face classroom 

methods with more modern computer-mediated activities. The 

strategy creates a more integrated approach for both instructors 

and learners. Formerly, technology-based materials played a 

supporting role to face-to-face instruction. Through a blended 

learning approach, technology will be more important. 

 

Cyberfeminism Cyberfeminism is a feminist community, philosophy and set of 

practices concerned with feminist interactions with and acts in 

cyberspace. The term was coined in 1991, and feminist 

individuals, theorists and groups identifying themselves as 

cyberfeminists were most active in the 1990s. Cyberfeminists 

resist rigid definitions of their movement, but it is broadly 

concerned with expressing and developing feminism in the 

context of online interactions and online art. 
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Cybernetics The theoretical study of communication and control processes in 

biological, mechanical, and electronic systems, especially the 

comparison of these processes in biological and artificial systems. 

 

 

Cyberspace A metaphor for describing the non-physical terrain created by 

computer systems. Online systems, for example, create a 

cyberspace within which people can communicate with one 

another (via e-mail), do research, or simply window shop. Like 

physical space, cyberspace contains objects (files, mail messages, 

graphics, etc.) and different modes of transportation and delivery. 

Unlike real space, though, exploring cyberspace does not require 

any physical movement other than pressing keys on a keyboard or 

moving a mouse. 

 

Cyborg A cyborg is a being with both biological and artificial (e.g. 

electronic, mechanical or robotic) parts. The earlier and more 

strict definition of cyborg was almost always considered as 

increasing or enhancing normal capabilities, whereas now the 

term can also be applied to those organisms which use technology 

to repair or overcome their physical and mental constraints: 

including artificial limbs and hands as well as a device for helping 

colour-blind people to "hear" in colour. 

 

E-book An electronic book (also e-book, ebook, electronic book, digital 

book) is a book-length publication in digital form, consisting of 
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text, images, or both, and produced on, published through, and 

readable on computers or other electronic devices. 

 

Ecofeminism Ecofeminism is a social and political movement which points to 

the existence of considerable common ground between 

environmentalism and feminism,[1] with some currents linking 

deep ecology and feminism. Ecofeminists argue that important 

experiential, theoretical, and linguistic parallels exist between the 

oppression and subordination of women and nature in Western 

cultural tradition through the transformation of differences into 

culturally constructed conceptual binaries and ideological 

hierarchies that allow a systematic justification of domination 

("power-over power") by subjects classed into higher-ranking 

categories over objects classed into lower-ranking categories (e.g. 

man over woman, culture over nature). Ecofeminists also explore 

the intersectionality between sexism, the domination of nature, 

racism, speciesism, and other characteristics of social inequality. 

 

Electronic 

Literature            Electronic literature is "digital born," a first-generation digital 

object created on a computer and (usually) meant to be read on a 

computer. An electronic literary work takes advantage of the 

capabilities and contexts provided by the stand-alone or 

networked computer. 
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E-learning E-learning comprises all forms of electronically supported 

learning and teaching. The information and communication 

systems, whether networked learning or not, serve as specific 

media to implement the learning process.[1] The term will still 

most likely be utilized to reference out-of-classroom and in-

classroom educational experiences via technology, even as 

advances continue in regard to devices and curriculum. 

 

 

 

Femicide Femicide (also called feminicide) is the act of  killing of a woman 

for  misogynist reasons. Femicide was first used in England in 

1801 to signify "the killing of a woman. Diana Russell redefined 

femicide as "the killing of females by males because they are 

female" Misogynist murders are the most obvious examples of 

femicide. These include mutilation murder, rape murder, woman 

battery that escalates into wife killing, the immolation of widows 

in India, and "honor crimes" in Latin and Middle Eastern 

countries, where women who are believed to have shamed their 

families by associating with an unrelated male, or even by being 

raped by a brother, are often murdered by their male relatives. 

 

Generative  

Literature          Generative literature refers to texts that have been generated, 

composed, or constructed in an algorithmic manner through the 

use of systems defined by computer software algorithms, or 
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similar mathematical or mechanical or randomised autonomous 

processes. 

 

Hauntology Hauntology is an idea within the philosophy of history introduced 

by Jacques Derrida in his 1993 work Spectres of Marx. The word 

is a portmanteau of haunt and ology, and a near-homophone to 

ontology in Derrida's native French, deals with "the paradoxical 

state of the spectre, which is neither being nor non-being". The 

name and concept fundamentally come from Marx's assertion that 

a "spectre is haunting Europe, the spectre of communism". 

Derrida holds that the spirit of Karl Marx is even more relevant 

after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the demise of 

communism, that the West's separation from the ignorance of the 

suffering still present in the world will "haunt" it and provide the 

impetus for a fresh interest in communism. 

 

Hacktivism Hacktivism (a portmanteau of hack and activism) is the use of 

computers and computer networks as a means of protest to 

promote political ends. The term was first used by designer/author 

Jason Sack in a 1995 InfoNation article about the media artist Shu 

Lea Cheang. Much as hacking can mean both constructive and 

destructive activitites, activism similarly includes both explicitly 

non-violent action (from the models of Martin Luther King and 

Mahatma Gandhi) and violent revolutionary activities (Che 

Guevara). If hacking as "illegally breaking into computers" is 

assumed, then hacktivism could be defined as "the nonviolent use 
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of illegal or legally ambiguous digital tools in pursuit of political 

ends". These tools include web site defacements, redirects, denial-

of-service attacks, information theft, web site parodies, virtual sit-

ins, and virtual sabotage. Acts of hacktivism are carried out in the 

belief that proper use of code will be able to produce similar 

results to those produced by regular activism or civil 

disobedience.  

 

 

Hypermedia Hypermedia is a computer based information retrieval system that 

enables a user to gain or provide access to texts, audio and video 

recordings, photographs and computer graphics related to a 

particular subject. Hypermedia is used as a logical extension of 

the term hypertext in which graphics, audio, video, plain text and 

hyperlinks intertwine to create a generally non-linear medium of 

information. This contrasts with the broader term multimedia, 

which may be used to describe non-interactive linear 

presentations as well as hypermedia. 

 

Hyperreality Hyperreality is used in semiotics and postmodern philosophy to 

describe a hypothetical inability of consciousness to distinguish 

reality from fantasy, especially in technologically advanced 

postmodern cultures. Hyperreality is a means to characterize the 

way consciousness defines what is actually "real" in a world 

where a multitude of media can radically shape and filter an 

original event or experience. Some famous theorists of 
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hyperreality include Jean Baudrillard, Albert Borgmann, Daniel 

Boorstin, and Umberto Eco. 

 

Hypertext  A hypertext is text displayed on a computer or other electronic 

device with references (hyperlinks) to other text that the reader 

can immediately access, usually by a mouse click or keypress 

sequence. Apart from running text, hypertext may contain tables, 

images and other presentational devices. Hypertext is the 

underlying concept defining the structure of the World Wide 

Web. It is an easy-to-use and flexible format to share information 

over the Internet. 

 

 

Idea space Idea space is the three-dimensional web. In hypertextual and 

hypermedial idea space the reader participate in a performance of 

interacting conceptual structures. 

 

Imagology   Imagology is the study of mental images and imagotypes. 

Stereotypes, mentalities, prejudices, behavior, images and other 

concepts can be synthesized by the concept of "image".   

 

Intermediality Intermediality refers to the interconnectedness of modern media 

of communication. As means of expression and exchange, the 

different media depend on and refer to each other, both explicitly 

and implicitly; they interact as elements of particular 
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communicative strategies; and they are constituents of a wider 

cultural environment. 

 

Intersectionality Intersectionality is a feminist sociological theory first highlighted 

by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989). Intersectionality is a methodology 

of studying "the relationships among multiple dimensions and 

modalities of social relationships and subject formations" (McCall 

2005). The theory suggests—and seeks to examine how—various 

socially and culturally constructed categories such as gender, 

race, class, disability, and other axes of identity interact on 

multiple and often simultaneous levels, contributing to systematic 

social inequality. Intersectionality holds that the classical 

conceptualizations of oppression within society, such as racism, 

sexism, homophobia, and religion-based bigotry, do not act 

independently of one another; instead, these forms of oppression 

interrelate, creating a system of oppression that reflects the 

"intersection" of multiple forms of discrimination. 

 

Linearity v.s  

Non-linearity In a linear, written text, the reader makes sense of the text 

according to the arrangement of the words, both grammatically 

and syntactically. In such a reading path, there is a sequential time 

to the text. In contrast, with non-linear text, such as the text found 

when reading a computer screen, where text is often combined 

with visual elements, the reading path is non-linear and non-

sequential. 
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Lexia  Fragment of a text, unit of reading. A lexia can be a sentence or 

several sentences. A hypertext is composed of lexias, that is to 

say, blocks of texts.  

 

Link A link is a connection between two or more text units that allows 

the reader to traverse from one to the other.  

 

LGBT LGBT (or GLBT) is an initialism that collectively refers to 

"lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender" people. In use since the 

1990s, the term "LGBT" is an adaptation of the initialism "LGB", 

which itself started replacing the phrase "gay community" 

beginning in the mid-to-late 1980s, which many within the 

community in question felt did not accurately represent all those 

to whom it referred. 

 

 

Luddite Luddite is a term used to describe those who are opposed to 

industrialisation, automation, computerisation or new 

technologies. ddites were a social movement of 19th-century 

English textile artisans who protested – often by destroying 

mechanized looms – against the changes produced by the 

Industrial Revolution, which they felt were leaving them without 

work and changing their way of life. The movement was named 

after General Ned Ludd or King Ludd, a mythical figure who, like 

Robin Hood, was reputed to live in Sherwood Forest. 



 

 

336 

336 

 

 

MUD A MUD (originally Multi-User Dungeon, with later variants 

Multi-User Dimension and Multi-User Domain) is a multiplayer 

real-time virtual world, with the term usually referring to text-

based instances of these. The acronym MUD stands for 'Multiple 

User Dimension,' but is also often called 'Multiple User Dungeon,' 

because the early MUDs were typically situated in a dungeon in a 

fantasy world based on that described as the dwarves' caves in 

J.R.R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings. MUDs combine elements of 

role-playing games, hack and slash, player versus player, 

interactive fiction, and online chat. Players can read or view 

descriptions of rooms, objects, other players, non-player 

characters, and actions performed in the virtual world. Players 

typically interact with each other and the world by typing 

commands that resemble a natural language. 

 

Multimodal 

Analysis In a multimodal analysis the object of study are the combined 

semiotic modes:  verbal, visual, and aural. 

 

 

Multimedia Multimedia is media and content that uses a combination of 

different content forms. A Multimedia Application is an 

application which uses a collection of multiple media sources e.g. 

text, graphics, images, sound/audio, animation and/or video. 
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Multimedia is usually recorded and played, displayed or accessed 

by information content processing devices, such as computerized 

and electronic devices, but can also be part of a live performance. 

Hypermedia can be considered one particular multimedia 

application, what differentiates hypermedia from multimedia is 

that on hypermedia the user can have more control over the 

application.  

 

New Media art New media art is a genre that encompasses artworks created with 

new media technologies, including digital art, computer graphics, 

computer animation, virtual art, Internet art, interactive art, 

computer robotics, and art as biotechnology. 

 

Node A node is a record consisting of one or more fields that are links 

to other nodes, and a data field. The link and data fields are often 

implemented by pointers or references although it is also quite 

common for the data to be embedded directly in the node. Nodes 

are used to build linked data structures such as linked lists, trees, 

and graphs. Large and complex data structures can be formed 

from groups of interlinked nodes. Nodes are conceptually similar 

to vertices, which are elements of a graph. Software is said to 

have a node graph architecture when its organization consists of 

interlinked nodes. 
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Performativity  Performativity is an interdisciplinary term often used to name the 

capacity of speech and language in particular, as well as other 

non-verbal forms of expressive action, to intervene in the course 

of human events. The term derives from the work in speech act 

theory originated by J. L. Austin, who did not use the word 

"performativity," but did give the name performative utterances to 

situations where saying something was doing something, rather 

than simply reporting on or describing reality.  

Judith Butler has done much research and writing on performance 

theory, and has focused much of this work on gender 

performativity. Butler sees gender as an act that has been 

rehearsed, much like a script, and we, as the actors make this 

script a reality over and over again by performing these actions. 

Butler sees gender not as an expression of what one is, rather as 

something that one does. According to Butler’s theory, 

homosexuality and heterosexuality are not fixed categories.  

 

Posthuman A posthuman or post-human is a concept originating notably in 

the fields of science fiction, futurology, contemporary art, and 

philosophy. These multiple and interactive origins have 

contributed to profound confusion over the similarities and 

differences between the posthuman of "posthumanism" and the 

posthuman of "transhumanism". 
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Queer Theory  Queer Theory is a field of critical theory that emerged in the early 

1990s out of the fields of LGBT studies and feminist studies. 

Queer theory includes both queer readings of texts and the 

theorisation of 'queerness' itself. Heavily influenced by the work 

of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Judith Butler, queer theory builds 

both upon feminist challenges to the idea that gender is part of the 

essential self and upon gay/lesbian studies' close examination of 

the socially constructed nature of sexual acts and identities. 

Whereas gay/lesbian studies focused its inquiries into "natural" 

and "unnatural" behaviour with respect to homosexual behaviour, 

queer theory expands its focus to encompass any kind of sexual 

activity or identity that falls into normative and deviant 

categories. 

 

Rhizome Rhizome is a philosophical concept developed by Gilles Deleuze 

and Félix Guattari in their Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972–

1980) project. It is what Deleuze calls an "image of thought", 

based on the botanical rhizome, that apprehends multiplicities. 

 

Riot Grrrl It was an underground feminist punk movement based in 

Washington, DC, Olympia, Washington, Portland, Oregon, and 

the greater Pacific Northwest which existed in the early to mid-

1990s, and it is often associated with third-wave feminism (it is 

sometimes seen as its starting point).[citation needed] Riot grrrl 

bands often address issues such as rape, domestic abuse, 

sexuality, racism, and female empowerment. 
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Storyworld         A storyworld is a story, a narrative, a message that is to be      

conveyed consisting in a number of causally related events. 

Storyworlds contain multiple narratives, demand active readers 

because they only disclose their stories in response to the reader’s 

actions.  

 

Transhumanism Transhumanism, often abbreviated as H+ or h+, is an 

international intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the 

possibility and desirability of fundamentally transforming the 

human condition by developing and making widely available 

technologies to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human 

intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities. 

Transhumanist thinkers study the potential benefits and dangers 

of emerging technologies that could overcome fundamental 

human limitations, as well as study the ethical matters involved in 

developing and using such technologies. They predict that human 

beings may eventually be able to transform themselves into 

beings with such greatly expanded abilities as to merit the label 

"posthuman". Transhumanism is therefore viewed as a subset of 

philosophical "posthumanism" 

 

Turing Test              The Turing test is a test of a machine's ability to exhibit intelligent 

behavior. In Turing's original illustrative example, a human judge 

engages in a natural language conversation with a human and a 

machine designed to generate performance indistinguishable from 
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that of a human being. All participants are separated from one 

another. If the judge cannot reliably tell the machine from the 

human, the machine is said to have passed the test. In order to test 

the machine's intelligence rather than its ability to render words 

into audio, the conversation is limited to a text-only channel such 

as a computer keyboard and screen. 

 

VNS Matrix         VNS Matrix was an artist collective founded in Adelaide, 

Australia, in 1991, by Josephine Starrs, Julianne Pierce, Francesca 

da Rimini and Virginia Barratt. They are credited as being 

amongst the first artists to use the term cyberfeminism  to 

describe their practice. The impetus of the group was to 

investigate and decipher the narratives of domination and control 

which surround high technological culture, and explore the 

construction of social space, identity and sexuality in cyberspace. 
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