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“The Will to Virtuality is the will to the replacement of the body corporeal….”

A beaming young Japanese girl smiles from my computer screen.  She opens her eyes, looks at me, and says, “Minna-san hajimemashite! Watashi ga DK kyu juu roku desu!”; “Hi, everyone, I’m DK-Ninety-Six!” She’s sixteen, works at her father’s restaurant, and had a hit single on the J-pop charts.  She’s sixteen, and has been for since 1996, because she’s virtual.  The human as synthetic construct in its manifold forms at the fin de millenium as avatar, synthespian, and pop cultural icon raise questions of identity of the cybernetic self and cultural imperatives of the technocracy. Are the advances in the computer graphics industry merely an extension of a video game fad born of technological determinism, or the fulfillment of Baudrillard's society of the image? How will these technologies alter the way we generate media and thus create meaning and perception of the self through these representational forms? Let us probe the pragmatic and theoretical implications of these cultural event-scenes, both extant and emergent. In so doing, it is our hopes to trace the cultural trajectories of these emergent technologies, and also to speculate on the trajectories of the body digital.

Kyoko is pure.  She is ideal, the perfect poster girlfriend for any adolescent boy's wall.  Her visage on the CD cover is a shadow on the Platonic cave of appearances as we sit by the phosphor fire, stirring the coals with our Playstation 2 controls.  Hit the button and she plays again, but you still can't feel her warmth, smell her perfume, she still just flickers on the wall. The lure is to crawl inside the fire to incandesce on the screen so we can be with her; or like her.  This is the dream of the technological determinist, of the virtual class - to abandon the Modernist illusion of saving society through our tools, but to perfect the self into a mass of pure data free of physical encumbrance or mortality (?). "The perfect evolutionary successor to 20th Century flesh…" (Kroker Data Trash, 17) 

The construction of the synthetic human is an attempt to enter the Kantian noumenal through the electronic aether, to touch the discorporate
If we follow from McLuhan's assertions that technological media are prostheses of the flesh, we also can posit that these prostheses also circumscribe the body as it becomes virtualized, colonizing it and establishing a discourse of territory.  This is no truer than on the screen.  Sue Ellen Case (Domain Matrix) suggested alternatives to contemporary film theory of the male gaze of the lens to describe the effect of capturing the screen.  Instead, colonizng the computer screen is not defined by the gaze, but by the occupation of screen space, of staking one's ground with windows and graphic representations of the body. 

The territorialization of the virtual through the graphic occupation of the screen can be seen quite readily in many of the graphically-based chat environments.  One of the best examples are the Palace spaces, where users can customize the respresentaion of their on-screen persona with easily obtainable graphics tools.  Upon entering nearly any Palace space, we are returned to the politics of desire or power illicited by Kyoko and games like Duke Nukem and Tomb Raider.   The looks of the customized avatars are almost invariable of cute anime girls, macho guys, or the standard smiley face that comes with the program. But the most interesting occurrence of the interplay of online personae and the territorialization of the screen was at a Halloween party at the Palace Space of the Playboy Cyber club,  Although many of the denizens at the chat donned many of the usual images, and a few actually made images of themselves in costumes, of note was that the Playmates (and Hef himself) sported avatars that capitalized on screen space by utilizing the largest possible image and frequently placing the image in prominent locations in the room.

But then, 'capitalization' on the inscription of the body into the digital has been going on for quite some time.  On a documentary relating to the fashion industry (that I saw about six years ago), the impact of digital imaging technologies on the fashion magazines was being examined.  On large monitors for the time, artists were shown shaving inches off the midriffs of models such as Claudia Schiffer and Cindy Crawford, women with actual figures that have caused countless cases of bulemia and anorexia.  In short, many of our fashion images then are simulacra of the body that are imaged objects of desire with only a close resemblance of the photographed model, fulfilling the adolescent yearnings of the virtual class.  And Kyoko Date fits right in, with her malleable body and endless youth.    

But on the other hand, the Baudrillardian inversion between the body and simulated reality has been around for some time, and an excellent example is that of Disney's Mary Poppins. Mary is dancing with the cartoon penguins; she is the 'real' (as real as Disney ever gets) is placed within the celluloid construct of their Zemeckis – like ToonLand.  But with Kyoko Date, the signification is inverted, and SHE is the ‘real’, yet virtual media icon placed against backdrops of New York, Paris, and Tokyo.  These physical settings are ephemeral constructs of the production studio, ready to call up at a moment’s notice as on-site locations for "'live' appearances by Kyoko.  All we need are some skillful camera technicians and a body glove for motion capture information to be fed into Kyoko's three-dimensional dataset corpus.

Oddly, it seems vaguely appropriate that when we simulate the human form in three dimensions that we digitize the body's movements directly through motion capture sensors worn like a body glove.  In so doing, an analogue is created of the Japanese art of Bunraku, in which artists manipulate intricately crafted puppets capable of displaying a wide variety of emotion and gesture through the use of various levers and controls.  However, instead of manipulating the controls through levers, we merely wrap the controls around us with technicians recording the movements for later use.  The McLuhanist prosthetic metaphor is consistent here, as is also with the genre of first person computer games.         

Contemporary computer games such as Quake, Unreal, Duke Nukem, and Tomb Raider allow the user to enter simulated spaces through the use of a character avatar, which is manipulated through movements of the mouse or other game controller.  Of interest here are the body stereotypes offered as our prostheses.  Frequently, they are power figures, studs with washboard abs and more guns than the local National Guard post (Quake, Duke Nukem), or cute, athletic girls (Tekken 3, Street Fighter 2), or even the indomitable Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider series.  Even though the Eidos Interactive team boasts that Lara is a new positive role model for female gamers, it is of no surprise that countless fashion-model poses have appeared on the covers of magazines like Time Digital().  "Wiser than Yoda, Bigger than Pam", and "Boys like her for her ballast, girls like her for the way she handles a gun", the images on the Internet proclaim; Lara is the perfect stereotype of power and desire.  She's Kyoko crossed with Indiana Jones, a jolt to the adrenals of the adolescent imperatives of Kroker's virtual class.  Lara once again is the unattainable desire object that we can still manipulate to do whatever we want. 

And why should it be otherwise?  In an age of hypercapitalism, icons like Lara and Kyoko offer incredible potentials to the technological determinist businessman.  Ameriican cable television frequently reifies the sales pitch of most 'bang' for the buck with extreme sports and Ladies' Wrestling.  But the advantage of the virtual body over the physical is that it can be used again and again, always handsome, forever high-breasted and lovely.  The 1981 movie Looker foresaw the use of virtual bodies in popular cinema (Johnny Mnemonic, Lawnmower Man) and the maximization of the use (abuse?) value of the digitized body as capital. 

Anyone who has worked fast food for more than two months will know that in any service industry, even entertainment, the most flexible aspect of the businesses' profit and loss ratio is in controlling labor.  In Looker, fashion models disappear after being modified by plastic surgery.  In fact the models are digitized, movement patterns and speech recorded for later use as virtual reality doubles in media productions.  Could we imagine that Kyoko was possibly an actual young Tokyo girl, possibly 'digitized' by the artists at HoriPro?  Probably not, as the media coverage on Kyoko describes a maze of focus groups researching the most appealing features and mannerisms for the largest Japanese demographic.  But it isn't a great leap to imagine the leap from the real-time motion capture computer-generated people like Dev from MSNBC's The Site, or Stu Pickles from the MTV Rugrats special to virtual representations of Sandra Bullock and Arnold Schwarzernegger, never sagging, always appealing.  All we need is to feed the information and the voice to the cyber-body, like the scene in Johnny Mnemonic where the Pharmacom executive uses a virtual human hand puppet to lure the protagonist to a possible doom.  It's no accident that Senor Wences' Hand puppet was named Johnny. Panic Shari Lewis and Lambchop!  The next shift is to plug the effectors and sensors right into the flesh so that we can get one step closer to the fire in the cave.
Stelarc makes the jump in a cybernetic bunraku in which becomes the closed loop feedback puppet for the machines.  Frequently the devices intrude into and clamp onto his flesh, allowing manipulation by onlookers (programmers) and computer algorithms themselves through robotic servos and myoelectric shock.  This is the entry of the cybernetic into the body, and we can do little but to dance to the strings of the program.  "Long live the New Flesh", decries the protagonist of Cronenberg's Videodrome, as body merges with the gun, the video tape, the screen itself. As Stelarc relates, in the movement toward virtualization of the flesh, "THE BODY CAN ONLY RESORT TO INTERFACE AND SYMBIOSIS."  Stelarc has nearly made the jump to the virtualization of the body and nearly becomes a living avatar.  He exists in a multiplicity of forms, on the screen, on the stage, as the anthropomorphic robot in the gallery continents away,  much like Turkle's interpretation of the self while online, but he is not just online.  Stelarc exists as symbiant and parasitic host for the databases and robotic devices that invade and dopplegang his body, heralding the day when we will take that leap of faith and plug our machines into the body, signaling its imminent obsolescence.

For the body to be virtualized, it must be anaesthetized.  As Stelarc writes, "Technology pacifies the body and the world, and disconnects the body from many of its functions…The body may not yet surrender its autonomy but certainly its mobility. The body plugged into a machine

network needs to be pacified. In fact, to function in the future and to truly achieve a hybrid symbiosis the body will need to be increasingly anaesthetized."  We can see this from Captain Picard's assimilation into the Borg.  He does not submit willingly to the implantation of the cyborg implants, and he must be pacified through restraint in order for the process to be complete.  But then, can we not say that the endless hours before Playstation machines, computer screens, and television screens be thought of as a McLuhanesque opiate of the masses?  Perhaps we have been anaesthetized for some time, maybe not physically btu ontologically, and we are already in the process of assimilation.

I Sing the Body Virtual
It is no accident that the acronym for Artificial Intelligence is also the Japanese word for love - Ai.  The Japanese and the technoculture love Kyoko Date; she is one of the first fulfillments of the dreams of the Krokerian virtual class, sex without secretions.  The leaving of the physical to the massive flesh dump in physical, 'meat' space to exist as instantaneous, liquid data, a la Tron.  We no longer exhibit the mechanical limitations of the cyborg and its dependence physicality, the body virtual advances to the realm of the holorg (Hess), or holographic organism.  The popularized data body is malleable like Kyoko, and fluid like the T1000. However, the dream of the virtual technotopia of  the virtualization of the body and/or of the self is dependent on capital.  There must be capital to keep the power flowing, make upgrades and maintain backups of the databanks. 

Max Headroom, the virtual double of reporter Edison Carter in the 80's self-titled television series, is alive as long as the ratings are high and the sponsors keep him alive.  This theme repeats itself in popular media from the corporate mogul held in virtual purgatory on the Spiritual Switchboard in Freejack to the Virtual Media Idol Rei Toei in William Gibson's book, Idoru.  With little variation, the virtual embodiment of human consciousness requires vast computational resources (Johnny Mnemonic), holographic projectors for the appearance of the holorg (Idoru), and these all require the amounts of capital that only large corporations can amass.  Perhaps there may come a time when the consciousness may be transferred or carried in an apparatus the size of the brain. However, most of the popular depictions of this are limited to androids such as Star Trek's Commander Data or Major Kuaanagi from Masamune Shirow's anime classic, Ghost in the Shell.   

One last point of interest in the representation of the virtual human is the dominance of artificial intelligence (AI?) in the media, and not that of an actual transfer of the "soul".  In the infancy of the genre, Kyoko Date was created as the result of many focus groups that examined the maximum appeal for a virtual girl.  She is an assemblage of data from the digital bunraku artists and audience analysis. Kyoko is still a simulacrum of the conscious.  But when we look at her older sister, rei, Toei from Idoru, we see that she is a complex learning neural net that organizes itself from the stuff of the Net.  Max Headroom is merely an engram of Edison Carter's personality, and not a translation of the consciousness like the digitized hacker Flynn from Tron, who represents a relatively unusual departure from the mimetic holorg ontologies of science fiction.  It appears that the best possible condition is to peer through a dark glass into the Gibsonian matrix or create a doppleganger to live there for us, but 'we' are not there, relegated to the flesh dump as our data bodies live in the digital ether.

So we are left in the cave of appearances, beside the phosphor fire of the monitor.  Kyoko flickers on the wall of the cave, alongside Duke Nukem, and Lara Croft.  They beckon us to become like them, to play in worlds of power, desire and vicarious excitement with no permanent pain or death.  We wrap ourselves in sensors to record our motions and allow the machines to infiltrate our bodies to upload the engrams of our being into the Matrix. But, the representation of the virtual body at best only allows us to live in multiplicity, but never to make the shift to that of pure data.  We are left in the perpetual flesh dump of the cave, as our avatars move, jump, and dance as we make digital shadow play on the wall with our joysticks and mice, incident bodies only tangential to virtual existence. 

