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The increased popularity of the Internet ffnvite;.&ﬁe'p@sg{@if;’f}( of ré;ﬁaf:lgag
ing familiar activites in a new: médiim. Sex s one suehiactivity—an age-old
topic with a new Cybertwist. The new technologies, of elelsy

: mputermediated
communication allow us to éxamine the nature of, human itteractiontin a

uniquely disembodied environmient that potentially transforms the nature
of salf, bo{:ijx, and .sftuatfon-.: Sex—fundarsentally 2 i :

an ideal situatior for exarmining thés kinds of petential transformations. In
the disembodied context of onsline interdction bot bodies and sefves are
fluid symbolic constructs eMErgent iri: Cormmunication and ate défined by

sociocultural standards. Situations: sucki‘as these are Suggestive of issues
refated to contéiripofary transgiessions of the empirical-shell of the baody,
potentially reshaping bdd){'~fquelﬂ;q-§cjcfaf—wor[d' ;é!a't{éﬁs’@jbs; ’

ceming with! biological
plicitly contradicts

; i based cybersex
s an experiente. that simulates tactile: séx thiough aHontag

thatex

its form.! Like traditioral print pGto, arid Vidéo pos

lontaqtile’ medium, In chat-
based cybersex, semiotic icons emergein a process of corfimtnication and replace
. po . M : T L ; Lt

all interactions béf#{ieén- pE:OPie ' ;
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Similar to phone sex, chat-based. cybersex is purely communicative. There are no
copresent bodies, actions; fouches and (unhke phoue sex) spoken wtards or utter-
ances—ithe whoIe of the expenence emerges in: tyjped wm:ds that represent actmns
touches, arid utterzmces Fot thlS reason; on-lme chiat enwro_nments rqpresent an ul-
timate expenem:e of dxsembedzment (WaskuI and: Deublass 1997) This is part of
the erotic appeal of cybersex typed words necessézi[y ommumcate taken-for-
granted actions, movements, tomantic settmgs and utteran s, In cybersex the erot-
icism of detaﬂed intimate descmptlon and commumcatton re;glaces the physxcal
pleasures of sexual mtercourse.

Because cybemex e‘*phcxt{y contradicts its form,part ot its erouc appeal emerges
from this contradmﬁxon F urthermore by pressmg the. corporeal e}{penence of seX-
ual intercoufse through the dxsembodled medinm of computer uetwlork technolo-
gies, a McLuhanesque transformaﬁon alters cyberse*{ nte: somethmgidlffereni%an
experierce that we may call séxuial ¢ ‘oitercourse.” I sexual qutercaurse, semmiotic
icods (ifi this cage typed WOl‘dS, emotmns; and utterances) represent and replace
corporeal sexual: mtel:ceurse Whereas the gleasuxes of, conporeal sexdal intercourse
are encapsulate l4n physmal contact the pieasures of cybersex ate encapsulated in
erotic text commumcatmn Tius sfudy examines the nat‘ure of fhese cybersexual
semiotic icons. A.nd in the context of on-line cammumcaﬁ@n enwmnments we
raise questions regardmg tradmonally conceived relatwnshaps among bomes
selves, and sogiety. :

SELF, BODY, S.CIETY SEX, AND THE PROBLEM
OF Vi RTUAL EXPERlENCE

Most people-interpret sexual mtercourse as a bodily activity; yet we recognize that
the sexiral mterplay between bOdJBS has nelther a ﬁxetiner a necessanly normative
state: Sexual;ty cazl assume a. stuxmmg range of exé; sion betWeen mdmduals In
fact, sexuahty is such a cemplex and mulﬁ.faceted dlme‘, jon - BF: human ekperience
because: sexual expressmn is rooted’""' the mterplay between the selves that we are,
selves-in relation to our physmal bodxes and ourseives srtuated in a sociocultural
context ’Ihese thiee. aspects of self: together form ‘the coré of : any sex’ual encounter
and converge to form exphcﬂ: bodyf-t eelf»to~soc1ety relatlonshlps “qhen consider-
ing human sexuai activity, Yet each of the | components of th1s‘ body—seif—soclety rela-
tzonshxp is fundameutaﬂy dlStl]lCt we mterpret and respon _dlfferenﬂy to each.

The self is‘a syznbohc referent of & human bemgma ﬂmd systein of ineanmgs that
refers: 10 the person. These meanings enierge only t]]rough mterrelaﬁonshlps with
othiers in the context of partmular social s:tuatlons Toles;. am:l encounters In other
words; a self emerges only £ as one mteracts w1th angthier: and: transfers the mean-
ing(s) of those actions to thxs person Selfhood is multtple and dynam;c A self can
change (or be changed) as one moves from. sxtuanen to; sn:natlon mle to role, place
to place, deve[opmental stage to develc}pmental stage. A.ll persons; ‘enact a wide

- range of selves, as we are one thing to oné person and somiething else to another.
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The body, howevyer, is ot aimply a fluid set of meanings. Itiis an. emplmcally veri-
fiable-and ObjBCtIVEIY real thing. Unhke selfhood the, bcdy mamfests itself in obyec-»
tive qualities that oceupy space and tm:te A such the ph: 'sxcally venﬁable corpo»
real body has at least two fmportant functzons in. tradﬂsmn al n.ceptmns of selﬂmod
First, becanse selfhood is muluple dynannc, and ﬁmd & éuSness of per~
sonal identity has caused itto be comi cofic ‘wed m concrete form as coexten-
sive with the physmal body” (Daws 1983-:112) _' omiidnly assc ;
systems of meaning to the. coiporeal body that: eollectively cb‘ﬁip“"éé the Self. Or, as
Goffiman (1959253) descrlbes the “bndy merely pmwde[s] the peg ot winch some-
i:hmg of coﬂaboratlve manufac:ture w1ll be hung for'a tihe” Accordmg to tradx»
tional Western V:Lews a body p::owies the “peg” ont whlch te agsociate or affix a sta-
blé set of 1 meamngs that we: cc)mpxehend asa person

Second, the corporeal body, more- than the stable “thmg” to which. W& associate
flaid: systems of meanmg that collectweiy cop" ei‘Ath& self, is. alsa: commoniy con-
ceived as that which cam‘ams the self. In Spi the ﬁmd1ty uf selft[oad the fixed
and veritable existence of a physma] body alwaysf'hmﬁs the rdnge. ef selves that an
mdmdual may enact Although the human body g decsrated and; otherwwe altered
~ along a seemmgly infinite: range fhe body stzli !umts seIf-to somaluworld relatmnv
ships. We know, for. example that. to have a. male or fema]e-b y'évxll exert a strong
influence on the range ‘of potenhal self~enactments avajl to the ;person Aim
though boches are modzﬁed and self—enactments vity greatly, the physmal existence
of one’s body restncts the | range of one’s: selfhood

The body exzsts as an’ lmportant and- fundamental element e:f selfhooci—-mstrua
mental {0 oiir sense of bemg, who we thmk we are and wh" \ thers attnbhte t6 us.
“Being a body constltutes the. pxmclple behmd Our- sep 1 : s’;frem one another
and’ behmd our iaersana}, presence Ou hmdlly emst’ence stands at the forefront of
personal 1dent1ty and mdmdua y2 {: ) :

; ar nship between selﬂm@d ami one’s: body, there is also
an unportant relauonsmp betw f.one’s body and sociefy, As Stone (1995) sug-
gests, the body is the lmambrguaus core of 1. cen~for~gran.ted cancepuons qf a cofl-
prehensible persen and politicall recogiiized: citizen. For this 1
understand and fnferpret self-tosk
to- soczal«world reIatzonsinps: Ty exg:rt an . mdepex}d nt mﬂUeucek Fer e:mmple,
Ioosely intetpreted, Foucault 8 Dzsezplme and Punish: (1979) and i tory of Sextial-
ity (1978) indicate that bcady-to soc:lety reiatuanshms aré mgmﬁc a‘l{tered in con-
junction with the emergence of new mterpreuve dxscourse‘ i shl:fﬁng power
relatmnsths in sar:lety Dr.scxplme ard Pumsiz‘lexa.mnes a.sh ‘punmjlments that

took the farm of abuses tor thie- body (eg ,gihangmg, _decapzta o:‘ 'burnmg, Jletc) to

restnctmns of freedom and hherty that inflict suﬂenng on the. _elﬂThe boek itlus-
trates the emergence of a few discotrse for body~to—soczety relanonshlps that facil-
itated a change from bodlly oriented perceptmns (e, the body as the whole of the
person) to mindly orientations (1 & the mind. as the' whola of the sem Simitarly,
Foucault’s History of Sexuality illustrates how the producuon of an ever igreater

ody relahonshlps i the coﬁiéxt of t broader bc:dyv '
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quantity of dlscourse about sex resulfecf in mpoﬂant shlf‘cs in the mtersecnons and
influences amoh self; biody, sou and socwtﬁ L
'Ihts perspecn_ve sugpests that we negotate e_,lﬁhoofd ac:cordmg to prevailing in-

! reszdes 111 the Goﬁfxi:aman : 968a) “craclcs:” between the re-

i present a fundamental
the prpcanons margms
68&) Goffman vividly
and society; wherein the
f i3 everyday hfe in 2 sociocul-

elament of pezsenhoed the expetience of. Which i
between body-to-socx iL -
captures this. kmd of tnadx rela.uomhlp' A
body plays as in the ﬁegotzatq of:
tural framigwark of pejorative meainngs -

The body Tepr citts the gmu:nded referent of selficed: The body is a necessary
condmon for all.of actt' L:inte: -act:xon ('Stranss 1993) “Tt is'thie medium thmugh
which each. persoﬁ tak” in and gwes out: LGowledge about the worId, ob}ect, self,
others, and even about his nr her ow body” (Merieaw?anty 11962 quoted in
Strauss 1993 108-9) The. body is a: medium for_the selfman agent tm the self; the ob-
ject of action; and the_; ful uof some‘eal ‘eactmn -

e only:éymbahc s eprgsentaubné of bocheé (at

i

‘vthm camumcatmn th . ady isd ft _ft the keyboard be-
hmd the SCene of the mt act ons that trans ire; pari arel
ied. Becansgno, physmall venffa' "’le or empmcaﬂy measurable
in cybgrspace, actmns and i intetz

JHVe : g _dns_f;appearance,'
somal worlds tradmonal 'stmmphons bout. seifan" 0

] ] i g '"both‘ bddles and selves
emst only as socxaily constm }ed representatmns—-wsets : meamngd that emerge in
a process of’j mteractlom -

'In light of the lmportant Iole: efuthe 'body m tradmanal conceptmns of selfhood,
the msembodled nature of- oit<line . mteratne: presefts 1deal condmons for. exaini-
nation of body~ o-self~tc) ﬂma];éw‘ Jats! 1ships; F ,emacre' ‘b'e;i:amse sex is dmong
the most embodied of alt i 3 able actmtles an: actmty that fociises on an interplay
betweér boches, sex is the 1 peg QH. wlnch we; h' geur brisf exam.matxom of body-to-self-
to-social-world relatlonsths reuealed in, camputer-memated forms of Ie1su;re social in-
tefaction. This study examines the very means by which expenences of “self” and
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) v:i'tual expenence

A Dramaturglc:al Approach to the Problem ef Vlrtua! Real ity

Many schoiars haye chscussed ‘the: dxﬁﬁcultxes of assessmg_whatus real” with re-
gard to the unique ituations poséd. by électrohic media ironments (jsee Altheide
and Snow 1991 8. &yko 1993 ‘Eta 1986 Zembavel chalar& of computer»
mediated commumcatlon have oted: how these prob]ems :
environments ¢f on-hne Socral worlds (see 191
Torkle 1995). Out of these on’mlogmal ch £
emerged n the Iemcon of both popular and ac:a ermc disésé urse Although it: has be~
come: commom prac:nce to refer to : 'd'- enwmnmeﬂts as “vir-
tual 4 this’ term reﬁects an. overs1mphﬁed understandmg andioverlooks fhe complem
nuances of v:rtual reahty : :

Laurei offers an ﬂlummatmg perspactlve on vm?uai e,;penences

mstance,may be: one'th' S I _‘;re_al orld eqit alent, b
iis representation allows us o respond tOdt 45 1 it wer

15 that: a]low.persons to

To Laurel, mtual “thmgs” : it :
tilal’ merely refers to thmgs

respond to- them as if tlaey'w ‘e;- phySI
situations, and expenences that Bre: dls ated- i
real; they ds riot necessamy raw=referﬂnce'from nior dreithe
that which ¢an be' empmcally verified or that jhich

X'Ifci-:a'ssarﬂy 2 parf of,

proach to vu’cuahty xs qmte szmﬂeng: '
may berrow from’ Goffman (
ments i Is product of a sceue th '

their consequences Like elemc,' ts of '
may not have ary objective’or empirical 1
exert redl mﬂuence that al.lowswpe‘ e 1 to- respond to: th
eliciting these respnnses virtugl ¢ 85" AsSume & pragriat ¢ Xpe e
ity that transcends the frame of the empmcally redl. Indeed, :hethéi: virtuél- or oth-
erwise, all realmes are.far more than A merg collecuon of ﬂ:ungsi
and it is the process of production that is. imiportant,

Approachmg cybersex in tIus framewaork, this study-does. niot cbnqerﬂ iitself di-

yet’ a5 :fepresentatrous they
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rectIy with the; empmcaﬂy_“real” pe,rscms or “real”
the orgasms behmd the il 53R

: 0f bemg responded to “as
dy ann_ elfhogd that emergei in these circum-
dy ist t £ onments dislocate the
AT »espect, they are “vir-

d : | ,al,un-ime comimum-
y a.How for tha enactiment of 1 & fozmis of selfhood
rel tionships: digs :elves, and social situa-
or hat i , p améng bodies; selve; and ,_oc1a1 mteractton when
selfhood is mtuat.!onally fieed From: ﬂl& empmcal'shelL Gf the bmdy‘”

i they wete real” a,n,di
stauc:es Whaf_ls unportan to thlS stu

RESEAR(,H MET H@DS

We used firsthand q\uahtatwa"'
ticiparit observamens WEre ¢on téd in a wide Vanety @f sevuaﬂy oriented on-line
chat forums on cém;r_l ST Vers, Intemet Relay Chat buIleiml boar.d systems,
and the World Wide Web. Intemews were the primtary sdiigce of data collection,

‘ Ervisy ed in the chat fortims of a latge commeércial
alled “chat rocms”) arg electromc computer-
nj '-ers (most oﬂen.called “screen names”

“reaI tn:nef’ (real-ttme i§ an aﬂzmttedly‘é:un 5
othe: time there is: quever m gener_ g T

Catt Ie T .eneitotheougomgdls i Chat channe i
be mformal arid! Ioosely organized arourid t@pxcs fo ssxan (fot ifurther discus-
31011 on the uature‘ of d:; hat;, see _askul and D; g]ass 997) ;
éreas exphmtly devoted t' g

s ink 't ded’fo 7 th pUrpos X
cessed 'I‘.‘hese chat chaum 8,645y, 10 1dentrfy be 5& thé: camed such COnSplc-
uous titfes as *Looking fof Cyber “Hot M i in Search.of Cyb Fun » and “SeXy DD
Blonde for: Gybier M 'We:had ne particular criteria, T sele J

All 6f these chat aréas were “publzcly” avaﬂable 1o dnyone
tem. We did not access sexually exphclt chat are_ wheie: pdrty ants mtended to
canre out “pmrate” eIectromc spaces (e g, meni ‘_,ersl:up .hased on'—]me sex locatmns,
privaté chat TOOmS, or chat channcls that réquire secrat passwords) In each of these
chat channels parﬂmpants made 16 effort to hide the e}i:phcr't sexual purposes of
their communication: forums,

' thods to conducttms;esearch Intemews and par-

;
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The Interview: Process

in each chat chamlel We: bmeﬂy stated the- research --mtent, sohcxtnﬁg volunteers
via real-time pnvate message ; qziest for mtem was met w1th hostxhty
from chat partlcnpants we ) i hat ~md ha::assmg pattici-
i ' 1o, paz:ncxpants respont}ed

1

Once parhcxpants conta ed; us hy pnvate\ messagss they were debmefed on the
nature of the study, gua::an edr anomyl_mt v (éven the agt screen name or nick
was deleted from the text of the i i : iew), And: gwm an appertumty 16 asl; ‘ques-
tiods; a real-time- oini-lipe int rvigw: would folIow Respondents were told that they
could mthdraw from the m,t _ atia

_ 8 onversatzonal'sty' !‘o ' 1
conve;:sa’uenal styla‘allowed for: ths. dlSC[ISSIGH of issues’ _‘om the pammpants’ per-
spectives, a:nd a.[though the rssearcher may. have Qccaszonaﬂy refocused ithe conver-
sations, tHe dlrectwns of the convers_atlons Were: not restncted :

Nonstandardized mterw"'mg'ali wed:for, ﬂembﬂlty' anci a: free—ﬂow:i.ng format
: and- fami "a:rsty'for the artlmpaﬂt Pexhaps most
iéwing'is a method, that st dzrecﬁly parallels
the: mformal comrezsananals ture oEmost dn‘lme chiat 1T

, 3 7 "‘bersex aqd how par-
ticipants mterpret these events. We d1d not m. any, _fay aftempt tey gam Idersonal in-
formation abouf the partlcz ‘ants themselves. We. did: 0ot a8 "tl'ge"' ‘name, gender,
age, occupation, or any other tjrp al demog:rapmcs We did:ho ’ttempt, to contact
parﬁcxpants by ph@ne [o} request: meét in’ Persom. Early- th 'mtemew process
we quickly discovered that ‘When asked about, “actial” 106d; parucxpants
were unwzmng to. gwe dlrect answers a_ud Would sonﬁeﬁmss_, ','tmue the mter-
view (for more mforma‘tion on thzs problem see Myeis 19873 e'demded to d1s—
continue. askmg pa.rtimpants for such mfermatmn pnmall ) cause. the purposes
of this research did riot: require it Qur research does 1 not dlrectljﬁgqncerni its’e]i with
the md1v1duals involvéd with- cybersen I_nstead the focu is 1 the, o;i-hqe environ-

‘ment in which. mdmduals createa context for the experience ;:)f cybersex Henee; to

contextualize this study one: must. look t@ the charactenstacs af the computer-medx«
ated environment, its uses and: pmposes for computerumedxated mteractlonu—not
the qualities of md1v1duai partm:pants

Furthermore, the body s role cybersex is behind the scénés of intéractions—

28
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something participants seemed to nnderstand In our mtcmews gartmpants rarely
raised the sub;ect of “real" bodxes It seemed th"t‘: ﬂlBSe pazﬁmpants fourd it more
nnportant to have a,scene : reenithar Hon:

: &: St two Nnon; tandariized e~mterv1ews
were conducted Imtla}ly, we canducted and an"-' yzed- thirt tW mtemews. Later,
we conducted an addmonai thir mtemews to: checlc th.e yalidity and eiabora’ce on
idéas that' emerged ﬁrom OUr analyms

Bias and Ethigal |ssués

In spite of the “pubhc” accessxblhty of these cyber:sex forums, partmpan‘ts can
(and do) have “pnvate exp ;u:es in- fact, this study focuses on precisely these
kinds of experiences. As distusséd by Kidg ¢ '996) and Waskul ‘and Dauglass {1996)
the pubhc accessxblhty of the "’,»edmm de es ot preclude pnvate mteracnans Inter-
actions like these: pose potennél e ~. 'd;umque ethn:al TESPO mbﬂlues for
the researekher. Obivjously, it would b thical toi observe ening. pammpants en-
gaging in cybersex mthout ’ehelr enaw 1ge and‘ pe}:cmssron We also lqeheve that it
is unethical to conduct m:t«ima resed ;in such a {ay as: to overﬂy and knomngly
dlsrupt the conte*:t of 013.355 i arch In on—hne StUﬁIE‘S' _ese: "chers must take care

m’edium. Im th?; ‘coi:{iio:t 0

' ttmg& 'I‘o maﬂfzte a part:cx-
pamt’s pefcewed sense afpf acy IS td aI r and/ destray-ihe 'charactensmcs of the
medmm that a!low cyberse :

as.g gz_ven, th
nons mcludmer the possibﬂzty" of harassm pérsons who:
and: our ethical comitrest asly: ment'ionw
Secand, because we madend attempt to’ gain intoimation
thie anonymity of the medmm we have ne: way to de rmifie
our samp}e and thexefom we cannot’ dete" B

: ‘the‘tpselves mthm the .‘ ";a_me of what we may call
the “normatwe sexual populaﬂon heterosexials p.-,’ 2 terested in- various
forms of “straight sex?). However afonymity. was mpertant to these, partlmpants
and respecting that Anonyriity-was fundarnenital; ta data collegtion.

We ac:k:nowtedge these potential soutces of bias and; h}:mtat:ton& However we
can justify our method of data collection b@th ethzcally anid pracucally First, our
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ethical commitment to presemmg the: privacy. of our- parhcxpants rather than
merely to adhere to f‘ldeal" methods: c)f data COHBCth , justifies. these raéthods. Sec-
ond; data coﬂection; fc)r this. study ses: soIely om th e “atmn of self aiid body
in tha on~h11e commu 'cancm enwrdnment,. rathe than o the happenmgs of “ac

attempts to gam that‘ mfcarm _n mtmhuce a new source of mféu)or of | persons
willing to d:sclose themselves ard sae _"ﬁce theu' AN 0Ny "'ty to the reseelrcher Bias
occurs in ezthex: approach leen teliig ethiib 'éspcﬂmbl ty, the mpeﬂance of ano-
nymity to parnmpants, and the mtroducnon cf bias feg; "se,ef our methodologz-

cal approach; we- beheve that these methods are esser ak té the. aims. of our study.

Translatmg and Repartmg Data from On- !tne !nterw@ws

On-line mteractlon is a form Gf commumcanon that one can accurately descmbe

i lconventmns, soine

”[]nrd on- lme chat envu:onmeuts.ahnest alwaysr‘e
neous conversatxons. When T.hlS ocbursi th. messages that appea::: ) 'one lme of chat
communication may 0r may not be r.elated to what ap"” ars in. the prevmus or fol-
lowing lines. As a consequeut:e it 15 often necessary to'sift th_u eugh DUMETOUs unre-
lated messages in order to follow dny one of many ongmﬁg'conversatlons Quotmg
data from these discussions verbatn:n would mevztably lead to the mclusmn of nu-

up‘?” zs oﬁcaswnally -

a "uluphcxrty of sm:mlta- ]
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MEerous unrelated mes§ages that wauid certamly be unner:essary Jan& chstractmg to
the reader of thrs study
For, these zeasans? we ed_:ted the ﬁndlngs of ooy studres:for

rlesearch purposes
Hawever, at ng- trme dld W alte :

amrmnar and syntax
S I prmted text to
ng (except where

e.p per punctuauon for
5; € Sy 6 "'terVrcws that Tequiré the
researcher to add pun amon we mus gt d].{y‘o lir] text in th}s Way in order to
use it effecuvely as f dmgs i any $tin ia ses in whrch we collected
data from srfuancns ' rivolvetl mulitiple: ‘ori-line chsc:ussmns, we deleted all i ir-
relévant messages from: the quoted ﬁndmgs We d6 a6t beligve t'hat thesé modifi-
cations faisrfy or “massage” the dara but are nébessaryfor the tﬂansiatlon of data
into research ﬁndmgs

CYBERSEX THE SiMMELlAN ADVENTURE (DF OUTERCOURSE

The: ﬁrstfully t'uncncm,al te,ledﬂdomc system will be a ¢ mmumcatron device, not
a sex machine. You- Wﬂl _meably 1ot Use érot elepr & techno{lo gy in order
to hav¢ sexual expen ces w1t11 machme Se e (B 1eril fo'have sex-
1€ people;: at a: chstance, inations and cenﬁgura-
t:oms uudreamed of by pre cybemettc voluptuaﬁes Rhemgold V‘rﬁual Realiey)

Cybersex is a form Qf ' taauthnred mteractlve emtlca (Rexd 1994) It is a Wntten con-
articiparits tr: "Aedr' 'ed commumcatron en-

, 1zed Intera irena-fa oty axpen&nce n the ano-
nyrmty of electromc gce mdmduals engage" £ Teast one other parmcrparrt aﬂd
type ératic actmns ltteramees f_e;ehngs and- dtoone ano!‘ther Like phone
sex, cyber;sex entads a,p JCess ofpravokmg, pI__ymg eut sexual en~
counters thrmugh a Smg ALt K]

__ it onmtb the very small expenentral space of a
te,;rr mediﬁﬁ:r' fSténe 1‘99 : smgle channel csf ébnse?mteracnve.text compresses
and conveys the e enor:mou ' ange 6 b bod:ly sensahons af:
(gestures appearances, 'expréssmns, odors,: utfer"
Consequently; as many’ particigants indicité
great deal of sexualehteracy and commﬁmcatron sk

5y and phys;lcai sensatrons)
gnnd ¢ cyﬁersex requires a

An actlve unagmanon and expanswe vocabulary help Usmg precimtable. ‘expres-
smns is & httle ho—hum Iust saymg “T want to suck youi dick™ 15| unhl,:ely to
arouse many people :

There are only so indny doohs. and mim hmmrns .you can Lype
Good typing skills and creativity are fundamental for the scene to come off Well
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in cybersex, whiet i is not; surpnsmg cons1denng the chalience or compressmo such
an intensge expenence mto text‘.'.
Cyberse*t eccurs 111 0;:1~11ne' hat enmonments that many acknowledged as rela-

1pa.nts, Emergentl oin
sex par‘ampants feel httl

portant e:lement of cybersexu encoﬁnters

Cybersex aHElWS the- f:reedom of sexual expressmn Cybersex allgws a person to
be whoever or Whatever they want to bell

g on: th' ‘mystery af: it: Not knomng who'is rea.l}y on the
y b anythmg Imay : 'i" b triath; and live out
‘Iows you to be‘w:th whq ever ycm Wautmna mhsztions.

fully toy with alternatwe vzcanous expenenue '

§ expenences (hka 3

Someumes I pretend I’m & woll an, I’ve aIs 0 mv o
fes: e ' es.. .. iIr allows: you to take

I¥’s not real PeopIe: can ta!;e any zdentﬁy they ‘want, and they do Pimpie Lie
about who they are; to creat&seXual lllusmns '

I deleted my prevmu& screen name because I med somethmg that went beyond
my normal comfort range ) . o ;

:

It's more anpnymous; Aud you can dlsappeax much easwmf it cioesnt wm:lc well.

L

Anonyxmty in con]uncmcn Wlth the power tQ delete and e-create mcks contrib-
ttes to the emerfgence of a soc1al env:.ronmeat in whl, rt:tmpants feel frée t0 ex-
periment. with new social roles: and presentatlons of se_ Parﬁmpants tend to per-
ceive these interactions as a kind of “self- -game” (Waskul and Douglass 1997} in

_:f'f':
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which anonymous lexsure mteractmns become 4 form: of. recxeatzon and communi-

catlon play By “seif-game we generaliy refer to f;arms £ amusenient simulation,

or recreahmn that mvolve the" tion. of 1de_‘;tu:y,' 'ch ‘acter; or quahnes of the
; “We.engo it more ia,sema felks enjoy bndge?

‘ ' e ~'Eé111men, "’

an extent we aIl engage. in _e[fmames‘; any hme we'
oursélves as. this- or—tha : df'of perSGn (e. gata ] 1
ever, we take thJs expenence to an overﬂy , .eVel for ﬁhe Iﬁurposes ef the
sheer amusemént or pleasure that. these self-ait‘ _.atmns can/ pmwd& (e.g., many on-
line cybersex parﬂcxpants) :

On:line chat envitonments allow: partxczpants to intera
atray of socxally construgted [ personae, with: ADiNECEss;
is veritable, “Fhis observatmn however, i i_&mg il : o'nl;y lliav'a AUmMerous
scholars exammed the: ﬁfuzdrty of Selﬂmod in the ¢oiifext, .GF cyberspace (see Jones
1995; Myers 1987; Reid 1991, 1994_ tone 1995 ’I‘urkle 1995“Waskul and Douglass
1997), biit in man}r mgards th1s kind of fluidity angd self-mulhphczty 1s not unique to
the on-line emvironment: A “cybel;self,” HIGS any self; is s:{tuamanally defined; Per-
sons “have” ag mauy seives as they have meamngful &tuatzozts to m{er:act in. What
makes on-line environments; umque is how the remeieness @f a phjrsmal body ex-
pands the- ﬂmd1ty of self»enactment&

When on-line one gan not only. enia
beyond an individiral’s range of possi

ct;.mth others from a wide
mmltmemt to that which

Tokina

a muitlphmty of selves but also enact selves
ity dueio cénstramts the: thFlcal body nor-
mally imiposes: As a Fesult; on-liné leisure Sommuns Atiod envifonments present an
oppormmty for a hyperﬂuldity of seli-endctinents due tor the ab_rhty ‘to trapscend
gender skin pigment,’ dge,, wmght aud all other socially mi ngfiil charactensncs
of the physmal body In thls cantexf all ﬁxed bcadﬂy fea- es become variables—
self—selected mteracﬁun utensﬂs m‘ the enactment of & se!f———not taken—forng: anted
constants or glvens. o : :

To: say. that cyberself enac' nén; rreveai'the pc)t ta.
lessen’ their expenentlal ifport i
symbohcm-a u,ecessarﬂy ﬂu
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ncliide - that cy“b@melﬂl ‘ ér;i'yﬂ:f{éés} meam.ugful than
other forms of seif—enacn;p at-perhipsmore tiansitors more lm:un'ﬂ but not nec-
: acipants Claim o ) “'sexual techmques, dlS-
COVer new: sexual tum-ons, zmd quanqusly expenence sexua.l arousai i ways that they
would not (or could not) expenen:ce in “real” face«to«face sexuai encounters. Conse-

queritly, the experience is not only meamng;ful but aIso sameﬁmes Inghly valued:

With cybersex I learned dbout stuff: 1 didn’t know, hke, maybe how to gdo some &
things better. Everyone should try it

T N T
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Since I've started chatting with pedple on-hne, Tve been Walkmg around in this
perpetual state of arousall It’s. Wonde_ LT migan, per .never eudmg, 'm
aIways thml:mg about se‘- Coming, up wi new-:&eas._' Ii other peoples’
fantasies and expressmns*and learmng thmgs I never !cn. ¥ emsted’ ?

“Vlrtual” or "fantasy” and
- Outsid .assumed:reahnes of every-
he expe"‘ encel is mear g’fu! and hjghly vai-
ads ical, Iio ,'.eve tlus a ‘arent mconsmtency
sit enn the' W

Aithough somig descr;be cyberse_,;, i terms sagh as
might consider it experientially liminal (i:e:; out

day life), partlmpants often m'szst tha
ued. On'the. surface this. app {
mal{es perfect: sense Whe

asa f_orm .o_f e;ﬁpér‘ience; 'J;‘Q Slmmelth : d‘szentuxe 13 a- f_er' : xj)enencmg that n-
volves “droppmg out of. the contmmty ofi fe.,.in ccmtrast t0; that mteﬂockmg of
Ilfe-lmks . Although an a' nture falls outs:de thie éo ext of hfe it\remains con-
hd iof ifé Whlch determings its. begmmng and end ac-
o formatx powers gnd ;cmt" -. conuqent——also dc-
dcent t (Simme]: 1911_quoted in Levme 1971: 189)

“’Ihe advenmre is an e"penence that occlizs outside: the context of taken-for-
grarited everyday life. Yet by, being: eutmda daﬂy ¢ mientxons the expenence
umquely allows persons tn.synfhes;za campreheﬂd A
everyday ex penences that “the adventu:ce” stands ay
Cohen and Téji{or '(‘-1 xtend Simmel’s” “adve:nt'_i e
that sex and fantasy culrum,, t'e in “acuwty.en"laves” b
safe place for ldentlty wonjk apart‘ froht i mxzed r
fantasy and sex cail be “cultwat

regarded a8 aA actlvrty
life’” (C‘ahen and ’I’ayl" ¢ 1
twlty enclave " THe a.ﬂonym
W1th both the fahtasy ‘

ourselvesos 'e away from everyday
b Isex ceit i

l:thys, poienha]ly cre-
é struct‘ures‘ Ak

ates ﬂ'ee spaces fgr' 1deni1_ ¥ WOT]
hfe, there is an m_ - relat

3} pjta 0  theit “virtual” and:
cau.se of them One parhczpanf states ver},r cleaﬂy haw ¢y
ence of Siminelian adventure ~-an acfzmty enclave—-——m ‘
prowde a ccmtext for renegotlanng self

Whether a guy or a girlsends me.a pnvate mesgage and wants to. talk;it’s usually
Very ex xciting, T am 32 years old and: thmk I am ‘only:now I achmg my;sexpal
piime, and I don’t know that Tid hdve discovered certain’ tfhmg about | myseif
without it. I neyer thought I dould'be so fee with my cmotmns and fantasxes
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‘physmal bodles cybeme' is. still & body- game. enacted bypa
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and 1t’s gven spﬂled over finto. o 7 redl hﬁe I mean, now T.fesl free zzgout tallmg
oli ' : pénly, now that Tive dis

Y p d
, t (w Iu bas:ca.lly is What I’m domg ‘here, talkmg to a
n.ameless faceless persan, ie: MEI) ‘

_enal baggage of face to-
pan_ts percewe cybemex as

commumcatmn play “an ergpencnc 7 Am ii
face sexdees nof ce;mp ::a.t e_ yment: Therefor
| i réason; particips
tmn between cybersex and “réal §ex” that usiderlies the gxpé
“advénture”: B

I guess the r¢ason'] do: lie] i I5 bee;ause itis g sa.fe e
saxually To expenm Dt whi

with a new ges , 5 is alsq a'way to e exmte;d sexuaﬂy

withou thie D : : j:'ls p::esen’ in face:—to—faca enceunters; It is
a Way to: -EXDress youiself ; sexual y‘ in a'wdy yau may not f.eel comfortable doing
ina relanonshjp

é
For me, cybersex i 15 -an-oppoitusity to give someone, elét ':sttmulat{on and Fulfill-
-ment in about the safest Way -ﬁler.e i nght noww,no eammﬂzneuts np dzseases

just good clean nasty fuu

fAcung out of fantasmscan be vm‘y healthy and therapeuuc

!
It can aqtually heip your reai 3% hfem It heIps yau. a6, 'j'_'jgs that you; rmg,ht find

difficit to do in reak s sexi Try thitngs ot Agtually fizd but what the opposite
sex likés: o o ;

prets cues on that prete Sexua S, the ontext of cybersex up-
holds’ the bas;c triadic body:to-se omaI-WOrId relanons_ E)esp:te the lack of

prevaﬂmg socmculm_rai intery : qurses, As 6:116 respon‘deng,_states “It’s a !
paradax. People say thiat whtal theyhk : 'about [cybersex} i§ thiat people:ate riot judg:
ing them by their appearance, but: after. age/sex checks s thie first thmo everycne

wants to Imow” B

Cybeﬁseié and the Seci-af ‘Pr@duc”ziﬁnl of thé Virtual ‘B‘Edy

B Ay e e

&

The hyperﬂmd:ty of selfiood; afforded by the absence of a: corporeai body, does
not eliminate the important role of the body in on-line sexiial interaction. In fact,




nie of Ll'ule most: funda-
) , ——quesnons ‘t.hat Ate. unﬂecessary or seem inap-
propnate in face-t facemt rdetion. :
SICe ¢ etermme how 4 petsoi: “Idoks
participant. Rather, appearances d nd entitely on ‘inf
choose fo dzsclose Or; a5 eng, part “ipari sfates' ‘What' -qu read: what you get.”
Because this conventmu.ﬁ“ bot from; any
mamfestatlon itis transfom:led:_ t@ omplete sym '
fest m words that emerges ron [ '

walnmengmssed
s oﬁ;Whén the corpo-

; omplsfe cont:col of
""‘:Icmd of “release

-'Iherem _ugender
mﬁnmtles. There are oniy.mmd Is thiig htopx !

This happy vlsxon g ST '
mains common curre'_ c
technoiogmal innavati

ges’ not stanci dp
; gsonable to sug-
Cif . present.any” dy they chéase, they will
be more likely to db sp"igi a ;;ﬁailjiar Supp'bfﬁfé of the situatipnal self they are cur-
rently enacting; Thése on-hne self~enactments are’ dramatﬂrglcal penformances that
do not materialize out of thin air: Ranher they OCCur.on m aphencal stage that con-
tains scripted socmcultural performances to Wh_l(‘:h partxcxpants terid to adhere.
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. _ “«able but as a prereq—
‘_:the r:hsembo d ed on-lme context: confings,
- ‘,,ex', a3 Io'_rlé é‘s"i‘élaﬁéﬁsﬁi-bs-rf?ﬂi&in. 0?3:»-‘1"" 52 D) clpants never so much
as ee each; other; regardiéss.of sy : change; The self, the body,
and the whnIe scefie: of mteractlo’ ed _eonsensual hallucmatmn
(Gibson 1984 subs ntiated and: vz :
other disembdied particizan; 4
the other iy al",egeﬁatedfagreemen t

7 dines:the: esi;ces expectauons, and
respondent sqccmc__ i

cc}mmumcétxen alli txe togei:her ; I
to sidestep culmral spexifi 15

QDS ﬁq'x.t does nét'sib-
vert these concepts {(Reidi1994;

p;*esentatxon does

ﬁea from

'!:he smgma.

t
E

: v1rtua1 bady: that sugports a {;ybexself enact-
t ontmg,_mm j‘p"rescm : _iards of beauty
: absgnce of fat, ugly
'e_xampie, these typ;-

anonymuﬁsiy“report. AR

I-have: broum hazr blue eyes, avemg& hexght, average budd bxgger~than-average
ceck"

Pm 2, 60" il dbout 176; pounds;lor
and Iove to hravg a gaed t:me I’m e

My hobbnes-mclude warlﬂn' "
greatass nitd .and. ir

ng: bro_wn hau: (Imd ba.c]c) Gobd shape,
stuek up; but Fam ‘.rern,L attractxve., :

~_I_‘7ﬁave 44647 chest, 32" {s;a;;«,_r, and’ 22;' biceps/
and & thxck 9’ * oacle. - ;

’Ihe ahove are: typ;cal descnptmns

Wever partmpants do ot ﬂave to claim
gither actual or- t_ypxcal appeararices When on:lie, 'persené can: pre§ent a virtual
body that.is strﬂmng]y attragtive; has hyperboh Sexuglorgans, and: absalute sPecial-
ties in sexuial techn'iqﬁes, Take; for example the ollowmg : ;

My Hobbies mclude usmg my ] 13“ LONG 4" THICK ic] Pems on Womcn Se-
Iecnvely mestifig attractivs Women and’ sexing them« with my 13/ 1 pems

Swgibby,ié; !n@i:%racﬁén vo'fume 23 Number 4, 2000
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I'ma21! year eldsmg]e female 57 With bluegray eyes. 124 lbs; 44}3D—28~30
46BD 30—36 25 lbs
_i-eyes 4SDID

Tm 57, Long Black Ha;z: Bmwn Ey"

Tam 52, 110 blndefbm Watst Iengih hair gze 3

Granted, it might, T:Je pc}sable /25 One ¢
i3—mch penis that is 41 inclies hwk H‘ '
zt mlght be posszble for '

unprobable amount of he ez;tlr :

. n;.oré Iﬁcely en;'aggerate
the proportzons of these

‘ sbc1 ultural prescnptmns

2, 185 With 3% body fat,
1z, hke me? ”

‘iil'l'-*gifdheré gto' (if not ex-
i Fhisiis certamly the. case
Teds smes {Dne ]arga on-hne commercial
service allows users t0 credte a ¢ proﬁ.l wa bnef summary of sn:mple demographxc
and: blographlcal -Hiformiation, T ers;of the:sy credité, all prof lles, and per-
sons cait include anything: hey ish o' othiet el amczpants[about them~
selves. A!though there S'HG ¢ for feporting

. ineits:p
tend) soc1al and ult‘ural standards of be' utyand-ses
when one: conmders cammnnly I

persons hsunga bra 51233(327 ) fdentifia e
would indicate. that eithéran in i
op-ifte or people wht; claim to be:womer
sogially construd ; . The lattér i _
Instead of subverlmg ,'; EQUEY: it Woll p)‘ ba 'ts perform a body
' : Fien. théy ansfarm the.body
mto a d:scurswe performance wzthout iiHitineit “e:phj{smaliy real,
performances be eideal: 4 retlection of citly an aczal deﬁmtmns ‘of appro~
pr':iateile«'ss or desualp_,lli v These i A S of the “yir 'zirbody” drdi £ meaning
S0ciog ¥ 'perfcrmances serve to
strengthen the “beauty wyith?” and:¥ : ‘L ji_;Lmacy In thls Tespect;
the powér and feedom to efire one £ 1 i cu{tural standards of
beauty i 1§ ne.lther a POWEr nn_ ar free om 1t. ‘ VoIt 1990) cails “the Iron
Ma:den" of the beauty myth that.contdins: participarits. thin the tight’ confines of
what is. cultutally acceptable., Iride 'eabsence' of thie carporeal body in cybersex
only serves tg. helghten its symbohc Jmportaﬂce' As. bme- respendent explamed
“Péople are playmg out a fantasy and the: faMasy neeﬁis a face and body Actua‘liy,
people séem only. mterested in the body part " More: to: the pomt a:uother respon-
dent simply stated, “Don’t you know that: €veryone ou-Ime is gorgeous"”

R TR
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0 i

of amaor;;-]me egalitarian utopla

These findings blaaanﬂy con}.radmt the <c1 im.
While the rhetoric of the's : i ‘"_nl':-accomphshes this. lofty
claim by ehmmatmg diy mlty thr 1 1] power of cultiire made “high
tech * As Nak ] ura.'( 2000:20) suce ctly states “_If chﬁolegy Wlﬂ mdeed make ev-
ang the same, a& Anth&m cla:ms m its apabivalent

to the sociocnl-
' he stand-in self
or. ourselvés, the
ing However in
, they are cultural.
' subject that is pre-
B )f sciocultural
ction. -
| hodies, One’s
of s,gxuaiiennomter. Yet
of the person.,N onethe~
] f nta]ly clepends

Even whi elf. enactme':_ 3
tural constra_uzts we lﬁlpos o’ Boidies: Ag

meaﬁmgmeven when thc'bédyxs not pr_. SENtiin the §
Sex is arl act: that Tequires; of isiat least depe‘
bodym relauon td he bod:es of others, :

on them, extends i:hem amd -'teml"' UE?PQ
pretmd them. In text—basec[ en:ifie leisure-
their bodws mtc; symbcl alene---re rEsentation

OE2F] NTRPR.

Lnd worrds t.hat
rétisform their bodies
and from compuiter

ody: ér,fcjztmances ’I‘hus

_
cyber.sex is based on cla1ms-0£ the ﬁesh m a dls, ur'- e emboélment of socwculturaj {
meanmgs thiat cannect mth a- performance and: én frge ﬁofn the idteractions be- ;
tween participanis. A r

C@NCLUSIE)NS ; o
Because computer—networkmg techne},ogles aﬂ' erio ft{o dlsigbate selfhood

&om the co:poreal body e can '

their role xxﬁiailes éomp' te;:-netwmr'
potennal that we c

g ; ew one ngh h'ke t@ be' what one mght
B like to expenment watb bemg Or gven who: ‘one dees ma‘ 4 one 1& Many €xam-
’ '}f’ ples of SCreen personae that pmve untrue furthex: substanhata thls cbservanon. In

i leisure ondme forurms, persons may not eve kﬁow som ethmg as simple as the ac-
, tual gender of the person with whom"‘they ] e'commumcatlng (see Van Gelder
b 1985). Indeed, - Selfigames abound i in the personae playgromd of on.-ime chat envi-
ronments, However, the findings of this. study aiso conclide w;th equaﬂy important
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evidence that contradicts, _1:1_;15 observatxon
theu: bod‘y presentanou' ' w1thm the NATFOW ‘]

ursive onébn Gf“mulnple potenm

y:defite thigrs

fied by on~hne expenen ,

the nuts and b@lts of thc 8t isure: envu-onmenfs

this liminal experience fall daries of-dissmbodinientiand hygerfiu-
idity of. selfhoed Aitho ' al-imperative is €. et mary persona,
that prescnpnou Ty he phy &r ;vcn:ds m spnte

of the body can comfezﬂ-a

As Iong as one s physmal body is ps:esént mna*
matter what one. i d@mg eXperien

cy between selvés m everyday hfe
e.can always e corta

ex’ th sysma dispetsed
ﬂuxd and dwerse form_s_ by whiich pa

is‘a“salve e’ self” ’, tmnate and hohstzc thar-
nage hetween self and bady”mthrough bemg ﬁt as.a : by Whlch “selves are
truly. embodzed d To Glassner this accommodatmn a]lows "c:pantsito reconcﬂe
the Cartesian 1 twms anid resolye piin p}d dlialxtles {ie: -gmaie*female " “inside-
outside,™ “mortahty—lmmortahty”) We: rilay extend thlS to suggest that both the “fit
body” and the “virtual body” of cm-lme chat envuonments may be regarded as “a

b



‘ ecomes an ébject
as a praduct of the

the d .chofn of

.formsxef Ieisufe on-line: mte:ractmn) paruczpants play-
acializ 'o,n' of mulnpie ‘potentlai

asWhaamI‘?

We; ﬁild thg:.an" wers to q_‘
this n‘? m a broader sacw-

What is gomv on here >How shallL-apprek

rsali , i th:e same symbohc Thi-
heu usmg the sames se_: s of 168 ume‘s as any oth alf and bic ,y performance
Wﬁat does thlsmchc ‘ ip:

An -

] higic expe nences of se]f~multtphcxty
Foucault (1978 1979) sugg@sts thaf the emer gérice of i new dzsceurses fundamen-
tally alters the very means by whmh we understan 1 am:l mterpret badyut:o«self«to- &
social-world reiationshlps If true; then what changes might have occurred in con-
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gunctmn w1th the emergence of d{le 1nformat1011 €ra? Whai; new dlsconrses are oper-
~Is the; a ication’

_ 'e..‘thé Sqif through alter~
g, belie and ra_ctxce (see Glassner

"-

ations of thé bedja; is further;.sugge "tlve"‘o' H
1990). Lilce cosmetic and-fitiiéss, 4l aﬁe‘ns'; 1
and normahze the porenttai nat-'e)nl for i

& mch_ y cI:)f contemporary
Iermom than the “peg”
reahty IS the body 50

on whlch we: hang a’ person s Self, mﬂy'm_e e}
inert (Daws 1983), New, cotn 1 i
sumptions aboiit the mterpla,y among b@dy,
logic d&ﬁmtxons of selfia thiat which-the b
questmnable assert1ons~—-espemal - with egard
Within these teclifiosotial aren erie

yiisinoreithan a rop that is. used in
ultlphmty of ‘self flacimien '| T :

oth: odles and selves. As
c—”—wéﬁr sense of who we

not be grounded in, thxs mam}i df; vu'tual expen
what consntutes a person

4 for | Symbahc
ol et kB ol A - ASC U A T L ':{he _qgahty of
thlsart:zcle L R K i

N@TES

1. This study examines and:uses the term “cybersex" to refér ta: what._ s sometmles called “net+
sex,” “tinysex,” and “net.sleaz -”'For ou.r purpoaes cybersems a ha baséd; inferactive, coau-
thored, text fautasy Cybersex Wi miget others in elec-
tronie space, and' type se_gua] : Although'many associate
cybersex with adult C‘BnRDM::t ologles, mteractwe . gatiigs, and pomographxc images
available in computer fcrmats (see Robinson and- Tamosmns 199‘5) here we use the term
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i '_;mn Ezedcmmautly found on in-

strictly to refer to eratic: forms of reatntlme chat.con
_‘inultruser games and Bulletin

ternet Reldy: Chat, chat ; axea& Of & mmefcml onflm'_
board Servicgs. :

g eiﬁ and sacml WOI'I(‘L
At permeates the
ot Wiuch 1s “mbjecuve" and that
3. Hi: the cofiteRt of this tirdy, we dre:not condei e it * cy Arsex is more or less like
realsex" qufa we een CYbELS fedl sex” are far I

“e mrrs. W& acknowledge that

o, some - p&opl& may consxder our

analysm arl “ar_ﬁﬁ il ge aration, of An
beddad (the ong mg" :

chs orf the dYﬂ&HEuCS of
Y'Wa}n Il‘amﬁmaj »

6. 1 1 be -; itk SAvord S wed for ah timof?.S{}matchmg en-

e ld agpA nivei mty (af Ghmago Press.
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