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buses, reading assignments, class lists, and lecture notes. A third, “Current
Work,” contains my research notes and this book’s drafts I feel no sense
of unreality in my relationship to any of these objects The culture of
simulation encourages me to take what I see on the screen “at (inter)face
value * In the culture of simulation, if it works for you, it has ail the reality
it needs.

The habit of taking things at interface value is new, but it has gone
quite far For example, a decade ago, the idea of a conversation with a
computer about emotional matters, the image of a computer psychothera-
pist, struck most people as inappropriate or even obscene Today, several
such programs are on the market, and they tend to provoke a very differ-
ent and quite pragmatic response. Pecple are most likely to say, “Might
as well try it It rnight help What's the harm?” _

We bhave used ouwr relationships with technology to reflect on the
buman A decade ago, people were often made nervous by the idea of
thinking about computers in human terms Behind their anxiety was
distress at the idea that their own minds might be similar to a computer’s
“mind " This reaction against the formalism and rationality of the machine
was romantic

I use this term to analogize our cultural response to computing to
nineieenth century Romanticism I do not mean to suggest that it was
merely an emotional response We shall see that it expressed setious
philosophical resistance to any view of people that denied their complex-
ity and continuing mystery This response emphasized not only the rich-
ness of human emotion but the flexibility of human thought and the
degree to which knowledge arises in subtle interaction with the environ-
ment Humans, it insists, have to be something very different from mere
calculating machines

In the mid-1980s, this romantic reaction was met by a movement in
computer science toward the research and design of increasingly “roman-
tic machines ” These machines were touted not as logical but as biologi-
cal, not as programmed but as able to learn from experience The
researchers who worked on them said they sought a species of machine
that would prove as unpredictable and undetermined as the hurnan mind
itself The cultural presence of these romantic machines encouraged a
new discourse; both persons and objects were reconfigured, machines as
psychological objects, people as living machines

But even as people have come to greater acceptance of a kinship be-
tween computers and human minds, they have also begun to pursue a
new set of boundary questions about things and people After several
decades of asking, “What does it mean to think?” the question at the end
of the twentieth century is, “What does it mean to be alive?” We are
positioned for yet another romantic reaction, this time emphasizing biol-
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ﬁfiy,i 6physu:al embodiment, the question of whether an artifact can be a

T'hese psychological and philosophical effects of the computer pres-
ence are by no means confined to adults Like their parents, and gﬁen
before their parents, the children of the carly 1980s began to think of
computers and computer toys as psychological objects because these
machines combined mind activities (talking, singing, spelling, game play-
ing, and doing math), an interactive style, and an opaque surface But thS:e
children, too, had a romantic reaction, and came to define people as
those emotional and unprogrammable things that computers were not
Nevertheless, from the moment children gave up on mechanistic under-
standings and saw the computer as a psychological entity, they began to
draw computers closet o themselves Today childien may refer to the
computers in their homes and classrooms as “just machines,” but quali-
ties that used to be ascribed only to people are now ascribed to comput-
ers as well Among children, the past decade has seen a movement from
defining people as what machines are not to believing that the computa-
tional objects of everyday life think and know while remaining “just ma-
chines ”

In the past decade, the changes in the intellectual identity and cultural
impact of the computer have taken place in a culture still deeply attached
to the quest for a modernist understanding of the mechanisms of Jife
Larger scientific and cultural trends, among them advances in psychophar-
macology and the development of genetics as a computational biology,
reflect the extent to which we assume ourselves to be like machines,
whose inner workings we can understand “Do we have our emotions,”
asks a college sophomore whose mother has been transformed by takin’g
antidepressant medication, “or do our emotions have us?” To whom is
one listening when one is “listening to Ptozac”?% The aim of the Human
Genome Project is to specify the location and role of all the genes in
human DNA ‘The Project is often justified on the grounds that it promises
to find the pieces of our genetic code responsible for many human dis-
eases so that these may be better treated, perhaps by genetic reengineer-
ing But talk about the Project also addresses the possibility of finding the
genetic markers that determine human petsonality, temperament, and
sexual orientation As we contemplate reengineering the genome, we are
also reengineering our view of ourselves as programmed beings.'® Any
romantic reaction that relies on biology as the bottom line is fragile
because it is building on shifting ground. Biology is appropriating com-’
puter technology’s older, modernist models of computation while at the
same time computer scientists are aspiring to develop a new opaque,
emergent biology that is closer to the postmodern culture of simulation ¥

Today, more lifelike machines sit on our desktops, computer science
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uses biological concepts, and human biology is recast in terms of deci-
phering a code With descriptions of the brain that explicitly invoke com-
puters and images of computers that explicitly invoke the brain, we have
reached a cultural watershed The rethinking of human and machine
identity is not taking place just among philosophers but “on the ground,”
through 2 philosophy in everyday life that is in some measure both pro-
voked and carried by the computer presence

We have sought out the subjective computer. Computers don't just do
things for us, they do things to us, including to our ways of thinking about
ourselves and other people A decade ago, such subjective effects of the
computer piesence were secondary in the sense that they were not the
ones being sought 2 Today, things are often the other way around. People
explicitly turn to computers for experiences that they hope will change
their ways of thinking or will affect their social and emotional lives
When people explore simulation games and fantasy worlds or log on to
a community where they have virtual friends and lovers, they are not
thinking of the computer as what Charles Babbage, the nineteenth-cen-
tury mathematician who invented the first programmable machine, called
an analytical engine They are seeking out the computer as an intimate
machine

You might think from its title that this was a book about filmgoers and
the ways that a fan—the heroine of Woody Allen's The Purple Rose of
Cairo, for example—might project himself or herself into favorite mov-
ies But here I argue that it is computer screens where we project out-
selves into our own dramas, dramas in which we are producer, director,
and star. Some of these dramas are private, but increasingly we are able
to draw in other people Computer screens are the new location for our
fantasies, both erotic and intellectual We are using life on computer
screens to become comfortable with new ways of thinking about evolu-
tion, relationships, sexuality, politics, and identity. How all of this is un-
folding is the subject of this book
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