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Introduction
The Dawn of the Age of the Homo Cyber
Suspended Between Enlightenment and Enchantment
May 2005, I am in the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco, where the two-day
Mindstates conference is organized. In the months of research that will follow I
will learn to recognize various of the Mindstates presenters, visitors and organizers
as familiar faces of what outside of the US is referred to as the 'U.S. psychedelic
scene'1 and what Mindstates participants and speakers themselves refer to as 'the
psychedelic community.'2 Members of this community generally refer to
psychedelic drugs as entheogens - a term that expresses the idea that these
substances "bring out the divine within" (Blom 2010: 172; Ruck, Bigwood,
Staples, Wasson, Ott 1979: 145, 146).
The general thrust of the Mindstates conference, that has been organized
on and off since 1997, is that the experience of the 'divine within' is not solely
brought about by herbal or chemical entheogens - such as mushrooms, ayahuasca3,
LSD and MDMA4 - but also by different means. Since the first conference,
Mindstates has featured on-stage presentations from Zen meditators, organizers of
electronic trance-dance events, Virtual Reality designers, biofeedback
practitioners, brain scientists and computer engineers. These presenters discussed
practices varying from meditation to trepanation (drilling of holes in the skull),
neurolinguistics, neuro-electrical stimulation, ecstatic dance, magnetic stimulation,
the use of brain implants and immersion in Virtual Worlds as 'entheogenic
1

Interview Markus Berger with Mindstates organizer Jon Hanna, March 2006, published
on: http://www.erowid.org/characters/hanna_jon/hanna_jon_interview1.shtml. Retrieved November
12 2010
2
Julia Onnie-Hay, a participant of Mindstates 2005 who reported on this event, described Mindstates
as "the largest psychedelic community gathering in the United States" (Onnie-Hay 2005: 26). Other
regular Mindstates presenters and celebrities such as Virtual Worlds developer Mark Pesce and
psychedelic guru Terrence McKenna habitually refer to the Mindstates attendees as the 'psychedelic
community.' (e.g.Pesce 'Bios and Logos' 2002: McKenna 'Linear Societies & Non-Linear
Drugs'1999)
3
Ayahuasca is a brew, originally used for divinatory purposes by native South-Americans, made of a
combination of plants, among which the 'B.caapi vine'. The active component of Ayahuasca,
responsible for the psychedelic effects of the brew, is the chemical substance DMT (N, NDimethyltriptamine).
4
MDMA is a synthetic psychedelic substance, chemically referred to as 3,4Methylenedioxymethamphetamine. It is one of the central active components in the drug commonly
referred to as XTC ('ecstasy').

1

techniques.' Whereas this fusion of divine awareness and technoscience had been
implicit in all Mindstates conferences, it was the dominant theme of the 2005
conference. The title of this conference was Technology and Transcendence. (fig.1)
As formulated by the Mindstates presenter Markus Berger, the purpose of
the Mindstates conferences is to work towards the "New Age of Entheogens". 5 In
this anticipated new age widespread availability of entheogens will pave the way
for a world in which people live in constant awareness of and appreciation for the
divine powers that permeate their inner selves and that can be found immanently in
nature. Whereas some Mindstates participants work towards this 'New Age' by
lobbying for legalization of psychedelic drugs,6 for others this moment is more
likely to come through a permanent fusion of humans with digital technology. In
one of the recordings of an earlier Mindstates conference (2001), the computer
engineer Lorenzo Hagerty expressed such hope by presenting the image of the
'Homo Cyber.' The Homo Cyber, Hagerty explained, is an evolving new species of
the human race. Being "half information, half human", the Homo Cyber differs
from the Homo Sapiens in the extend to which it has fused with information
technology.7 It is in this fusion with information technology that a permanent
higher awareness is made available to the Homo Cyber. According to Hagerty, the
Mindstates participants, both "psychedically aware" and "technologically savvy",
are "the prototypes of the Homo Cyber" (Ibid.).
In the course of my fieldwork, I encountered Homo Cyber-like visions in
many other types of cultural spaces that I traversed in the geographical region of
the San Francisco Bay Area (or simply 'Bay Area' from now on).8 In general terms
I will think of this cultural sphere as the Bay Area 'creative-culture industry',
whereby the adjective 'creative' has more self-reflective than objective-analytical
value. It is an industrious cultural sphere consisting of people with (overlapping)

5

Interview Markus Berger with Mindstates organizer Jon Hanna, March 2006, published on:
Erowid.org/characters/hanna_jon/hanna_jon_interview1.shtml. Retrieved November 12 2010
6
Rick Doblin from the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) presented his
plans to have the use of MDMA accepted by the federal government as a legalized means for
treatment in certain controlled clinical environments.
7
Psychedelic Thinking and the Dawn of Homo Cyber presented by Lorenzo Hagerty on May 27 2001
at the Mindstates conference:
http://www.matrixmasters.com/speaking/mindstates/mssun01/hc01/hc01.html. Retrieved September
29 2010.
8
The San Francisco Bay Area is the area surrounding the San Francisco Bay in Northern California,
encompassing the sub-regions of the North Bay, San Francisco, the Peninsula, the East Bay, the South
Bay and Santa Cruz. The area referred to as the 'South Bay' is also known as 'Santa Clara Valley'
which, in turn, is part of the Santa Clara county. However, since the early 1970s, when the orchards
that had dominated this largely agricultural area since the arrival of Spanish missionaries had given
way to urbanization and the computer industry, this area has more popularly been known as 'Silicon
Valley.'
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occupations that are all in some degree related to information technology. These
people are self-employed or have (sometimes multiple) jobs at Bay Area
corporations and institutions as programmers, designers, artists, educators,
activists, journalists, futurists, conference hosts, participants of think-tanks,
documentarians of Silicon Valley history, consultants or as collectors of computer
artifacts. What unites them is their shared, tacit as well as explicit, understanding
that by engaging with 'information technology', one finds oneself culturally,
economically, technically, artistically and intellectually in a global 'leading edge'
position.
Whether imagined as an "Information Society" (e.g. Masuda 1975) as a
"Digital Age" (e.g. Negroponte 1995) or as a "knowledge society", (e.g. Leadbeater
1999) the "knowledge workers" (e.g. Drucker 1999) or the "creative workers" (e.g.
Florida 2002) of the San Francisco Bay Area find themselves squarely living in a
cultural environment in which processes of cultural development, engineering,
intellectual education, and biological evolution, are almost exclusively imagined in
terms of 'information.' The image of the 'Homo Cyber' then, is only one of many
examples of the ways in which this general 'informational ontology' permeates
virtually all imaginable realms of social life. In the figure of the Homo Cyber, we
see how this can result into a seemingly surprising convergence of cultural
interests: a 'religious' pursuit - to get in touch with divine powers - finds its
expression here through metaphors and practices derived from the 'secular' realm
of technoscientific exploration.
Considering this convergence of 'religious' imagery with information
technological interests, one question that the Homo Cyber invites to ask is what the
nature is of this peculiar phenomenon. Should we think of the Homo Cyber as a
religious icon, or is it a product of modernistic progress-minded thinking? Does the
theme of the Homo Cyber signal a return of familiar apocalyptic dreams of
salvation, or is it something genuinely new? And, if the Homo Cyber negates such
dichotomizing qualifications, how then should we conceptualize it and employ it to
understand more about the current cultural moment of one of the most hightechnological regions in the world?
Rather than seeking to pin down, a-priori, the nature of the Homo Cyber,
this dissertation studies the Homo Cyber as a phenomenon that is inherently multidimensional and that invites new ways of thinking about contemporary culture in
late-modern societies. By studying the Homo Cyber in all of its multiple
dimensions - as an engineering blue-print, a scientific riddle, an object of poetic
musings and of artistic inspiration, a humanistic ideal, a social actuality, a gateway
to divine awareness and a corporate sales pitch, to name just a few - this
dissertation can be understood as an attempt to rethink religion in a contemporary
world that, to paraphrase Hent de Vries (2008) is, at least in the west, suspended
between the projects of Enlightenment and of re-enchantment (2008: xiii).

3

This research agenda moves us beyond the still pervasive understanding of
the relationship between Enlightenment and enchantment as inherently
irreconcilable (Saler 2004: 138). This latter understanding, most commonly
thought of as the 'secularization thesis', reflects on the modern western society as
having come into being through a process of "progressive enlightenment" (Asad
2001:146) fueled by scientific discovery and technological innovation. Informed
by the ideology of science as the dichotomous opposite of religion (Aupers et.al.
2008: 688), and by the 'determinist' understanding of technology as a direct
translation of 'science' (MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999: 5), the secularization
thesis also comprises the belief that all forms of enchantment - such as religion,
magic and mysticism - have lost their public cultural significance through the
ascent of science and technology.
It is clear that the image of the Homo Cyber confounds such secularization
thinking, since it derives from a desire for enchantment and nature-sacralization as
well as from scientific rationalism and technological optimism. By taking the
image of the Homo Cyber as the starting-point for this study, in the most general
sense this dissertation needs to be thought of as an ethnographic study of a "postsecularist" (Meyer 2008: 705) cultural environment, in which the projects of
Enlightenment and enchantment are re-negotiated and converging in unexpected
ways. In a more narrow sense, this dissertation is a study of 'cybergnosis.'
Cybergnosis
One of the key concepts of this dissertation is 'cybergnosis.' This term resonates
with insights arrived at about the convergence of spirituality and high-tech by the
Bay Area culture critics Erik Davis in his TechGnosis (1998), Mark Dery in his
Escape Velocity (1996), Douglas Ruskhoff in his Cyberia (1994) and by the
anarchist poet Hakim Bey in his T.A.Z.(2003). In a recent publication Cybergnosis:
Technology, Religion, and the Secular (2008) the term has been scrutinized for an
academic audience by Stef Aupers, Dick Houtman and Peter Pels. In this article,
Aupers et.al. use the term 'cybergnosis' to refer to the entwinements of recent forms
of spirituality and information technology. Being a contraction of the terms 'cyber'
and 'gnosis', the term 'cybergnosis' points to a field of thought and practice where
the 'secular' interest in 'cybertechnology' converges with the gnostic quest for
immediate experience of ultimate reality.
In a historical sense, gnosticism is a dualistic religion that can be traced
back to late antiquity in the Roman empire. Antique gnostics considered the
physical world as "a prison and an illusion, created by a false god (the Demiurg)
and guarded by evil demons (the Archons)" (Jonas 1958: 44). For gnostics, the
ultimate purpose of life was to obtain 'gnosis': knowledge of one's 'true being' and
the 'true nature of reality.' Gnosis could be obtained by moving beyond reason and
by forgetting what one has learned about the world, while engaging in 'mystical'
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states of mind. In this way could one 'unveil' the truth behind the facade of the
everyday world and "remember [one's] divine origin" (Ibid.). In the 19th century,
Western students of non-Christian religion introduced gnostic themes into the
Western esoteric tradition (e.g. Aupers et.al. 2008; Campbell 2007; Anderson
2004; Pels 2000; Hanegraaff 1996; Heelas 1996; Lasch 1992). The British
Theosophical society, founded in 1875 by Madame Blavatsky and the American
transcendentalist movement of the mid-19th century with the philosopher, poet and
essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson as its epic figure, played important roles in
disseminating gnosticism further into the Western hemisphere (e.g. Hanegraaff
1996: 457).9
In its modern variant, since the late 19th century, gnosis developed as a
critical 'third option' alongside the knowledge-claims made by the official
institutions of religion and science (Hanegraaff 1996: 519, 520). In its emphasis on
'mystical' states of mind as a road to ultimate truth, gnosis implies a rejection of
materialistic and rationalistic science and doctrinal religion as pathways to true
knowledge. Moreover, from the perspective of those who see the gnostic
epistemology as a valid avenue for the attainment of truth, the official institutions
of science and religion are themselves the 'Archons' of the world and responsible
for keeping a false image of reality in place (Aupers et. al 2008: 690).
It is in this culture-critical way that the epistemological attitude of the socalled 1960s and 70s 'countercultural movements', particularly in the United States,
can ideal-typically be referred to as 'gnostic.' In 1969 the Berkeley professor of
history Theodore Roszak used the term 'counterculture' to describe the cultural
disaffiliation among students, artists and intellectuals he observed around him in
the late 1960s. Since the coinage of the term ‘counterculture’ in this context, this
term became the "exclusive signifier for the Sixties version of cultural radicalism"
(Braunstein and Doyle, 2002: 7). The Californian counterculture emerged at the
intersection of the overlapping networks of Beat poets who settled here in the
1950s, intellectuals and religious leaders operating from the Human Potential
Movement (HPM) that was founded in the early 1960s at Esalen, and the so-called
'hippies' and New Left students who, in the late 1960s formed communes in the
forested regions surrounding California and elsewhere (e.g. Campbell 2007; Kripal
2007; Turner 2006; Anderson 2004; Braunstein and Doyle 2002).
What united the cultural activities of the Beat-poets, Esalen intellectuals
and hippie-'drop outs' was a common rejection of 'cultural brainwashing', a desire
for authentic living and immediate experience and a self-conscious understanding

9

For a detailed account of the similarities and differences between the Theosophical and
Transcendentalist movements see Hanegraaff 1996 pp. 443-462.
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of continuing the 'gnostic tradition.'10 As part of their gnostic interest, the varying
factions of the counterculture developed practices and techniques that would assist
in the double purpose of shedding off preconceived, limiting ideas about reality
and of rebuilding new, more flexible and grander notions of the true potential of
the self and the nature of reality. Central to these practices was the gnostic
epistemology of 'experience.' Only through direct, inner experience could one
achieve a higher understanding of the true nature of self and of reality at large.
Practices and 'techniques' that were used to trigger gnostic experience varied from
the use of psychedelics, to the adoption of Eastern meditation practices, to trancedance.
In this countercultural context, the celebration of gnostic experience was
generally framed by the critique that established scientific and religious prevented
access to genuine understanding through their adherence to dogma and doctrine.
The British-born self-educated theologian, philosopher and lecturer Alan Watts
(1915-1973), who was an inspirational figure at Esalen, postulated the inherent
difference between the "grandeur of the cosmos" that can be revealed in "genuine
religious experience", and "society"s official version of reality", which he
considered "silly" and "inadequate" (Watts in Anderson 2004: 54). The German
psychotherapist Carl Gustav Jung, an equally inspirational figure within the
Californian counterculture, critiqued the "scientific view of the world" as "hardly
(...) anything more than a psychologically biased partial view which misses out all
those by no means unimportant aspects that cannot be grasped statistically" (Jung
1960: 422).
According to various scholars of New Age, in the latter half of the 1970s,
the 'counterculture' gave way to a 'cultic milieu' that became aware of itself as 'New
Age.' About the birth of 'New Age' in the latter half of the 1970s, Wouter
Hanegraaff (1996) writes that it is
(...) marked by the phenomenon that people on a wide scale began to recognize the
existence of what Campbell calls the 'cultic milieu.' As a result, they began to refer
to this milieu as a “movement”, and began to perceive themselves and others as
participating in this movement. This development took place in the period after
1975, and stimulated attempts from within the movement itself to reflect on and
define the central concerns of the New Age movement considered as a whole (1996:
17).

Today, when scholars write about New Age, they don't think of it so much as a
movement, but as a "discourse (…) that produces its own social practices as much
as it penetrates into others" (Pels 1998: 266). One key characteristic of this
10

The Beat poet Allan Ginsberg, for instance, equated the Beat movement with 'the gnostic tradition,
the underground mystical tradition of the West.' This gnostic tradition, according to Ginsberg, was
not originated by the Beats, but only 'carried it on a little here in America' (Houedard in Campbell
2007: 191).
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discourse, the "great refrain" in the words of New Age scholar Paul Heelas (1996)
is the idea of 'self-spirituality' - the notion that we are, by nature, inherently divine:
The great refrain, running throughout the New Age, is that we malfunction because
we have been indoctrinated – or, in the New Age sense of the term, been
‘brainwashed’ – by mainstream society and culture. The mores of the established
order – its materialism, competitiviness, together with the importance it attaches to
playing roles – are held to disrupt what it is to be authentically human. To live in
terms of such mores, inculcated by parents, the educational system and other
institutions, is to remain the victim of unnatural, deterministic and misguided
routines; to be enslaved by unfulfillable desires and deep-seated insecurities; to be
dominated by anxiety-generating imperatives such as creating a good impression; to
be locked into the conflictual demands of the ideal relationship. (...) perfection, it is
maintained, cannot be found by tinkering with what we are by virtue of
socialization. Neither can it be found by conventional (political, etc.) attempts at
social engineering. Perfection can be found only by moving beyond the socialized
self – widely known as the ‘ego’ but also as the ‘lower self’','intellect’ or ‘the mind’
– thereby encountering a new realm of being. It is what we are by nature (Heelas
1996: 18, 19).

As this characterization shows, the discourse of New Age is thus in large part
inspired by the epistemological attitude of gnosis and continues the culture-critical
role that gnosis has performed since the 19th century.
Whereas the study of the gnostic epistemological attitude, in the context of
New Age, has been given ample academic attention in recent years, the prime
purpose of this dissertation is to study what seems to be a recent modification of
modern gnosis: cybergnosis. The interest in 'cybergnosis', for Aupers et.al. (2008),
came from the realization that a group of public spokesperson in California in the
early 1990s were talking about the possibility of achieving gnostic salvation by
means of 'cybertechnologies.'11 Espoused in cyberpunk fiction and in the
publications of the cyberculture magazine Mondo 2000, one way in which these
spokespersons imagined cybergnostic salvation to take place was by leaving the
body (dismissed as 'meat') behind in the 'immaterial sphere' of cyberspace. They
thereby facilitated a direct, 'immediate' experience of the aggregation of all
'information.'

11

My use of the term 'cybertechnologies' here indicates the historical connection between the
scientific field of cybernetics as it emerged in the 1940s, and the 'information technological culture'
that ensued a few decades later. Cybernetics, in short, studies the world as an 'informational feedbacksystem'; i.e. a system in which bits of information are interacting through feedback-loops (e.g. Boden
2006; Hayles 1999). It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to study the relationship between
cybernetics and information technological culture in depth, yet part of the history is discussed in
chapter one.
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New Edge
With ‘gnosis’ being the key epistemological attitude of New Age, cybergnosis is a
central epistemological feature of the discourse and set of practices that I will refer
to as New Edge.
The term ‘New Edge’ is an invention of the founding editors of the
cyberculture magazine Mondo 2000 that was established in 1989 in Berkeley. The
magazine brought together celebrations of new 'edgy' technoscientific concepts,
gadgets and future visions with a very 'New Agey' discourse of self-spirituality and
spiritual evolution. The magazine was read, so the editor Ken Goffman - a.k.a.
R.U.Sirius - told me, by "very New Agey and very nerdy people", hence his use of
the neologism ‘New Edge.’12 Outside the scope of the magazine, the term New
Edge was also used as a self-reflective label by organizers of electronic dance
events, known as ‘raves.’13 In an emic sense, the term 'New Edge' thus loosely
refers to a discourse and sets of practices that express 'New Age' ideas in a hightechnological context.
In his New Age Religion and Western Culture (1996) Wouter Hanegraaff
took note of the existence of a "high-tech form of New Age", but placed it outside
the scope of his interest. In a footnote Hanegraaff wrote: "recent developments in
the direction of a 'high-tech' New Age (sometimes labeled 'New Edge') involve the
use of so-called 'smart-drugs', as well as 'brain machines' for the artificial
production of psychedelic experiences" (Hanegraaff 1996: 11). Hanegraaff
however decided New Edge to be a trend "still too recent to put into clear
perspective" (Ibid.). Whereas 1996 seemed too early a moment to place 'New Edge'
into clear perspective, a study of New Edge today is timely and necessary if we
want to understand how the sacred and the 'ultimately real' may continue to thrive
in environments where it is the business of people to create virtual realities,
mediated environments and alternative realities. The question that this dissertation
seeks to answer is in what ways New Edge produces a way of being, of acting and
thinking that transcends the modernist assumption that technoscience and
spirituality exclude each other.
When I use the term 'New Edge' in this dissertation, I generally refer to the
discourse that treats information technological development as an expression of
and as harmonious with gnostic consciousness-growth and that postulates this
linkage between gnosis and information technology as part of a critique against
'conventional' institutionalized epistemologies. At times, I will also use the term

12

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Ken Goffman, Mill Valley, California, September 2005.
At a discussion panel that I attended (entitled "Rant & Rave: Dance Culture -- Past, Present and
Future") that was organized in the Community Center of Mill Valley in September 2005, Michael
Gosney, for instance, referred to the electronic events that he organized in the early 1990s as ‘New
Edge.’
13
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'New Edge' to refer to the cultural environment in which this discourse is nurtured,
and I will use the term 'New Edger' to refer to a person who recognizes herself to
be part of a cultural environment in which the cybergnostic ideal is nurtured in
culture-critical fashion.
Studies of Technoreligion and Technospirituality
In what may be regarded as a massive effort to counter the Weberian thesis of
secularization and to move beyond modernist thought (Meyer 2004: 94), scholars
from wide ranging disciplines have in recent decades shown themselves intrigued
by the question how technology and science mediate the sacred.14 Whether under
the rubric of 'technoreligion' or 'technospirituality', the modes and means by which
these scholars have addressed this question are very diverse, postulating quite
different 'explanations' for the 'affinity' between 'technoscience' and 'the sacred'.
This dissertation challenges three common assumptions that inform these studies.
What characterizes most academic studies of 'technoreligion'/
'technospirituality' is the emphasis that is placed on the immaterial, otherworldly,
and transcendental aspects of technology. A pioneering work that is characterized
by such an emphasis is the two-part The Mythos of the Electronic Revolution
(1970) by the American Communication Studies scholars James Carey and John
Quirk. In writing this article, the authors were inspired by what the American
Studies scholar Leo Marx had traced in 19th century American literature as the
rhetoric of the ‘Machine in the Garden.’ This rhetoric, Carey and Quirk wrote,
imagines "a new dimension in social existence through which men might return to
an Edenic estate through a harmonious blending of nature and manufactures"
(1970: 223). Carey and Quirk traced this theme further and argued how the advent
of electricity and electrical technologies by the end of the 19th century gave rise to
the "rhetoric of the electrical sublime". This rhetoric is characterized by a
"persistent attempt to link it with an extrasensory and worldless world that can be
entered in an unmediated way (…)" (1970: 417, 418).
More recently, the works of Marx and Cary and Quirk have inspired
studies of cyberreligion/cyberspirituality, which postulate that the computer
networks of today constitute a similar extrasensorial and transcendental sphere.
Some such works emphasize the possibility granted by information technological
networks of reaching salvation through a liberation from the physical body.
"Cybergnostics", Aupers et. al. postulate for instance, "often display a profound

14

e.g. Pärna 2010; Aupers 2010; Aupers et. al. 2008; Barbrook 2007; Krüger 2006; Meyer 2006; Van
de Port 2006; Dawson 2005; Stolow 2005; Szerszynski 2005; Höjsgaard 2005; Nelkin 2004; Mosco
2004; Pels 2002; Corn 2001; De Vries and Weber 2001; Lambert 1999; Noble 1999; Wertheim 1999;
Helmreich 1997; Kunzru 1996; O'Leary 1996; Stahl 1995; Moore 1994; Verrips 1994; Nye 1994;
Gell 1992; Benedikt 1992; Stenger 1992; Alexander 1990
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contempt for the archaism of "wetware"- that is, organic substance" (2008: 699).
Cybergnostics, so it is suggested, find salvation in the assumed 'disembodied realm'
of cyberspace.
Other scholars are themselves enthusiastic about the alleged arrival of an
immaterial, informational age. For instance, in his collection Cyberspace. First
Steps (1992) the American professor of architecture Michael Benedikt describes
cyberspace as the latest stage in an evolutionary movement from matter to spirit. In
this stage, Benedikt hopes, "the ballast of materiality [will be] cast away -–cast
away (...) perhaps finally" (1992: 4; see also Stenger 1992; 'O Leary 1994).
A different but related approach to the study of cyberreligion comes from
those scholars who embrace a Geertzian15 approach towards religion and see
cyberspace as having the 'religious' function of alleviating social distress. For
instance, Margaret Wertheim's study of cyberspace is informed by her sociological
understanding:
(...) we live in a time marked by inequity, corruption, and fragmentation. Ours too
seems to be a society past its peak, one no longer sustained by a firm belief in itself
and no longer sure of its purpose (1999: 22).

The contemporary infatuation with cyberspace, according to Wertheim, needs to be
explained against this background. She interprets the information technological
environment as "an idealized realm "above" and "beyond"' the problems of the
everyday world". Wertheim compares the contemporary infatuation with
cyberspace to the early Christians who were offered an image of the "Heavenly
City of the New Jerusalem" as a "final reward" and an "eternal resting place of
peace and beauty and harmony, above and beyond the troubled material world"
(Wertheim 1999: 18). The study by the sociologist of religion Karin Pärna of the
"Internet craze" of the mid-1990s is similarly informed. The Internet craze, Pärna
argues, "represented a fleeting moment when an anomic society attempted to find a
way out of uncertainty and establish reassuring common points of focus" (2010:
81).
A final category within the larger field of 'technoreligion' that takes the
otherworldly aspects of information technology as a focal point, can be identified
in those works that emphasize the awe-inspiring capacities of information
technology. Oliver Krüger, for instance, studies how 'the Internet' is seen as "the
first step of the realisation of a divine entity consisting of the collective human
mind" (2006). Richard Barbrook interprets the Silicon Valley efforts to create
Artificial Intelligence as an attempt to create a "silicon God Man" (Barbrook
15

In his book The Interpretation of Cultures (1973) the American anthropologist Clifford Geertz
defined religion as (1) a system of symbols which act to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and longlasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence
and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations
seem uniquely realistic (1973: 90).
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2007). Richard Stahl studies how the 'newness' of information technology (in the
early 1980s) leads people to employ the language of magic; Stef Aupers studies
how the incomprehensibility and intangibility of information technology invites an
embrace of magic (Aupers 2010) and Jojada Verrips explores how magical thought
is the result of the seeming autonomous will of computers (Verrips 1994).
Whether discussed in sociological or ontological terms, these works on
technoreligion or technospirituality place a transcendentalist techno-ontology at the
center of their analysis: a 'technological sphere' is juxtaposed against a social,
cultural and material sphere of existence. These works zoom in on sociologically
real and important aspects of some of the popular attractions for technology in
general and for information technologies in particular. We will also see this in this
dissertation: also the New Edge environment consists of people who recognize
cyberspace as divine and who seek to escape the physical body they inhabit. Yet, in
this dissertation I take issue with three assumptions that inform many of these
works.
In the first place, most of the works cited above are philosophical in nature
and/or based on textual analysis of cyberculture magazines and/or cyberpunk
literature. Perhaps because of this, each of these works offers one, carefully spelled
out interpretation of the 'religious' or 'spiritual' nature of information technology.
As such, they don't account for the messy reality of everyday life in which people
generally create meaning through ongoing negotiations, in ways that shift and that
are often at tension with each other. This ethnographic study of New Edge is rooted
in such a messy reality. As a result I won't come up with only one explanation of
the spiritual/religious appeal of cyberspace, but show ongoing contestations and
negotiations over its meaning. Instead of treating 'religion' as a fixed field of belief
and formalized sets of practices, I study it in the manner that more and more
scholars come to theorize it: as a practice of mediation that changes form with, and
that influences in turn, the different technologies of mediation that are socially,
politically and historically authorized to perform this mediating function in
particular ways (e.g. Meyer 2006, van de Port 2005, Stolow 2005, Pels 2002).
This brings me to the second point of critique. Most works on
cyberreligion/ cyberspirituality are uniquely focused on technology. Technology is
thereby treated as a factor that can be isolated from other domains of cultural life.
It is made to seem as if, for instance, an interest in magic is the result of the
incomprehensibility of information technology; or that intrinsic powers of
cyberspace itself conjure up divine feelings. In other words, these works assume
that it is quite clear what 'technology' is and that it is a force, distinct from social,
material aspects of life onto which people can project things. This theoretical
understanding of technology, however, diverges from the way in which technology
can be ethnographically present. The Bay Area 'creative workers' featuring in this
dissertation, for instance, don't generally have clear-cut notions in their minds
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about where 'technology' begins and where it ends, what is social and what is
technical, what is physical and what informational. Instead, we will see, a central
characteristic of New Edge is precisely that such distinctions seize to have
relevance. For example, New Edge is rooted in a cultural environment where
information is considered a sacred, universal force that exists also outside
technology. People can sense this informational field through their bodies as well
as through their technical devices. In this setting, technology often loses its
distinctiveness and a theoretical approach that considers technology as an extrasocial and transcendental force seizes to have much explanatory power.
Instead of embracing the dichotomous and deterministic notions that
generally inform studies of technoreligion, in this study instead, I seek to bring into
view the larger cultural arena in which 'information' is considered a divine source.
This allows me also to trace the history of contemporary New Edge to a period
prior to the rise of computing and the Internet; and to show how cybergnosis is also
rooted in environments that are not necessarily high-tech, such as the desert of the
Nevada where the Burning Man festival is organized.
A third understanding that I take issue with in this dissertation is the focus
on the immateriality of information technology, which informs most studies of
cyberreligion/ cyberspirituality. The understanding that information technology is
immaterial in essence, and that this immateriality comprises its religious appeal,
resonates well with stereotypical understandings of hackers, 'geeks' or 'nerds' as
having contempt for their bodies. This stereotype is carefully cultivated and
reproduced in academic critical theorizing, in cyberpunk fiction and in
documentaries and is informed by very real and actual 'geek' ways of being. (e.g.
Fincher & Spacey 2010; Barbrook 2007; Sobchack 2001; Borsook 2000; Cringely
1992; Levy 1984; Turkle 1984) However, this stereotyped 'geek culture' is only
part of the social reality in relation to which New Edge is shaped. Apart from the
obvious fact that also seemingly disembodied 'nerds' have bodies and live in
specific material conditions, we need to understand New Edge also against the
background of a Bay Area cultural environment where bodies and nature have
great significance: dance, the celebration of 'hands-on' creation, nature camp-outs
and sexual experimentation play significant roles in the constitution of New Edge.
Rather than a-priori assuming that cybergnosis comprises a quest for immaterial
salvation then, I try to understand how New Edgers themselves negotiate particular
ontological notions and ways of being which we may not be able to capture in
familiar dichotomous terms.
Bringing the San Francisco Bay Area into View
I have chosen the San Francisco Bay Area as the place to study 'cybergnosis'
because it is here that gnostic spirituality and information technologies have, since
around the 1960s, simultaneously emerged. The understanding underlying this
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choice of region is that 'gnostic spirituality' and 'technological innovation' don't
'happen' in social spheres that are isolated from each other.
In contrast with the 'conventional view' of science and technology as being
direct reflections of an underlying natural reality (e.g. Sismondo 2004: 1-11) since
at least the 1970s it has become common thought in the social sciences to regard
'technology' as a cultural and social phenomenon (e.g. Latour & Woolgar 1979;
Kline & Pinch 1999; Pfaffenberger 1992). Both within academia and in journalistic
writing it is also a common understanding that the information technological
industries of the San Francisco Bay Area are a significant cultural force that
extends well beyond the walls of offices and factories; and that the technologies
that are developed in this region - such as the microchip, the Apple computer and
SUN Microsystem networking - reflect Northern Californian cultural feats (e.g.
Turner 2006; Markoff 2005; English-Lueck 2002; Ceruzzi 2000; Castells 2000;
Hiltzik 1999; Cringely 1996; Coupland 1995; Saxenian 1994; Freiberger & Swaine
1984; Larsen & Rogers 1984; Levy 1984). These works on the 'technological
culture' of the San Francisco Bay Area resonate with insights won in the context of
anthropology and Science and Technology Studies (STS) that ‘culture’ and
‘technology’ are intrinsically interwoven, i.e. that ‘technologies’ often ‘embody’
tacit cultural and political understandings (e.g.Winner 1999; Pfaffenberger 1992;
Bijker 1990) and that the particular cultural environment in which technologies are
shaped and marketed decisively influence the form, shape and functions that
technical artifacts assume. However, this generally accepted understanding about
the entwinement of 'technology' and 'culture' leads entrepreneurs, popular
commentators, scholars and journalists to various different starting assumptions
about the cultural dynamics and the global significance of the San Francisco Bay
Area.
With respect to its global significance, it should not surprise us that Bay
Area corporations present their technologies as defining for a global culture. More
problematic is it when such assumptions inform academic enquiries and political
decision-making processes. In academia, such a perspective has informed, for
instance, Cultures@SiliconValley (2002), written by the American cultural
anthropologist J.A. English-Lueck. In this book, English-Lueck casts the San
Francisco Bay Area as the "bellwether sheep" that announces the cultural modality
to come for the rest of the world:
the region experiences forces that will significantly shape the future elsewhere in
America, and the world. (...) The things that make Silicon Valley distinctive [are]
not merely interesting cultural artifacts in themselves. They are significant because
[they] are coming to define the emerging global culture. By studying the nature of
the bellwether sheep, we may understand the consequences (...) for the rest of the
flock (English-Lueck 2002: 8).

English-Lueck thus adopts typical modernistic thought by assuming that Northern
California, by being a pioneering region of high-tech, is also the "staging ground"
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for the way in which a "global culture" will take shape. In their article The
Californian Ideology that appeared in Wired Magazine in 1995, the British social
scientist Richard Barbrook and the Scottish ‘broadcaster’ Andy Cameron argue
that such an understanding is taken for granted among European elites. The authors
observe that politicians, entrepreneurs and futurists in Europe have, in the past few
decades, been looking exclusively at California to copy a Californian Ideology.
This ideology is produced by "a loose alliance of writers, hackers, capitalists and
artists from the West Coast of the USA" as a way of defining for the rest of Europe
how information technologies are going to transform culture. The writings of
English-Lueck and Barbrook/Cameron differ in their starting assumptions:
English-Lueck legitimates her study of ‘Bay Area culture’ with the understanding
that the global future is shaped in this region. Barbrook & Cameron, by contrast,
postulate that there are more information technological cultures and futures
imaginable besides the Californian version. Both works are similar however in
their understanding that there is such a thing as a 'Californian/Bay Area
technoculture' that, in its search for expansion and domination has a quite defined
set of characteristics that it seeks to impose on ‘the rest of the world.’
English-Lueck and Barbrook & Cameron endorse different understandings
regarding the question what these particular characteristics are: Barbrook and
Cameron focus on the utopian visions of the technological future as offered by
transhumanist Californian entrepreneurs, science-fiction writers and engineers.
They describe the ‘profound faith in the emancipatory potential of the new
information technologies’, casting information technology as the leverage for
making everyone hip and rich, immortal, freed from the toil of labor and from the
limitations of the body. As such, along with other critics of Bay Area technoculture
like media scholar Vivian Sobchack (2001) and former Wired journalist Pauline
Borsook (2000), they see the Californian Ideology as resulting from a 'libertarian
form of politics' that is thoroughly modernistic in celebrating the free-fought
autonomous and rationally operating individual, capable of using technology as a
‘tool’ for the subjugation of matter and of other people.16
English-Lueck, by contrast, focuses on a very different correlate of the
Californian technoculture. Instead of emphasizing the continued existence of the
autonomous, liberal subject she zooms in on the capacity of technology to disrupt
and confuse existing identity formations as people find themselves more and more
16

In this context it is significant to note that 'libertarianism' means something different in an
American context compared to a European one. As explained by the sociologist of media Manuel
Castells (2000): "In Europe, it refers to a culture or ideology based on the uncompromising defense of
individual freedom as the supreme value- often against the government, but sometimes with the help
of governments, as in the protection of privacy. In the US context, "libertarian" is a political ideology
that primarily means a systematic distrust of government, on the understanding that the market takes
care of everything by itself, and that individuals take care of themselves" (Castells 2000: 33).
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part of overlapping technosocial networks. Instead of understanding Californian
technoculture as one that is driven by modernistic visions of progress and
utopianism, she focuses on the way that technology is reshaping "social complexity
by combining cultures into new mixes and providing alternative frameworks for
reckoning identity" (English-Lueck 2002: 108). English-Lueck thereby does not
discuss technology so much as a tool that autonomous individuals use to shape
their environments, but as an environment in which increasingly fragmented
identities are being shaped. Moreover, this environment is not modern, but
postmodern. 'Bay Area culture', Lueck argues, is characterized by its "familiarity
and level of comfort with the landscape of diversity (...) Cultural interactions are
inherently ambiguous; certainty in the cultural identification of one-self or others is
illusory" (2002: 7, 8; 127). Because of this technology-related cultural complexity,
English-Lueck typifies the San Francisco Bay Area as an "instance of postmodern
life".
Whereas scholars like Barbrook and English-Lueck draw on the general
STS-informed tendency to think about 'technology' as a cultural phenomenon, they
don't employ the care with which such STS studies are generally conducted. In
their cultural explorations of technology, STS scholars and anthropologists
generally treat technology as a ‘complex whole’ in which social forces, material
particularities and symbolic interpretations combine in complex ways. In their
historical and comparative explorations of technological systems STS scholars
make clear that each technological ‘innovation’ always brings together many
competing understandings among different "relevant social groups" (Bijker 1990)
about the use, function, meaning and future trajectory of these artifacts. Scholars of
computer technology like Paul Ceruzzi (2000) and Leslie Haddon (1988) have
made this particularly clear with respect to the development of the computer. Their
works show that the computer is not an artifact over which ‘closure’ regarding its
cultural meaning and material form is easily reached. My own historical and
ethnographic explorations of information technology indeed suggest that each new
‘innovative concept’ that has emerged in the past few decades – i.e. the microchip,
computer graphics, Virtual Reality, networking and biotechnology – ‘breaks open’
yet again the understanding of what computers are and how they are supposed to
work.
In many anthropological and STS-informed studies of technology, it is thus
an ongoing open question how technology ‘works', i.e. how new cultural
repertoires – both in global and in local contexts - are created around ‘innovative
technologies', and how the ‘meaning’ of technologies in a global sense is subject to
ongoing political and corporate shiftings. From this perspective, it can thus not apriori be assumed that there is one unilinear way in which 'information technology'
'impacts' or informs a cultural environment, nor that there is one particular way in
which the region in which information technology is developed will 'dominate' a
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'global culture'. In the cultural environment of the San Francisco Bay Area,
entrepreneurs, artists, journalists, documentary makers, activists, and teachers are
involved in ongoing debates regarding the significance of information technology
and regarding its 'global impact.' Whereas such debates are generally informed by
an understanding that a 'Californian culture' will spread globally through its
technologies, the understandings that ensue in the context of such debates about
what this 'Californian culture' is, differ greatly.
Instead of a-priori defining the nature of Bay Area technoculture, central to
my focus will be the ways in which Bay Area inhabitants themselves reflect on
their own society, on their sense of self, and on their place in 'the world' and in the
cosmological order via their discursive and practical interactions with information
technology. In particular I seek to understand how the dominant tenets of the
modern-gnostic discourse - the notions of 'self-spirituality', of spiritual evolution
and gnostic experiential insight - resonate or are at disharmony with such
technological interactions.
The Ideal and Practice of Multi-Sited Ethnography
When doing my ethnographic research, in geographical terms the San Francisco
Bay Area appeared to me as roughly consisting of three areas, each with its own
particular type of cultural activity.
Corporate activities are concentrated in the region that is colloquially
referred to as Silicon Valley - the region in between San Francisco (to the north)
and San Jose (to the south) where the offices and semi-conductor factories
comprising the computer industry are concentrated. In 1968, the corporation Intel
was founded in this region, which developed the microchip. The microchip, made
of the semiconductor material silicon, became a central component of computers
and replaced the transistor as such (Ceruzzi 2000). The popularity of the siliconbased microchip led to the founding of thirty-one silicon-semiconductor firms in
the San Francisco Bay Area during the 1960s. It is for this reason that the area
came to be referred to as ‘Silicon Valley.’17 Within Silicon Valley, Stanford
University played a foundational role for the manner in which it coordinated
scientific innovation, corporate activity and hobbyist initiatives. Stanford
University for instance housed, in the mid-1970s, the personal computer hobbyists
of the Homebrew Computer Club - a club that is generally considered as having
17

For an extensive and detailed account of the history of computer development – described as a
"cultural, economic and technological phenomenon", (Ceruzzi 2000: 214) see Paul Ceruzzi’s A
History of Modern Computing (2000). For an equally detailed but less extensive account see Leslie
Haddon's The Home Computer. The Making of A Consumer Electronic (1988). These accounts
distinguish themselves from more ‘popular histories’ of the Silicon Valley computer industry such as
Freiberger and Swaine’s Fire in the Valley (1984) and Steven Levy’s Hackers (1984). In contrast to
these latter works, Ceruzzi and Haddon emphasize the contested nature of technological innovation.
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given a major impetus to the personal computer 'revolution.' Founders of Apple
Corporation Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, as well as Bill Gates from Microsoft
were members of this club.
The cities of San Francisco and Berkeley host many of the political, artistic
and intellectual activities in the context of which technology is imagined in noncorporate, non-consumerist terms. In the 1960s Berkeley and San Francisco were
the epicenters of the countercultural protests of Beat artists and New Left students.
It was in Berkeley in 1989 that the cyberculture magazine Mondo 2000 was
founded, and in San Francisco where in 1993 Wired Magazine was established.
Both magazines placed themselves in the subversive tradition of the counterculture.
So did the Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF), founded in San Francisco in 1990
as an initiative to keep 'cyberspace' free from government regulations. It was also
in Berkeley and San Francisco that, since 1999, the Mindstates conferences have
been organized. The Long Now Foundation is another important venue of San
Francisco, where former countercultural activist Stewart Brand, along with former
editor of Wired Kevin Kelly, hosts its monthly seminars on the future of
technology.
The regions surrounding Silicon Valley to the North and the South consist
of breathtaking nature and these areas function as 'camp out' areas and as places
where hacker conferences as well as self-ascribed 'neopagan' rituals take place. It is
in the Santa Cruz hills, south of Silicon Valley, where my respondents with a very
outspoken neopagan/New Age spiritual orientation have settled. For them, the
natural spaces surrounding their houses function as important resources for
neopagan rituals. Furthermore, both the Santa Cruz hills and the mountainous
regions to the North of San Francisco are locations for so-called 'raves', musical
events sometimes taking place in the course of several days, in which natural
beauty and electronic music and visuals conspire to create hallucinogenic
experiences. A non-Californian region that also plays an important role in Bay
Area cybergnostic culture is the Nevada Desert to the North-East of North
California: here, in the Black Rock Desert, the weeklong Burning Man 'festival' is
organized, drawing an international crowd of tens of thousands of artists, engineers
and intellectuals, a high percentage of which is from the Bay Area.
This dissertation is an outcome of my explorations in and across all three
geographical regions. My study consisted of tracing the entanglement of people,
ideas and artifacts that geographically traveled through and within the three regions
of the San Francisco Bay Area and that tied together corporate, political-artistic
and spiritual practices. The fieldwork that as such informs this dissertation
challenges the practice of doing ethnographic research as framed by the "traditional
narrative of anthropological study" (Forsythe 2001: 120). It extends the definition
of the 'ethnographic field' beyond the categories that define ethnographic studies as
traditionally understood.
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Such a study was called for because the New Edge discourse cuts across
and challenges more traditional understandings of social kinship. It is shaped in
relation to processes of globalization, modernistic ideologies, the proliferation of
media-technologies and specific forms of rationalization that emerge in such
cultural contexts (Kelty 2003). As such, its prime cultural base is not that of the
local commune, the work place, or the church. These forms of social organization
still matter also for Bay Area elites and there were, fortunately, some places where
I could 'sit' and watch the locals go by. However, the larger part of ethnographic
research done for this dissertation comprised having to move within, between and
beyond classical settings of social affiliation and to discover other, more difficult to
classify affiliations of people and institutions. Participants of the Mindstates
conference, for example, described themselves as a 'community.' Yet, as I learned,
this is not a ‘community’ held together by common residence, daily subsistence
networks or a vocally shared ideology. Instead, it comprises local and global
affiliations of people and organizations that are united through rationales as diverse
as similar understandings of law, a similar pragmatic approach to science and
technology, similar interpretations of altered-states-of-mind, or a similar sense of
being subversive.
In an attempt to trace the variegated aspects of New Edge, I had to move
within and between the different occupational fields and affiliations of people. The
type of research conducted by me could thus be characterized as 'multi-sited
ethnography', as described by George Marcus (1995). 'Multi-sited ethnographic
research' is as much a research method as it is an ideal of conducting research. The
method is informed by the ideal that the ethnographer can follow people,
metaphors and things within and between various overlapping networks. In the
context of following metaphors, people and objects, the field emerges as a more or
less stable cultural constellation. Whereas the method of 'following metaphors,
things and people' emphasizes the ideal of the permeability of the boundaries
between various associations of people, there are, however very real in- and
exclusion mechanisms some of which are bound to confront the researcher,
depending, of course, on her specific subject-position.
In my ethnographic study, I had to establish familiarity with very
differently occupied people such as engineers, computer scientists, entrepreneurs,
psychedelic hippies, political activists and artists. In order to travel within and
between these various social affiliations, I had to confront various different
boundary criteria. Examples of these boundary criteria are money, as entrance fees
to events can be extremely high; corporate affiliation, as access to corporate events
were often restricted due to non-disclosure regulations; geographical location, as
many 'cybergnostics' travel the globe and as money and time constrains did not
permit me to follow them all the way; gender, as being a woman was sometimes an
advantage in the male-dominated world of Silicon Valley but might have excluded
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me from certain activities as well; technical expertise, as participation in certain
activities are predicated on the ability to participate in engineering activities and
rhetoric; and, of course, friendships, which sometimes help soften otherwise sharp
boundaries and which can bring a lot of joy to the process of doing fieldwork.
In order to navigate within and between the various networks in Silicon
Valley in which the New Edge discourse is nurtured, and in attempts to cross as
many boundaries as possible in order to follow this discourse as far as I could, I
attempted to shape myself as a, what Lorenzo Hagerty called a "prototype of the
species Homo Cyber". A Homo Cyber, understood in this sense, is an image of the
ultimate future fulfillment of New Edge ideals - of the merging between humans
and machines, of the obtainment of ultimate understanding as such and of the final
defeat of socialized conditioning in this way. This dissertation can thus in large
part be seen as an account of the cultural capital that is required in order to live the
New Edge ideals and to become a Homo Cyber. My affiliation with the Dutch
hacker scene, my profession as an anthropologist, my past as a student of biology,
my general love for Do It Yourself tinkering, financial support from Fulbright,
NWO and the University of Leiden, as well as the helpful friendships I established
with other aspirant-members of the Homo Cyber species, helped me in the
initiation process. Yet, my transformational aspirations have inevitably been
constrained by the specifics of my own subject position in the field. Through
discussions with others who could trespass other boundaries, I however, sought to
become also aware of yet other possible ways and impossibilities of becoming a
Homo Cyber.
Doing Anthropology and Ethnographic Self-Reflexivity
Challenges to fieldwork were not only posed by the complexity of the social setting
and the esotericism of the subjects that dominated practice and reflection (or
reflexive practices) in these settings, but also by the fact that in these settings
classical anthropological boundaries between ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ were permeable.
For instance, the link between contemporary New Edgers and ancient
gnostics is not one that is only forged by me. The early gnostics provide very real
and actual inspiration for contemporary New Edgers, who model their worldview
and their self-understanding in the subversive image of these early, ‘consciousnessenlarging rebels’ as they are seen. Virtual Worlds developer and NASA-scientist
Bruce Damer, who will be introduced in more detail in the coming chapters, uses
the story of the early gnostics alongside other forms of inspiration to tell the world
with what people, traditions, and practices he experiences cultural proximity.
Damer is in the constant process of expanding and adjusting his vision of a future
moment when the universe will wake up after consciousness has suffused digital
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technology. On a website to which a network of his friends and colleagues actively
contribute18, Damer presents this vision alongside other stories, such as that of the
early Gnostics, that of the 1960s psychedelic explorers the Merry Pranksters and of
various hero-computer scientists and hobbyists that Silicon Valley has known.
As a technology builder as well as a lay- historian, anthropologist and
religion student- now in the process of obtaining his PhD in a subject that
combines all these interests- Damer is one of the many self-conscious story tellers
of the Silicon Valley cultural elite. He uses his imagination, constant selfreflections, engineering lust and social resources to construct a story about where
he, and others he associates with, are heading; what their relevant history is and
how they will arrive at a better future. As such, Damer positions himself in relation
to me as a co-anthropologist, someone who is, just as much as myself, interested in
tracing the contours of New Edge culture.
Damer is but one example of a wide network of Bay Area 'creative
workers', who use their privileged position vis-à-vis digital technology
development to think up and engineer a natural-cultural 'niche' for themselves
'from scratch.' Members of this network are trained in disciplines as varied as
anthropology, biology, paleontology, theater studies or literature and make use
pragmatically and in a multi-disciplinary way from whatever insight is useful in
charting the contours of this new nature-culture. As a result, I experienced many
schizophrenic moments during my fieldwork. As an anthropologist seeking to
study my field from a conceptual distance I was regularly challenged in this role by
respondents who used theories from, say, Victor Turner and Johan Huizinga in
combination with insights from (social) biology, comparative studies of religion,
engineering pragmatics, Greek mythology, futuristic awareness of the next
development in high-tech and entrepreneurial appetites to cash in on this
development. Their rhetoric, thus, is both familiar and alien to me; at times I
seemed to be among academic peers, at other times I found myself immersed in an
alien tribe.
In experiencing such schizophrenia and disorientation, my research
situation is of course, not unique. The American researcher of hackers, Christopher
Kelty (2003); the Californian Artificial Intelligence researcher Diana Forsythe
(2001) and the American Artificial Life researcher Stefan Helmreich (2001), all of
them anthropologists, have reported similar experiences of such fieldworkschizophrenia and alienation. As Forsythe has put it, such a feeling is intrinsic to a
research situation that "brings anthropology home" and that does not follow the
"traditional fieldwork narrative" (2001: 120) which describes fieldwork as
conducted by an anthropologist from the west in societies "far from home, possibly
picturesque, probably small and rural, and very likely inhabited by people who
18
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bear little relation to her home society, class, profession, or employing institution"
(Ibid.). In a research situation where the cultural capital of the respondents is
similar to that of the researcher, Kelty asserts, one is likely to find oneself in a
situation "where we compete with a lot of other people who are also providing
explanations for the situation that we find ourselves amid".19 As also observed by
Helmreich (2001), whereas respondents, in his case Artificial Life researchers,
might use terminology to study their own life-worlds that is similar to those of the
anthropologist, these terms and theories might be used in various different ways,
with various different political agenda's and implicit philosophies.
The ambitious task of this dissertation then, is to allow for this
proliferation of reflections and to see this as part of the ethnographic field in which
I study New Edge. This thus entails studying the ways in which New Edgers
discuss the contours of what they perceive to be their cultural environment and to
sketch the past and present of these perspectives. In addition, I seek to situate these
perspectives in a historical and contemporary cultural context, distilling internal
conflicts, ambiguities and other cultural factors that they may not themselves
perceive significant to New Edge. Yet, as in any research model, such a distinction
between 'first' and 'second-order' observation is ideal-typical and does not always
work as a distancing mechanism. For example, also in seeking to adopt a critical
perspective, I need to acknowledge some New Edgers as my peers: as will become
clear, the New Edge cultural environment is intrinsically 'open-ended' in its cultural
manifestations and individualistic in its outlook, thus acknowledging and even
cultivating dissent and internal criticism to each other's version of New Edge. In
fact, as we will see, it is this ongoing activity of contestation and the acknowledged
existence of different perspectives and viewpoints that characterizes the New Edge
cultural environment the most. Quite paradoxically, I argue, it is this factor that
generates the possibility of holding on to the ideal of ultimate truth even though it
seems to defy it.
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Qualitative Research in the Age of the Algorithm: New Challenges in Cultural Anthropology
unpublished presentation given at the RLG conference, Boston, May 2003, published on:
http://worldcat.org/arcviewer/1/OCC/2007/08/08/0000070504/viewer/file1384.html
Retrieved
October 7, 2010. We may question however if the understanding of 'default anthropology' that
informs this remark, holds at all. Anthropologists the world over are always confronted with
competing 'local interpretations' of 'the situation.' However, (western) anthropologists doing
fieldwork in a place like Silicon Valley are inclined to take these interpretations more seriously - not
in the last place because a shared mastery of the English language, and because the fact that
researcher and 'informant' are likely to share various global communication platforms, form
conditions in which the interpretations of various parties will have to confront each other.
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My Fieldwork Practices
In between 2005 and 2008, I spent a total of twelve months in San Francisco from
where I conducted the ethnographic research for this dissertation. The first period
was from March until May 2005, the second from August 2005 until February
2006 and the third took place in between July and October 2008. In these months I
conducted taped semi-structured long interviews with 46 people, six of whom I
interviewed twice. In the first period I was a guest-PhD student at the
Anthropology Department of Stanford University. In the second period I visited as
a Fulbright scholar.
These three visiting periods represent three different stages of study.
Operating predominantly from the Monroe hostel in San Francisco and driving in
rented cars, trains and on second-hand bikes across the Bay Area, the first period
was predominantly exploratory. Aided by my connection with the American
anthropologist of hackers Gabrielle Coleman and with Stanford University I built a
first sense of the social, institutional and technological networks of the Bay Area
and made my first initial contacts. Particularly in the first two months, these
contacts were almost exclusively related to the 'geek world': initiated by an
interview with Computer History Museum curator and STS scholar Dag Spicer, I
spent several weekends and weekday evenings in the Computer History Museum in
Mountain View. Here I interviewed the volunteers, took part in guided tours of the
hardware exhibition and observed the careful restoration of a 1960s computer
(Digital Equipment Corporation's (DEC) 'PDP-1'). I also spent a lot of time in the
Stanford University Library where, aided by Henry Lowood, the curator of Special
Archives, I looked through hobbyist newsletters from the 1970s and through copies
of the 1960s and 70s Whole Earth Catalog. In addition, I met with the hackers at
the San Franciscan Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF) and attended a hacker
conference and many of the lectures given at the Long Now Foundation.
Although getting a sense of Bay Area 'geek culture' this way, at the end of
two months I felt that I was not at the right place to study New Edge. Despite my
ethnographic ideal that I would simply have to 'follow the network' to see where
and how 'geek culture' intersects with gnostic spirituality, lack of time led me to
decide to force the process somewhat and to use the speed of the technological
network of the World Wide Web: I was curious where writers like Erik Davis and
Ken Goffman were 'hanging out', and discovered an upcoming conference on
'Technology and Transcendence': Mindstates, to be taking place in May 2005. In
addition, I discovered a significant overlap between 'geek culture' and the spiritual
scene in the practice of raving, when I met a key-'informant', 'Gary.' In addition, I
met 'Homey', another person who proved highly valuable in helping me understand
possible overlaps between gnostic spirituality and high-tech. At the end of the first
three months, I found a room in a shared apartment in the Mission district in San
Francisco, from where I would commence a second phase of research in July 2005.
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The Mindstates conference, the Burning Man festival, a 'Dance' rave, the
Accelerating Change conference and a Rant and Rave evening, all taking place in
the first months of my second period of research, launched me right into the heart
of New Edge culture. What was the focus of my ethnographic study in the first
phase, now became one of the contexts of study. In addition to the geek cultural
environment that I continued to explore - with a trip to the hacker department of
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Boston among my activities20 a second context came from the Bay Area 'New Age' cultural environment. Thanks
to concerts of the reggae/hip hop singer and peace activist Michael Franti in the
Golden Gate Park, to the Whole Foods Chains and vegan restaurants across the
corner of my house and to my meditating, raw-food eating housemate this New
Age context could not be missed. It was also present in the habitual way in which
some of my connections used terms like 'goddess' to refer to each other, in the San
Franciscan Love Parade, in hippie movie screenings in Santa Cruz and in people
speaking of retreating at the Human Potential Movement center Esalen. Framed by
these two cultural environments, I borrowed the term that was launched in the
context of Mondo 2000 and came to think of my field as 'New Edge', focusing on
the ways in which overlaps and connections were drawn between the 'New Age'
and 'high-tech' cultural scenes of the Bay Area.
Thanks, in addition, to my Mexican neighbors, to a flight attendant I had
befriended, to an anti-Burning Man activist, to a woman called 'Nana Second' who
did not have money to go to the New Edge events and to a geek entirely
uncomfortable with Burning Man, I also began to see the limits of New Edge
culture. In addition, I met several other scholars and journalists who were
exploring the same connections as I did: the journalist John Markoff presented his
book What the Dormouse Said. How the Sixties Counterculture Shaped the
Personal Computer Industry to an audience of his protagonists in the City Lights
Bookstore in San Francisco in 2005. The Stanford communication scientist
Frederic Turner finalized his book From Counterculture to Cyberculture. Stewart
Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism in addition in
2006, presenting it to some of the leading characters in the book at Stanford
University. My encounters with such researchers and my observation of the
enthusiasm with which their studies were received by the artists, computer
engineers and hippies of the Bay Area, made me aware of the enthusiastic emic
reflexivity with which Bay Area historical and contemporary culture is charged. I
became complicit in this emic reflection, with people following me to events that
helped them 'learn about their history' and with others sharing their findings with
me.
20

This extra trip was made possible because a befriended flight-attendant was so generous as to give
me a free plane ticket to New York.
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After this second period it was necessary to take some distance and to try
and understand how I could create an account of New Edge that was, perhaps, in
some sense different from the amounts of reflective work conducted in the Bay
Area. A period of writing and reflection started, ending with my return to the Bay
Area in July 2008. While staying in Gary's house and lending a car from Homey,
while visiting Burning Man a second time and interviewing some of my keyconnections once more, in this third period I consolidated and modified some of
the insights I had built about New Edge, of which the chapters in this dissertation
are a reflection.
The Chapters of this Dissertation
In this dissertation I am concerned with the analysis of the discourse of New Edge.
I use the notion of discourse hereby in a Foucauldian sense: by studying the New
Edge as a discourse, I seek to understand how New Edge postulates a particular
way of knowing the world, and maintains a "network of power relations among
those who know" (Lindstrom 2010: 231). A discourse, in other words, has a
particular organizational power: it brings together in a particular way ways of
thinking about and understanding the world, modes of acting and social
constellations. The organizational power of the New Edge discourse resides therein
that it proposes ways of thinking and acting and that it forges particular social
constellations that seem quite counterintuitive in a variety of ways. For instance,
the New Edge discourse quite naturally celebrates the use of psychedelics
alongside the use of high-tech. It forges social constellations comprised of CEO's
of big corporations and of soul-searching drop-out hippies. It also quite naturally
celebrates the transhumanist transformative dream of wanting to merge with digital
technology alongside the New Age transformative dream of discovering the 'true
self' within. It celebrates virtual complexity and the authenticity of the real. And it
endorses an understanding of the world as 'out of control', intrinsically chaotic and
ultimately complex while also celebrating the world as a simple computation that
we can all learn to see.
The key-characteristic of the New Edge discourse seems to be that it is
paradoxical, quite deliberately so in some cases and inadvertently so in others.
Considering that this is its key-characteristic, a proper understanding of New Edge
can only be advanced if I bring these paradoxes into clear view. Therefore, the
organizational structure of this dissertation follows the organizational structure of
the New Edge discourse. This means that, instead of dedicating one chapter to the
chaos-celebrating aspects of New Edge, and another on its celebration of clarity
and transparency, I study both these aspects in the frame of one chapter exactly as
the New Edge discourse itself brings these together into the same frame. Each of
the chapters in this dissertation centers around one such tension.
In each of the chapters that follow, it may seem as if the main paradox is
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that 'technology' and 'spirituality' are celebrated in the same frame: in the first
chapter I discuss the New Edge simultaneous embrace of 'spiritual' and of
technological tools for 'knowing' the world; in chapter two the theme is the
simultaneous celebration of transhumanist and New Age transformational acts; in
chapter three the focus is on the style of New Edge that brings together the hightech secularism of the Bay Area with its New Age 'religiosity' and in chapter four
attention is placed on the coming-together of hackers, psychedelics-users and
spiritually-minded artists in the same 'temporary autonomous zones' of the New
Edge.
Although all the chapters of this dissertation show some aspect of the
spirituality-technology 'paradox', each of the chapters, however, progressively
questions whether this is really the paradox that 'explains' the New Edge discourse
sufficiently. What, we will be invited to ask, does it actually mean to distinguish a
New Age from a New Edge, gnosis from cybergnosis, 'natural' spirituality and
'technological' spirituality, and what is the nature of the tension when these
opposites come together, as they do in the New Edge? This question is brought up
in particular because each of the chapters shows also various other kinds of
tensions that interfere with the assumed tension between 'spirituality' and
'technology.'
In chapter one we see the epistemological tension between, on the one
hand, living in an 'out-of-control', 'chaotic' world that goes too fast, whose
technologies are too small and whose procedures are non-transparent; and on the
other hand the continuing relevance of the modernist autonomous individual who
uses technical and spiritual tools to have agency and to be empowered. In chapter
two we see tensions between dreams of salvation that focus on an escape from the
body, from 'social conditioning' and from the earth and those that focus on a
renewed connection with the body, society and the earth. In chapter three tensions
are foregrounded between, on the one hand, the gnostic aspiration to fuse the
epistemological attitudes of reason and faith into a third, higher perspective; and on
the other hand tendencies in Bay Area society to valorize the masculine gender and
the 'rationality' of science over the feminine gender and the 'dogmatism' of religion.
The tensions discussed in chapter four are those between the liberalist ideals of
creative expression, technological expansion and self-transformation on the one
hand; and a corporate, legal and technological reality that limits these aspirations
on the other.
By bringing all these different types of tensions into perspective, the
overarching understanding of New Edge that I advance in this dissertation is that it
is a discourse that is self-consciously paradoxical, permanently liminal, stylistically
indeterminate and existent only in spaces that it defines as autonomous. This is
how the 'third position' of gnosis, situating itself outside the dichotomous
epistemological perspectives of 'science' and 'religion', is culturally manifested in
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the contemporary high-tech society of the San Francisco Bay Area.
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Chapter One: The Emic Sociology of New Edge
Celebrating Augmentation and Dissociation
In the first editorial of the magazine Mondo 2000, founded in 1989 by Ken
Goffman (1952) and Allison Kennedy in Berkeley, the editors describe the
magazine as "New Edge, not New Age". As Goffman told me in an interview, with
the term ‘New Edge’ he wanted to articulate a simultaneous embrace and rejection
of New Age.21 Informed by the understanding that New Age is largely about the
rejection of high-tech, the term New Edge expressed the dedication of the
magazine creators and editors to explore New Age spirituality via ‘edgy’
technoscientific concepts and products.
In this first chapter, I seek to understand how 'technology' and 'New Age
spirituality' are made relevant to each other from the perspective of New Edge.
What is it about 'New Age spirituality' that invites New Edgers to relate it to
'technology', and what is it about 'technology' that New Edgers deem related to
'spirituality'? And what kinds of 'technology' and what kinds of 'spirituality' are
thereby related? Without seeking to answer this question in an all-encompassing
way, in this chapter I focus in particular on the gnostic epistemology of New Age
and the way this gnosticism is made to correlate with high-tech. Gnosis, as
discussed in the introduction, is an epistemological attitude that comprises three
aspects: gnosis is, in the first place, about obtaining knowledge of one's 'true being'
and the 'true nature of reality.' Secondly, modern gnosis is premised on an
antinomian emic sociology. This means that modern gnosis is built on the
understanding that forces in society at large, referred to as the 'archons' in the
traditional gnostic worldview, are working to engender false images of reality.
Thirdly, by means of 'experience', or by engaging in 'mystical states of mind',
gnostics can 'unveil' the truth behind the facade of the everyday world and
"remember [their] divine origin" (Jonas 1958: 44). Whereas these explanations of
'gnosis' are common understanding, I ask what gnosticism means in the context of
a society where information technology largely conditions understandings of
reality.
Notions like "cybergnosis" (Aupers et.al. 2008; Bey 2003) or "techgnosis"
(Davis 1998) have been launched in recent years to capture the presence of the
gnostic impulse in a technological setting. Such concepts are home in and refer to
cultural environments where technology is believed to offer gnostic salvation.
21

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Ken Goffman, Mill Valley, California, September 30 2005.
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Technology, in other words, is imbued with the capacity to offer immediate
knowledge and experience of 'reality at large.' However, whereas this is a
significant component of cybergnosis, scholars have not yet explored into detail
how such cybergnostic fantasies operate in actual social reality. In particular, it has
not been made insightful yet how cybergnosis 'works' in the context of a social
environment where people endorse contesting claims regarding the nature of reality
and regarding the tools and social forms that best mediate reality. The purpose of
this chapter is to include such epistemological and ontological contestations in my
study of Bay Area cybergnosis.
Central to this chapter is the tension between the New Edge celebration of
techniques of augmentation and techniques of dissociation. In the first instance, I
use these terms not to refer to two actually distinct artifacts, but to two different
attitudes and emic sociological assumptions involved in the embrace of particular
artifacts and practices. Both techniques are informed by different understandings
regarding the true nature of reality and regarding the question what and how true
understanding is obstructed. Techniques of augmentation are techniques that bring
gnostic clarity by revealing the 'true order' of reality underneath 'apparent chaos';
techniques of dissociation bring gnostic clarity by revealing the 'true chaos' of
reality underneath false order and simplicity. Both techniques thus show us
different, complementary aspects of the New Edge emic sociology, i.e. the way
that people employ the New Edge discourse to reflect upon and to position
themselves within a larger cultural environment. I will refer to the epistemological
and emic sociological tension between these two techniques as a paradox, the first
in a series that will be discussed in this dissertation.
The first aim of this chapter is to bring this epistemological and emic
sociological paradox of New Edge into view. This means charting the simultaneous
New Edge celebration of techniques of augmentation and dissociation. What
becomes apparent in this overview is that as part of the New Edge shifting
epistemological attitudes, the distinction between 'technological' and 'spiritual'
practices becomes blurry.
The second purpose of this chapter is to argue that New Edge cybergnosis,
including its simultaneous celebration of augmentation and dissociation and of
technology and spirituality, is not a recent phenomenon but can be traced back at
least to the 1960s. In order to make this point, I take as a starting point the remark,
made by Mondo 2000 founder Ken Goffman, that the Whole Earth Catalog,
founded in 1968, is the "respectable older cousin" of Mondo 2000 (Goffman 1993:
16). The Whole Earth Catalog (also 'Catalog' from hereon) was a periodical that
catered to the 'back to the land' communes of the 1960s. It discussed the spiritual
quests of native Americans, of Tibetan Zen masters and of Human Potential
Movement intellectuals alongside space travel, cybernetics, the advent of personal
computing and electrically amplified music. In the late 1980s, Mondo 2000 was
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showing a same topical eclecticism, combining discussions on gnostic spirituality
with discussions on high-tech: Eastern meditation, native American ecstatic rituals
and the American psychedelic movement were discussed alongside explorations of
Virtual Reality, biofeedback, nanotechnology and plastic surgery.
The genealogical line here suggested - between the Whole Earth Catalog of
1968 and the 'New Edge' concerns of Mondo 2000 since the late 1980s - is one that
I will use in this first chapter as a way of arguing that cybergnosis is not a
phenomenon that was new when the term 'New Edge' was coined in the late 1980s.
Just as New Age is a discourse that finds its recent historical roots in the diverse
gnostic experiments of the 1960s, so can cybergnosis, which became formative of a
'cultic milieu' that recognized itself as New Edge in the late 1980s, be traced back
to the 'techgnostic' (Davis 1998) experimentations of the 1960s.
This chapter consists of three parts: the first part offers an account of the
theoretical and sociological context in which to explore the cybergnostic ambiguity
of New Edge. The second part studies the way that this ambiguity is manifested in
Mondo 2000 and in the rave scenes of the San Francisco Bay Area. In the third part
I offer an account of the historical background of contemporary New Edge. In this
part I explore the Whole Earth Catalog and the cultural environment in which this
Catalog was shaped.

1.1. Studying Cybergnosis
Charting the New Edge Paradox
My study of the epistemological paradox of New Edge differs from the ways in
which various other scholars have expressed their 'confusion' about the way in
which people in the contemporary Bay Area endorse spiritual aspirations in a hightechnological context.
Two types of ‘paradoxes’ have interested scholars of 'Bay Area
technoculture' in recent years in particular: some scholars have shown surprise
about the political-ideological mixtures that are forged when transcendentalist
impulses are tied to high-tech (e.g. Barbrook and Cameron 1995; Sobchack 2001;
Pfaffenberger 1988; Robins and Webster 1988). Others focused simply on the way
in which the simultaneous celebration of transcendentalism with high-tech
confuses the imagined distinction between 'religion' and 'technology' (e.g. Kirk
2002, Roszak 2000). Both types of confusion are informed by historical
perspectives and ideological presumptions that I believe are in the way of a full,
anthropological understanding of cybergnosis.
Political Idealism and Technophilia
To begin with the first ‘paradoxical theme’: in their critical discussions of the
contemporary technocultural environment of the San Francisco Bay Area, scholars
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like Kevin Robins, Frank Webster, Bryan Pfaffenberger, Vivian Sobchack and
Theodore Roszak employ a historical perspective in which the 1960s
counterculture was ‘countercultural’ precisely because of its anti-consumerist ethos
and its communitarian, New Left ideas. The ‘paradox’ that these scholars find
themselves confronted with is that these transcendentalist 'countercultural' notions
are nowadays communicated in a corporate, individualistic setting. In her
discussion of Mondo 2000, first published in the November 1990 edition of Art
Forum and later included in many a 'cyberculture reader' (e.g. Trend 2001; Bell
and Kennedy 2000; Dery 1994), the media scholar Vivian Sobchack, for instance,
expresses confusion about the co-presence of utopian ideologies and "commitment
to consumption" in the pages of this magazine (2001: 322). "At first sight",
Sobchack writes, M2 (as she calls Mondo 2000) seemed "somehow, important in
its utopian plunge into the user-friendly future of better living not only through the
chemistry left over from the 1960s, but also through personal computing (…)
(Ibid.)". Yet, combined with an "unabashed commitment to consumerism', this
political idealism leads to an 'oxymoronic cosmology of the future" (2001: 325).
In Sobchack’s view, this ‘resolution’ between political idealism and
consumerism and technophilia defies the potential for critical politics and social
responsibility. According to her: "Hiding under the guise of populism, the
liberation politics touted in the pages of M2 are the stuff of a romantic,
swashbuckling, irresponsible individualism that fills the dreams of “mondoids”
who, by day, sit at computer consoles working for (and becoming) corporate
America" (Ibid.).
Underlying Sobchack’s writings is a view of history in which the left-wing
politics and 'genuine' spiritual exploration of the 1960s have given way to the
consumerism and conservatism of later decades. This is also the view that informs
the observations made by the British sociologist Richard Barbrook and the Scottish
broadcaster Andy Cameron in their critique of Californian technoculture. In their
article The Californian Ideology (1995) the authors write: "Who would have
predicted that, in less than 30 years after the battle for People's Park22, squares and
hippies would together create the Californian Ideology?"23 With the "Californian
Ideology" the authors refer to the "contradictory mixture" of traditional New Left
and New Right ideologies that they observe in the technocultural climate of the
Bay Area and that they see as a form of 'co-optation' of original countercultural
values. "Nowadays", the authors contend, "the cultural divide between the hippie
and the organisation man has (...) become rather fuzzy". The Californian Ideology
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In May 1969 People's Park in Berkeley was the site of a violent encounter between student
protesters and Governor Ronald Reagan's armed police. One man was shot dead and 128 people were
hospitalized (Barbrook & Cameron 1995).
23
http://www.alamut.com/subj/ideologies/pessimism/califIdeo_I.html. Retrieved October 7, 2010.
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"reflects the disciplines of the market economics and the freedoms of hippie
artisanship". Cameron and Barbrook call this fusion a "bizarre hybrid".
The juxtaposition that is sketched in such and other critical writings is one
between an idealistic, anti-consumerist and anti-technological 1960s counterculture
on the one hand, and a ‘co-opted version’ of the counterculture in later decades.
Thomas Frank’s book The Conquest Of Cool (1997) criticizes such "co-optation
theories", as he calls them, as being falsely and one-sidedly informed about the
1960s counterculture. "Co-optation theories", Frank criticizes, express "faith in the
revolutionary potential of “authentic” counterculture combined with the notion that
business mimics and mass-produces fake counterculture in order to cash in on a
particular demographic and to subvert the great threat that a “real” counterculture
represents" (Frank, 1997: 7).
Instead of this perspective, Frank introduces a history of (pre)
countercultural corporate practices, in which corporations were embracing the
'countercultural' values of individual expression, anti-hierarchical organization and
self-exploration and in which the boundaries between a ‘countercultural sphere’
and a corporate sphere were in reality quite blurry. The fact that counterculturalists
themselves imagined their modes of living in terms of a juxtaposition with a
‘conventional’ culture does not mean that this rupture was real in a sociological
and anthropological sense. This realization was, furthermore, also something that
some countercultural spokespersons themselves arrived at. For instance, in one of
his first Whole Earth Catalog publications, the founding editor Stewart Brand was
quite explicit about the fact that this catalog was an "advantage-seeking" product.
In an introductory article to one of the Catalogs, Brand explained how the Whole
Earth Catalog was financed through investment aid from his parents, and by means
of stock bought in his name. Brand writes: "You may or may not think capitalism
is nice, and I don't know if it's nice. But we should both know that the WHOLE
EARTH CATALOG is made of it" (WEC Spring 1969: 438).
Rustic Savvy and Advanced Technology
The second ‘paradox' discovered by scholars of the San Francisco Bay Area is the
extent to which the search for natural authenticity here fuses with celebrations of
high-tech. The surprise that this combination evokes owes to the historically
shaped understanding that the search of authenticity is inevitably tied to a rejection
of technology. This understanding informs in great extend the way in which
academic and lay-culture critics look back at the authenticity-searching hippies of
the 1960s and is, in turn, informed by the way in which the counterculture has been
brought into view in authoritative works produced at the time and by those who
identified themselves as countercultural.
Theodore Roszak's The Making of a Counter Culture (1969) was one of
the works that drove home the understanding that in its search for altered states of
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consciousness, natural living and authentic, embodied experience,
counterculturalists were opposing a society in which technology played too large a
role. Much of the language and practices of the counterculture were indeed selfconsciously 'tribal' and 'Romantic.' According to the American historian David
Farber (2002), the local newspaper The San Francisco Chronicle - whose bestknown journalist Herb Caen was largely sympathetic to the ‘beatniks’ and ‘hippies’
in the Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco - explored "Eastern religion and
American Indian rituals", promoting a "deliberately naive investigation of the
premises of the pre-industrial and non-industrial cultures" (Farber 2002: 29). When
by 1967 thousands of hippies were founding communes all over Northern America
and elsewhere, they not only read about 'tribal cultures', but also attempted to live
like them. Many of the communes were modeled after Native American 'tribes',
complete with tipis and with communards adopting Native American names. In
1968 the newly founded countercultural periodical the Whole Earth Catalog
assisted the tribal efforts of the hippies by giving practical advise where to buy or
how to build tools that were 'rustic', 'low-tech' and 'hands-on.' The Catalog also
discussed works from anthropologists such as Carlos Castaneda, Gregory Bateson
and Claude Levi-Strauss on 'primitive cultures.'
The countercultural combination of social critique and celebration of
altered states of mind induced various scholars to compare the 1960s
counterculture to 19th century Romanticism. In 1974, the sociologist Frank
Musgrove wrote that the counterculture "strikingly" resembled 19th century
Romanticism, in its combined attack on "technology, work, pollution, boundaries,
authority, the unauthentic, rationality and the family" and the interest "in altered
states of mind, in drugs, in sensuousness and sensuality" (Musgrove quoted in
Heelas, 1996: 67). In Musgrove's understanding, Romanticism is thus typically
characterized by an anti-technology attitude, an understanding that he then projects
onto the 1960s counterculture. Indeed, as Collin Campbell points out, it has
become "established wisdom" to regard Romanticism as a "reactionary element in
modern life, a phenomenon with its roots in the past and doomed to extinction at
the hands of the rational elements in culture and society" (Campbell, 1990: 4).
Both because of this 'established wisdom', and of the 'tribal' selfrepresentation of proponents of the North American counterculture, scholars have
had difficulty making sense of the fact that, in the 1960s and 70s, the same youth
that lived in tipis could also be found to enthusiastically embrace advanced
technology. Theodore Roszak, the former Berkeley professor of history who had,
in 1969, described the countercultural movements as 'anti-technocratic' showed in a
later article From Satori to Silicon Valley (2000) hindsight surprise about this "odd
mixture":
The truth is, if one probes just beneath the surface of the bucolic hippie image, one
finds a puzzling infatuation with certain forms of outrè technology (...) the
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countercultural students I knew during that period were almost exclusively, if not
maniacally, readers of science fiction. They were reading more of the genre than the
publishers could provide. Side by side with the appeal of folk music and primitive
ways, handicrafts and organic husbandry, there was a childlike, Oh Wow!
confabulation with the space-ships and miraculous mechanisms that would make
Stanley Kubrick's 2001 and the television series Star Trek cult favorites, and which
would eventually produce the adult audience for (and the producers of) Star Wars in
the later seventies and eighties. The same eyes that were scanning the tribal past for
its wonders and amazements were also on the look-out for the imagined marvels of
what George Lucas would one day call "Industrial Light and Magic".24

Roszak turns to the Whole Earth Catalog as a prime example of this "odd mix of
rustic savvy and advanced technology". In the pages of the Catalog, Roszak
observes a synthesis of the "anti-industrialist Reversionaries a la Ruskin, William
Morris, Prince Kropotkin, and the Romantic artists generally"25 and "a
technophiliac vision of our industrial destiny, a modern current of thought that
flows back to Saint-Simon, Robert Owen, and H. G. Wells".26
Roszak is not alone in his surprise over the 'strange mixture' of hippie
tribalism and high-tech futurism, and this surprise has led various scholars and
journalists to explore this theme further. Many of such works zoom in particularly
on the alleged cultural and ideological relationship between the 'hippies' and the
computer hobbyists of the 1960s and 70s. In 2005 the journalist John Markoff
captured some of the counterculture-computer culture relationship in his What the
Dormouse Said. How the 60s Counterculture Shaped the Personal Computer
Industry (2005). In this book Markoff not only argued that countercultural
adherents had affiliation with technology, but that the entire personal computer
industry owes its existence to the counterculture. Markoff argues that the idea for
the personal computer was born in the 1960s under the influence of psychedelic
drugs and utopian idealism held by 'enlightened' computer scientists and hobbyists
at the West Coast. According to him, parallels can be discovered between "the
mind expansion through the use of psychedelic drugs and through the new kinds of
computing that were being developed here" (Markoff, 2005: xiii). A few years
later, the Stanford communication scientist Frederick Turner made a more nuanced
argument in his From Counterculture to Cyberculture (2006). In this book, Turner
introduced to an academic audience the notion that there were strong overlaps
between the Bay Area counterculture of the 60s and the Silicon Valley computer
industry.
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http://www-sul.stanford.edu/mac/primary/docs/satori/index.html. Retrieved October 7, 2010.
According to these anti-industrialists, Roszak writes, "industrialism is the extreme state of a
cultural disease that must be cured before it kills us" (Ibid.).
26
For these "technophiliacs", according to Roszak, the cure for our industrial ills will not be found "in
things past, but in Things To Come" (Ibid.).
25
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Roszak, Markoff and Turner phrase their insights in terms of surprise and
hindsight revelation: casting their books as replacements of an outdated history of
the counterculture by presenting a "previously untold history" (Turner 2006: 3).
However, the journalist Steven Levy (1984), the authors Freiberger & Swaine
(1984) and the documentarian Robert Cringely (1996) - among others - had all
made similar arguments in earlier works. In one way or another, these works had
shown already that in the 1960s and 70s an interest in high-tech, and particularly in
computing, overlapped with many of the countercultural concerns and practices.
Despite these documentations however, the image of the hippie and of the
counterculture at large as anti-technological has continued to shape political and
popular discourse. This image still informs, for instance, the agenda of neoconservatives seeking to juxtapose their alleged high-tech mindedness to the "antitechnological bias of the Left". 27 Moreover, it is also a modality through which
post-1960s New Edgers have understood their own legacy. Timothy Leary for
instance, a 'countercultural guru' in the 1960s and a regular contributor to the New
Edge magazine Mondo 2000, sketched in his book Chaos & Cyber Culture (1994),
an "Evolution of Countercultures". Leary's scheme depicted the 1965-1975 hippies
as "Psychedelic, but anti-high-tech", and the 1990s hippies as a "Psychedelic, super
high-tech New Breed" (1994: 81). Despite the persistence of this narrative, feeding
time and again a sense of 'surprise' over the convergence between countercultural
'Romanticism' and technophilia, the New Edge ambiguity that I explore in this
chapter does not begin with this particular kind of surprise.
The Ambiguity Within New Edge
The ambiguity that I seek to address when exploring the historical and
contemporary positioning of cybergnosis in contemporary Bay Area culture relates
to the ‘paradoxes’ discussed above but does not entirely overlap with it. This
means that the New Edge ambiguity I seek to address is not rooted in a-priori
acceptance of normative and dichotomous distinctions between counterculture and
corporate culture, left wing and right wing political orientations and Romantic and
'technophiliac' sensibilities. Instead, I seek to understand the ambiguity intrinsic to
the way in which contemporary cybergnostics themselves shape their notions of
reality vis-à-vis 'official notions of reality.' In particular, I study cybergnosis as a
27

In the early 1970s when Nixon attained presidency, the governor of California Ronald Reagan
depicted a hippie as the archetypical primitive being by calling him someone "who dresses like
Tarzan, has hair like Jane, and smells like Cheetah" (Reagan quoted in Don McNeill, Parents and
Runaways: Writing a New Contract, Village Voice, 14 December 1967, 1, 21-22, 24-27 at 21; cited in
Braunstein and Doyle, 2002:6). In 1984, the conservative Georgia Congressman (and speaker of the
house in 1993) Newt Gingrich perpetuated this image by writing that "in the troubled 1960s our
hippies overshadowed our astronauts and the anti-technological bias of the Left overshadowed the
possibilities of the computer age" (Roszak 1994 [1986]: 25).
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cultural phenomenon that is married to various implicit theories about
'technoculture' that are at logical tension with each other.
The ambiguities within New Edge relate to epistemological tensions that
exist in Bay Area technoculture at large. Therefore, as a way of getting a first
understanding of the ambiguity of New Edge, I begin with a discussion of the
larger technocultural environment in which New Edge is embedded. I do so by
giving an account of a conference that I attended in 2005 at Stanford University.
This conference attracted representatives of major corporate and educational
institutions in the Bay Area. The 'creative workers' who presented and attended this
conference, I noticed, adopt shifting epistemological and ontological
understandings vis-à-vis the interface technologies that they create.
The Accelerating Change Conference – Palo Alto September 2005
In September 2005 I attended the Accelerating Change Conference, a conference I
had heard much about from scientists, engineers and journalists I had thus far met.
The Accelerating Change Conference (or Accelerating Change from now on), I
had been told, attempts to integrate the various technoscientific projects that the
‘geek community’ of the Bay Area is involved in and to formulate a vision of the
technological future.
Accelerating Change was organized in a large auditorium at the campus of
Stanford University by the Acceleration Studies Foundation (ASF from now on).
According to their website, the ASF is an "educational, nonprofit engaged in
outreach, education, research, and selective advocacy with respect to issues of
accelerating change".28 According to the same site, the ASF consists of "3,100
future-oriented technologists, entrepreneurs, industry, institutional and government
leaders, academics, scientists, strategists, humanists, and others interested in better
understanding and guidance of accelerating planetary change".
In the presentations at the conference quite a paradoxical combination of,
what I call, 'techno-ontologies' was espoused: on the one hand, it was postulated
that information technologies constitute an environment that is incomprehensible
and invisible and that frustrates the possibility of having individual human agency.
At the same time, information technologies were celebrated as providing the
scientific tools that can bring this environment into view and under control, thereby
facilitating individual human agency and understanding. In the following sections I
discuss these techno-ontologies separately.
Losing Control Through High-tech
With respect to the first 'techno-ontology', at Accelerating Change the notion was
posited that because the 'rapid proliferation' of increasingly complex, small and
28
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philosophically confusing forms of technoscience, people have lost a sense of
understanding of their direct environment. This is the first understanding of the
main metaphor of the conference: that of 'accelerating change.' In his opening
address, ASF-founder John Smart introduced this interpretation of 'accelerating
change' by sketching the current moment in terms of epistemological crisis. This
crisis has emerged, Smart suggested, because the world is transforming "into
informational form". Smart called the contemporary world "infopomorphic": "we
understand ourselves and the universe in information theoretic or computational
terms (...) we live in an infopomorphic paradigm",29 he told the audience. Anything
that exists, Smart continued, is morphing into informational form, thereby
engendering a new 'paradigm' for life. This current of change is more likely to
produce "future shock" than "future shaping" and leads more likely to "information
overload" rather than the ability to have "your filters set".
Smart’s understanding of a world becoming more and more
‘infopomorphic’ did not seem to apply to one particular kind of technological
innovation. Speaking to an audience of Artificial Life developers, Virtual Worlds
creators, entrepreneurs of social networking websites, founders of bioengineering
firms, developers of graphic interfaces, and venture capitalists well at home in the
world of stock market brokering, Smart commented upon a world in which all the
varied practices conducted by this audience are, each in their own ways, translating
'matter' into 'information' - thereby making the world more difficult to see, to
interpret and to control.
Smart's image of an informational world, an 'infopomorphic paradigm',
was something that various attendees and speakers at the conference had, in prior
decades, been complicit in painting. Present at Accelerating Change were, for
instance, venture capitalist Esther Dyson and Republican George Gilder. In the
mid-1990s, Dyson and Gilder had co-authored, with the futurist Alvin Toffler30, the
manifesto Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the
Knowledge Age (1994). In this manifesto, the authors described cyberspace as an
"ecosystem (…) a bioelectronic environment that is literally universal". "The
central event of the 20th century", they argued furthermore, "is the overthrow of
matter".31 Another speaker at Accelerating Change, the science fiction author
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John Smart, opening address at the Accelerating Change Conference, Stanford University, Palo
Alto, September 17 2005.
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It may have been Alvin Toffler's book Future Shock (1970) that inspired John Smart to refer to talk
of "future shock" as one possible reaction to the current technological changes. In his book, Toffler
announces an imminent "abrupt collision with the future", due to the "rapid transition" from industrial
to a "super-industrial" society, causing "information overload" and "too much change in a too short
period of time" (1970: 9).
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36

Vernor Vinge, had used a similar imagery – of a new informational environment
that fully envelops people– in his story True Names (1981).32
The Technological Singularity
In the past few decades, such depictions of a world that is morphing into
informational form have come with an accompanying sense of epistemological
crisis and bewilderment. At Accelerating Change this discourse of bewilderment
intersected with the metaphor of ‘accelerating change’ and with the notion of the
'singularity.'
The term 'singularity' originally derives from mathematics and describes a point at
which a mathematical object seizes to be well understood or clearly defined. In
1993, in a talk he gave for the American Space Agency NASA, Vernor Vinge used
this term to talk about an immanent future in which technological change is
causing a situation:
(...) where our old models must be discarded and a new reality rules, [it is] a point
that will loom vaster and vaster over human affairs until the notion becomes a
commonplace. Yet when it finally happens, it may still be a great surprise and a
greater unknown.33

In a variety of publications of which The Singularity is Near (2005) is the most
recent, the engineer Ray Kurzweil popularized this term further as a way of
announcing a technologically transformed future that is dramatically different from
the present moment. At the Accelerating Change conference, Kurzweil was one of
the keynote speakers. In his talk Kurzweil showed slide after slide that showed
asymptotic graphs that signified all kinds of processes of technology-empowered
'accelerating change.' Mixing scientific and mystical narrative, Kurzweil sketched a
teleological process of ‘accelerating change’ in which ‘information’ increasingly
‘escapes’ its material substrate, leading eventually to an epoch in which “patterns
of matter and energy in the universe become saturated with intelligent processes
and knowledge".34 Kurzweil can only speak about this future in the vague
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Vinge’s story True Names is generally understood as one of the first representations of
‘cyberspace’, before this term came to be popularly used to refer to the internet (See for instance
Pesce, Mark. "True Magic." In True Names. And the Opening of the Cyberspace Frontier. Vernor
Vinge, edited by James Frenkel, 221-38. New York: TOR, 2001).
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Vinge's talk is published at: http://mindstalk.net/vinge/vinge-sing.html, retrieved October 8, 2010.
Vinge here writes: "The original version of this article was presented at the VISION-21 Symposium
sponsored by NASA Lewis Research Center and the Ohio Aerospace Institute, March 30-31, 1993. It
appeared in the winter 1993 Whole Earth Review."
34
The singularity takes place, according to Kurzweil, in 6 steps, 5 of which we have already gone
through: Step one is the development of DNA out of physics and chemistry processes leading to the
development of the brain through biological processes. Step two begins with the development of
‘technology’, step three with bioengineering, i.e. “the moment at which technology masters the
methods of biology”, step four is the integration of biology and technology, and step 6 is the
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metaphor of the ‘singularity’, precisely because, as he predicts, this future moment
will not be conceivable in terms people are currently familiar with. The singularity
implies a total transformation of the ways in which people think, perceive and
interact with their environment.
The metaphor of the singularity captures the contemporary understanding,
shared by Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, science-fiction authors and computer
scientists, of information technology as constitutive of an epistemological crisis. In
the many different forms in which this crisis is presented at Accelerating Change
and beyond, this epistemological crisis is linked to various different types of
‘technological changes.’ For instance, in his book Out of Control (1994), former
editor of Wired Magazine Kevin Kelly – also present at the conference - addressed
the fact that even programmers and scientists themselves seem increasingly ‘out of
control’ over the technologies they create. With increasingly large programs being
built by globally dispersed teams of programmers, no single person is able to
comprehend the entire functionality and structure of programs. In addition, with
programs copying themselves and with virtual world environments expanding in
unanticipated ways, information technologies seem to attain life-like behavior.
Kelly summarizes:
(...) as we unleash living forces into our created machines, we lose control of them.
They acquire wildness and some of the surprises that the wild entails. This, then, is
the dilemma all gods must accept: that they can no longer be completely sovereign
over their finest creations (Kelly 1994: 4).

In his book TechGnosis (1998), described by the writer as "a secret history of the
mystical impulses that continue to spark and sustain the Western world’s obsession
with technology, and especially with its technologies of communication" (1998: 4),
the Californian culture critic Erik Davis speaks of the information technological
society in similar terms. Davis describes this society as characterized by "velocity"
and "mutability" (1996: 4). In terms of social organization, modes of thinking
about nature and about 'reality', information technological innovation is radically
transforming taken-for-granted ways of being:
Boundaries dissolve, and we drift into the no-man’s zones between synthetic and
organic life, between actual and virtual environments, between local communities
and global flows of goods, information, labor, and capital. With pills modifying
personality, machines modifying bodies, and synthetic pleasures and networked
minds engineering a more fluid and invented sense of self, the boundaries of our
identities are mutating as well. The horizon melts into a limitless question mark (...)
(Ibid.).

‘singularity’, with ‘information’ leaving its techno-biological substrates (Kurzweil 2005. When
Human Transcend Biology. Keynote Speech for Accelerating Change Conference, Palo Alto).
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It is time, John Smart concluded in his opening talk at Accelerating Change, to
“increase awareness” of this information technological complexity and
incomprehensibility. It is in relation to this remark that we can situate the
ambiguity of Bay Area technoculture.
Gaining Control Through High-tech
The singularity thesis, as discussed at Accelerating Change and in the larger
technocultural environment of the Bay Area, is not uniquely informed by a technoontology that depicts information technology in terms of a confusing,
incomprehensible, environment. A second techno-ontology intersects with it. The
singularity, as predicted by Kurzweil, is not only a state of confusion but
simultaneously a state of transcendent understanding and ultimate cognitive and
perceptual awareness. Precisely those information technologies that are causing the
confusion - information technologies - will also lead to better understanding. We
will arrive at a future moment, Kurzweil promises, where:
Information technologies (...) will develop pattern-recognition powers, problemsolving skills, and emotional and moral intelligence of the human brain itself (…)
human intelligence and information technological intelligence has merged (...) We
will fully understand human thinking and will vastly extend and expand its reach
(Kurzweil 2005: 8).

The theory of the singularity thus evokes two different understandings about the
epistemological quality of information technology: while moving in 'accelerating
pace' into our everyday environments, information technologies - hereby imagined
as autonomous agents - make it impossible for people to truly understand their
direct life worlds. Simultaneously, as scientific tools that will 'merge' with 'human
intelligence' they will largely increase our cognitive and perceptive powers and
help us understand our life worlds at a 'meta-level.' 'Information technology' here
attains a double, paradoxical, characteristic: it is the 'objective environment' in
which we swim and over which we have no control, and it constitutes the tools that
we can use to make sense of this environment.
This circularity is a persistent theme in Bay Area technoculture. Kevin
Kelly has observed it, for instance, at work in the study of Artificial Life. In the
context of Artificial Life (AL) studies - whether performed by computer scientists
in laboratories or by computer hobbyists on their home computers - evolutionary
development of 'life' is studied through computer models and simulations. In
particular, Artificial Life has become a kind of testing field for the theories of
'complexity' and 'chaos theory.' These fields of study, as also explored by quantum
physicists and evolutionary biologists, describe 'life' and 'consciousness' in terms of
'complexity' and unpredictable (random) 'chaos.' Therefore, Artificial Life forms
that achieve a state of homeostasis, i.e. that don't 'evolve' into ever more complex
forms and patterns, are not considered 'alive', whereas those forms that show
unpredictable behavior are seen as expressions of real life.

39

As many authors have pointed out35, in the context of Artificial Life
studies it is difficult to tell whether the 'complexity' that is being studied is a
complexity that is created on the computer, or whether it is 'objective nature' being
studied. This epistemological indeterminacy ties in with an ambiguous
understanding of computer technology itself: with the computer functioning both
as a laboratory that houses complex creatures, and as a scientific tool that studies
these life-like creatures, information technology becomes objective environment
and scientific tool simultaneously. Kevin Kelly (1998) coined the term "nerd
science" to refer to this paradoxical understanding of computers. In nerd science,
Kelly writes, "discovery and creation go hand in hand". Kelly doesn’t find
examples of ‘nerd science’ only in the study of Artificial Life, but in the scientific
use of computer models in general. Kelly writes for instance about the creation of
dynamic computer models of, for instance, "the global atmosphere". Such a model
"is like a theory that throws off data, or data with a built-in theory" (Kelly 1998:
992).
What Kelly here identifies as 'nerd science', however, is better understood
as a much broader phenomenon that is not unique only to the cultural experience of
‘nerds.’ 'Nerd science', I maintain, is only one example of a society in which
‘reflexive technologies’ – i.e. technologies that reflect a particular form of reality simultaneously constitute 'objective environments' (artificial life, virtual worlds,
etc.) and are used to 'study' these environments - as 'scientific tools' – as if these
environments are representations of a deeper, more fundamental form of reality.
This circularity can also be recognized in John Smart's proposed solution
to the loss of understanding in an 'infopomorphic society': Smart referred to the
Accelerating Change audience as a "community of practice" that moves the
dialogue "beyond that simple reactionary perspective that you get from lots of
people" and that moves to "policy and action". Smart addressed an audience of
entrepreneurs, programmers, journalists and ‘industry leaders’ as "ambassadors of
the future". With the rapid changes taking place today, Smart said, "it is easier to
get future shock, rather than to take part in future shaping; it is easier to get
information overload rather than to set your filters to get just that type of
information that you need". We have to know, Smart said, "how to filter".
Paradoxically then, these 'filters', in Smart's rhetoric, are information technological
tools, precisely those tools that have caused the confusing 'infopomorphism.'
35
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Referring to (then) recent technical innovations such as Google Earth,
Flickr, online social worlds such as Second Life and Artificial Intelligence projects,
Smart celebrated these technologies as enabling people to see and understand the
complex changes that are going on. Through Second Life one can study what
happens when the social and the informational worlds merge; with the whole earth
being simulated in Google Earth one can see what happens when the material
realm is fused into informational form and through the modelling of the human
brain onto a computer one can study the patterns that a human brain and a
computer share. "That thing is educating you", Smart summed up this paradoxical
notion that the same technologies that are causing confusion will train people to
perceive and think in new, comprehensive ways.
High-tech Life in the San Francisco Bay Area
By means of a discussion of the Accelerating Change conference I have sought to
give a first impression of an aspect of the technocultural environment in relation to
which the discourse of New Edge has been shaped. The 'techno-ontological
indeterminacy' that I described above, is a general theme in Bay Area
technoculture. Its 'indeterminacy' lies therein that information technologies are
simultaneously considered to be constitutive of a world that is 'out of control' and
of the means that can bring this world back into control.
The two themes of the conference - the notion 'accelerating change' and the
idea of the contemporary moment as an 'informational paradigm' - resonate with
the daily lives of many Bay Area creative workers I met. In particular, the notions
of living in an 'informational' environment that is also rapidly changing combined
in an all-pervasive sensibility of 'information overload.' This sensibility
characterizes for instance the nature of information technological work. One aspect
of such work is that it is typically interdisciplinary. Development and research
teams typically consist of people with a large variety of disciplinary backgrounds.36
As the walls of the houses and offices of my interviewees, many of them aligned
36

Electronics engineers and computer scientists but also people trained in ecology, physics,
linguistics, art, law, cognitive and behavioral psychology, medicine, anthropology and economics
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with meters of books on highly varied topics, testify to; for team members this
often means that they have to juggle lots of different perspectives, paradigms,
epistemological assumptions, and disciplinary habits.
Another aspect of information technological work is that it is characterized
by ongoing fluxes of hypes and downfalls. Typically, new corporations (‘startups’) form fast and may tumble equally fast; just as new products, innovative
concepts and visions may translate into massive hypes for brief periods and just as
quickly crumble into forgetfulness. To illustrate, in 2005 the memory of the socalled 'dot.com crash' was still fresh in the minds of those who had been employed
in the late 1990s and early 2000s within the Bay Area 'creative industries.' These
people qualified both the hype before the 'crash' and the collapse of the stock
market itself as 'surreal', 'crazy', 'over the top' and 'insane.' One moment it seemed
possible for CEO's of start-ups to organize costly corporate 'networking' or 'launch'
parties financed by Venture Capital investors who believed a 'pet supplies delivery
service' or an online monopoly game would reap large benefits; the other moment
the ergonomic chairs and high resolution screens of such corporations were up for
auction with their former owners looking for new housing. Only a handful of the
computer engineers I met - only those who had become wealthy long before the
'bust' - were relatively unaffected.
The dot.com crash was an extreme expression of the speed with which
innovative ideas, technical concepts and products are churned out by the high-tech
industries of the Bay Area. At a more mundane level, other signs of the speed of
hardware and software 'turnover time' can be found in the many warehouses,
garages and Computer Museums of the Bay Area that are stacked with old
computer hardware and computer paraphernalia (fig 2). These warehouses, garages
and museums are sanctuaries for computer engineers who harbor an emotional
connection to the products they engineered and for which there is no longer use on
the market place.37
The understanding cultivated among the Bay Area creative elites that they
live in a fast-changing, information-rich environment also informs the way that
social relationships are shaped and maintained. Cross-cutting online and offline
spheres, social networks of people keep each other informed, on a non-stop basis,
about innovations, cultural trends and places to check out. Nik (1954), a graphics
designer from Santa Cruz, copes with this felt necessity to keep up with 'what's
new' by producing pages-long and never-finished 'To Do' and 'To Go' lists. (fig 3)
The Open Source software developer Gary (1973) permanently interjects himself
into the never-ending stream of information exchange by being - whenever and
where-ever possible - logged onto several laptops at once, each of which opens up
37
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to several screens simultaneously. Another Bay Area friend told me that all the
social and technical information that he receives gives him not merely "information
overload"38 but also "choice fatigue". The ongoing demands made on him as a
software developer to choose from an endlessly expanding set of available
technical solutions makes it extremely difficult for him to choose at all. A similar
sense of 'choice overload' characterizes heavily mediated communicative moments
during which there is an overload of choices regarding the information channels to
'tap into.' An example of such a moment can be found in the presidential elections
of 2008.
In September 2008, just as the presidential election debates began between
the candidates John McCain and Barack Obama, Twitter was just in the process of
becoming a mainstream public media platform. In the months of the election,
Twitter gave new impetus to the already heavily mediated social world of Bay
Area computer programmers, social activists, media entrepreneurs, journalists and
academics. One evening I watched the first debate between McCain and Obama
together with thirteen other people. We had gathered in the house of Gary, who had
two large screens in his living room. One was a large-sized television flat screen,
which showed Keith Olbermann introducing and commenting on the debate on the
news channel MSNBC. The other screen was projected on the wall above the
television, by a beamer connected to Gary’s laptop. On this screen we saw the
website election.twitter.com, onto which an endless stream of comments relating to
the debate scrolled down in fast speed. In addition to these two screens, thirteen
other displays were in the room: on their cell phones, ‘PDA’s’ (Portable Digital
Assistants) or laptops, the friends exchanged thoughts on the debate with other
circles of friends while also keeping track of business and other threads of chat
they were involved in.
The experience was dissocational: while Obama and McCain were talking
on the television screen, the laughter in the room, the expressions of indignation
and the swearing going on, were not generally related to what Obama and McCain
were saying. They were related either to the meta-commentaries that sped by on
the beamed screen or to lines of communication that occurred on the personal
media devices. This experience of dissociation was not merely my own: referring
to both the speed of the communication and the impossibility to focus on single
threats of discussion, one person present called the experience "somewhat of an
ADHD experience". To him, this informational environment caused an experience
of information overload. He told me to 'cope' with this overload by "scanning" all
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the information that came by and by only focusing on those threads that seemed
particularly interesting.
As exemplified by the dot.com crash, the many to-do lists, the stacked
warehouses and the many screens on Bay Area kitchen tables, as well as remarks
about "information fatigue" and "ADHD communication"; for some, living and
working in the high-tech industries of the Bay Area means having to cope with
unmanageable information overload. This sense of unmanageable information
overload manifested in turn in rather chaotic life-environments. Such chaos was
reflected in the rooms, offices and cars of some of my interviewees (fig 4) and in
the stories of displacement resulting from the dot.com crash.
At the same time I also observed quite some signs of the notion that
information technology leads to a sense of increased understanding, clarity and
control. Gary and the programmer Jonathan both told me how computers taught
them 'critical thinking.' When you program, Jonathan explained, you have to think
in terms of a system with formal, abstract rules. This invites a way of thinking that
Jonathan calls "rational" and "objective". Another programmer told me how he
likes to engage in meta-thinking and that ever more abstract "high-level"
programming languages fulfill this purpose for him. This technique gives him a
feeling of transcendence and meta-perspective. 39 Several of these computer
programmers were quite enchanted by the Morrison Planetarium in the California
Academy of Sciences that reopened in September 2008. Here the augmenting
effects that information technology can have became instantly clear. Sitting in a 65
feet (19.8 meters) dome fully covered with digital projection systems, we were
visually transported through the roof of the theatre, rising high above San
Francisco, Northern-California, Northern-America and eventually entering space
from where we watched the whole earth. "This", my friend remarked, "really gives
you the big picture".
In the daily lives of those who work with information technology, it seems,
information technology both has the significance of being dissociational and
augmenting. Scholars of the 'information society' generally acknowledge only one
of these cultural correlates of information technology: they either discuss the
cultural correlates of information technology in terms of increased control, or in
terms of loss of control. What seems to be the question in such academic
discussions is whether these technologies reproduce the central tenets of modernity
or whether they are constitutive of a new, postmodern period.
In their discussion of the history of the information society, Kevin Robin
and Frank Webster for instance uniquely discuss information technologies as the
"mechanisms for social management, planning, and administration" and as being at
heart of "surveillance and control strategies" (Robins and Webster 2004: 64). They
39

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Benjamin Feen, Pescadero, California, September 20 2008.

44

see the cultural effects of information technology to lie in the extent to which they
continue the development of "modern social forms" (2004: 75). Other scholars, by
contrast, evaluate information technology in postmodernist terms, i.e. as uniquely
capable of breaking away from a culture of control and of generating a cultural
climate that cannot be held together by overarching 'grand narratives.' Mark
Poster's The Mode of Information and Postmodernity (2004) is an example of such
a validation of information technology. With other 'post-structuralist' and
postmodern scholars like George Landow (1992) and Donna Haraway (1991),
Poster celebrates the extent to which information technologies disable clear,
unambiguous readings of reality. "Poststructuralist perspectives" enabled by
information technology, Poster writes, promote "a new configuration of the subject
that may be termed postmodern in the sense that it is structurally different from
that of the modern era" (2004: 407).
In the context of the Accelerating Change Conference and in the brief
examples that I gave of the daily lives of Bay Area technology workers, we saw
how not only one of these, but both validations of information technology play a
role in the way in which people relate to their technologically constituted
environments. Two different techno-ontologies, linked to two different notions of
the epistemological position of people, are at competition with one another. In the
one techno-ontology, that brings out tendencies that are often thought of as
constitutive of 'postmodernism', the technological world causes confusion and the
human individual is not capable of rational comprehension of her environment. In
the other techno-ontology, featuring tendencies that are often associated with
modernism, technologies establish a sense of control and comprehension and
constitute the human individual as rational and autonomous and as having a firm
grasp of the objective conditions of reality. Taken together, these two cultural
schemes create a cultural environment that is 'indeterminate' in the sense that one
can endlessly shift between the two repertoires.

1.2. Studying New Edge
The New Edge epistemological ideal of cybergnosis, I argue, is shaped in close
conversation with the techno-ontological indeterminacy that characterizes the
general technocultural environment of the San Francisco Bay Area. If we want to
understand how exactly cybergnosis is shaped in relation to this indeterminate
techno-ontology, we first need to recognize the extent to which New Edge is a
subversive discourse and gnosis a subversive epistemology. People who employ
the New Edge discourse juxtapose themselves against a larger society that is, in the
process, defined as representative of the 'mainstream' or dominant cultural form.
More specifically, from the New Edge perspective this mainstream society is
accused of deliberately obstructing the possibility for people to discover the full
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nature of reality.
If 'gnosis' calls for the removal of externally imposed barriers against 'true
understanding', it follows that when these barriers are differently defined, gnosis
also obtains different ontological and epistemological qualities. Indeed, as we will
see, depending on the particular axis across which distinctions vis-à-vis a
mainstream society are defined, the New Edge points to different ways in which
gnosis can be obtained and how technology should play a role in it.
Within the larger setting of the Bay Area technocultural environment, the
New Edge assumes a special significance in two ways. In the first place, we saw
that in the context of Accelerating Change there is more appreciation for the
ordering and controlling qualities of technology than for the 'chaotic' ones: the
confusion caused by technology was here denounced as a temporary state that will
eventually be overcome by the opposite capacities of technology. By contrast, the
New Edge also celebrates chaos and confusion as sacred qualities. Secondly,
whereas a conference like Accelerating Change is predominantly focused on hightech, the New Edge focus lies also on non-technological spiritual practices.
With a brief discussion of Homey, whose life I find exemplary of the
shifting epistemological repertoires of New Edge, I illustrate how also chaos can be
celebrated as sacred, and how spirituality can be made relevant to a hightechnological life.
Homey's Technospirituality
Homey (1978) works as a programmer for the San Franciscan based Virtual Worlds
Corporation Second Life. He has an ambivalent relationship with computers and
with technology in general. On the one hand, he hates information technology for
the way in which it gives him a sense of being out of control of his own life. Homey
tells me that, having to juggle so much code at once and molding it into a more or
less workable programming environment, he suffers "information fatigue". At the
same time he uses this technology as a way of bringing his life back into control.
Homey's life in the computer world has many reverberations for his lifestyle.
His work involves long days and weekends of tedious programming, with few
breaks and unhealthy eating. Homey has struggled for quite some time with his
weight and he is also a smoker. For a long time, Homey has wanted to transform the
"unhealthy lifestyle" that he feels computer work imposes on him, but he expresses
difficulty in doing so.
Homey's health is only one of various aspects of his life that he feels he should
be able to control but feels unable to do so. It also accounts his financial life, his
bookkeeping habits, and his material well-being. Both in appearance and in the way
Homey talks about such aspects of his life, Home's life is chaotic. His personal
technological items - his notebook, his phone, his car, his bike - are broken most of
the time yet 'patched up' enough so that he gets by in creative ways. In his bedroom
it is often difficult to discern the contours of his mattress underneath the pile of
books, clothes, food, cigarette butts and other rubble. The same goes for his car that

46

is littered with torn work contracts, pieces of manuals of machines or software
programs, with pills and coins, with food and clothes and more cigarette butts each
day. And in financial terms, Homey has not yet hit a steady curve up the mountain
of big wealth. He has known periods of "surreal", as he calls it, financial well-being,
as well as periods of deep financial downtimes.
Homey regularly tells me that he needs to get his life "in order". He wants to
lose weight, quit smoking, be financially independent, be more focused, have a
peaceful mind, and he wants to have more time to travel. There are many tools and
techniques that Homey employs to invest in these goals. Some of these tools and
techniques involve scientific software, others can be characterized as New Agerelated therapies.
With respect to the first, Homey is always interested in new 'gadgets' that help
him visualize and analyze his lifestyle behavior. The latest gadget that Homey wrote
me about was a device that "tracks your metabolic rate in real-time". As he wrote in
an email: "it will display a nice graph of it, which was really useful for me. I was
able to see that sitting down in a chair is pretty much metabolically equivalent to
being asleep".
Besides this technoscientific equipment, Homey also relies on the special
perceptual capacities that he has developed in the course of trainings he once
received at the 'School of Magick' in Albuquerque. Although Homey does not really
"belief" in magic, he says, he cannot ignore his extraordinary vision. Homey has
telepathic capacities: "I feel what people feel, feeling other peoples bodies, their
pain, their joy, their emotional states". Late at night when he returns home with his
car in the busy San Franciscan Mission district, his special sight helps him find
parking spots. Even though accidental use of the wrong cleaning substance has
made his front windows irreparably difficult to look through, particularly when it is
dark, Homey simply "knows", in a way he cannot rationally explain, where to find
parking relatively quickly.40
Homey thus embraces spiritual and technological techniques as augmentation
tools amidst unwanted chaos. There is however also a very different component to
his technological and spiritual interests. In addition to wanting more control, Homey
also uses technology and spirituality as a way of celebrating chaos. Chaos, in
Homey's life, is not only an unwanted state of affairs that he needs to get rid off, but
Homey also celebrates chaos, literally, as a sacred entity. Homey is, for instance,
affiliated with two 'churches', both of which celebrate 'chaos' and 'confusion' as
sacred qualities. One of them is a parody cult, called the Church of Subgenius, the
other is more 'serious' and is called the Discordian Society - in reference to
'Discordia', the 'Goddess of Chaos.' Both 'cults' were founded in the late 1970s, and
since then, under the auspices of both, surrealistic, chaotic 'happenings' have
regularly been organized across the USA. Homey told me of one meeting organized
by enthusiasts of the Church of Subgenius. In a hall in San Francisco, lots of
40

Of course, I am not the one to judge whether Homey 'really' has magical powers or not or whether
'magic' objectively exists. It does so for Homey as for many others we will encounter in this
dissertation.
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'weirdo's' allowed for the 'spontaneous emergence' of chaos. There was a stage
where participants could perform any kind of weird ritual that would come to their
minds. Homey told me that he got on stage, undressed and dripped fake blood all
over his body. At one point, Homey passed out, being literally out of control, a state
of being that no one in this church would call an ambulance for.
When I asked Homey about this celebration of chaos and disorder, he told me
it had everything to do with deconditioning and with the desire to be as weird as
possible. Homey:
The Church of Subgenius is really concerned with group behavior, with
society that adheres with norms more than with reality, and it is about
investigating the question what happens to you when you don’t subscribe
to any norm, any norm at all. It is a kind of experiment, and so a lot of
people are attracted who are really really weird. Like, there is one woman
who was a prostitute for many many years, and another guy who is this
small midget, and there is also a geek concentration here, a lot of nerds.
But still, they are not like other nerds.
Homey's alternating celebration of chaos as an unwanted state of affairs and as a
sacred ontology, link to two different ways in which he experiences empowerment.
Homey's scientific gadgets as well as his magical capacities empower him by
offering him a sense of control amidst otherwise chaotic daily circumstances. At the
same time, his deliberate embrace of 'weirdness' and his celebration of Chaos as a
sacred entity in a setting like the Church of Subgenius empower him by offering him
a way out of conditioned, externally ordered everyday reality.

Homey's technospiritual epistemological shiftings are illustrative of New Edge. In
Homey's life as well as in the New Edge cultural environment at large, both
technological and spiritual techniques, both augmenting and dissociational, play
the empowering role of enabling true perception and deep understanding. In the
following I discuss how augmentation and dissociation are the components that
characterize the epistemology of New Edge at large. I do so by discussing the
ethnographic environment in which the New Edge discourse finds its full
expression: 'rave culture' and the magazine Mondo 2000.
Rave Culture
One way of understanding what a 'rave' is, is to think of it as a semi-legal big party,
with electronic music, high-tech visuals, lighting and synthetic drugs. Raves have
also been described to me in other terms: 'Bill', the founder of a rave community
was adamant in calling raves not 'parties' but 'celebrations.'41 Raver Gary refers to
raves as a moment of reconnection with his "community".42 And many participants
of contemporary 'raves' avoid the use of the term 'rave' altogether because of its
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Conversation with 'Bill', San Francisco, August 8 2008
Conversation with Gary, San Francisco, August 8 2008
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association with commercial events and nightclubbing.43 What is important for my
understanding of raves is that they form occasions where gnostic spirituality is
celebrated in proximity to high-tech experimentation.
Around 1985, raving became a global popular cultural phenomenon that
was strongly influenced by the introduction of the synthetic 'love-drug' ecstasy
(XTC) and electronic house music. In places like Ibiza, London, Manchester,
Berlin, Amsterdam, Dallas, Chicago, Los Angeles and San Francisco raves were
organized as underground events in abandoned warehouses, garages or open-air
environments in the countryside or on beaches. A rave could last from one to
several days and nights. By 1989 British ravers had migrated to California, and
particular the 'Zippie' (which stands for "Zen inspired pronoid44 pagan", Graham
2004: 220) Fraser Clark is credited as being an early and influential proselytizer of
rave culture in California (see also Fritz 1999; Hesmondhalgh 1998; Collin 1997).
Tense debates have ensued among Californian ravers who have been part
of the foundational moment of raves (they call themselves ironically "geriatric
ravers") over the authenticity of contemporary raves. In the context of 'house
parties' or 'club nights', raves have been transformed into commercialized massevents, thereby losing their association with cultural subversion and authenticity.45
Currently, such debates shape also the narratives around the Burning Man festival.
'Burning Man' is organized each year in the Nevada desert and has attracted up to
50.000 attendees in recent years. A significant portion of its participants is drawn
from former 'rave collectives', hence Burning Man can be considered one large
rave: in the course of ten days, tens of thousands of people move around in this
temporary 'city' that is 'interactive' with its many mechanical and electronic artinstallations and that, at night, houses many 'villages' where DJ's 'spin' their music
and VJ's ('Visual Jockey's') present their visual art. Many of these former rave
participants see in Burning Man a potential continuation of the smaller events that
they organized two decades earlier.

43

I will continue to use the term 'rave' to describe one of the ethnographic homes of New Edge,
because of the continuity that can be traced, particularly with regards to its subversive narrative,
between electronic-music events in the late 1980s and early 1990s - which were then called 'raves' by
participants - and the contemporary electronic-music events that I studied.
44
The term "pronoia" has allegedly been coined by Fraser Clark as denoting the opposite of paranoia.
I will discuss this term in more detail in the chapters two and four.
45
See for extensive accounts of such debates for instance: Collin, M. (1997). Altered State. The Story
of Ecstasy Culture and Acid House. London: Serpent's Tail; Hesmondhalgh, D. (1998). Review: Club
Culture Goes Mental. Popular Music, 17 (2)(2), 247-53; Graham, J. (Ed.). (2004). Rave Culture and
Religion. London: Routledge.
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"Letting Go": Gnostic Realizations at a Rave
Each year, prior to the Burning Man festival, hundreds of 'pre-Burning Man' events
are organized all over the USA (and elsewhere) by the individual 'camps' or
'villages' that have a presence on 'the playa', the area in the Nevada desert where
the festival is organized. These pre-Burning Man events are often fundraising
events, helping the organizers to buy equipment, food, water and art supplies for
the festival. They are also occasions where one can get to know the people of the
camp and 'tune into' the Burning Man 'vibe' in anticipation.
In 2008 I attended a pre-Burning Man event that was organized by a camp
that some friends of mine considered joining. The event was organized near a
beach south of Santa Cruz. When we arrived, some people were dancing, others
were ‘lounging' on benches or in the caravans that they had brought with them and
parked on the terrain in front of the venue. Walking past one of those caravans, I
saw two men and two women lying on comfortable cushions inside. They were all
heavily dressed-up with glitters, feathers and floppy hats. My friends knew one of
them, and we were invited inside.
The group had just been in the middle of a conversation about spiritual
transformation. One woman, who told me she was an artist, told us about a major
spiritual break-through she recently had. All her life she had thought that 'suffering'
simply is part of life. Teachers of her art-school had told her for instance that in
order to create meaningful art, one has to have suffered. Recently, however, she
had met "this charismatic guy", who had asked her: "Are you willing to let go of
that part of your story?" The question had bugged her for weeks, but finally it had
hit her: all that time she had been holding on to a false understanding of reality, an
understanding according to which suffering was necessary in order to have a
meaningful life. The remark of this man made her realize that it wasn't necessary to
suffer in order to be happy, and that she could simply 'let go' of this idea. When she
'let go', she said, she felt so much lighter: "I told my Christian neighbors that I had
found God", she said smilingly.
The experience that the woman shared with us is typically gnostic: she
postulates her prior self as having been imprisoned by a false consciousness. Her
contemporary self, after the 'realization' is a 'liberated one', one that is free from the
ballast of self-imposed suffering. The woman self-consciously describes this
transformation as 'finding God', now she is at one with whom she originally is
meant to be. In this narrative, the 'archons' - the forces that have inhibited the
woman from seeing the true reality - are identified as 'rigid thought systems',
systems that she had taken for granted in the course of her upbringing and
socialization. The gnostic experience itself is postulated as one of 'breaking
through' and 'letting go', thereby freeing aspects of herself that had thus far been
suppressed (e.g. Heelas 1996: 18, 19).
This example shows the presence of gnosis in the environment of raves. In
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this particular example, gnosis is not manifested as an attribute of technology, nor
is a rave brought into view as a particularly technological event. Because various
ravers consider technology to be quite an essential aspect of raves, however, a rave
offers a cultural context in which gnosis is easily wed to high-tech. This 'marriage'
however, is not sealed in a very straightforward way. Gnostic insight is associated
both with 'deconditioning' and with controlling technologies, and tied to each
understanding of gnosis is a different image of the way in which a conventional
society obstructs gnosis.
In order to show both these sides of the cybergnostic experience as
fostered in the context of raving, I will discuss how the magazine Mondo 2000
associated itself with raving - as well as with 'cybergnostic' technologies in general
- in this ambiguous way. I will first sketch some of the cultural background in
which this magazine was founded.
Mondo 2000
Ken Goffman, whom I first met at Mindstates 2005, came to California in 1982,
when he was in his early thirties. After obtaining an English major at State
University College of Brockport, outside Rochester New York, Goffman set out to
do a master's course in fiction writing but dropped out half way through it and
moved to Berkeley California. Prior to coming to California, he didn't know much
"in particular" about Silicon Valley, but had a sense that the "psychedelic culture
was happening here".46 From the outset Goffman intended to launch a "psychedelic
magazine". He put some advertisements in various local newspapers looking for
people who wanted to work on the "neo-psychedelic magazine". One of the people
who reacted was Mark Frost with whom he hit off the first issue of High Frontiers
which they announced as "a space age newspaper of psychedelic science, human
potential, irreverence, and modern art". Goffman took the name 'R.U. Sirius' and
Frost adopted the name 'Somerset Mau Mau.' The magazine published interviews
with people such as Albert Hoffman (Swiss scientist who first synthesized LSD),
Terence McKenna and Timothy Leary (both representatives of the psychedelic
counterculture) about psychedelics.
The first publication of High Frontiers attracted a specific audience that
would form the editorial staff for the subsequent issues of High Frontiers, which
would later transform into Reality Hackers which eventually became Mondo 2000
(fig 5). In between the latter two magazines, Goffman ‘hooked up’ with Allison
Kennedy, who gave herself the name ‘Queen Mu’, with whom he shaped Mondo
2000 and who brought Goffman in touch with an even wider circle of technologists
46

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Ken Goffman, Mill Valley, California, September 2005. Unless
noted otherwise, all subsequent quotes by Goffman in this section on the history of Mondo 2000 are
drawn from this interview.
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and scientists and psychedelic explorers. Goffman: “she was a great hostess,
throwing parties and she had lots of friends". Some of the people 'Queen Mu'
introduced into the sphere of the magazine were NASA engineers, others were
quantum physicists or computer hackers. "When we published our 2nd issue in
1985", Goffman recalls, "we were invited to a lot of parties in Silicon Valley where
the people who were making computer culture were hanging out". As Mondo
historian Jack Boulware wrote: 'There was little division between Mondo House
living, Mondo House parties,and Mondo the magazine. Mondo partied with the
people it wanted to write about and have write for the magazine.'47 Some of these
parties were full-blown raves, many of them organized in abandoned warehouses
by Toon Town. Other such parties took place in the homes and offices of the San
Francisco Bay Area.
A small group of regular contributors formed in this period. Some of them
were people who had written for the Whole Earth Catalog, such as Stewart Brand
and Kevin Kelly, others were John Perry Barlow (former lyricist of the Grateful
Dead and co-founder of the ‘free speech’ organization the Electronic Frontier
Foundation in the early 1990s); Timothy Leary and Terence McKenna
(psychedelic ‘guru’s’), Robert Anton Wilson (conspiracy theory and science fiction
writer); Bruce Sterling and Rudy Rucker (‘cyberpunk’ authors); ‘St. Jude’ aka Jude
Milholn (former hacker and 'computer activist' in the 1970s); Nick Herbert (‘fringe
scientist’); Bart Nagel (art director); Jas Morgan (Music director); Durk Pearson &
Sandy Shaw (experts on ‘smart drugs’), technology reporters Gareth Branwyn and
Allen Lundell and culture critic Mark Dery. Most of the pages of the magazine
were filled with articles by this incrowd group; with interviews conducted among
each other (position of interviewee and interviewed changed regularly); and with
interviews by Mondo interviewers with a special guest – such as Cryogenics
experts48, musicians such as Dee-Lite, Smashing Pumpkins, Talking Heads or other
artists, writers, security experts and scientists. Each issue had at least 100 pages –
and many were over 150 – each of which contained a tremendously wide variety of
subjects, themes, issues and opinions – varying from life-extension to ‘designer
drugs’, conspiracy theories, virtual reality, computer security, heavy metal, fashion
and the Iraq war.
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Boulware, J. (1995). Up and Down With the Next Millennium's First Magazine.
http://www.totse.com/en/ego/literary_genius/mondo2k.html. Retrieved November 15, 2010.
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Cryogenics is the study of behavior of materials at extremely low temperatures. For Mondo 2000
Cryogenics was relevant in the context of the activities conducted by the Cryonics Institute. This
institute uses insights and techniques from cryogenics to preserve the bodies of deceased people by
infusing them, as their website states, with a "substance to prevent ice formation, cooled to a
temperature where physical decay essentially stops" and by storing it "indefinitely in cryostasis (ie,
stored in liquid nitrogen) (http://www.cryonics.org. Retrieved July 2009).
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According to Mondo-historian Jack Boulware (1995) High Frontiers
started out with a circulation of 1,500 issues which grew out to 15,000 to nearly
100,000 circulations when it became Mondo 2000. 49 Mondo announced itself as a
quarterly magazine but published very irregularly and only started to publish
quarterly since 1992.50 In this year R.U.Sirius and cyberpunk author Rudy Rucker
also edited a compendium of the Mondo 2000 magazines, called Mondo 2000. A
User’s Guide to the New Edge. In early 1993 RU Sirius left the magazine but he
continued contributing articles. The last issue of Mondo 2000s appeared in 1998.51
"The Sound of Panting"
One image that was generally conjured up in Mondo 2000 was that of a world out
of control. Information technology featured thereby as one of the causes for this
situation. For example, the Winter issue of 1991 features an interview with
entrepreneur Mitch Kapor and former psychedelic hippie John Perry Barlow, who
go so far as to compare the experience of living in an information technological
society to a psychedelic trip. Whereas, according to Barlow, in the 1960s only a
small group of people was "dislocated" because of their experimentations with
psychedelics:
(...) now we’re talking about that dislocation that occurs when an entire society
looks up and finds that it doesn’t know where it is, and it doesn’t know how
anything works anymore, and doesn’t know how to deal with the reality that most of
the standard, nurturing concepts that have managed to provide for us since the
Neolithic Age-things like place and embodiment and community-are basically
suddenly gone.52

More recently, in a collection of interviews held by R.U. Sirius with science-fiction
authors, scientists and technologists, True Mutations (2006), the science-fiction
author Robert Anton Wilson argues:
(...) the acceleration of change is coming faster and faster all the time. There are
more patents every year; more internet websites opening every month ... change is
happening faster and faster everywhere. (...) By the time I learn about a model to the
point where I can talk about it, I have to replace it with a new one. It gets harder as
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Boulware, J. (1995). Up and Down With the Next Millennium's First Magazine.
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The first issue of Mondo 2000 – an issue that numbered '7' because the editors counted upwards
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you get older. Isaac Asimov wrote an article called "The Sound of Panting". It's
about how it's harder and harder to just keep up with his own field which is
biochemistry (...) (2006: 248).

Wilson doesn't even hold on to the model of the singularity, proposed by Vinge
and Kurzweil as a model that grasps accelerating change, because also "the models
are changing so rapidly" (Ibid.).
Whereas these observations point to technology and science as forging an
increasingly complex, fast-changing reality, the New Edge discourse of 'out-ofcontrolness' is formed in close conversation with the New Age understanding that
there are also processes outside of technology that propel a rapid evolution of
consciousness. This notion is illustrated by Daniel Pinchbeck, a speaker for
conferences on psychedelics, such as Mindstates. At the Synergenesis conference –
a conference that overlaps in organizers and attendees with Mindstates – Pinchbeck
presented the audience with an evolutionistic vision that is similar to Ray
Kurzweil's idea of the singularity. However, where Kurzweil attributes the
anticipated transformation to intrinsic qualities of technology and science,
Pinchbeck discerns a transcendental process that extends beyond technoscience. In
his talk, entitled Channeling the Galactik, Pinchbeck told the audience how he
underwent a shift from a "materialist worldview" to a "shamanic one", and how
this was the result of his encounters with Hopi Indians and other "tribal groups"
such as the Bwiti of Gabon and the Secoya in the Ecuadorean Amazon. Also, the
intake of psychedelic substances, his participation at various festivals such as
Burning Man, his interest in crop circles and the Mayan calendar and his readings
of countercultural guru and mushroom expert Terrence McKenna made him realize
that "the shamanic and mystical view of reality and the intuitive and supersensible
elements of reality have validity", and that “humanity is experiencing an
accelerated process of global consciousness transformation, leading to a new
realization of time and space and, possibly, a harmonic planetary civilization
within the next six years".53
The New Edge discourse is thereby characterized that it does not exclude
anyone of these readings of transformation. A statement made by Terrence
McKenna in his book The Archaic Revival (1991) is therefore typical of New
Edge. "The transformations of consciousness", McKenna writes, "are simultaneous
with the transformation of technical culture. These two are, in fact, expressions of
each other" (McKenna 1991: 32). The New Edge idea that technological and
psychedelic culture are expressions of one another translates into different
cybergnostic practices, premised on differing ideas of what it is that obstructs true
knowledge and what the 'true reality' is composed of. In the following I discuss
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these differences through the juxtaposition of the New Edge celebration of
'dissociation' and of 'augmentation.' Techniques of dissociation, I argue, are
typically employed to celebrate 'chaos' as the true nature of reality, and to reject a
mainstream cultural environment that allegedly employs technology as a means of
cultivating false notions of order and control. Techniques of augmentation, in
addition, are typically employed to celebrate meaningful order ('patterns') as the
truth that underlies apparent chaos, and to reject a mainstream cultural environment
that allegedly cultivates ignorance and chaos and that discourages people from
seeing these meaningful patterns.
Opposing Factory Culture
For several thousand years it has seemed obvious that the basic nature of the
universe is extreme complexity, inexplicable disorder-that mysterious, tangled
magnificence popularly known as Chaos. The poetic Hindus believed the universe
was a dreamy dance of illusion (maya). The paradoxical, psycho-logical Buddhists
spoke of a void too complex-maybe a trillion times too complex-to be grasped by
the human A-B-C-1-2-3 word-processing system (mind). (...) The standard way to
tame and domesticate the impossible complexity that surrounds us is to invent a few
"tooth-fairy" Gods, the more infantile the better, and to lay down a few childish
rules (...) The rules are simple and logical. You passively obey. You pray. You
sacrifice. You work. You believe (Leary 1994: xiii).

In this celebration of Chaos by the former psychedelic hippie Timothy Leary in his
book Chaos and Cyberculture (1994), Leary accuses religion of institutionalizing
false, and simplified notions of reality. Moreover, Leary resists the way in which
technology is used in mainstream society to maintain order and control. To refer to
this use of technology, Leary uses the notion of "Factory Culture" and juxtaposes it
against a 'subversive' "Cyberculture" or "Chaos Culture". In the dominant 'Factory
Culture', information technologies are employed in an outmoded way, in a way
more fitting to an "industrial age". The 'industrial age' is driven by "Newtonian
Law-and Order" and by a culture that is "institutionalized, socialized, formalized".
With 'cyberculture' Leary refers to people such as Virtual Reality pioneers, ravers
and readers of Mondo 2000 who are comfortable with the post-industrial disorder
offered by information technologies. Leary feels closely affiliated with this
cybercultural environment because his ultimate purpose is to be freed from 'Factory
Culture brainwashing', and to appreciate chaos and complexity without seeking to
impose rules and interpretations onto it. It is this epistemology that Leary values in
immersive environments such as raves and Virtual Reality. In these environments,
he writes, "we don't know who, why, where, what, when we are" (1994: xiii, xv).
In a rave manifesto published in the early 1990s by the raver 'Ken' (1957),
a similar distinction is evoked by means of different metaphors. Ken juxtaposes
rave culture against a technocultural order that he characterizes as 'C3I' - it is a
'Dominator culture' that is guided by the paradigm 'Command, Control
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Communication and Intelligence.' C3I, Ken writes, was developed as a way "to
manage and control everything from the outcome of battles to the deployment of
disaster forces, to the missions of the space shuttle". C3I is "vertical control
structure" and Ken celebrates rave culture as the chance to "transform and mutate
this technology of control and domination" into one that fosters a non-vertical
culture. In rave culture, by means of "creative and dynamic use" of information
technologies each person will "be 'individually responsible for their piece of the
whole".54
Leary and Ken's emic sociologies are characteristic of a larger New Edge
resistance of a 'mainstream' cultural environment that seems unable to cope with
complexity and chaos. In his interview with Goffman in True Mutations (2006) the
science fiction author Robert Anton Wilson evokes just such a discourse by saying:
Most of the culture here is running on a sheer terror of how rapidly things are
changing. (...) People are screaming, "Go back go back! Let's have simple answers".
It's very difficult to have useful answers to everything that's going on. There aren't
simple answers. Things are complex. We need precise knowledge of complex
systems. We don't need simple answers. Most of the public wants simple answers
(...) (2006: 249, 250).

In showing comfort with chaos, complexity and incomprehensibility, New Edgers
like Leary, Ken and Robert Anton Wilson situate themselves ahead of an alleged
'stagnant' mainstream culture and at the heart of an alternative sub-cultural
environment positioned on the forefront of a rapidly changing world.
Bypassing the Reducing Valve
In the New Edge discourse, it is not only a stagnant mainstream culture that is
blamed for concealing true reality in everyday life. Blame also befalls the human
brain. In Mondo 2000. A User's Guide (1993) Ken Goffman writes about the
'filtering' function of the brain:
When too much information enters the brain, it becomes difficult to focus on basic
tasks. One might, in the rush of vastly fascinating and complex mindstuff, put the
baby back in the refrigerator and the turkey in the crib (1993: 202).

Goffman argues that these "limits to information", are "important to us" but may
also be accountable for the "overall "smallmindedness" of modern man". (Ibid.)
Goffman compares this view to what has earlier been proposed by the British
author Aldous Huxley (1894 - 1963) in his Doors of Perception (1954). In this
collection of essays, Huxley advanced the idea that in normal, everyday life
humans use only a fraction of their full cognitive potential. Huxley cited the
“eminent Cambridge philosopher Dr. C.D. Broad” who had stated that: "The
function of the brain and nervous system and sense organs is in the main
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eliminative and not productive". (Huxley, 1961 [1954]: 21, 22) Following Bergson,
Huxley depicted the human brain and nervous system as a “reducing valve” which
only allows a “measly trickle” of consciousness. According to Huxley, this
“reduced awareness” is taken by most people to be the one and only reality.
Just as Huxley did in his Doors of Perception - which was a collection of
essays about his experiences with the psychedelic drug mescaline - so does
Goffman celebrate psychedelic drugs as the tools that can 're-open' the human
reducing valve. Goffman writes that one might "look upon psychedelics as
temporarily allowing the human brain to process greater quantities of information".
(1993: 202) It is this celebration of psychedelics as a tool that allows large
quantities of information to be processed by the brain, that forms an important
component of what Goffman calls the "deep and subtle relationship" between
"psychedelic drugs and the New Edge culture". (Ibid.) Both psychedelics and hightech are embraced within 'the New Edge culture' as techniques whose dissocational
effects bring people closer to an understanding of the full, chaotic nature of reality.
Celebrating Dissociation: Raves, Rollercoasters and Virtual Reality
The New Edge celebration of dissociational techniques need to be understood
against the background of this resistance against a 'Factory Culture' and the
'reducing valve' of the brain. Psychedelics and intrusive dissociational technology
are embraced for the way that they work as deconditioning techniques, bringing
people into a state of 'not-knowing' and freeing them from simplified versions of
reality. This celebration of dissociational techniques, to a significant extent, also
informed the Mondo enthusiasm for raves.
One of the rave venues where the 'Mondo crowd' could be found regularly
in the early 1990s was Toontown in San Francisco. On a 'Rant and Rave evening',
organized by Mondo-founder Ken Goffman in 2005 as a moment of historical
reflection on 'rave culture', one organizing member of the Toontown raves, 'Earth
Girl' was present. In her reflections, Earth Girl illustrated the extent to which raves
were seen as technological unreflective environments. In particular she emphasized
the capacity of loud intrusive music to silence thought: "You are not ... you can't
think because the music is kind of taking over that aspect". 55 In another comment
on raves, a raver writes how through the "all-night long pulsation of bodies to the
same sound source", rave culture creates a context "where layers of armoring and
conditioning are shed, where those willing can find the joyful and mysterious realm
of their bodies free of oh-so many enculturated egotrips and bullshit".56 Numerous
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other celebrations of raves, published for instance on the website
‘Hyperreal',57perceive raves as unreflective, dissociational environments, and
intrusive technology plays thereby a key-role. One commentator describes the
high-tech set up of a typical rave:
(...) the 200-ft wide, screens drenched with projection, the 10-watt green lasers
bouncing off the disco balls giving the effect of laser rain, the miles of fluorescent
tubing, the computer graphics which can blow your mind away.58

These technologies, the writer concludes, are a "very large part of the 'mindfuck'
factor of raves" (Ibid.). In such accounts of raves, the event is presented as a fullblown high-tech event. The speed of the musical beats, the visual bombardment of
the color polygones on the screens, the pulsation of the sounds and the frequency
of the lights are all generative of a cybergnostic experience: when immersed in this
loud, intrusive, confusion machinery, the brainwashing mechanisms of society are
replaced by an experience of reality that is much more real, acute and sensible.
In the context of the magazine Mondo 2000 an appreciation of confusing
technologies extended beyond raving alone. In the winter issue of 1991 a certain
'Louis M.Brill', for instance, writes ecstatically about rollercoasters in theme parks:
Rollercoasters have become high-tech. This means faster cars, cars that go
backwards, more imaginative track layouts, overhead gondolas, and coasters in
which patrons, safely coupled to the ride car, actually stand up. The rides are not
only pushing the physical limits of track physics, but they're also pushing the limits
of a more elusive envelope-reality (1991: 20).

Also psychedelics are celebrated for their 'deconditioning' capacities. In his speech
for Mindstates, Lorenzo Hagerty says:
(...) Psychedelic thinkers never assume that their current answers are final (...)
people who believe they have uncovered the one and only answer to the eternal
mystery of life form religions. Psychedelic thinkers have developed the ability to
move beyond such earthly absolutes. 59

Here Hagerty identifies the psychedelic experience as one that makes people
comfortable with ‘not-knowing.’
Celebrating Augmentation
The New Edge celebration of raves, rollercoasters and psychedelics seems
informed by an embrace of 'not-knowing', of acceptance of chaos and complexity
and of a rejection of modernist forces in society that seek to impose a 'factory
culture' of simplified reality onto an actual 'raw', chaotic existence. Technological
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environments like raves and 'tools' like psychedelics are, in this sense, embraced
for their deconditioning, dissociational effects. This celebration of dissocation is
counterbalanced by quite a different New Edge epistemological attitude: its
validation of techniques of augmentation that discern the deeper truth underneath
apparent chaos.
The paradox that these two epistemological approaches manifest is
illustrated in the Mindstates 2001 speech of Lorenzo Hagerty. Above, from this
speech I quoted Hagerty's statement that psychedelics are tools that teach people
that answers can never be "final". In the very same speech, Hagerty also celebrated
the way that psychedelics give an experience of "absolute truth":
While in deep entheospace60 there is seldom any doubt about what we know to be
true, and this knowledge comes from the deepest levels of our being. (...) that
wonderful time in deep entheospace when you absolutely know the truth. (...) It is
this higher state of consciousness that brings us to the clear realization that our
personal concerns are intimately entwined with the fate of the planet and of our
species. It is in this dimension, where psychedelic thinking is considered baseline,
that we will eventually uncover the truth about our existence and our reason for
being. 61

This latter embrace of psychedelics as bringers of higher understanding is an
example of a general New Edge embrace of augmentation techniques. The New
Edge infatuation with smart drugs stands symbolic for this.
When I first met Ken Goffman he was operating at Mindstates as a vendor
of 'designer food' and 'smartdrinks.' The term 'smart drugs' already explains a lot of
what these chemical and organic substances intend to do: it is a generic term for
chemicals or nutrients, injected in drinks, powders or pills that are sold with the
intention of making the user 'smarter.' 'Smarter' hereby generally refers to the
augmentation of both mental and physical capacities. In the aforementioned
collection of interviews True Mutations (2006) Will Block, CEO, President and
Founder of Life Enhancement Products, calls the "mental and physical
enhancement nutrient formulations and personal care products" that he produces
"nootropics" (Goffman 2006: 141). Nootropics are "substances that enhance
intelligent, purposive consciousness (noos = consciousness, trope = a turning)".
When you ingest smart drugs, so is the message, you are better able to grasp
reality, to make fast, complex connections in your brain, to perform multiple tasks,
to focus and think straight.
Ever since its founding, Mondo 2000 became a platform for the advocacy
and sale of smart-drugs. In particular, the magazine advertized the 'designer drugs'
60
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that were created by the couple Durk Pearson and Sandy Shaw. In an
advertisement placed in the third edition of Mondo2000 (Winter 1991), a picture of
the couple - dressed in lab coats holding plastic containers in their hands accompanied the text:
We formulated our psychoactive Designer FoodsTM for our own daily personal use.
We wanted to make our brains function better: to have more energy, to work longer
and harder days without being tired out, and to play harder during the evening
(Mondo 1991: 18).

Pearson and Shaw's smart drugs are thus celebrated for the extent to which they
give the user physical and financial control. Another advertisement of 'designer
drugs' exemplifies the extent to which these 'tools' purport to enhance also
perceptual and cognitive capacities. The Summer 1990 issue of Mondo 2000
featured an article on smart drugs by John Morgenthaler, founder of the Cognitive
Enhancement Research Institute (CERI). In it, Morgenthaler described how one
particular type of smart drug, 'Piracetam' had enhanced his ability to listen to
music:
Last year a friend took me to hear Sun Ra and his Intergalactic Arkestra as a
birthday present. I had just received a bottle of 800 mg tablets of Piracetam from
Interlab. My friend and I each took NINE of the tablets (...) before entering the hall.
The music began thirty minutes later. I found myself able to concentrate as never
before. I was completely lucid with absolutely no sense of intoxication. (...) For the
first time in my life I could hear each individual horn's timbre (Sun Ra has about ten
horn players, often all playing massed harmonies). I was enthralled (Mondo 1990:
150).

Smart drugs are thus celebrated as 'technologies' that enhance cognitive as well as
perceptual ability - it helps people to hear, see, think and focus better.
This celebration of augmentation techniques is characteristic of a larger
New Edge cultural environment in which both psychedelic/spiritual and
technological techniques are embraced as a way of gaining a deeper understanding
of the truth. With respect to such high-tech techniques, Mondo 2000 advertised for
instance software programs that help you draw a "mind-map" of your personality,
that "generate ideas" for you, or that generally work for "self/enhancement". With
respect to psychedelics, the psychedelics advocate and computer engineer John
Gilmore illustrates the New Edge notion that psychedelics can have augmenting
effects. He depicts them as tools that help him "understand the rules about
himself":
You really get a good use out of psychedelics if you can see those internal processes
when you are using the drug and you can bring some of those insights back to watch
how you act in normal life. (...) It is a way of insight in a literal sense, of seeing
inside yourself, understanding yourself better. In a lot of ways I think that life really
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is a journey of insights, of getting to know yourself, not so much the world but
yourself, you and the world are interrelated.62

The raver and computer programmer Gary told me about an instance in which
technology and psychedelics converged in their augmenting effect. He told me
about a mailing list that was active in the early 1990s. Gary:
People who were subscribed to this list, called the 'Leri-list', were under the
influence of all kinds of drugs and [they would] basically talk about it. They were
doing all kinds of experiments - changing the setting in which they took it, changing
combinations of different kinds of drugs etc. - to see how this would affect them and
how it would help them bring out a different understanding of themselves. The
premise of the list was 're-programming': you would discover the rules about
yourself and learn how to change them.63

For a certain rave DJ who wants to remain anonymous, his musical performances
at raves were not merely aimed at creating dissociational settings. For him, they
were also experiments of social control. It gave him an incredible feeling of power
and control when the large crowd in front of him on the dance floor reacted
ecstatically to the slight changes in music produced by him.
Opposing Anchors On Development
Whereas the New Edge celebration of dissociation and chaos is opposed to a
'factory culture' that uses technologies to impose a false sense of order, the New
Edge celebration of 'smart drugs' and augmentation techniques in general is posed
against a larger society that inhibits technological and scientific self-exploration; a
political culture that, in other words, wants to keep its citizens ignorant.
Lorenzo Hagerty voices the suspicion that permeates through many a
Mindstates presentation:
The war on drugs is not a war on substances; it's a war on states of mind.
Entheogens are not illegal because a loving government is concerned that you're
going to hurt yourself by smoking pot or tripping in your bedroom. Entheogens are
illegal because they make you question authority. They break down socially
constructed fables and cleanse the doors of perception. They make you question the
wrongs of society in a fundamental way, making you dangerous. You're like Neo in
The Matrix when all of the illusions of reality have been irrevocably stripped
away.64
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Robert Anton Wilson uses similar arguments to explain why government agencies
like the Food and Drugs Administration (FDA) seek to regulate the scientific study
of sciences and technologies of augmentation:
They're going to try to stop developments in science (...) It's a game these politicians
play. It's a permanent anchor on development but it never stops it (Robert Anton
Wilson in Goffman 2006: 245).

Various institutions in the larger New Edge cultural environment are dedicated to
removing these alleged corporate and government-imposed barriers against selfexploration. For instance, present at Mindstates was Rick Doblin, the founder of
the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS). MAPS, with its
headquarter on the East Coast seeks to obtain government approval for the
scientific study of medicinal use of psychedelics, particularly MDMA. In this
effort, they feel regularly inhibited. A text of a recent advertisement of MAPS
illustrates this:
THE FEDS SAY THEY WANT SCIENTIFIC PROOF THAT MARIJUANA IS
MEDICINE.
BUT DO THEY?
Three years ago scientists from the University of Massachusetts and the
Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies applied to the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA) for a license to grow a research plot of
marijuana. (...) No response. (...) A year ago, they asked the DEA for permission to
import 10 grams from the Dutch Office of Medicinal Cannabis. (...) No response.
(...) Then they asked the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) to sell 10 grams
from NIDA's marijuana farm at the University of Mississippi. (...) Still no response.
(...) The researchers could, of course, get all the marijuana they need from any high
school or college campus in the country but that's not legal. NIDA has a monopoly
on the supply of marijuana that can be used for research. The Institute seems to be
using that monopoly to obstruct the very research they're supposed to be facilitating.
(...) So the scientists are suing the DEA, NIDA, Health and Human Services and the
National Institutes of Health for "unreasonable delay" resulting in the obstruction of
scientific research. (...) Science should be in the hands of scientists, not political
ideologues.65

This advertisement reflects the general New Edge suspicion that the 'feds', in
intimate cooperation with corporations wanting to monopolize drugs, want to
frustrate all civil acts of scientific exploration. In rejection to such monopolizations
of 'techniques of understanding', the New Edge discourse celebrates a Do It
Yourself culture. This DIY culture is manifested, among others, in the
organizational ideal of raves as taking place in non-hierarchical and ad-hoc ways. It
also shows in the New Edge celebration of artists and engineers, of Do It Yourself
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'designer food' producers, of Do It Yourself education and the all-round validation
of wisdom achieved through personal experience.
The Ambiguity of New Edge
Depending on how exactly an understanding of the full nature of reality is believed
to be obscured, the New Edge celebrates both 'not-knowing' and 'ultimate knowing'
and embraces for both these objectives high-tech, psychedelics and other 'gnostic
techniques' such as dancing. In opposition to a larger society that imposes false
notions of order and simplicity, the New Edge celebrates complexity and notknowing. In opposition to a larger society that prevents people from becoming
smart, the New Edge celebrates ultimate truth and higher understanding.
Psychedelics is thereby celebrated as a smart-drug as well as deconditioning tool,
and similarly are information technologies celebrated for their augmentational
qualities as for their dissociational, deconditioning capacities.
Considering all these ambiguities, New Edge cybergnosis surfaces as a
highly flexible epistemological attitude; keeping its promise of eventual objective
understanding and awareness alive amidst conditions that challenge the possibility
for objective understanding in many ways. Because of this ambiguity, it is highly
problematic to define the ideological 'home' of New Edge: its epistemological
position can neither uniquely be associated with those features generally attributed
to postmodernism, nor uniquely with features generally associated with
modernism, and neither can the New Edge unambiguously be characterized, after
Bruno Latour, as 'non-modern'.
The philosophical stance that Mondo 2000 and many rave participants I
interviewed associate with most strongly is postmodernism. Several of the rave
participants I interviewed pledged an affinity with postmodernism. Benjy, who
helped Ken Goffman write a chapter on rave culture in the latter's book
Counterculture Through The Ages (2004) told me about creative writing classes he
had taken in which "postmodernism was sort of assumed. (...) It was all about
being ironic and self-aware".66 Another raver told me about his interest in
"postmodern anthropology".67
If postmodernism is the celebration of confusion regarding one's subject
position, then this label makes much sense for describing the shifting epistemology
of New Edge. In this understanding, the 'postmodernity' of Mondo 2000 manifests
therein that readers could never be quite sure whether the authors of a particular
article were 'serious' or not: hyperbolic language, the faking of 'letters to the
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editors' and the seeming larger validation of appearance (lay out) over readability
all made it difficult to grasp the cultural significance of the magazine.68
This New Edge interest in postmodern referential instability is informed, at
least in part, by the understanding that modern thought and practice have been
dispended with. The Bay Area culture critic Erik Davis, for instance, argues in his
book TechGnosis (1998) that developments in science and technology have caused
the blurring of modernistic distinctions between technology and nature, science and
religion, announcing an era of confusion, in which the future has become a
"question-mark" (1998: 4). Davis refers to the French philosopher Bruno Latour
(1993) to support this argument (1998: 15-17). In his well-known We Have Never
Been Modern (1993), the Science and Technology Studies scholar Bruno Latour
argued that while modernity is characterized by ongoing attempts to separate
Nature from Technology, Politics from Religion and Body from Mind, it has
rendered invisible the actual and simultaneous proliferation of 'hybrids' that form
as part of this process of distinction-making. However, Latour writes, now the
world of "frozen embryos, expert systems, digital machines, sensor-equipped
robots, hybrid corn, data banks, psychotropic drugs, whales outfitted with radar
sounding devices, gene synthesizers, audience analyzers and so on" is increasingly
upsetting this "Modern Constitution" (Latour 1993: 49, 50).
As suggested by Davis' habitual reference to Latour and by the fact that, in
2005, Latour addressed an audience in a packed-to-the-roof auditorium at the
Berkeley campus of the University of California, Latour's message of networks,
hybrids and 'non-modern' confusion finds one of its homes in the San Francisco
Bay Area. Latour's analysis seems, for instance, to link straightforwardly to the
New Edge discourse. What is proclaimed by Latour seems a political stance for
New Edge: the New Edge celebration of dissociational technologies and its
rejection of 'Factory Culture' is employed to juxtapose against an older, modernist
age that one seeks to transcend.
However, whereas New Edgers are self-consciously postmodern (or 'nonmodern' as Latour called it), they are less self-conscious about the way that they
manifest features that are generally attributed to modernist thought. Indeed, the
New Edge post- or non-modernist self-reflection needs to be nuanced by the fact
that, amidst its celebration of boundary-blurriness between the real and the
artificial and between nature and technology, it holds on to the prime referent in
relation to which the 'Modern Constitution' has achieved its cultural power: the
notion that there is a nature out there that can be known objectively by rational,
autonomous individuals. Whereas the New Edge celebration of dissociational
technologies points ideologically to a 'postmodernist' transgression of modernism,
68
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the New Edge embrace of 'augmentation technologies' emphasizes the
perseverance of notions about the individual that are generally associated with the
modernist ideals of 'the west' (cf. Piot 1999: 16).
By both challenging and affirming the modernist ideal of objective
knowledge and of rational, autonomous individual agency, the New Edge discourse
endorses modernist and postmodernist ideologies simultaneously, navigating
between both philosophical ideals through the instrument of reflexivity (fig 6).

1.3. A Historical Perspective:
The Whole Earth Catalog and the Merry Pranksters
As discussed earlier in this chapter, several scholars and spokespersons have
expressed surprise over the embrace of high-tech by spiritual seekers (e.g.
Barbrook and Cameron 1995; Timothy Leary 1994; Sobchack 2001; Pfaffenberger
1988; Robins and Webster 1988; Kirk 2002; Roszak 2000). As I argued, much of
this surprise is informed by the misguided notion that 'the 1960s counterculture'
was essentially anti-technological and anti-corporate (Frank 1997: 7). Informed by
such a notion, scholars often perceive the embrace by high-tech corporations of
'countercultural' values as acts of 'co-optation.' In this section I seek to show why
such 'co-optation' theories are falsely informed and why it is necessary to
understand the contemporary New Edge not in terms of a 'break' with a former
counterculture, but as a continuation of it. More specifically, I seek to trace the
ambiguity that I discussed in the second part of this chapter, back to the cultural
environment of the 1960s counterculture. As announced, I will use as a guideline in
this exploration the connection that has been forged by Mondo 2000 editors
between the late 1980s magazine Mondo 2000 and the late 1960s periodical The
Whole Earth Catalog founded by Stewart Brand (1938). Prior to founding the
Catalog, Stewart Brand had been part of a group of psychedelics explorers, The
Merry Pranksters.
Both the Whole Earth Catalog and the activities of the Pranksters offered a
critique against 'mainstream culture' through a particular embrace of high-tech.
There are similarities in the forms of critiqued espoused by the Merry Pranksters
on the one hand and by editors and readers of the Whole Earth Catalog on the
other. Nevertheless, when discussing the technological practices of the Merry
Pranksters I emphasize their embrace of dissociational technologies. When
discussing the Whole Earth Catalog, I emphasize its celebration of techniques of
augmentation. In this way, I want to illustrate how both techniques of dissociation
and augmentation characterized countercultural practices in the 1960s and 70s: the
first technique challenges a 'technocratic' mainstream, accused of simplifying an
otherwise complex reality; the second technique critiques the way that mainstream
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culture cultivates complexity and incomprehensibility. 69
The Merry Pranksters: Celebrating Dissociation
What's the annual Burning Man festival -- with all its costumes, modern
pharmaceuticals, spacey music, bright lights, and tribal noise -- but a grander,
updated acid test? (Shafer 2006: 57).

The 'acid test' that the journalist Jack Shafer here refers to is an invention of a
group who called themselves the Merry Pranksters (fig 7). The Pranksters are the
subject of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968) written by the American author
Tom Wolfe.70
The Merry Pranksters gathered in the early 1960s around the writer Ken
Kesey and lived an 'experimental lifestyle' in the woods south of San Francisco.71
Prior to 'founding' the Merry Pranksters commune, Kesey - who was a Stanford
University major of literary studies - had volunteered for medical experiments with
LSD in the Veteran's hospital in Menlo Park, California. His experiences at the
Veteran's hospital inspired him to write One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1962),
which criticized the institutional and technological 'techniques of control' as
employed at mental hospitals at the time, and which made him a key-figure in the
ensuing 'anti-psychiatry movement.' This anti-psychiatry movement, as defined by
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the British sociologist Nick Crossly (1998), was an international movement of
professionals and lay-persons who radically criticized the very grounds on which
psychiatry was based:
They questioned whether the "adjustment" that professionals and lay members alike
take to be central to "mental health" is not ultimately more harmful to human
potentialities and more "false" than the distortions of personality and falsifications
of self that psychiatrists claim to find in their patients (Crossley 1998: 878).

Kesey's experiences with psychedelics at the Veteran's hospital, moreover, led him
to celebrate this drug as the quintessential tool for liberating oneself from
internalized social conditioning.
As Wolfe's The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test details, after Kesey obtained
some wealth and success through the publication of his first book, he and a group
of hippie-friends who called themselves The Merry Pranksters moved into a house
in the woods of La Honda, a place south of San Francisco.72 Kesey's intentions
with the Prankster was to explore an experimental lifestyle that was entirely geared
towards overcoming the 'brainwashing forces' of society through non-rational,
sensuous, intuitive and spontaneous living.
With their exploration of alternative, spontaneous living, the Merry
Pranksters were home in a larger cultural environment in which artists, intellectuals
active for the Human Potential Movement at Esalen and 'drop out' New Left
students from universities like Berkeley built up a cultural momentum that would
later be reflected on as constitutive of the 'counterculture.' However, reporters at
the time had difficulty situating the Pranksters in the larger countercultural
environment. Wolfe describes a visit that was paid to La Honda by a playwright
author, Norman Hartweg and his friend, Engbert. Hartweg wanted to write an
article about the Pranksters for the Los Angeles Free Press and had been invited
over to La Honda by Kesey. Coming from LA at a time when an interest in
Buddhism and meditation was entering popular culture, and knowing that the
unofficial leader of the Pranksters, Ken Kesey, was "into" Eastern spirituality, he
"somehow (...) got the idea that the people at Kesey's were like, you know, monks,
novitiates; a lot of meditating with your legs crossed, chanting, eating rice, feeling
vibrations, walking softly over the forest floor and thinking big" (1968: 141). Yet,
Norman had great difficulty making sense of the circumstances at La Honda and of
the objects he found scattered throughout the house and the property of La Honda:
Inside, bright green-and-gold light streams in through the French doors onto the
damnedest clutter. There are (...) dolls hanging from the rafters, re-assembled dolls,
dolls with the heads sticking out of a hip joint, a leg out of the neck joint, arm out of
other leg joint (...)
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and tape recorders, and pieces of tape recorders, and pieces of pieces of tape
recorders, and movie equipment, and pieces of pieces of pieces of movie equipment,
and tapes and film running all over the place, plaited in among wires and sockets, all
of it in great spiral tangles, great celluloid billows' (...) In the midst of all this, sitting
toward the side, is a gangling girl, looks very Scandinavian, idling over a guitar,
which she can't play, and she looks up at Norman and says: 'We've all got our
hangups...and we've got to get rid of them' (...) (Wolfe 1968: 141, 142).

For the reporter Norman, the Prankster environment was quite disorienting and
confusing. To him, the objects seemed ultimately displaced and unrecognizable in
their given settings, and the things the Pranksters said to him and the way they
acted were incomprehensible.
Also Wolfe himself had great difficulties understanding the cultural
environment of the Pranksters (1968: 21) and builds, in his book, and
understanding of the intentionality behind this technological and expressive
confusion. With their dissociational environments, Wolfe made clear, the
Pranksters sought to oppose social and physical conditioning.
Opposing Social and Physical Conditioning
In various briefings the intellectual Kesey told the Pranksters about his motives and
worldviews. During one such briefing, Kesey told the Pranksters for instance that
people are, in ordinary reality, prevented from being in the present moment
because of the various "lag systems" that are built into them. Many of these 'lag
systems', Kesey explained, are social, cultural and historical in nature:
people are living by what their ancestors or somebody else perceived, and they may
be twenty-five or fifty years or centuries behind, and nobody can be creative without
overcoming all those lags first of all (Wolfe 1968: 132).

By taking on new names, new costumes, new roles, new identities and a new place
to live, the Pranksters sought to distance themselves from social conditioning, and
developed a lifestyle, techniques and methods all aimed at "moving beyond the
walls of conventional logic" and "socialized living". Music, speedy technologies or
forms of exercise and deconditioning media equipment played a role in these
practices.
One practice deviced by the Pranksters as a method for 'waking people up'
from their socialized behavior was to 'tootle' bypassers: tootling meant getting on
top of a bus in which they made road trips, with their flutes - or other instruments and playing people 'like they were music':
If a guy looked at you fat and pissed off, you played on the flute in dying elephant
tones. If a woman looked up nervous and twittering, you played nervous and
twittering (1968: 93, 94).

In these ways, the Pranksters sought to wake up what they referred to as "the poor
comatose world" outside (1968: 93). In addition, the Pranksters offered such bypassers an awareness of the connection between their assumed subjective state (e.g.
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'nervous', or 'pissed off'), and their objective surrounding, represented by the music
made by the Pranksters.
Another method the Pranksters devised for overcoming this 'lag system'
was by being continuously alert. One practice they devised for this purpose was
throwing red rubber balls at one another when they were outside the bus:
The idea of the red rubber balls was that every Prankster should always be ready to
catch the ball, even if he wasn't looking when it came at him. They should always be
that alert, always that alive to the moment, always that deep in the whole group
thing, and be deadly competent (Wolfe 1968: 92).

Also high-tech equipment played such deconditioning roles. In the Summer of
1964 the Pranksters purchased a 1939 International Harvester school bus that once
belonged to a man with 11 children. "It had bunks and benches and a refrigerator
and a sink for washing dishes and cabinets and shelves and a lot of nice features for
living on the road" (1968: 65). The Pranksters painted the bus with Day-Glo paint,
and made two signs: one on the front that said Furthur and one on the back that
read Caution: Weird Load. They also wired the bus with speakers, microphones
and amplifiers and cut a hole in the roof so that the speakers and microphones
could be attached on top of the bus. The Pranksters could sit there and play music.
Besides the bus, also the entire property of La Honda was 'wired':
Kesey (...) had (...) the very woods wired for sound. There were wires running up
the hillside into the redwoods and microphones up there that could pick up random
sounds. Up in the redwoods atop the cliff on the other side of the highway from the
house were huge speakers, theater horns, that could flood the entire gorge with
sound. (...) boxes and machines and things (...) glowed, winked, hummed, whistled,
bellowed, and microphones that could pick up animals, hermits, anything, and
broadcast them from the treetops (...) (Wolfe 1968: 126, 127).

Also the bus was wired in such a way that sounds that were made inside the bus
were picked up and broadcasted to the outside, and sounds made outside the bus
were broadcasted inside. The broadcasting system in the bus could also be used to
record one's own sound and to feed this back through headphones into one ear,
while one could rap off one's own voice, which was again recorded and fed back
into the other ear (1968: 66).
As such, the Pranksters created a 'cacophonous' multi-media environment,
in which there was no room and space for rational contemplation and for
attachment to thought systems and conventional modes of being. The culmination
of this cacophony was the 1966 Acid Test, a three-night event that was coorganized by Stewart Brand and that would bring together, as Brand envisioned it,
"all the new forms of expression that were kicking around in the hip world at that
moment" (Turner 2006: 224). Brand and friends hired the Longshoremen’s Hall in
San Francisco, where the Pranksters would organize a huge Acid Test. The result
was one multi-media immersive environment:
Audience members painted in Day-Glo colors danced and watched their dancing
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rebroadcast live on a series of closed-circuit televisions. The hosts had arranged for
live microphones and sound gear for anyone to play with. Five slide projectors
splashed images on the wall; light machines scanned the room. Two bands played:
the Grateful Dead and Big Brother & the Holding Company. Above it all hovered
Kesey. Stationed on a balcony and wearing a space suit, he wrote messages on
acetate slides and projected them onto a wall below (Turner 2006: 66).

According to Wolfe, this Acid Test launched the "Haight Ashbury era", and along
with it, the journalist Shafer (2006) claims, the Prankster way of experiencing and
interpreting psychedelics ascended into popular culture.
However, the later rave environment took inspiration not from the
Pranksters alone, but from a larger 1960s cultural environment in which 'art
happenings' embraced deconditioning capacities of electric technologies in similar
ways to the Pranksters. Frederic Turner describes, for instance, the 'art tribe' USCO
in New York (Turner 2006: 48). The art performances of USCO were,
"psychedelic celebrations of technology and mystical community". USCO used
projectors, oscilloscopes, music and strobe light to create, what they called
"theatrical ecologies" in which the audience was entirely involved. As such, USCO
continued the legacy of "environmental art" as had been pioneered by the musician
John Cage, the painter Robert Rauschenberg and the performance artist Allan
Kaprow.
Opposing the Technocracy
With their embrace of dissociational technologies, the Merry Pranksters offered a
form of social critique that was self-consciously different, yet complementary with,
the anti-technological strand within the counterculture.
This strand was represented, among others, by early 1960s Berkeley
student protesters. In 1964 Berkeley students protested the bureaucratic powers of
the university, and particularly the use of mainframe computing in asserting this
power. With their protest, the students conveyed their understanding that the
computer was the main engine of a stifling and dehumanizing machine world,
imposing its cold, rational logic onto an otherwise warm and human world.
Students at Berkeley University also mocked an administrative culture that treated
computers as the high priests of social order. At that time, computers needed
careful treatment and broke down at the smallest violation of ritual procedure.
They needed to be 'operated' by trained experts, kept in air-conditioned
environments and executed calculations only when they were fed instructions
through punchcards that were kept in perfect condition.
Students at Berkeley came to see these social procedures that adapted to
the material requirements of computers as one more sign of the way in which
machines imposed their logic onto the social world. During one demonstration by
Berkeley University students in 1964, a student had pinned a sign on his chest, that
read: "I am a UC student. Please do not fold, bend, spindle, or mutilate me"
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(Turner, 2006: 2).
This critique of rational, cold technology was a theme of the counterculture
at large. In 1969 the Berkeley historian and protagonist of the counterculture,
Theodore Roszak, summarized this as a critique of the 'technocracy.' With the
'technocracy' Roszak meant:
(...) that social form in which an industrial society reaches the peak of its
organizational integration. It is the ideal men usually have in mind when they speak
of modernizing, up-dating, rationalizing, planning (Roszak 1969: 5).

Roszak's writings on the 'technocracy' comprised only one of many other
influential literary critiques that influenced the counterculture at the time,
challenging the marriage of technology with corporate practice and the state (e.g.
Berger 1973; Reich 1970; Marcuse 1964; Goodman 1959).
Considering this countercultural critique of high-tech, scholars generally
take it as paradoxical that many of the student protesters and drop-out hippies of
the 1960s were simultaneously enthralled by the "post-war economic boom"
(Braunstein & Doyle 2002: 11, 12; see also Roszak 2000; Markoff 2005; Turner
2006). The enthusiasm of the Merry Pranksters for speedy driving, electrically
amplified sound and screaming visuals is however exemplary of a general
enthusiasm among American youth for a fast consumerist life-style, made possible
by post-war economic prosperity. Although strands within the counterculture were
drawn to rustic, non-high-tech living, a large part of the 'energy' of the
counterculture came from this marriage of 'youth irreverence' and technological
consumption. This strand was not characterized by an all-together rejection of
technology, but by attempts to 'appropriate technology' for the purposes of
'breaking free' from an older, stagnant, conservative mainstream culture. Wolfe
sketches the spirit of the time in which the Pranksters embraced high-tech as
follows:
It was very Heaven to be the first wave of the most extraordinary kids in the history
of the world – only 15,16, 17 years old, dressed in the haut couture of pink Oxford
shirts, sharp pants, snaky half-inch belts, fast shoes – with all this Straight-6 and V-8
power underneath and all this neon glamour overhead, which somehow tied in with
the technological superheroics of the jet, TV, atomic subs, ultrasonic-Postwar
American suburbs-glorious world! One’s parents remembered the sloughing
common order, War & Depression – but Superkids knew only the emotional surge
of the great payoff, when nothing was common any longer – The Life! A glorious
place, a glorious age, I tell you! A very Neon Renaissance... (Wolfe 1968: 38).

Technology, Wolfe suggests, imbued the direct life-environments of the Pranksters
with a sense of sacred importance. Wolfe describes for instance the way in which
Kesey's prayer was also a communication with electricity:
[Behind their old house] back a ways, is the radio tower of station KORE with a red
light blinking on top-and at night he used to get down on his knees to say his prayers
and there would be the sky and the light blinking-and he always kind of thought he
was praying to that red light (Ibid.).
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It was this love of technology, married to the New Left social criticisms and to
gnostic mysticism that gave way to the 'techgnostic' notion that high-tech can bring
about a new, liberated consciousness.
One of the images that captured, for the Pranksters, such high-tech
mysticism came from Arthur C. Clarke's science fiction novel Childhood’s End
(1953). The Pranksters used this book, which was present in the Prankster house,
as a way to reflect on their own 'story-line'. In this book, Clarke describes the socalled "Breakthrough Generation", comprised of "the Children of the Earth [who]
ultimately rise from their bodies, and set out for the stars". The children of the
Breakthrough Generation are born on Earth, but already as infants showed "powers
of mind far beyond their parents" (1968: 150). While still living on Earth, the
children had formed their own colony from where they eventually "returned" to the
stars to become part of the Overmind. The Pranksters identified with this
Breakthrough Generation, partially because Clarke’s story resonated with their
own sense of being at the leading edge of a 'mind-powered', spiritual evolution.
Yet, another reason for their identification resides in the fact that the story of the
Breakthrough Generation was framed as a science-fiction story, rife with extremely
fast and powerful machines (spaceships), capable of breaking through time into the
future.
The Whole Earth Catalog: Celebrating Augmentation
In a recent study of the Whole Earth Catalog, the Stanford communication scientist
Frederic Turner (2008) calls Stewart Brand a "network entrepreneur" who moved
from project to project, and who linked a variety of academic and countercultural
scenes to one another. Indeed, the Merry Pranksters comprised only one of the
many groups that Stewart Brand acquainted himself with in the course of the 1960s
and 70s. In the early 1960s, Brand was a biology student, a freelance photographer,
he had joined the army and had shown interest in the computer science projects
then conducted at Stanford University. By the late 1960s, Brand conceived the idea
of creating a magazine that would combine all his interests and make it available
for a larger audience. This became the Whole Earth Catalog (fig 8). Brand phrases
his incentive of founding the Catalog as follows:
The catalog in 68 was partially a response to what I thought was one of the
limitations of the hippies. (...) The thing I was trying to deal with was that all these
educated young people were heading off to start colonies and reinvent civilization
and they didn’t know anything. They had all English majors basically. So, this was a
way to sort of purveying the how-to, we were technology-friendly from the start,
this was just another tool. And a lot of the counterculture were anti-technology, ‘do
not fold, spindle or mutilate’ was what they were saying of computers. 73
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Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Stewart Brand, Sausalito, California, December 2005.
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Turner considers the periodical 'one of the defining documents of the American
counterculture':
It catered to the thousands of communes that arose all over the United States in the
late 1960s, would appear biannually for four years, ballooned to more than 400
pages and sold more than a million and a half copies. (...) The Catalog was popular
in San Francisco’s bohemia and the back-to-the-land movement (...) scientists and
computer technologists from the Bay Area, East Coast artists and engineers,
environmentalists, and, ultimately, even do-it-yourself suburbanites (Turner 2006:
488, 489).

The Portola Institute was the home base from where Stewart Brand produced his
Whole Earth Catalog. The Portola Institute was a non-profit institute that was
founded in 1966 by the computer programmer Dick Raymond in Menlo Park, a
suburb of Silicon Valley. Portola spawned various 'consciousness-raising' projects
that would continue to run well into the 1970s.74 Thanks to the friendship that
Brand maintained with the computer programmer Bob Albrecht, who ran one of
the Portola initiatives,75 Brand could use the resources of Portola to produce his
Catalog. With the Portola Institute as its home base, Brand and other Catalog
editors used a van to distribute the Catalogs and the orders made through the
Catalog to subscribers. Many of these subscribers lived in communes that were
scattered across the country.
Sensorial Anesthesia
Like the magazine Mondo 2000 would do decades later, so did the Whole Earth
Catalog construct a narrative that described everyday reality as quite
incomprehensible. And like the later Mondo 2000 would do, also the Catalog
conveyed the notion that this incomprehensibility emanated from the increasingly
small and complex fields of science and technology that govern everyday life.
Particularly the section "Understanding Whole Systems"76 contained discussions
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Among the initiatives that were supported by Portola were the Briarpatch Network and the
Farallones Institute. The Briarpatch Network was founded in 1974 by Michael Phillips as a network
of people who wanted to use business to "learn about the world", to "share business know-how" and
be "open about financial records" (http://www.well.com/~mp/briars.html. Retrieved December 16
2008). The Farallones Institute was founded in 1969 by Sim Van der Ryn as a non-profit "Ecological
Design Institute". It is "dedicated to research and education that applies ecological principles and
practices to the redesign of our environment". It focuses on a "whole systems approach", and works
with the principles of "appropriate technology", seeking to integrate "architecture, human and natural
ecology". The institute still exists today (http://www.ecodesign.org/edi-portfolio.html. Retrieved
December 16 2008).
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Bob Albrecht was the founder of a spin-off of Portola, the publishing company Dymax, that
published the magazine People’s Computer Company (PCC) and that supported the walk-in computer
center, the Community Computer Center (CCC).
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Other sections in the Catalog were entitled "Shelter and Land Use", "Industry and Craft",
"Communications", "Community", "Nomadics" and "Learning".
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on fields of science and technology that allegedly pointed to the invisible and
complex interconnection of all existing things. The field of cybernetics was
particularly often discussed in the Catalog, which drove this holistic worldview
home.
The study of cybernetics was pioneered in the context of a series of
conferences organized in the late 1940s and early 1950s in California by the 'Macy
family' (hence these conferences were referred to as The Macy Conferences).
Biologists, physicists, mathematicians, psychiatrists, sociologists and
anthropologists who attended these conferences placed cybernetics on the map as a
field of study that treats the world as an integrated system of information: animals,
humans, machines, and nature, in the cybernetic worldview, are united in their
informational essence (e.g. Boden 2006; Hayles 1999). In the course of these
gatherings and in conclusion to them, the mathematician Norbert Wiener presented
the subject to a larger audience through his publications Cybernetics; or, Control
and Communication in the Animal and the Machine (1948) and The Human Use of
Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society (1950). Both books were discussed in
various Catalog editions.
As we can deduce from the way that Catalog editors discussed cybernetics,
this field of research affirmed the ontological notion that the world is more and
more governed by invisible and non-material processes. In the May 1974 edition
Stewart Brand reviewed W. Ross Ashby’s An Introduction to Cybernetics (1958)
and wrote:
(...) we are migrating from a world governed primarily by the laws of
thermodynamics to a world governed primarily by cybernetics- a weightless world
(...) whose events are the impinging of information on information.

Another entry in the Catalog reviews Norbert Wiener’s The Human Use of Human
Beings (1950, 1954). The anonymous reviewer concludes: “We are not stuff that
abides, but patterns that perpetuate themselves".77
As each Catalog stated, Buckminster Fuller was one of the main
inspirations for Stewart Brand, and his voice was among several others in the
Catalog, which sketched the consequences of this 'new ontological order' for the
ability of people to 'master' their world:
In World War I industry suddenly went from the visible to the invisible base, from
the track to the trackless, from the wire to the wireless, from visible structuring to
invisible structuring in alloy. All major advances since World War I have been in
the infra and the ultrasensorial frequencies of the electromagnetic spectrum (Fuller
in Sontag 1966: 301).
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As a result, Fuller wrote, engineers and scientists have "lost their true mastery,
because from then on [since World War I] they didn't personally understand what
was going on. If you don't understand you cannot master" (Ibid.).
Such understandings extended beyond the Catalog and fed into a larger
sense of technoscience-related alienation. In reference to Fuller, the art critic Susan
Sontag (1966) postulated for instance that the "present cultural condition" is one in
which "Western man (...) has been undergoing a massive sensory anesthesia"
(1966: 302). Sontag ascribes this 'anesthesia' to the fact that scientific and
technological developments have changed the daily environment of human beings
in one "that cannot be grasped by the human senses" (Ibid.). As also the
Californian therapist Peter Marin wrote: "What is real becomes still harder to
touch, to sense, to act upon" (Marin, 1970: 58).
In resonance with Aldous Huxley's notion of the brain as a "reducing
valve" (Huxley 1961), so did Fuller propose that the inability of people to perceive
the full nature of reality was due in large part to "frayed capability valves". In his
Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth (1969), a book regularly reviewed in the
Catalogs, Fuller described the human race as "full of shortcomings and completely
ignorant of the real situation in which it lives". This is due to social brainwashing.
Or, as put in his own intricate language:
We could, of course, hypothesize that all babies are born geniuses and get swiftly
de-geniused. Unfavorable circumstances, shortsightedness, frayed nervous systems,
and ignorantly articulated love and fear of elders tend to shut off many of the child’s
brain capability valves.’78

Fuller saw himself as a person who was "lucky enough to avoid too many
disconnects during his upbringing" and set himself the task of leading the scientific
and technological way to overcome such brainwashing.
Whereas the Catalog deemed it difficult for people to grasp the true nature
of reality in large part because of technoscientific developments, the Catalog also
presented technoscience as the means that Catalog readers could use to counter this
condition. Brand subtitled the Catalog Access to Tools, with information itself
being the prime 'tool' that the Catalog had to offer. With its pages ballooning to
sometimes over 400 (Turner 2006: 488), the Catalog offered a dazzling amount of
information on a large number of topics. The Catalog itself did not so much contain
the information itself, but provided as a pointer to information: it reviewed
hundreds of books on a wide variety of topics, published lists of tool distributors,
pointed to events to attend and sketched portraits of individuals who were inspiring
to the Catalog editors. Each of the editions of the Catalog began with the statement:
We are as gods and might as well get good at it.

78

Fuller in WEC, Spring 1969: 4

75

(...) a realm of intimate, personal power is developing- power of the individual to
conduct his own education, find his own inspiration, shape his own environment,
and share his adventure with whoever is interested. Tools that aid this process are
sought and promoted by the WHOLE EARTH CATALOG.
(printed on the index page of most Whole Earth Catalogs)

Whereas in the context of the Acid Tests that Brand had taken part in, one could 'be
a god' - to experience one's true self - through the use of dissociational
technologies, 'being a god', in the context of the Catalog required quite a different
technoscientific approach. Here it meant the ability to use technology and science
not to create disorder, but to see through the otherwise incomprehensible patterns
of reality. Many of the technologies advertised in the Catalog were to have the
purpose of helping people become 'as gods', by being independently capable of
using technology and science to get outside the social and physical constraints
placed on knowledge and to see the interconnection between the otherwise
invisible patterns of reality. In particular three techniques proposed in the magazine
symbolize this augmentation quest: space photography, biofeedback and
computers.
Space Photography
Brand's interest in space photography plays a foundational role for the Whole Earth
Catalog. A by now almost mythical account has it that, while earning his money as
a free-lance photographer before founding the Catalog, Stewart Brand had started
wondering why nobody had ever seen a picture of the whole earth yet, even though
satellites had been present in space for years. Brand then designed a button with the
text "Why Haven’t We Seen a Photograph of the Whole Earth Yet?" and
distributed copies of it throughout the country.79 As the New York Times journalist
John Markoff put it: "He [Brand] realized that an image of the whole earth might
inspire others to have a more complete sense of man’s place within the planet’s
ecology and all of the implications that flowed from such a view of the world"
(Markoff 2005: 154).80 This realization inspired Brand to name the periodical the
'Whole Earth Catalog', and each edition carried a picture of the earth on its cover.
In addition, several Catalogs contained picture albums from NASA; photo albums
with aerial photography of the earth that features as a reminder of the "patterns in
nature"; and a picture book of the ‘surface anatomy’ of the human body that
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Markoff, 2005: 154; Turner, 2006: 69
Through this understanding, Brand can be placed squarely in a long tradition in which geographical
mapping is embraced as a practice of understanding/grasping "the whole of reality". As discussed by
Denis Cosgrove in his article Contested Global Visions: One-World, Whole-Earth, and the Apollo
Space Photographs (1994), this tradition began with Ptolemeic cartography and was rediscovered in
the fifteenth century, marking the "beginnings of European Modernity" (1994: 271).
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reminds one of the comparisons between the large-scale patterns in nature and the
intimate patterns of the human body.81
Comments from readers - both at the time and in hindsight - suggest
furthermore that the Catalog was itself perceived as a technology of augmentation:
in one letter printed in a Catalog, a subscriber depicted the periodical as a tool that
helped people "become less Blind (…) [and to bring] special sight [and] much
needed lenses or Aids [to give us] extra eyes and ears to help us make our Way in
the Dark".82 For this subscriber thus, the Catalog itself was a vehicle for extended
perception. Another subscriber whose letter was published in a Catalog, wrote that
the Catalog was an "Expanding Universe in his mailbox".83 In an interview with
me, a former subscriber referred to the Catalog as a magazine full of "secrets",84
revealing the "hidden principles" that operate in society. Also reflecting in
hindsight, another former subscriber called the periodical the "foundation" to his
"world model".85
Biofeedback
Biofeedback was another technology that was advocated in the Catalog as enabling
the discovery of otherwise unperceivable patterns of interconnection. A
biofeedback setting typically consists of small sensors attached to the body that
measure heart rate, blood pressure, perspiration or brainwaves. These sensors are
furthermore connected to 'output devices' that 'feed back' this information to the
subject. In the early 1970s, various biofeedback self-help manuals appeared on the
market and also the editors of the Catalog and volunteers at Portola were highly
enthusiastic about it 86 (fig 9).
Whereas 'professional' biofeedback manuals at the time seemed to struggle with
the terminology to describe the process being measured ("consciousness",
"awareness", "intent", or "will"), other manuals did not hesitate to present
biofeedback, in characteristic gnostic terminology, as a technique for obtaining a
"real knowledge of the self" – a knowledge that "has been lost by humanity over
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The WEC, Spring 1969 Catalog carries titles such as Cosmic View (Kees Boeke 1957); Man’s
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from the Apollo 8); Earth Photographs (NASA 1967); Exploring Space with a Camera (NASA
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Interview Dorien Zandbergen with the Portola volunteers Bob Albrecht (using the internet
conversation program Skype, January 2006) and Phillis Cole, Scotts Valley, California, November
2005.
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centuries by civilization".87 In this latter category of biofeedback celebrations, the
paradoxical notion is advanced that fast, high-tech consumer products can be used
to cure the ills that have been caused by a consumerist, technology-loving fastpaced culture. In his Biofeedback, Fasting and Meditation (1974) author Gary Null
stated, for instance, that biofeedback is needed because people have become
estranged from their "true feelings":
The fact is that most of us are not aware of how we feel at all, a consequence of the
sort of society in which we live, dominated by stresses and strains, by considerations
of time, money, status, subject to problems of an exceedingly complex nature; a
society in which it is almost impossible to relax. It is beginning to be generally
recognized that many people are “out of touch” with their feelings, an abnormal
state which once recognized should not be accepted as inevitable (1974: 188).

Null presents biofeedback technology as a technique that "many claim to be
capable of producing the same effect as meditation but at a considerably
accelerated pace" (1974: 78, 88):
It is (…) considered by some people to be a means of reaching, in a matter of hours,
that state of inner awareness and peace, spiritual and mental, which the practitioners
of yoga, Zen and other forms of meditation reach only after many disciplined years.
(…) Perhaps this is one very positive contribution that biofeedback can make. For to
get in touch with the inner workings of one’s psyche requires far more time and
discipline than many Americans are able to put in after an exhausting day. For many
the process of meditation is incomprehensible and, for many others, the nearest they
can come to satori is a few minutes spent on yoga exercises every week or so (1974:
88).

Gary and Steve Null thus interpret biofeedback as being congruent with a
consumption-oriented society:
(...) the gadgetry involved in biofeedback makes it highly sympathetic to the
American character. Rather paradoxically, that gadgetry may be one product of the
very technology that has made our lives so complex, which will lead us to a
reconsideration of the quality of life (1974: 17).

The writers predict that the "powers of mind" that are "freed" through biofeedback,
will lead humanity in an accelerated pace towards a new level of evolution.
Another biofeedback manual expresses the same idea as follows:
Biofeedback is a new tool in developing the energies of the mind, body, and
emotions. These energies, once brought under control and integrated with the
wisdom of our higher minds or Spiritual selves may help bring mankind into a new
level of evolution. It’s an exciting world! (Payne and Reitano, 1977: 17).
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Null, Gary, and Steve Null. Biofeedback, Fasting & Meditation. New York: Pyramid Books, 1974,
pp. 188. See for a discussion of the problem of defining what is measured by biofeedback technology:
Schwartz, Gary E., and Jackson Beatty, (eds.) Biofeedback. Theory and Research. New York:
Academic Press, 1977, pp. 105.
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The Whole Earth Catalog advertised the Bioscope, one of the many biofeedback
brands that were available for sale, so the review says.88 In the review, the
Bioscope is advertised as a "short-cut to meditative skill".
Computers
Computer corporations that operated in the 1960s did not build computers for the
larger public and, as we saw, countercultural activists resisted the 'cold logic' of the
existing generation of large-sized mainframe computers. Nevertheless, Stewart
Brand and others at the Portola Institute were among those counterculturalists who
embraced computers as augmentation tools, enabling people to grasp an otherwise
complex reality. Brand's enthusiasm for computing was reinforced by two
computer innovative environments that he spent time in. One was the Stanford
University Research Institute (SRI) where the computer scientist Douglas
Engelbart led the Augmentation of Human Intellect Program. The other
environment was the Xerox Parc research lab.
Engelbart began his work on the Augmentation of Human Intellect
Program in the 1960s at the Stanford University Research Institute. According to
Engelbart's biographer Thierry Bardini (2000), the scientist was driven by the
desire to use computer technology to solve, what he thought of as, the most
pressing problem of his time. For Engelbart this problem was:
(...) we have built a civilization beyond our understanding and we are finding that it
is getting out of hand. Faced with such problems, what are we to do? (Engelbart
1956, 215).89

Engelbart was interested in devising techno-social systems that allowed groups of
people to share thoughts and information in constructive ways. This interest
translated into his attempts to develop a human-computer interface that would
engage humans and computers into the same 'feedback loop' of information
sharing. Engelbart received a grant to conduct such a study, which he used to found
the Augmentation Research Center (ARC) and to begin the Augmentation of
Human Intellect Program. Engelbart formulated the agenda of this program as an
attempt to "improve [the] human capability to cope with 'the complexity/urgency'
factor" (Bardini 2000: 10). When Engelbart, in 1968, held his first demo of the
interactive computer system that was the result of his project, Stewart Brand
volunteered as a technical assistant.90 This experience proved to be foundational for
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Besides a Bioscope, one could also try an “Alphawave kit”, a “Toomim Alpha Pacer”, an
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Brand's ensuing understanding that computers can 'augment' people's reflexive
capacities.
Another place regularly visited by Brand in the early 1970s was the Xerox
Palo Alto Computer Research Center (Xerox Parc). Based on the activities of the
programmers that Brand witnessed "playing" here on computers late at night,
Brand wrote an article entitled Spacewar for the magazine Rolling Stones. Brand
started the article with the proclamation: "Ready or not, computers are coming to
the people. That’s good news. Maybe the best since psychedelics".91 In the
activities of the Xerox Parc programmers, Brand saw the contours of a future in
which computers would, for the first time in history, be made useable for and
accessible to the general public. In his article, Brand characterized the computer
programmers at Xerox Parc as the heirs of the counterculture:
These are heads, most of them. Half or more of computer science is heads. (..) The
rest of the counterculture is laid low and back these days, showing none of this kind
of zeal.

Just like the Pranksters, who were busy inventing a high-tech life style that was
posed against ‘mass normality', Brand depicted the creation of personal computer
technologies at Xerox as "leading away from hugeness and centrality, toward the
small and the personal, toward putting maximum computer power in the hands of
every individual who wants it".
Brand's enthusiasm for the projects of Engelbart and the Xerox Parc
programmers is informed by his critique of a 'technocratic' society that uses science
and technology in wrong and limited ways and that keep people away from
scientific understanding and technological empowerment. This critique was
informed by the fact that established computer corporations only created computers
for financial, bureaucratic and military organizations, and that much computer
science was conducted under the auspice of military secrecy. The Catalog protested
against such secrecy and sought to 'appropriate' science and technology for the
average individual. One edition of the Catalog cites the cybernetician Norbert
Wiener in support of such critique. Quoted from The Human Use of Human Beings
(1950, 1954) is Wiener's allegation:
It is the great public which is demanding the utmost of secrecy for modern science
in all things which may touch its military uses. This demand for secrecy is scarcely

demo is still celebrated because many of the major applications that would come to define interactive
computing were pioneered in Engelbart's system. For instance, for the first time a computer was
shown working with a "mouse", and it was for the first time that people saw the idea of long-distance
conferencing (through video), the use of email, the idea of hypertext and the use of several "windows"
in action.
91
www.wheels.org/spacewar/stone/rolling_stone.html
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more than the wish of a sick civilization not to learn the progress of its own
disease.92

In the same Catalog edition, Stewart Brand also lamented the inaccessibility of
computers for average users. In a review of the book Music by Computers Brand
wrote: “Music by Computers. Goddamn right. When can we get our hands on them
without having to tiptoe around some 18th century Department Chairman?”93
A History of New Edge
Having sketched the ambiguous techno-ontology of New Edge in part two of this
chapter, with this third part I have sought to argue that the New Edge discourse is
prefigured by forms of countercultural activity in earlier decades. With respect to
these historical precedents, the different subversive technological practices that I
described reflect various different understandings of the way gnostic realization
can be reached and about the forces that inhibit such comprehension.
Like in the later New Edge discourse, for the 1960s and 70s
countercultural 'gnostics' it is unclear whether the 'reducing valves' of the human
body, technocratic domination or technoscientific incomprehensibility are the
'archons' that inhibit gnostic awareness. And just as in the later New Edge
discourse, also earlier forms of gnosticism are characterized by a simultaneous
celebration of technologies that confuse and that create clarity. Furthermore, just as
in the later New Edge, earlier forms of gnosticism are characterized by an
ambiguous epistemological understanding: on the one hand, the 'true reality' that is
celebrated consists of ordered and interconnected patterns which can be brought
into view by visualization and measurements tools. At the same time chaotic,
cacophonous technologies are used as a way of disrupting false, super-imposed
notions of order.
Conclusion
In the course of the three parts of this chapter, I explored the question what
gnosticism means in the context of a society where information technology largely
conditions understandings of reality.
The first part offered an understanding of the theoretical and cultural
background in which to situate the cybergnostic aspirations of New Edge. By
means of an account of the Accelerating Change conference, I argued that Bay
Area technological culture is characterized by quite an ambiguous technoontology: the rapid proliferation of technologies and sciences is experienced as
instilling a cultural environment that is 'out of control' and that causes
disorientation and chaos. Simultaneously, these same technologies and sciences are
92
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WEC, Spring 1969:15
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used for reality augmentation: offering the promise of eventual transparent
understanding.
In the second part I argued that New Edge is characterized by a similar
ambiguity. In addition, the New Edge discourse is characterized by the fact that it
does not distinguish between technological and 'spiritual' mediation and that it
celebrates chaos as a sacred ontology. Both psychedelics and information
technology condition the New Edge exploration of the ultimate truth. In opposition
to a 'Factory Culture' that uses technologies to impose a false sense of order, and in
rejection of the brain that filters reality, New Edgers embrace psychedelics and
high-tech for their deconditioning and dissociational capacities. Furthermore, in
opposition to a 'mainstream' society that allegedly prevents individuals from
exploring their own reality and that leaves people in ignorance, New Edgers
embrace psychedelics and high-tech as augmentation tools.
In the third part I countered the prevalent understanding that in its embrace
of high-tech, contemporary New Edge breaks with a preceding non-technological
counterculture. The psychedelic and technological celebrations of augmentation
and dissociation that can be observed in the Whole Earth Catalog and among the
Merry Pranksters form, I argued, a relevant recent historical background of
contemporary New Edge.
In conclusion we may argue that gnosis, in the context of New Edge, is a
situational and relational epistemological stance that sustains the gnostic quest for
authenticity, naturalness and 'realness' in a cultural environment that seems to defy
any possibility for laying lasting claims on ultimate knowledge.
Ma
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Chapter Two: New Edge Salvation
Repertoires of Transformation
... you must think of god in this way, as having everything-the cosmos, himself,
<the> universe-like thoughts within himself. Thus, unless you make yourself equal
to god, you cannot understand god. Having conceived that nothing is impossible to
you, consider yourself immortal and able to understand everything, all art, all
learning, the temper of every living thing. Go higher than every height and lower
than every depth. Collect in yourself all the sensations of what has been made, of
fire and water, dry and wet; be everywhere at once, on land, in the sea, in heaven; be
not yet born, be in the womb, be young, old, dead, beyond death. And when you
have understood all these at once-times, places, things, qualities, quantities-then you
can understand god.
From Corpus Hermeticum XI: 20-22 (quoted according to Copenhaver, Hermetica
in Hanegraaff 1996: 391)94

In her influential book How We Became Posthuman (1999) the American scholar
of English literature Katherine Hayles opens with a future vision by the roboticist
Hans Moravec that strikes her as a nightmare. Moravec's vision is that of a future
in which it is possible "to download human consciousness into a computer"95
(Hayles 1999: 1). This idea of a "postbiological" future (1999: 4), where "mind" is
believed to be able to exist separate from the body, Hayles concludes, is
characteristic of the contemporary "information theoretic culture" that treats
information as "more mobile, more important, more essential than material forms"
(1999: 19, italics original).
Hayles' association of cyberculture with immateriality and disembodiment
characterizes a widespread understanding among academics, journalists, novelists
and technofuturists that the global computer networks forge an immaterial
94

The Corpus Hermeticum is a Greek manuscript that became available in the Christian West after its
translation in 1462. It is generally attributed to a mythical writer Hermes Trismegistus, until the 17th
century believed to be the contemporary of Moses. The document was later proven to originate
between the first and third century A.D. (Hanegraaff 1996: 398-391). In his study of New Age,
Wouter Hanegraaff printed this passage as a way of illustrating his point that the Corpus Hermeticum
"contains ideas which would become of crucial importance to Western esotericism", including New
Age. "Most important in this respect", Hanegraaff writes, "is its combination f an emphasis on
intuitive gnosis and a positive attitude towards the cosmos and to man's role in it" (1996: 391).
95
Hans Moravec described this dream in his book Mind Children: The Future of Robot and Human
Intelligence (1988).
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ontological order. Whether celebrated by nanotechnologists like Eric Drexler or
engineer-futurists like Ray Kurzweil; whether given visual and poetic form by
cyberpunk authors like William Gibson (Neuromancer 1984) and Vernor Vinge
(True Names 1981), or by scriptwriters like the Wachowski brothers (Matrix
Trilogy 1999); whether considered philosophically by scholars like Margareth
Wertheim (The Pearly Gates of Cyberspace 1999) or Michael Heim (The
Metaphysics of Virtual Reality 1994); whether discussed by journalists or popular
cultural writers like Erik Davis (TechGnosis 1998) or Mark Dery (Escape Velocity
1996) or whether criticized by scholars or journalists of cyberculture like Katherine
Hayles (How We Became Posthuman 1999) or Kevin Robins (Cyberspace and the
World We Live In 1995), discussions, reflections and engagements with the
contemporary, 'Western' information technological environment are strongly
focused on disembodiment and immateriality. This also accounts the prevalent
academic and popular cultural understanding of what the elective affinity between
gnosis and information technology consists of.
The affinity that exists between gnostic spirituality and information
technology, as discussed in the introduction to this thesis, is typically considered to
lie in the way that the immaterial sphere of cyberspace seems to fulfill the alleged
gnostic dualistic desire to obtain immaterial salvation. Aupers et al. state that
cybergnosticism is rooted in a 'contempt for the body':
(...) cybergnostics celebrate the possibility of the "liberation from human nature"
achieved by the uploading of one's mind into a machine (...) and often display a
profound contempt for the archaism of "wetware"- that is, organic substance (2008:
699).

Also the anarchist poet and inspirer of Bay Area cyberculture Hakim Bey writes
about "CyberGnosis" as "the attempt to transcend the body through instantaneity
and simulation" (Bey 2003: 109). Such understandings resonate strongly with the
technospiritual remarks made by psychedelic visionaries like Timothy Leary who
projects his dream of disembodied salvation onto the alleged noncorporeal realm of
cyberspace. As Leary writes in his Chaos and Cyberculture (1994):
Recite to yourself some of the traditional attributes of the word "spiritual": mythic,
magical, ethereal, incorporeal, intangible, nonmaterial, disembodied, ideal, platonic.
Is that not a definition of the electronic-digital? (..) These "spiritual" realms, over
centuries imagined, may, perhaps, now be realized! (1994: 5)

The elective affinity between spiritual fantasies and the information technological
'realm', so it seems, is rooted in the expectation that this realm can liberate us from
the ‘meat’ of the body.
The image of the Homo Cyber with which I opened this dissertation,
seems, at first sight, to resonate with this transformational drift to leave embodied
human modes of existence behind and to find salvation in immaterial,
informational spaces. The Homo Cyber, a notion coined by the engineer Lorenzo
Hagerty at Mindstates 2001, is an evolving new species that will replace the Homo
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Sapiens and that is "half information, half human". 96 The Homo Cyber thus seems
to be halfway towards full salvation in the informational realm. However, if we
consider this vision of the Homo Cyber in its cultural context, comparing Hagerty's
vision to the concerns shared by the larger Mindstates crowd, a tension seems here
to exist between an alleged concern with informational immateriality and
disembodiment, and concerns with quite material things like the human body and
ecological preservation. At Mindstates 2005, alongside presentations entitled
Designer Minds (by roboticist Ramez Naam), Hyperpeople (by Virtual Worlds
developer Mark Pesce), or Virtual Species and the Dream State (by the new media
artist Donna Tracy) that focused on virtuality and disembodiment, Mindstates
artists and activists also expressed a critique of "large-scale agriculture, overprocessed, chemically treated, genetically modified, nutrient scarce food"97, global
warming and species-extinction. And at the last evening of the weekend, when
Mindstates closed with a rave, the participants balanced their days of sitting and
talking with physical activity. On the dance floor that evening Artificial Life
developers, game designers and ecological activists spent an entire night dancing.
Another such combination of physical and informational concerns
characterizes the plural activities of Mindstates presenter Bruce Damer. As we will
see later in this chapter, Damer dreams of a future where computer intelligence will
free itself from the bounds of the earth but also takes his co-Artificial Life (AL)
developers to fossil fields to get them "awestruck" about the wonders of "real life".
Damer's partner, the dancer Galen Brandt, we will also see, leaves her material
body behind when entering cyberspace but finds here a new body, that she calls
"cyberbiological". These examples suggest that if the Mindstates participants
celebrate both gnosis and cybertechnologies, the affinity between the two is clearly
not uniquely informed by contempt for physical reality and by a celebration of the
immateriality of cyberspace. Nor is this affinity such that it offers dreams of
salvation that cannot be found outside cyberspace: raver Ken, we will see, sees the
internet as a container of a mystical kind of consciousness, comprised of all
information that exists. In addition, Ken experiences these information flows also
outside cyberspace, through the senses of his body.
These examples call for an understanding of the elective affinity of
information technology and gnosis that does not root it uniquely in intrinsic
capacities of cyberspace, nor uniquely in the resonance between gnostic longing
for disembodiment and the assumed immateriality of cyberspace. But how else
then should we understand this affinity? This is the main question addressed in this
chapter. In the following three sections, I argue that if we want to understand the
relation that exists between gnosis and information technology as it is forged in the
96
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Lorenzo Hagerty, Mindstates 2001: Psychedelic Thinking and the Dawn of Homo Cyber.
Seeding the Map Catalogue distributed at Mindstates 2005.
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ethnographic environment of New Edge, we should focus on that other
characteristic of gnosis: the fact that gnostic knowledge is transformational
knowledge. In the first part, I will make this argument by means of an exploration
of the transformational fantasies of two ravers and technology enthusiasts. In the
second part I explore these transformational fantasies in the context of Virtual
Worlds and Burning Man. Finally, in the third part of this chapter I offer a
historical perspective on the two types of transformational repertoires that we can
find in contemporary New Edge spaces of transformation.

2.1 Gnosis As Transformational Knowledge
"Knowledge" understood "gnostically", as Aupers et.al (2008) put it, is not just
"theoretical information about things but is itself, as a modification of the human
condition, charged with performing a function in the bringing about of salvation"
(2008: 690). In other words, knowledge, from the gnostic perspective is active
knowledge and has transformational power: by becoming aware of the truth, the
truth is created, and by understanding the divine, the divine is realized. This
understanding of gnosis resonates with the fact that many Mindstates presenters
celebrate information technology not, in the first instance, because of its
disembodied characteristics, but for the way in which it enables transformational
understanding.
An example of this notion comes from the game designer Katie Salen,
whose Mindstates presentation Tripping the Game Fantastic celebrated online
gaming as transformational practice. Evoking both Johan Huizinga's notion of the
Homo Ludens, the idea of the 'magic circle' and Victor Turner's notion of
liminality, Salen discussed her online games as playful and transformational. The
online world, in Salen's notion, becomes a sphere of possibility, and a "ritual of the
imagination".98 "Playing", Salen emphasized moreover, "has nothing to do with
digital technology". She thereby opens the way for comparison between her
transformational interest in online gaming and the transformational interests of
other Mindstates presenters. Another manifestation of transformational interest
comes from two Mindstates presenters who call themselves 'Crystal and Spore.' In
a presentation/electronic music performance, these DJ's and rave proselytizers
celebrated raving as a "neo-shamanic space of modern ritual", whereby "deeplevels of connectedness are experienced" with the "powerful energies that surround
us" so that the "separation from our deeper selves and from the earth" is healed.
Raving, for these DJ/performers is about "reconnection", "expressing community"

98

Katie Salen Tripping the Game Fantastic, presentation at Mindstates 2005, May 28 2005, San
Francisco.
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and inducing "powerful social change" by also implementing "clean energy" and
"responsible recycle strategies".99
Salen's notion of online gaming as "rituals of the imagination" and 'Crystal
and Spore's' celebration of raves as "modern rituals" give us a key for
understanding the New Edge convergence of gnosis with information technology.
Gnosis and information technology, I postulate in this chapter, converge not
centrally in the fantasy of disembodied salvation, but in the broader notion of
transformational knowledge. If we take this emphasis on transformation as a
starting point for charting the overlap of New Age and high-tech, we will see that
many forms of being and ways of embodiment are embraced within New Edge, of
which Hagerty's cyborgian image of the Homo Cyber and Leary's disembodied
fantasy of uploading the mind onto cyberspace are only two. These
transformational forms are sometimes cast in terms of escape from physical
limitations, sometimes they are cast in terms of 're-embodiment', sometimes in
terms of an escape from the bounds of the earth, sometimes in terms of culturecreation and community-building. Sometimes these dreams are projected onto
Artificial Life forms and on information technological change in general and
sometimes they are felt at the personal, 'cellular' level. The purpose of this chapter
is to discuss these diverse gnostic transformational repertoires of New Edge.
I begin with an account of two 'gnostics', 'Ken' and Galen Brandt. Both
experience gnostic transformation in technological and 'non-technological' settings
alike. Their accounts can help us get a sense of how New Edge transformation is
'eclectic' in the sense that it occurs across technological and non-technological
spheres and results in forms of being that cannot easily be captured either in terms
of 'embodiment' or 'disembodiment.'
Eclectic Transformation 1: The Gnostic Sanctuary and Raves as Molting
Rituals
"I feel a resonance between your left shoulder and those flowers on the table". The
electrical engineer and computer programmer Ken (1957) shows me how he does
his, what he calls, "healing modalities". Ken senses tensions in people's bodies,
feels them in his own body and when he relaxes, the tension in the other person's
body subsides as well. This evening he feels a tension in my left shoulder, about
which he is right. "I am still very much a scientist", he tells me, "and I was very
skeptical when I started, but I was getting results. (...) I want to try and understand
the mechanism behind this, but there is maybe no theory within our system that
explains the mechanism".
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'Crystal & Spore' Ecstatic Evolution: Dance Music Culture and Transcendent Technology,
presentation at Mindstates 2005, May 28 2005, San Francisco.

87

We are at a dinner party organized by another programmer and Silicon
Valley entrepreneur Gary. Invited are the friends who were, in the early 1990s,
active participants of a rave collective, that I call ‘Dance’.100 When I inform the
guests about my interests in New Age spirituality 'Silicon Valley-style', Ken tells
me about his upbringing in an African Methodist Episcopal Church (Ken is of
African-American descent). In the early 1970s he attended the Aquarian University
of Maryland. Founded in 1969 by a certain 'dr. Bob Hieronymus', this university
was a state-approved school for esoteric studies, offering courses and certificates in
Religious Metaphysics, Occult Sciences and the Mystical Arts. "It was in my
family", Ken tells me, "this whole psychic happening".
After the dinner party, Ken sent me an email in which he invited me to join
him to his church:
http://www.gnosticsanctuary.org/: The closest thing that I would call "my church".
If you are interested in going to this church I would love to take you there, it is very
beautiful and interesting and no one will try to make you join or believe anything.

On a quiet Sunday morning in August I joined Ken to the ‘The Gnostic Holy
Eucharist’ held in the ‘Church of Gnosis', located in the Silicon Valley suburb
Mountain View. The Church of Gnosis was established in the mid-1970s by Tau
Rosamonde Miller, who is currently the bishop of this sanctuary. After returning
from the service, this is the report I wrote on it:
Tau Rosamonde is leading this service. She wears a blue dress and a purple veil
hangs over her shoulder. She is barefoot. Tau begins the service by reading from a
book, a passage about gnostic salvation. "It is necessary to be vague about the
beloveth", she reads, "because the beloveth cannot be put into words, it has to be
experienced". Then she reads about the purpose of gnostic practice in the world
today:
We are entering the scary places of our lives, looking for awakening, looking
for the light. (...) True awakening (...) only happens in the now. It is always
happening, there is no future and no past, just the eternal now. It involves an
out of ego experience, an experience of nothingness, of being in the eternal
now. (...) we come from the source, and we go back to the source (...) life
continues, the spirit does not end with death.
Then, Rosamonde tells us how this awakening can be induced: "It is really inner
vision, or in-sight, literally", she says. "The divine reveals itself when we develop a
sensitivity of what is around us". Tau makes us listen to the whirl of the airco, the
sound of someone coughing, the feel of the temperature. "All these senses", she
says, "you experience as one, so that you go beyond your senses".
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The reason that I don't use the real name of this collective is that some of its key participants don’t
wish to be publicly associated with ‘raving.’ As founders of well-known corporations and board
members of various scientific and political organizations, they fear that the stigma of raving as an
‘irresponsible’ drug-indulgent youth movement will harm their contemporary careers. In chapter four,
when discussing the life of 'Bill Bright', I discuss this problematic in more detail.
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After a break, a long ceremony starts. As someone explains to me, it is an
initiation rite, someone is ordained as a priest in the Gnostic Sanctuary. The rite
starts with Rosamonde covering her face behind her purple veil. She wears dark
laced gloves. As I am told afterwards, Rosamonde represents Sophia. Sophia is the
"feminine principle of the Divine", as the textbook that is handed out to us
explains.101 The woman who is initiated sings, she kneels in front of the veiled
Rosamonde, who blows onto the top of her head and who whispers something in her
ear. Most of what is said during this rite is whispered, and most of what is being
performed is shielded from view: a circle of priests encloses the initiate, who is on
the ground at some point, blocked from view for the church attendees.
When the ceremony ends, Rosamonde sends us away with the words: “there is
this superstition, it is very superstitious, that on the first day of a priests’ ordination,
she has extraordinary power. It is just superstitious magic, but it doesn’t hurt to
believe in it". There is loud laughter in the crowd. The service ends with a dancing
session.

Because of remarks as this latter one, Ken feels at home in this Gnostic church.
When Ken talks about his divine interactions, he is at pains to avoid the impression
that he is merely 'believing' in what he has learned at the Aquarian University. As
he wrote me in an email: "Belief is what you are left with when you no longer have
a direct connection to the Divine". He attends the Gnostic Sanctuary because it is a
"beautiful experience". Tau Rosamonde and the other priests of the Sanctuary
seemed indeed determined to deliver the service as an 'experience.' At various
moments during the ritual, Rosamonde discouraged the church attendees from
trying to visually see and rationally understand the 'beloveth'. Instead, Rosamonde
directed our attention to the senses, trying to get us to experience 'all senses as one'
and build an understanding of the ‘beloveth’ in this experiential way.
Through his healing practices and his attendance to the Gnostic Sanctuary,
Ken enacts a worldview that can be characterized as 'informational.' He believes or more appropriately, 'experiences' - that he is surrounded by meaningful
information, patterns of connection that he can discern through his senses. Ken
does not only pick up on these patterns of information at the Sanctuary or as part of
his healing practices, but he also locates them in the internet. Ken believes that the
internet is "a materialization of Akashic". He explains that 'Akasha' is the "spirit
world".102 The Internet is a materialization of a spirit world that is composed of
information, information that people can tap into and use to engender
enlightenment.
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The Gnostic Holy Eucharist. Ritual of the Bridal Chamber, publication of the Gnostic Sanctuary,
2007: page i.
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The scholar of New Age Wouter Hanegraaff (1996) describes the "Akashic records" to be a
Theosophical metaphysic concept of the "universal memory of the Logos or world-soul which can be
"tapped into" by physics" (Hanegraaff 1996: 255).
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Another practice that attunes Ken to the deeper-lying connections
underneath the socialized and materially conditioned reality of everyday life, is
raving. In an email Ken told me that in the early 1990s 'raving' was his "religion".
In one of the flyers that Ken produced in this period for the 'rave community', he
characterized raving as a "dance ritual" that builds "feelings of togetherness, instill
courage and break down emotional and mental barriers" and that creates a sense of
"Unity and Togetherness" within a "Global Family" of ravers.103 Ken also sent me
a flyer that he thinks presents a particularly inspirational and accurate
understanding of raves. In this flyer, which I quoted also in chapter one, raves are
described as "a collective molting ritual for the new species".104
Taken together, all these different aspects of Ken's way of relating to the
sacred are exemplary of the nature of the places and techniques that, from the New
Edge perspective, are considered transformational. What stands out in Ken's life,
and what represents the general New Edge approach towards transformation, is a
persistent eclectic attitude towards gnostic transformation. In Ken's life this shows
in several things. In the first place, Ken does not seem to make much conceptual
difference between the capacities of information technology and of the human
senses to generate awareness. Secondly, with respect to his interest in
transformational knowledge, Ken also does not make much conceptual difference
between an institutional setting like the Gnostic Sanctuary and an underground,
subcultural setting like a rave. In the third place, Ken also endorses an
epistemological eclecticism, by seeking to ground the transformational moments in
science while also seeing it in terms of 'experience' and of a 're-sensitization' of his
body. And finally, the transformation celebrated by Ken is one that accounts both
his personal process of awareness and a communal, global transformation.
Ken's simultaneous interest in the transformational potential of the Gnostic
Sanctuary and of raves, of offline and online places, of high-tech and of 'natural'
means; as well as his simultaneous embrace of personal and collective
transformation and his inclination to understand this transformation in terms of
science and of embodied experience, is illustrative of the eclecticism that I consider
characteristic of New Edge more generally. This eclecticism reflects the holistic
philosophy that underlies New Edge thinking and inspires a quite pragmatic
approach regarding the question how and where true transformation can occur and
how this transformation can be understood. Another example of such eclecticism
comes from the dancer and Virtual Worlds artist Galen Brandt.
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'Ken' in CyberTribe Rising (1993)
http://hyperreal.org/raves/spirit/politics/CyberTribe_Rising.html. Retrieved November 7, 2010.
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Rave Manifesto entitled The Imaginal Rave written by 'Cinnamon Twist', date unknown but
estimated by Ken as an early 1990s publication. Re-published online November 8, 2008
http://www.gashaus.com/component/content/article/55.html. Retrieved October 15 2010.
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Eclectic Transformation 2: VIDEOPLACE and Singing To The Trees
The dancer and singer Galen Brandt (1954) has been interested in Virtual Reality
(VR) environments at least since the early 1970s. The installation that introduced
Galen to the concept of VR was VIDEOPLACE, a creation by the artist Myron
Krueger. As described by Krueger in his book Artificial Reality (1983),
VIDEOPLACE is an installation in which "human behavior is perceived by a
computer, which interprets what it observes and responds through intelligent visual
and auditory displays" (Krueger 1983: xii, xiii). When VIDEOPLACE was
exhibited at various art shows in the 1970s, Galen was one of the dancers to use it.
When she moved in the space of VIDEOPLACE, images of her body were
projected onto a wall, in the same frame as computer animations that were made in
real-time by Krueger. The result was a ‘dance’ between Galen and the computer
animations.
On her website, Galen recalls the experience that this generated for her:
When I was moving (…) I became the me that I had known myself to be (…) I
never felt so alive as when I was doing that, ever. (...) I lost my recent memory of
my body's limitations, and refound my deeper memory of its limitless beauty and
power. My body became a true body of knowledge which knew itself as spirit,
reborn, embodied and moving.105

In a group interview that I conducted with Galen Brandt and with other Virtual
Reality and Virtual Worlds pioneers, Galen elaborates about this experience that
took place more than three decades ago but that she still considers a foundational
moment in her life. The soft-spoken Galen tells us that when she performed in
VIDEOPLACE when she was in her early twenties, she gained a new perception
and experience of herself. She describes her younger self as “shy", and tells us that
dancing in VIDEOPLACE gave her a feeling of real empowerment that was sacred
in kind:
The interesting thing (...) was that I knew that my body, or my soul, or my heart, or
whatever it would be, was capable of doing something that this biology [pointing at
her body], which in some ways is limited, have brought me to forget, or disbelief, or
cease believing it. So, there was this reinvesting of belief (...) It was an ecstatic
experience, an excess, an out of senses experience, so as to come back to my
senses.106

In VIDEOPLACE Galen had to ‘come out' of her senses as a way to understand the
real ontology, the real being of her body and mind. Galen distinguishes between
the biology of her body as it was present during our interview, and the biology of
her body as it was evoked in VIDEOPLACE. Her body outside and inside
VIDEOPLACE are two kinds of bodies that are different in quality: while her
105
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‘biology’ outside of VIDEOPLACE is ‘limited’, her 'biology' in VIDEOPLACE is
‘complete’; the one outside of VIDEOPLACE has a ‘bad memory’, while the one
inside the VR installation is totally composed of memory; the one outside of
VIDEOPLACE is furthermore disconnected from her origin, while the one inside
is in full contact with it. These are the words that Galen uses to express her
experience of transformation:
What I loved about performing is particularly the feeling, when I was moving, that I
became re-biologized. The collaboration with machines (...) had reconstituted me,
recorporealized me, so that I had become the me that I had known myself to be. I
felt a kind of restructuring of myself at the cellular level, in a cyberbiological way
(Ibid.).

This 'restructuring' in VIDEOPLACE happened to her in a 'precognitive', 'cellular'
way:
You know that you have these kind of revelations that feel cellular? They are kind
of precognitive. There is something that feels so genuine that you know you
couldn’t have thought about this, because you didn’t expect it? You didn’t know this
was going to happen? That is my sort of template of the truth (Ibid.).

During the interview Galen unwittingly illustrates how this cellular memory has
healing capacity even across space and time. Galen had joined us for the interview
at the very last moment, hesitant as she was to participate because of a strong
headache she was suffering. When she was halfway the recollection of her
VIDEOPLACE experiences however, she suddenly remarked: "even talking about
it, you can see .. I feel .. you know .. I don’t have a headache, it is gone!" The
memory of her experiences in VIDEOPLACE, so Galen's remark suggests, has
'awoken' the memory of her ‘healthy body.' Even now, reaching across time and
place, through the power of memory, Galen could feel the healing powers of
VIDEOPLACE.
Even though Galen's notion of her new body as ‘cyberbiological’ suggests
that cybertechnologies formed an essential part of her transformational process,
Galen also claims that the kind of transformation she experienced in
VIDEOPLACE can also be wrought in very different settings. It also happens, for
instance, when she sings and performs at events like Burning Man or when she
walks singing through her garden. When Galen sings, she feels like she is “in
communion". And when reflecting on it with me, she finds it interesting to realize
that the sense of communion she has when “singing to the trees with no technical
mediation whatsoever", is the same as what she sensed when she performed in
VIDEOPLACE (Ibid.).
In these recollections of her experiences of VIDEOPLACE, we see a
similar eclecticism as in Ken's gnostic attitude. From Galen's perspective there is
no difference between 'technological' environments and 'natural' environments.
And like Ken who understands the transformational process through his mind as
well as through his body, the type of transformation wrought by Galen is a
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combination of cognitive understanding and sensorial experience. This eclecticism
also translates into quite a hybrid image of what her transformed body is composed
of: even though, at first sight, Galen seems to distinguish between a physical body
and an immaterial, 'spiritual' body, her understanding of her 'healthy' body as
'cyberbiological', frustrates any easy attempts to understand her transformation as
comprising a move from a biological to a technological body, or from a physical to
an immaterial body.
Rave Culture and Virtual Worlds as 'Molting Rituals'
In the aforementioned rave flyer that Ken finds inspirational, a rave is thought of as
a "molting ritual for the new species".107 We saw that game designer Katie Salen,
speaking at the Mindstates conference, thought in similar terms of online games,
referring to them as ludic spaces and as rituals. These characterizations are
exemplary of a more general New Edge celebration of ritualistic environments.
Virtual Worlds, raves and the Burning Man festival as its epic example, are
among the spaces that are celebrated as such. The characterization of these
environments as ritualistic is endorsed both in academic accounts and in emic
celebrations of these spaces. For instance, the Social Anthropologist Gerard
Morgan describes raves as a "liminal space the anthropologist Victor Turner
believed once belonged to tribal ritual" (2005: 167). They are, according to
Morgan, spaces of "ritual transformation" where people "negotiate liminality". The
theologian Lee Gilmore suggests the same for Burning Man. She talks of her
journey to Burning Man as a "pilgrimage" and turns to Victor Turner's theories of
ritual and pilgrimage to explain certain important features of Burning Man
(2005:42, 44).
Both these authors postulate also that narratives of ritual are part and
parcel of the performances and narratives of participants of Burning Man (Gilmore
2005: 50) and raves (Gerard 2005: 169). Indeed, on the online rave repository
'Hyperreal', on the Burning Man website, in rave flyers, in interviews that I
conducted with Virtual Worlds developers, Johan Huizinga's understanding of the
"Homo Ludens"108, the notion of the "magic circle" and particularly Victor Turner's
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idea of "liminality"109 are employed as a way of conveying the understanding that
we have here to do with out-of-the -ordinary spaces. Bonnie De Varco (1958), who
is an anthropologist by training and a developer of Virtual Worlds for educational
institutions, told me about the significance that the term 'liminality' has for her in
coming to terms with the meaning of Virtual Worlds:
a great word that keeps coming up for me that only anthropologists use is ‘liminal’,
‘liminoid’. This means that ‘being’ is not identified by any specific thing. (…) that
whole concept is so key for me in tying all this work back into anthropology (…) it
is not what we create, as it is creating the ability to play with modes of being. 110

As such, De Varco employs Victor Turner's notion of liminality to imagine also
Virtual Worlds as ritualistic environments in which people are enabled to play with
unconventional modes of being. However, if we compare Victor Turner's notion of
'liminality' with the way in which it informs the New Edge understanding,
interesting overlaps as well as differences show. With the concept of liminality,
Victor Turner referred to a "transcendental phase, involving a prolonged period in
which the participant is both literally and symbolically marginal". This phase of
liminality is, in his scheme, always finalized by a phase of "rejoining the group"
(Barnard and Spencer 2010: 616). Liminality, in this understanding, involves a
state of social exclusion and disempowerment.
Whereas some scholars and emic enthusiasts of raves and Burning Man
imagine the liminality of these spaces to reside in a moment of 'transcendence' that
also involves a return and reconnection with everyday life afterwards, another
understanding of liminality intersects with it. This is the notion that the liminal
state is intrinsically empowering - because it is expressive of a higher and deeper
truth - and that one should try to achieve it permanently.
Ken and Galen's accounts of cybergnostic transformation point to this
other reading of ritual and transformation. They celebrate a process of
transformation from false perception to true understanding, and true understanding
comes as part of bodies and modes of consciousness that are 'in-between' the
categories and ontological concepts of conventional reality. These bodies and
modes of consciousness are somewhere in-between the physical and the nonphysical, the technical and the natural and the cognitive and the experiential.
Unlike notions of ritual that are inspired by Victor Turner and that understand this
'in-between' state to be temporary and always leading to eventual integration with
the social reality of everyday life, Ken and Galen's celebration of transformation
suggest that this 'in-between' mode of being is the highest form of being that one
109
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should be permanently strife for. This is suggested also by the fact that whereas in
Turner's scheme the liminal phase is equated with the disempowering position of
marginality, it is in this New Edge understanding equated with empowerment. This
understanding is furthermore illustrated by Bonnie De Varco, who told me about
her creations of Virtual Worlds:
What we are doing is to enable ourselves to go to this liminal place, Victor Turner
developed this term to describe ritual practice for agents that are in between, that are
in the margins, that feel comfortable anywhere because they don’t really belong
anywhere. (…) That exploration of the liminal I think is part of the sacred space. 111

Another Virtual Worlds developer and Burning Man enthusiast, Bruce Damer
(1963), celebrates liminality in a similar sense. According to Damer, "liminal
people, people on the margins are empowered and totally in tune with their
environment". His partner Galen Brandt calls liminality similarly "seminal".
What this suggests is that, for these Virtual Worlds performers and creators
and Burning Man attendees, liminality is a mode of being that they seek to
permanently identify with. In their schemes of transformation, the liminal phase of
ritual practice is understood to be characteristic of a higher, truer and fuller mode
of being and the 'ambiguity' that participants have during a liminal phase (Mitchell
2010: 618) is thereby turned into a permanent ideal.
In the setting of New Edge, this celebration of liminality as a desirable
permanent state of being translates into quite an eclectic celebration of many
possible forms of being that 'molting rituals' like Virtual Worlds and rave
environments engender. Without an accompanied desire of defining and settling for
one image of what the transformation results into, Burning Man and online spaces
such as Virtual Worlds become a repository of many different creatures and
transformational practices. In the following I discuss these various transformational
repertoires of the New Edge 'molting rituals.'

2.2. Molting Rituals: Burning Man and Virtual Worlds
Burning Man
My reasons for going to Burning Man (also ‘BM’ from now on) in September 2005
came from the field experiences I had in the period March-May 2005. In these
three months, I tried to draw a map of the various interconnections between the
'hippies' and the 'hackers' of the San Francisco Bay Area and of the paths that are
traveled by the Bay Area 'brokers' between New Age and high-tech. Climbing the
notorious steep hills on my bike, I cycled to the seminars at the Long Now
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Foundation112 to the events organized by the Electronic Frontier Foundation113 to
the homes of the hackers and artists I had met in these places, to the Palace of Fine
Arts where the Mindstates conference was organized and to the community center
where Mindstates would end in a rave. In addition, I descended to Palo Alto to visit
the archives of Stanford University and the Computer History Museum in
Mountain View. Occasionally, I went further south - to attend, for instance, a
hacker conference in the Monterrey Bay.
Along the way, the list of people, organizations and websites I had been
pointed to grew longer. So did my understanding grow that Bay Area creative
workers were really creating overlaps between gnostic spirituality and high-tech
innovation, albeit not in easy, simply to locate and to conceptualize ways. The
diversity of interpretations of cybergnosis, modes of interest in technology,
background education, type of daily practice, and institutional environments in
which this elusive, hybrid cybergnostic phenomenon was emanating, was
overwhelming. What was it, I came to ask myself and others over and over again,
that connected these spheres to one another? One moment I spent in a squeaky
clean, TL-lid room in the Computer History Museum in which vegan, non-alcohol
using computer aficionados had, for years in a row, been spending their Tuesday
evenings meticulously reconstructing an old mainframe computer. Another
moment I stood amidst colorfully dressed, 'zonked-out' 'psychonauts' hugging one
another, and me, while moving wildly on the dance floor.
Of course, it was me who connected these places, but this was informed by
the fact that people in both spheres pointed me to these other spheres, and by the
fact that I began to notice others who traversed these seeming unrelated spheres as
well. Prior to my research I had, for instance, heard of the NASA engineer Bruce
Damer. In various academic articles, published prior and after my first phase of
research (e.g. Krüger 2006; Aupers 2004), Damer has been noted for his ‘mystical’
understanding of information technology. In the Bay Area, I met Damer in the
context of his volunteering activities for the Computer History Museum – guiding
the ‘geeks’of this museum through his own private hardware museum – as well as
in the context of the psychedelic community – where he was dressed in a white
robe, speaking about the end of the world and spiritual growth. Another such
person is Erik Davis, who writes about hackers and speaks at psychedelic
conferences.
Whereas certainly not all volunteers for the Computer History Museum,
nor all hackers and geeks in the Bay Area, nor all of the people who are active for
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the psychedelic community attend Burning Man, the festival does attract visitors
from all these different scenes. And most importantly, it provides a home for
people like Damer, Davis114 and myself who want to explore the link between
spirituality and high-tech further. It was, in short, clear to me that Burning Man
provided an environment in which New Edge spirituality would be best visible and
most explicitly expressed.
Studying Burning Man
Burning Man (also BM from hereon) has its historic roots in a small-scale beachburn of an eight-foot effigy of a man on Baker Beach in 1986. Since this year, both
the effigy and the number of attendees raised in size, eventually forcing the event
away from Baker Beach towards a more spacious environment. The site is now a
prehistoric lakebed in central Nevada known as "the playa". Here, each year around
Labor Day a full-blown, 5-square mile (8km2) temporary city, called 'Black Rock
City', housing up to 50.000 people (in 2010), is built. The shape of Black Rock
City is semi-circular, with concentric streets comprising two-thirds of a circle that
surround an open playa. Alongside several large art-works standing on this playa,
'the Man' is the central statue here, functioning as an orientation point for all city
dwellers. Being built anew each year, 'The Man' has an average height of 40 feet
(12 meters), often standing atop a 32 feet (10 meters) structure. This statue, made
of plywood and neon-lighting, is ritually burned each year at the closing of the
festival.
In the course of its decades-long existence, countless academic books,
dissertations, master-theses and photograph-compendiums on Burning Man have
appeared115 in which 'the meaning' of this event is explored. In addition, during the
BM festival itself ongoing contemplations take place regarding its meaning: in the
context of 'Salon discussions' or lectures, announced in the 'What Where When'
guide distributed upon entrance, 'burners' discuss and try to decide among each
other the meaningfulness of this event.116 In 2005 a workshop was also organized
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for people "studying Burning Man"117 and through questionnaires handed out at the
event, BM organizers try to assess the various different meanings that BM has for
its attendees, publishing the results on their websites.
Unlike such attempts at producing ethnographic facts of Burning Man, the
following account cannot be regarded as such. It does not encompass a full
discussion of the BM demographics, of its historical moments of transition and
change, of the different 'communities' represented at this event, of the day-to-day
schedule, of the many different occupational backgrounds that people bring with
them to the event and the ways people try to integrate the 'Burning Man experience'
into their daily lives.118 Instead, I will use my experiences of Burning Man 2005 as
a way of giving an impression of how this environment operates as a 'molting
ritual' for self- and species transformation. This means that in the following
account, I have left many things out and that I focus particularly on the ways in
which fantasies of self- and species transformation are here enacted, and on the
new shapes of species and of self that can here vaguely be discerned on the
horizon.
In the following account, I try to stay true to my first-hand observations,
but sometimes, for purposes of clarification, it is necessary to use knowledge and
insight that I would gain only after Burning Man 2005.
Burning Man 2005: The End of the World, Robots, Dance and Rebirth119
It is September 2005. I am in the middle of the Nevada desert, riding my bicycle.
The sun is blazing, the ground is cracked and rocky and occasionally covered with
piles of powder sand so that my bicycle tires have a hard time maintaining grip. It
is little before 3 pm. I am doing my best to speed up but my path is crossed yet
again by a large object. This time it is a pirate ship, wheeling its way over the
waves of the desert, filled with people, some of them naked, some of them dressed
in colorful gear. Some chant, some roar like true pirates and others are simply
smiling and looking out over the playa. I am in a hurry, but it is impossible to
hurry, here at the Burning Man festival. When the ship has passed, I am looking at
the horizon trying to re-find my way. Among the myriad of tents and art sculptures
filling the horizon I am trying to make out the shape of what they call a 'geodesic
dome.' I am on the right track, the large half round structure slowly arises. I hope
that I am on time. Yet, a large robot giraffe, one of the many robotic species that
117
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walk the cracked earth at this festival, stops me on my path again. The giraffe
walks slowly while the song from the German house duo Kraftwerk “We are the
robots”, is coming from its body (fig 10).
Finally I arrive in Snowflake Village and I enter the large dome that is at
the center of this camp of tents and wooden structures. It is a welcome change from
the brightness of the sunlight and noise outside. The light is filtered nicely through
the garment of the tent and all the sounds I hear are muffled. The ambiance
approaches that of a church. I realize that I have not made it in time: the last talk
has just ended. About 20 people are still gathered here. I estimate that many of
them are in their 20s, most of them having dreadlocks, piercings and tattoos. The
people in the back of the dome sit cross-legged on the floor and talk in muted
voices to each other. A few have gathered around the stage to have an after-chat
with the man who sits there, high up, his legs dangling down from the stage.
The man on stage is tall, has long hair and wears a white long dress. The
people around the stage look up to him with very serious faces and their voices
sound agitated. They seem to have something serious to discuss - and as I later find
out, they do: they are discussing the end of the world. As my 'What Where When'
booklet had told me, this man is Bruce Damer, a man who earns his living as a
developer of software simulations for NASA. I had been wanting to interview
Damer for his combined interests in computer history and the ‘1960s
counterculture’: Damer maintains a private Computer History Museum and he
owns a replica of the Merry Pranksters bus in his garden. Only recently, at
Mindstates, I found out that Damer is also a speaker for the psychedelic
community. At Burning Man this community is represented in Snowflake Village,
a village that inhabits many of the speakers and attendees that I had met at
Mindstates only a few months earlier.
In an interview that I would have later with Damer, he tells me that he had
attempted to record his speech at Burning Man in order to put it on his website. Yet
due to malfunctioning of recording material, his speech got lost. Fortunately,
Damer sent me various other speeches - some of which he held at Mindstates.
These speeches, he told me, are comparable to the one given at Burning Man.120
His Burning Man speech is announced in the booklet as a continuation of his
"Consciousness of the Cosmic" series. In a 'series' of speeches given by Damer to
the Burning Man attendees and Mindstates 'psychonauts', Damer explores the
future of life. This exploration begins with his understanding that "life on earth is
highly improbable" and will not last forever: in particular, the physical bodies in
which human life is now contained will not be able to reproduce forever. Another
120
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form of consciousness will take over. Damer uses his speeches to shape an
understanding of what this consciousness is.
Damer frames his story partly as a realization that came from psychedelics:
If you have some kind of experience where you dissolve, where you are gone…
those kind of trips tend to strip away, they blow away, stuff. (...) I did that once
myself and the words that came to me were: ‘all it needs is love.’ (...) where does
that Love come from?121

Some questions he put in front of the audience came from his interest in 'science':
There are all these explanations for where these things come from. But we are in a
remarkable era, an era of opening of understanding in Cosmology that is so big.
When you start to wade through Scientific American or Discovery or whatever, and
you read these articles and put this all together your mind starts to go: ‘Oh my god!’
(...) it creates this sense of wonder (...) because the picture that is emerging of the
whole universe and maybe how it began and maybe how it’s going to end is
dumbstrucking (Ibid.).

One way of summarizing Damer's vision is that the species that eventually takes
over life already exists. Damer: "the formation of that being (...) is happening all
the time". The only thing we need to do in order to survive is to become conscious
of the fact that the "whole universe is a single conscious entity". Life - as
consciousness - will survive by transcending our individual bodies and our notions
of individuality.
Outside the dome stands Erik Davis, the author of TechGnosis (1998), also
in white dress. I had seen Davis before at Mindstates but had not spoken with him
yet. After a short chat about the marvels of Burning Man and a promise to talk
again soon, I make my way back across the playa, past 3 meters-long people on
stilts with wings on their backs. I stop at an art-installation that has also induced
many other by-passers to stop. In a spectacular performance, this installation
announces yet again the coming of a new species: a woman is crawling through the
narrow end of a big net, a net that is shaped in the form of a uterus. Dangling in the
sky, the woman has reached, head-down, the 'birth channel' in which she is stuck,
accidentally loosing her clothes on the way-out. In this atmosphere of comfort with
nudity, it is not, I belief, the woman's nakedness that draws the crowd. I believe
people are stopped because, like myself, they probably have not seen a birth like
this before. In a powerful combination of metaphor and visual performance, the
woman is 'born-again.' She is stuck and alternatively screams in panic and
frustration and bursts into laughter at other times. The onlookers shout
encouragements to her, and also I feel a sense of relief when the woman finally
falls to the floor - her landing softened by the arms of friends who are waiting for
her. The net-uterus is not granted much recovery-time: another person is already
waiting to climb in.
121
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After the birth, I proceed, past a crashed space ship that hints at the
presence of extraterrestrial life here at Burning Man. I pass yet another eerie work
of art: a gigantic head on a pole - the 'Big Brother' as it is called - onto which
footage of a real, moving face is projected. This part of the day is the most
beautiful to me, and, as I learn, to many other 'burners.' The sun is setting and a
beautiful quietness of color and sound descents on the playa. Right before the
evening starts, with its explosion of sound, light and dance, Burning Man now
seems to turn in on itself, in a meditative calm. This poetic interpretation of dusktime at Burning Man is not uniquely my own. Much of the music that can be heard
at this hour of day is quiet and ambient-like and for many people this is the hour to
climb the two tall statues on the playa - the Man or the Temple - to gaze out over
the space (fig 11). Others simply sit or lie down in the sand and watch the sky color
pink, purple and orange. Even the sight of lined-up portable toilets on the horizon
is pretty in this light.
The 'butterfly' whizzes past me, yet another of the many animate creatures
here. The prior evening I had driven in this beautiful art-car with long butterfly
wings, the colors of which can be controlled through a magic ball from within the
vehicle. Its lights are off now, but it won't be long until she can shine again. When
I approach my camp I discern the first signs of another electric evening being
prepared: with darkness almost fully having set in now, the fluorescent light on the
art cars and bikes begin to show and the electronic machinery that has been waiting
all day is now geared up. My camp, Dance122 , is situated in the 'noisy corner' of
Burning Man, closed in by many other 'sound camps' that throw rave parties at
night. Cycling closer I can hear the beats approaching me and I can already see the
moving visuals on the erected screen.
Here I meet up again with my friend Marijke - who came along from the
Netherlands - with Homey, who also joined the Dance camp this year, and with
some new friends I made at the camp. After a shared meal, Homey wants me to see
another art-installation that he thinks is “awesome". With a little group, we walk
into the night towards the bright lights of flames that occasionally shoot up into the
sky. The flames come from a source that is blocked from view by a large crowd
that stands in a semi-circle. As we approach through the crowd, I see two men in
the center of the circle, dressed in, what seems to me, space-suits. Each of them
wears a transparent, head-enclosing helmet and each of the men is attached to a
machine through wires that run from their suits. The men face a computer screen
that tells them which motions to make with their feet. Standing on mats, which are
divided in blocks, each time the men step on the wrong block at the wrong time, or
miss a particular block when they are supposed to step on it, a huge flame is spit
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out by the machine, fully enveloping their bodies. The men are caught up in a
dangerous cybernetic alliance with digital technology, while playing the arcade
game Dance Dance Revolution. Unlike the version that can be bought for use at
home, this version has almost deadly results when a wrong step is made. I now
understand that the suits are there to protect the men from burning (fig 12).
Then it is time for a round of dancing. We begin at our own camp, Dance.
The dance floor is still quite empty and the DJ and VJ are still experimenting with
sound and visuals. On the screen is an image of a fractal - a 'self-similar'123 moving,
morphing, spiraling structure. I will learn later that many of the VJ's who show
their fractals at Burning Man and at other rave occasions, think of themselves as
artificial life developers: to them, these morphing images are the 'genotypes' of
actual creatures they create from mathematical equations on a computer.124 Here on
the open-air dance floor, under the sparkling Burning Man sky, the fractal has quite
a different significance. As a hallucinogenic moving image, continuously changing
form and shape, it engenders the feeling that one is both zooming 'in and out' into
the same picture. Sometimes people stop their dancing and stare at the fractals,
other times people dance to the fractal, changing their body postures in synch with
the rhythmic movements of the fractal. At other times, the fractal images are
relegated to the background, becoming part of a larger ambience of sound, bodies,
the cool breeze, dust clouds and light.
After this warm-up at our own camp, we explore the larger nightlife of
Burning Man. With a small group we move outward onto the great dark playa.
Suddenly an eye that is blinking approaches us with full speed. It is Nik, a graphics
designer from Santa Cruz whom I met a few weeks earlier. Nik doesn't like to be
'stuck' in one camp or one particular place, he had told me. The tiny car gives him
the opportunity to 'whizz' through the night to events he likes to see. On top of the
car is an image of the 'pyramid's eye' - the image on US dollar bills of an eye in
pyramid - that winks. With this symbol, Nik playfully winks at the possibility that
his art car is like an 'all-seeing eye', that can be anywhere and everywhere at once,
just as he is anywhere and everywhere at once in his daily life as a hacker,
habitually moving around in other people's computers and always paranoid that
others might be breaking into his.
After a night of dancing but of relative early sleeping, my Dutch friend
Marijke and I get up early to get coffee in 'Center Camp.' The people in our own
camp are either still asleep, still awake, or are just going to bed. It is nice and
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relaxing to sit at this early hour on the long benches in Center Camp. We are facing
a small open space on which a few people are dancing in 'contact-improv' style:
moving slowly to the beats of acoustic musical instruments, tattooed, dreadlocked
and muscled bodies, male and female, lift each other up, roll over each other on the
floor and climb on each other's backs and shoulders. In the rays of sunlight falling
through the roof of the tent onto the floor, we see knots of arms, legs, torsos and
smiling faces.
We open our booklets to see whether we like to join a workshop that day.
The amount of theme camps and villages, each offering a large plethora of
workshops and lectures, is overwhelming. We read about a workshop in 'tantric
masturbation for men', or 'anal probe' workshops teaching the joy of anal sex.
Others offer meditation classes, or a 'Rites of Ascension' workshop, specified as a
"rite of passage endowment, in a group setting, designed to enhance divine innate
abilities and heighten consciousness". Other workshops mix the themes of
sexuality and spirituality, offering "sacred sexual massage for women and their
lovers". "Dreaming Mirrors" is the name of a workshop in which the meaning of
dreams will be discussed. There is also a Salsa class, a "make your own podcast125"
workshop, and a creation of "altered ego sock puppets" - puppets onto which you
can project parts of yourself that are not acknowledged in daily life. We also read
about a "sex-negotiation workshops", about "genital-photography" and a
"Percussion Explosion" workshop, inviting people to "beat out the ancient rhythms
of night. West-African, Cuban, Playan, etc. Feel the vibe. Join the vibe. Live the
Vibe". Again we are reminded of the presence of extraterrestrial life at Burning
Man: there is an "Extraterrestrial Conference" to which "all friendly aliens and
people who know aliens are welcome to attend". "Spying reptillians" are not
welcome though. The workshop intends to "discuss the plight of the humans and
how the aliens can help save us from ourselves". A "wing-making workshop" will
also be organized today, in addition to a workshop that teaches "how to get your
heart's desire" through intentional living tools, and an "Authentic Movement"
workshop: "be still and quietly listen for the internal impulse that moves you. Safe
space to close your eyes and be witnessed in your sacred movement".
Before we are able to choose which workshop to attend, the day is already
happening to us. Moving from art-piece to event to interactions with costumed
huggers, we eventually decide to go look for the Spaghetti-Monster. Prior to going
to BM, I had heard of Homey’s roommates, who were making a costume of the
Spaghetti Monster, the deity of the newly founded Pastafarian religion. According
to Pastafarians, the world is created by a Flying Spaghetti Monster. With this
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statement, the Pastafarians express ridicule at the fact that in the spring of 2005 the
Kansas State Board of Education had decided to require the teaching of 'intelligent
design', along with evolutionary theory, at the public schools of Kansas. In reply to
this decision, one hacker had sent a letter to the Board in which he expressed his
concern about the decision to teach Intelligent Design, because "students will only
hear one theory of Intelligent Design" whereas there are "multiple theories of
Intelligent Design:"
I and many others around the world are of the strong belief that the universe was
created by a Flying Spaghetti Monster. It was He who created all that we see and all
that we feel. We feel strongly that the overwhelming scientific evidence pointing
towards evolutionary processes is nothing but a coincidence, put in place by Him.126

After this letter, a new cult of religious parody was born: "Flying Spaghetti
Monsterism", or "Pastafarianism". The hacker roommates of Homey had been
spending entire evenings of building a Spaghetti Monster costume that they wore
to many parties thrown that summer and that they would bring to Burning Man.
I didn't quite remember the name of the camp where these hackers would
be this year at Burning Man, but I decided that a good place to look would be in
one of the 'geek camps' that I knew. With names as 'Silicon Village', 'Burning
Silicon Collective Camp', 'FusionValley' and 'SunValley', it was clear that many of
the burners had come here as groups who knew each other from their jobs in
'Silicon Valley.' Many of them were also using the technological skills they used to
make a living 'back home' to create art and infrastructural technologies at this
event. Members of such camps had been building an internet connection for the
playa, in addition to satellite phone connections and much robot art.
Instead of finding the Spaghetti Monster that day, I found Brad Templeton
(1960), a board member of the Electronic Frontier Foundation and a well-known
'Silicon Valley geek'. Here at Silicon Valley, Brad is famous for his huge displays
of aerial photographs of the playa. Brad shoots his pictures from (private) airplanes
that start and land on a 'black rock desert' airport, and constructs from them
integrated images of Burning Man from above. Brad was wearing a bracelet from
the Cryonics Institute,127 showing his affiliation with other Silicon Valley
transhumanists who like to project themselves into a future with healthy, immortal
bodies. The Cryonics Institute will freeze and preserve Brad’s body after his death
in order to ‘waken’ and heal it when techno-medical innovation allows so.
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We didn't spend much time talking with Brad because he was already on
his way out, to the 'critical tits bicycle ride:' Brad was happily preparing for an
afternoon of breast-staring as bare breasted, body-painted women on bikes would
create a long column driving through the desert. Uninterested, Marijke and I had
already jumped on a large ghost ship that floated by (fig 13). We would never find
the Spaghetti Monster that day.
Repertoires of Transformation at Burning Man
And the chaos of our age, which is so troubling to us all, is nothing unusual at all. It
is the normal situation when a species prepares to leave the planet. This is the chaos
at the end of history. There is no question about it. The signs are all around us. The
signs that are not all around us, but that are known to the aficionados of psychedelic
substances, are the transformations of consciousness that are simultaneous with the
transformation of technical culture. These two are, in fact, expressions of each other.
These times are the birth pangs of a new humanity (McKenna 1991: 32).

Many participants of Burning Man and of the larger rave scene know Terrence
McKenna, or have, at least, heard of him. McKenna, who passed away in 2000,
lived as a student of 'Ecology and Conservation' at UC Berkeley in the San
Francisco Bay Area in the 1960s, traveled through Asia in the latter half of this
decade and started traveling throughout the Amazon, with his brother, the
'ethnobotanist' Dennis McKenna, since the 1970s. Here Terrence and Dennis
partook in native American rituals with the psychedelic substances ayahuasca and
psilocybin, launching Terrence McKenna into decades of philosophical
explorations about the nature of reality and the destiny of human kind. In the 1980s
McKenna was a regular speaker at Esalen and in the early 1990s he regularly had
'spoken words' performances at raves. McKenna was a speaker at the first
Mindstates conference in 1997 and in 1999 Bruce Damer hosted a 'fan gathering'
for McKenna. This 'gathering' was housed in a Virtual Worlds environment, with
McKenna speaking from his house in Hawaii and with 'fans' who were scattered
across the world being represented as avatars.128
"The signs are all around us", Terrence McKenna claimed in his book The
Archaic Revival, that "a species" is prepared to "leave the planet". If we would try
and see Burning Man through the eyes of McKenna - adopting him as our 'avatar'
when walking across the playa, so to speak - it is likely that he would have found
these signs 'all around him' at this festival as well. However, it would depend on
the particular person animating the avatar what kinds of 'signs' would be
emphasized: Artificial Life developers would probably point to the fractals that
whirl past on the screens alongside the dance floors and claim that these are forms
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of life that will eventually replace human life. Artificial Intelligence designers, or
roboticists, would more likely point to the robot giraffe and claim that this is the
shape of life that will take over human life in the future. Proponents of 'Contact
Improv' dancing would, more likely, instead point to the dance floors and claim
that it is here that evolution is prepared by means of people transforming their
bodies and extending their consciousness out into the larger environment. Yet
others would point to the crashed spaceships and claim that alien forms of
intelligence are already present on the earth, taking over human consciousness.129
Then again, some would point to the 're-birth' artwork to show how transformation
is done, yet others, for instance those wearing bracelets from the Cryonics Institute,
to the scientific expertise that will rescue frozen bodies from their deaths. And
some would point to the cybernetic alliances in which human bodies merge with
machine bodies - as in the DDR art project.
However, most characteristic of the 'indeterminate' character of Burning
Man would be a person who is open to all these possibilities simultaneously. Like
the 'Pastafarian' hackers, 'burners' don't generally accept only one 'god' nor only
one particular 'birth story' and embrace the coexistence of many versions of
evolutionary development simultaneously.
Perceived in the context of the New Edge environment that gave McKenna
his stage, it is thus not unambigously clear what his prophesy - of 'a species'
preparing to leave the planet - means. At a festival like Burning Man, many
different kinds of species and transformational forms of being contest over the
question whether human life will become extinct and a new kind of species takes
over; whether humanity will itself transform into a new kind of species; or whether
there is already a form of intelligence taking over human consciousness. Neither
does agreement exist over the question whether this new species lives on earth, in
space, in machines or in differently configured 'indeterminate' bodies.
In the following I differentiate two, what I call 'repertoires of
transformation' that frame transformational intentions at Burning Man and in rave
culture in general. These are two 'story lines', each of which anticipate
transformation in relation to different motives, body-images and ideas about
sociality. One repertoire is shaped around the notion of an ensuing apocalypse, the
anticipation of the collapse of the world in both social and material sense. This
repertoire imagines a need to be able to transcend physical limitations. Another
repertoire is best captured by the notion of 'pronoia' - an emic term that captures
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the idea that positive interconnectedness can be experienced in the rave
environment. This repertoire translates into the ideal of the 'expansive body' that is
able to sense and 'know' this interconnection.
Each of these narratives are tied to different understandings of why
transformation is necessary. These repertoires are not necessarily distinctive and
don't exclude one another. Yet, for reasons of clarity, in the following I discuss
them as separate trends within the Bay Area rave environment.
Narratives of Risk and Survival at Burning Man
One thing that Marijke and I were puzzled about after our first Burning Man
experience was the disjunction we perceived between our sense of comfort at this
festival, and the ongoing narratives of danger and risk that enveloped the festival.
To begin with, each year a Burning Man Survival Guide is sent to all who have
ordered tickets, warning that "The Desert is a Place Worlds Away from that to
which most of us are accustomed, and is governed by physical laws that cannot be
ignored". In addition, on the BM ticket the following joyful message is printed:
"You voluntarily assume the risk of serious injury or death by attending this
event". In the "after burn report" - an annual census conducted by the Burning Man
organization the third most often answer given to the question "at Burning Man
there is an increased risk of...", was "injury or death", following after "theft of
personal property" and "law enforcement encounters".130 Also in press publications
on Burning Man, the event is pictured as a place of risk and survival. The journalist
Mark Morford reinstated this narrative in an article on Burning Man in the San
Francisco Chronicle: "You could have the most incredible experience imaginable.
Or you could die. You know, just like life". 131
Marijke and I did not feel that we could easily die at Burning Man. In
earlier years, we had been told, there were accidents with cars driving over
pedestrians and tents. Since 1996 however, the 'Department of Mutant Vehicles'
(DMV) was founded as a way of limiting the number of cars on the playa, and of
licensing only 'high-quality' and 'safely-mutated' vehicles here. Danger also did not
seem to come from lack of drink or food - the principle of 'gifting' is held high on
the playa and people continuously hand out drinks and food. Nor is it likely that
people die from decomposed food - at the 'Arctica Camp' one can buy ice cubes to
use in cool boxes to keep food refrigerated. Dying from a sunstroke is a possibility,
yet the many carefully erected shade structures built in the hundreds of camps offer
enough opportunity to hide and cool-down. Sandstorms are often listed as potential
130
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hazard-causes as people can bump into each other during those storms. However,
for us, sandstorms offered moments of fun, during which shelter could easily be
found and during which crashes with co-burners were never severe since these
storms tend to seriously reduce the speed of the entire city.
Another source of danger for the burners that is often mentioned is
psychological distress. As a space with plenty of encouragement to explore
different 'states of mind', BM is for many people a place where strong emotions are
experienced and psychological distress is an openly acknowledged and normalized
condition. At BM 2008 I heard stories of a suicide that had taken place the prior
year, however, many safety nets have also been built around this theme of
psychological distress. As a link between the internal BM organization and the
external world, it has become the task of the Emergency Services Department
(ESD) to alleviate problems related to "fire, medical and psychiatric
emergencies".132 In addition, particularly the Mindstates community is active in
creating 'safe spaces' where trained psychologists and therapists treat people with
bad trips or psychological breakdowns (fig 14).
The narratives and real possibilities of risk and danger thus, were balanced
at Burning Man by noticeable discursive and practical emphasis on physical, social
and psychological safety and comfort. It was only in relation to the reaction by
burners to the hazards of Hurricane Katrina that I came to understand that the
emphasis placed on 'risk' and 'survival', needed to be understood as an expression
of a deeper-lying sense of risk that they were training themselves against: in
relation to an apocalyptic understanding that the socio-economic as well as
psychological structures of the 'default society' are collapsing, burners see
themselves as professional risk-takers and survivalists, preparing themselves for
life in a world in which the taken-for-granted securities are stripped away.
Hurricane Katrina - Burning Man as a Boot Camp for Disaster
At the first day of Burning Man 2005, one of the deadliest hurricanes in the history
of the United States, Katrina, hit New Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast,
taking the lives of nearly 2000 people and making even more homeless. Also in the
remote Nevada desert news of the disaster dominated the 'Black Rock Radio'
shows. A theme camp, 'Katrina', was quickly erected as part of an effort to inform
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Burning Man visitors from New Orleans and to organize relief efforts. During the
BM week, about thirty thousand dollars was raised and immediately after Burning
Man volunteers headed out for New Orleans with food, water and the heavy
machinery that had been used to build large Burning Man structures such as 'the
Man' and 'the Temple.' The Burning Man volunteers, who called themselves
Burners Without Borders (BWB) spent more than seven months in this area.
Through an internet campaign, the group collected around $1 million and helped
survivors in the communities of Biloxi and Pearlington to tear down their
demolished homes, to clean up rubbish, to build up new structures where possible
and to create art from the rubbish. The Burners Without Borders also quickly
established cell-phone connections so that they could continue doing their day-jobs
while working in New Orleans.
The fact that many people from New Orleans had gone to the Black Rock
Desert was not the only reason that Hurricane Katrina had impact on the festival.
Like every event taking place or considered at Burning Man, the hurricane had
heightened significance. In the first place, 'Katrina' was significant because it
reaffirmed the sense among burners that the 'conventional' world is at the verge of
collapsing. Secondly, it crystallized and gave form to the self-image of 'burners' as
representative of a survivalist culture.
With respect to the first point: in many of the reflections produced during
and after Burning Man on 'Katrina', the disaster became part of a larger image of a
world in decline. Daniel Pinchbeck, speaking in Snowflake Village, the Burning
Man home of the Mindstates community, coupled his vision of the arrival of a
"dimensional shift" to "the likely collapse of the current socioeconomic order" and
on many of his later internet postings he depicted Hurricane Katrina - along with
other earlier and subsequent disasters like the terrorist attacks of "9/11" and the
stock market crash of 2008, as signs of this collapse.133 Also Bruce Damer,
speaking from Snowflake Village discussed '9/11', the Iraq war and Hurricane
Katrina together as signs that humanity, in its current social and economic form is
not likely to 'make it.' In the San Francisco Bay Guardian, the journalist and
member of Burners Without Borders, Tom Price, counted Katrina likewise among
the many other examples that signify a world in which security appears delusional.
Price's article is a case in point for the way in which 'Katrina' reflected an image of
the Burning Man community as a survivalist culture:
(...) social structures we were raised to depend on – stable jobs, dependable
pensions, Social Security – are collapsing. And as the winds and water of Katrina
have shown, the once reliable federal government should now be counted among
that number. (...) It turns out that what we’d learned in the desert has very practical
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implications. Sure, there’re the topical things — Burners tend to be, in general,
pretty creative, self-reliant types, who can handle being in a chaotic, unstable
environment. So when they started hitting the Gulf Coast they were pre-wired to
know what to do: Build Shelter. Make Food. Keep Cold Things Cold and Dry
Things Dry. They also understood the bedrock value of water, diesel, and
serviceable tools. But more than that, all the talk about radical self-reliance,
cooperative effort, practicing a gift economy, thinking and acting from a place of
civic responsibility — all that hot air crap turns out to be exactly what’s needed
when things fall apart. Partying in the desert, it seems, was in some weird way like
boot camp for a disaster.134

What stands out in this reflection is that the ability by burners to help out in New
Orleans is not attributed to their access to machinery, to material and financial
resources, to their availability of water, diesel and 'serviceable tools', but to the
burners' understanding of the 'bedrock value' of these things; of their 'ethics' of
creativity, self-reliance, cooperation and 'gift-giving.' The article does not
emphasize the already privileged position of the burners, showing in the facts that
they were in the social position to attract lots of money; able to take many months
of time-off to attend the festival and to assist with the relief-efforts, and to have
access to expensive machinery and to communication technologies that enabled
them to continue their day jobs while working in New Orleans. Instead what is
emphasized is the 'cultural skill' of burners that are 'pre-wired' in them thanks to
their 'practices' of survival in that other 'chaotic' and 'unstable environment': the
Black Rock Desert.
In this understanding, the lasting significance of Burning Man is the
burners ability to transcend physical disaster through the 'skills' they have acquired
on the playa. This self-understanding is rather mystical in the sense that the
burners' heavy reliance on material resources and patterns of consumption is made
invisible: as we have seen, Burning Man relies on a very specific material culture
and on a carefully organized structure. Gift-giving, the provision of shade, of
particular types of music, of specific affective visual art, of particular material used
for dance floors, of particular food, drinks, means of transportation,
communication networks and costumes all work together in carefully orchestrated
ways to create the ‘Burning Man experience.’ While the lasting value of Burning
Man is thus attributed to its 'culture', understood in terms of 'ethics', 'values' and
'skills', Burning Man as a physical place that can only exist in the Nevada desert
while relying on lots of money, materials and consumption items disappears from
view.

134

Price, T. (2006). Why I'm here. A burner without borders explains the attraction of life in Camp
Katrina. The San Francisco Bay Guardian.

110

Pronoia, Magic and Slack: Tales of Positive Connection
I think that there are times during raving that we sense this connectiveness, where
we feel this oneness between our universe and the universes of other ravers and of
the atoms and galaxies around us. Ultimately, we are all a part of the same equation,
an equation that allows for unlimited possibilities ('Lee' at the 'hyperreal' website).135

As we saw in the celebrations of raving earlier in this chapter - in the presentation
by Crystal and Spore at Mindstates and in the flyers written and celebrated by Ken
- New Edge environments like Burning Man are not only transformational in
response to an anticipated collapse of society. A more positive understanding of
transformation can here also be observed, whereby the transformative
understanding translates into an experience of positive interconnectedness.
From the many small comments that I picked up around me during
Burning Man 2005 and 2008, in the statements about Burning Man on the official
website and in many a 'rave manifesto' posted in flyers and on websites, I noticed
that the feeling of universal benevolent interconnectedness plays a significant
experience-structuring role in the context of raves. This sense of benevolent
interconnectedness is expressed in many different ways. At raves and at Burning
Man the term 'pronoia' powerfully expresses this sense. At the dinner party where I
met Ken (see earlier in this chapter), another Dance member explained to me:
"Pronoia is the pervasive sense that the whole universe conspires to give you just
that what you need. Pronoia is the opposite of paranoia". Pronoia, Ken elaborated,
is an essential experience of raves.
Homey, the computer programmer introduced in chapter one, who is also a
regular attendee of Burning Man, employs the terms "magic" and "slack" to refer to
his experience of positive interconnectedness. Magic is something that Homey says
he does not 'really believe in', but that he simply cannot ignore. Magic manifests
itself in Homey's life in two ways: in his experience of 'slack', which is "luck
experienced by someone that seems totally random and undeserved from the point
of view of official norms" and which is "things happening at the right time at the
right place". 136 It also comprises his ability, already mentioned in chapter one, to
see through the surface reality of people's facial expressions and physical bodies in
order to know what they 'really' feel. Homey: "[it is an experience of] telepathy,
feeling what people feel, feeling other peoples bodies, their pain, their joy, their
emotional states"(Ibid.). Whereas magic is a force that is present in Homey's daily
life, in an environment like Burning Man he feels it more strongly. "Everyone here
experiences magic", Homey said to me when at Burning Man.
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At Burning Man, whether captured by the term 'pronoia' or magic, people
work hard to build the 'vibe' of benevolent interconnectedness. One 'mechanism'
that establishes this is the 'free gift' ethos: on the playa the only things sold for
money are coffee and ice, the rest is given away. Whether as individuals or as
'camps', burners are expected to actively participate in the act of gift giving. A 'gift'
can be anything from a hug, to a hair wash, to a massage, to a workshop, to food
and free bloody marries. One burner, who stayed in a camp that distributed bacon
and bloody marries in the morning, told me how this practice of giving and
receiving was strangely liberating to him:
I grew up with the idea that as a man I have to be independent, and then all these
people at Burning Man gave me all these things. I felt a lot of guilt at first, and it
made me feel better to actively try and come up with things to give back. Now my
attitude has become that when people give me things, I say “yes, thanks, I really
deserve that.137

In complex and subtle psychological-cultural ways, Burning Man has grown into a
place where people have become very skilled in giving precisely those services and
goods that burners feel they really need at the playa. Entire camps exist that focus
uniquely on providing psychological comfort and support at times of bad trips or
otherwise psychologically difficult times. Other camps focus uniquely on the
alleviation of the need to get clean - a difficult job in the desert. The Astral Head
Wash camp, for instance, washes people's hair, another camp washes people's
bodies. For each mood and each desire there are different kinds of food and drinks
on offer. In 2008 each day around 5 in the morning, long rows of people could be
found standing in line in front of a gigantic ketchup bottle in which people were
baking and distributing french fries, a delight for people who had spent their entire
night dancing. In the heat of the day, water-spraying trucks drive around cooling
off people's bodies, and bike repair camps are there to help with a flat tire.
It is not difficult to experience 'pronoia' in this setting of consumption of
goods and services: the entire material and organizational environment is 'attuned'
to creating this experience. However, the key feature of 'pronoia' is precisely that
the sense of interconnectedness is experienced as an instance that is irrespective of
time and place but instead an attribute of a larger universe and of eternal principles.
The term 'pronoia', in this sense, overlaps with other environmental qualifiers like
'vibe', ‘energy’, ‘spirit’ and ‘groove’, terms regularly used to describe positive
interconnection experienced in New Edge environments. As one raver wrote in a
manifesto 'The Spirit of Raving': "At the heart of a true rave there's the pulse of
something intangible; a positive unifying groove, an extraordinary feeling, a Vibe
that transcends description".138 At the most intense level, this 'Vibe' entails the
137

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with 'Steve', San Francisco, August 2008.
http://hyperreal.org/raves/spirit/vibe.html. Retrieved November 5 2010; see also the analysis of
Dutch dance events by Stengs (2007) and the discussions on rave culture by Gerard (2004), Graham
138

112

experience that an exact overlap exists between a person's individual
'consciousness' and the objective environment: in this 'state', anything that happens
has higher significance, and ‘coincidences’ don't exist.
For instance, Marilyn, whom I camped with in 2008, told me how she kept
bumping into a friend who camped across the playa at the most random places. She
explained this not as coincidence but as an expression of her telepathic connection
with her. In conversations that I had with burners after the event, in stories passed
on to me from them also in the years that I did not attend the festival and in the
many 'testimonials' and diary notes published on the Burning Man website and on
private websites, heightened significance was given to seemingly coincidental,
random events. Encounters that people had with strangers, experiences they had
with interactive art (like crawling through a 'rebirth' net), during dance, when
taking drugs or simply when walking across the playa were narrated as highly
significant moments of insight necessary for continuing their paths of selfdiscovery and growth.
The Expansive Body
The celebration of positive interconnectedness in the rave environment is tied to a
particular 'body image' that I refer to here tentatively as the 'expansive body.' This
'expansive body' is a mode of being, intuiting, sensing and experiencing that is
'expansive' in the sense that it transcends physical, personal, material and
psychological barriers as a way of arriving full integrative knowledge.
At Burning Man the ideal of the expansive body is most typically evoked
in the context of dance. In this setting, we can see how the experience of
interconnectedness translates into body images that are 'fluid'. Such a boundarytransgressing body image was, for instance, evoked in the memories of an old-time
raver Earth Girl, who spoke at the 'Rant and Rave' evening that was organized by
Ken Goffman in September 2005.139 Earth Girl here described a rave as:
(...) a place that you can dance [sic] and get deeply into feeling because that is all
what it is really about. (...) a space that can feel [sic], where I can feel, and been
given permission to just play and express, to hear and to move and be surrounded by
beautiful people and creativity and personal expression (...) it gave vision and (...)
created a huge pathway for immense pleasure, gobs and gobs of good feeling and
tons of fun and millions of miracles and magical moments and incredible friendships
and depth and perception and nourishment.

When I first heard Earth Girl say this it seemed to me that she, by describing a rave
as a place that you can dance and a space that can feel, accidentally misphrased

(2004), Fritz (1999), Hesmondhalgh (1998) and Collin (1997) for similar accounts of the nondiscursive, sensorial and transcendentalist nature of raving.
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what she really meant. Of course, I figured, Earth Girl meant to describe a rave as a
place where you can dance, and where you can feel. However, as I realized later,
this language of attributing consciousness to an environment outside the biological
body, fits well with the body image that is evoked more generally in the rave
environment. This body image is one in which boundaries between the individual
physical body and its larger environment are blurred. Consciousness, perception
and vision become attributes not of the bounded individual but of this larger
environment.
A metaphor to capture the expansive body image at raves was given to me
by the programmer Dexter. Dexter told me his early experiences of raving in the
early 1990s. Before Dexter attended raves for the first time, he told me, he was
"just an average guy". After his first rave, however, he was "hooked" and
"transformed": "It just blew my mind, it was very new, I had never seen people like
that, it was transformative". Among the aspects that made raves 'transformative' for
Dexter was "this really intense feeling that you are one being". 140 At Burning Man,
while sitting in Center Camp that morning with Marijke, drinking coffee and
looking at the Contact-Improv classes, it appeared to me that this was the kind of
experience that the dancers were attuning to: the improvisational form of dance
called 'contact-improvisation', involving acrobatic and yogic skills, seemed
designed to provoke the 'conventional' way in which experience is structured. On
this floor, people were not individually inhabiting one body each, but using each
other seemingly unthinkingly as extensions of themselves. Through the dust and
the rays of sunlight that enveloped the dancers, it appeared to me that I was looking
at a multi-headed, shape-shifting being.
Several metaphors are used in the New Edge environment to refer to the
ontology of this 'expansive', boundary-transgressing body. As the opening quote to
this section illustrates - in which 'Lee' described the experience of being part of one
'equation' - terms and concepts that are generally used within the natural and
computational sciences serve this purpose well. With these sciences 'mediating'
between the material and the immaterial, the observable and the non-observable,
the virtual and the real, so do metaphors borrowed from these sciences work well
to speak of the 'indeterminate' ontology of the 'rave' body image.
Within rave circles, great significance is in this sense attributed to the fact
that much techno-music has a speed of 120 beats per minute (bpm). As raver Jimi
Fritz writes in Rave Culture. An Insider's Overview (1999): "some ravers will tell
you that they prefer 120 bpm because it simulates the sound of a heartbeat as heard
by a fetus in the womb" (1999: 72). The physical body of the raver is thereby
imagined to be directly synchronized with the electronic beats produced by the DJ.
The bounded, individual physical body becomes thereby 'in tune' with a larger
140
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environment. Ken describes this as follows: "with your heartbeat going at 120 bpm
you really experience conductiveness and interconnectedness".141
Similar language is used to refer to the transformation wrought in the
context of the '5-rhythm dances.' In 2008 I had joined a camp at Burning Man that
'specialized' in this particular type of dance. The camp, called 'Rhythm Wave' had
brought a dance floor to the playa onto which DJ's would play a particular
sequence of particular rhythms as a way of progressively leading the dancers to a
state of higher awareness. The dances took different forms depending on the DJ,
yet most of them were highly interactive: that year I spent hours on the dance floor
climbing onto people's shoulders, being lifted up and hurting my feet. For me, the
5-rhythm dances were highly physical and tactile,142 yet the language that was used
to speak of these dances and of their transformational effect evoked an ontology
that was somewhere 'in between' the physical and the non-physical. The official
description of what 5-rhythm dancing is, stated on the website of Gabrielle Roth,
the originator of this type of dance, illustrates this best. Here, Roth writes:
Energy moves in waves. Waves move in patterns. Patterns move in rhythms. A
human being is just that, energy, waves, patterns, rhythms. Nothing more. Nothing
less. A dance.143

In this description, human beings are not depicted as dancers, but in much more
ephemeral and indeterminate terms, as a dance. The natural scientific and
computational metaphors 'energy', 'waves' and 'pattern' - collapsing in the
overarching notion of 'rhythm' - are evoked as the 'stuff' that links the physical
world (human beings) to non-physical ways of being (dance). Another such
‘indeterminate’ qualification of the transformational value of dance can be found in
the sacred quality given to ‘sweat’ as the form of prayer. The 5-rhythm sessions,
which are given in community centers and sports clubs all over the Bay Area, are
also known as ‘Sweat Your Prayers’ sessions. As a flyer explains:
To sweat is to pray, to make an offering of your inner most self. Sweat is holy water,
prayer beads, pearls of liquid that release your past, anointing all your parts in a
baptism by fire. Sweat burns karma, purifying body and soul. The more you dance,
the more you sweat. The more you sweat, the more you pray. The more you pray,
the closer you come to ecstasy.144

Sweat is here celebrated as a connecting principle between the material reality of
the body and the immaterial reality of the spirit – as a form of prayer conducted
through a movement of the body it transforms the body into a different, fluid, form
of ‘inner most self.’
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Virtual Worlds
Above I argued that in the context of Burning Man two transformational
repertoires are enacted. The one repertoire relates to an apocalyptic anticipation of
social and material collapse, the second to a celebration of positive
interconnectedness. In the context of both repertoires we saw a celebration of
transformation, whereby technical and 'spiritual' tools were employed to create new
kinds of species and bodies. These species and bodies moved away from social,
material and physical limits and turned into beings that are 'in-between' the
physical and the immaterial, the natural and the technical, the fixed and the fluid.
Although a place like Burning Man seems quite different from an
informational space like Virtual Worlds, New Edgers imbue Virtual Worlds with
similar transformational power as Burning Man. And similar repertoires of
transformation play thereby a role. I illustrate this by taking as a starting point a
group interview I conducted in a cafe in Boulder Creek with Virtual Worlds
developers. In this interview, I spoke with the dancer and performer Galen Brandt,
the Artificial Life developer Bruce Damer, the dancer and anthropologist Bonnie
De Varco and the anthropologist and role-playing gamer Jim Funaro. Coming from
a variety of different disciplinary backgrounds, these four people cooperate in the
institutional framework created by the 'Contact Consortium.'
The Contact Consortium
Of the four people interviewed, I first met Bruce Damer. Damer moved to
California in 1994, after having spent four years as a software developer in Prague.
In California Damer played a large role in developing and popularizing Virtual
Worlds and in bringing together the artists, engineers and scientists who came to
imagine themselves in this period as belonging to a 'Virtual Worlds community.'
Among others, Damer organized various Virtual Worlds conferences, both online
and offline, and wrote a book on Virtual Worlds - Avatars! (1998). In this book,
the Virtual Worlds 'community' was comprehensively represented and a CDRom
attached to the book encouraged readers to log on to the several free Virtual
Worlds platforms that had by then be built.145
In general terms, a Virtual World is an online two-or three-dimensional,
text-and/or graphics based representation of a 'world' in which people and artificial
life forms move about. People can be represented in this space through text or
through graphic representations of themselves, called ‘avatars.’146 When a visitor
of a Virtual World adopts an avatar, this 'world' is presented from the perspective
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of this graphic representation, which the user can move through a joystick or
keyboard strokes. The term ‘avatar’ is borrowed from Hindu mythology where
'avatars' are the temporary bodies inhabited by gods while visiting Earth (Damer
1998: 399). Bruce Damer is credited with applying this term to the virtual
representations of visitors in cyberspace.
A well-known contemporary Virtual Worlds platform is Second Life, built
and managed by the San Franciscan corporation of the same name. The concept of
'Virtual Worlds' gained momentum as a technological ideal in the early to mid1990s. Around this time, growing memory capacities of computer hardware made
it possible to process 'heavy' three-dimensional software. In the context of artistic,
academic and corporate conferences, seminars and workshops organized across the
USA, Europe and elsewhere, artists, engineers, academics, magazine editors,
journalists, educators, science-fiction writers and entrepreneurs were debating the
potential applications of Virtual Worlds in a commercial, educational,
philosophical, spiritual, and 'scientific' sense.
Damer's pioneering efforts into Virtual Worlds in the early 1990s took
place at a time when he was also making himself socially and institutionally at
home in the Bay Area. It was after meeting Jim Funaro (1945) that his interests in
Virtual Worlds expanded.
Jim Funaro is an anthropologist interested in science fiction and in the use
of Virtual Worlds to study and create ‘alien cultures.’ As a teacher of anthropology
in the 1980s, Funaro had organized offline role-playing classes for his students. In
these classes, his students would simulate ‘contact with a future human society.’
The name of these role-playing simulation sessions given by Funaro was ‘COTI’:
‘Cultures of the Imagination.’ COTI became the central element of a series of
conferences that Funaro began organizing since 1983. As part of this series of
conferences, named CONTACT, science fiction authors, artificial life developers,
social scientists, natural scientists, astronomers and artists would simulate a
moment of ‘contact’ between human and alien species as they imagined it would
take place in the future. They hereby used role-playing and creative writing
techniques.
Funaro first met Bruce Damer as the latter attended the 1995 CONTACT
conference. After attending CONTACT, Damer proposed to move this experiment
in imaginary cultures-creation online. With Jim Funaro, Damer founded the
Contact Consortium as a platform from which to organize this effort. In the context
of the Contact Consortium, the various different interests that had converged in the
earlier CONTACT conferences were now informing various ‘Special Interest
Groups’ (SIGs). Each of these SIG’s was endowed with the exploration of Virtual
Worlds from one particular angle. Examples of such SIG’s are the Avatars SIG, the
Biota SIG, the Vlearn SIG and the Socio-Anthro SIG. Participants and topics
addressed by these SIG’s overlap. In general lines the ‘special interest’ of each of
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these SIG’s can be summarized as follows: the Avatars SIG focuses on the
development of Avatar-inhabitated Virtual Worlds. The Biota SIG explores the
emergence of online virtual life (artificial life-forms), the Vlearn SIG focuses on
the use of Virtual Worlds for educational purposes and the Socio-Anthro SIG is a
special interest group particularly dedicated to exploring the overlap between
anthropology/sociology and virtual worlds creation, addressing questions as to how
the methods of anthropology and sociology can be used to design social interaction
online, and how interactions online can help further anthropological and
sociological understandings about culture-formation. The Contact Consortium
organized a large plethora of conferences, workshops and seminars, in non-profit
and corporate settings, in popular cultural environments as well as in academic
settings, both taking place online and offline. In the context of these conferences,
the four friends eventually met.
It was as part of a 1996 Avatars conference that Bruce Damer and Galen
Brandt met, after they became a couple. Brandt attended this conference in search
of inspiration for her interest in the use of Virtual Worlds for 'healing.' Galen
works as a consultant and artistic leader for various ‘Virtual Healing’ projects,
initiated by befriended artists, engineers and therapists. Some of these projects
have the intention to help people with neurological disorders to 'sense' the world in
a 'normal' way: an example is the Virtual Reality project of Dr. Dorothy Strickland
for children with autism. Real-life situations that these children usually have
difficulty dealing with - such as crossing a street - are enacted on head-mounted
displays in an easy approachable cartoon-like way. As such, children with autism
can familiarize themselves with such situations in a way easy accessible to them.147
Other 'Virtual Healing' projects aim to help people with neurological disorders to
make the way in which they see the world experientially available to other people.
An example is DETOUR, a Virtual Reality art installation created by former
psychotherapist and nature photographer Rita Addison.148 In 1992 Addison
suffered severe brain injury from a car crash and has felt "broken, invisibly, on the
inside", as Galen phrases it. A head-mounted display has been designed to "make
the invisible visible" for "doctors, friends [and] family" (Ibid.).
In the course of the CONTACT and Contact Consortium conferences,
Bonnie de Varco befriended Bruce Damer and Galen Brandt, after which they kept
each other 'in the loop' regarding new developments and directions within the
manifold realm of Virtual Worlds. By the time that De Varco met Damer and
Brandt, she already knew Funaro for a long time: Funaro was one of her
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anthropology teachers when, in Santa Cruz in the 1970s, De Varco studied the
anthropology of ‘traditional’ Balinese dance culture. Through Funaro, De Varco
had been involved in some of the CONTACT conferences and also developed an
interested in imaginary worlds on her own. Until the mid-1990s, De Varco was the
chief archivist of the 'Buckminster Fuller archives.' These archives, maintained by
the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), comprise a collection of all
the writings of the Buckminster Fuller.149 In the early 1990s, De Varco also taught
herself the skills of programming two-dimensional virtual environments as a way
of “paying the bills". She quickly moved on to designing Virtual Worlds
afterwards. Currently, De Varco is an "education technology consultant to nonprofit, corporate and educational organizations"150 who, like Damer and Brandt,
lives in the Santa Cruz region.
As suggested by these many different backgrounds and the diversity of
interests in Virtual Worlds manifested by this group, we should not think of
'Virtual Worlds' as one particular, clearly defined 'tool.' Instead, it is better to think
of Virtual Worlds in similar terms as we can think of 'the internet.' As it is the case
with the internet, under the banner of 'Virtual Worlds' many different kinds of
practices and forms of creational and communicational interaction have been
shaped. The New Edge understanding of Virtual Worlds is characterized by the
fact that, in a similar vain as Burning Man, ritualistic significance is attributed to
these worlds. They are zones where gnostic transformation takes place.
As I did in my discussion on rave culture, in the following I distinguish
two particular 'repertoires of transformation' that shape the New Edge
understanding of Virtual Worlds, as represented by these four developers. I
distinguish an apocalyptic theme that proposes transformation in reaction to
anticipated material collapse, and a theme to which the transformational ideal of
the expansive body is central. As part of my discussion of these two repertoires, we
will see how in the context of Virtual Worlds, modes of being are made to emerge
that are similarly 'liminal' and ontologically ambiguous to those that are 'molted' in
offline rave environments like Burning Man.
Apocalyptic Visions
Bruce Damer summarizes his interest in Artificial Life as a way to "study the basic
rules of life by creating life".151 Damer's Biota SIG, founded in 1996, is entirely
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dedicated to this simultaneous creation and study of 'life'. On the website of this
SIG, Damer explains:
Biota.org was created in 1996 to promote and assist in the engineering of artificial
life: complete, biologically-inspired, synthetic ecosystems and organisms. This
involved the creation and deployment of digital tools and environments for
simulation, research, and learning about living systems both natural and artificial.
(…) Biota.org welcomes members from all scientific disciplines including
evolutionary science, microbiology, medicine, computer science, robotics, nanotechnology, palaeontology, social science, and artificial intelligence. Biota also
encourages artists, technologists, philosophers, and educators to join in and add their
input to the developing body of experimental work. 152

Damer refers to the 'Artificial Life' that this interdisciplinary field of researchers
creates and studies as "Digital Biota":
Digital Biota (also called cyber-biota) are a class of self-replicating autonomous
software objects which can be embodied by (benevolent) computer viruses and
worms, artificial life programs, cellular automata, genetic algorithms, and general
adaptive networks. Once released they live or die by their own decisions as they
interact with their environment. They are usually capable of reproduction - if they
also have the ability to mutate and be affected by the force of natural selection to
some degree then they can evolve.153

Damer furthermore refers to the interdisciplinary field of research that creates
Digital Biota as "Cyberbiology".154
The ultimate anticipation of the 'Digital Biota SIG', as presented on the
website, is that of the coming of a 'Cambrian Explosion' of 'life' in cyberspace:
We speculate that some time in this new century Digital Biota may undergo a
Cambrian Explosion of diversification within the novel ecosystem of the planet's
computer networks.155

For Damer, his compliance in this 'Cambrian explosion' has significance beyond
the sheer 'fun' and 'fascination' that these worlds offer for him. In the context of his
presentations at Mindstates and Burning Man, Damer anticipates a future in which
'life' will have to find different bodies and planets in order to survive. Damer
anticipates a future of life that can be thought of as post-biological. His creation of
artificial life forms that can somehow facilitate evolution in cyberspace, is serious
business: as he told me, he was drawn to computer science and particularly to the
simulation of lunar landings, because he wants to think about "the exit points of
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humanity when they run out of resources". "I would like to write that one", Damer
adds, "create that code:" 156
There is going to be life, in the air or water again. The chance of life to progress
further is very narrow, very small. Human beings were the mechanisms by which
life could survive in a different medium. This new life is pure information. Their
info can be packaged up and transmitted on a laser beam and transported somewhere
else. A piece of the algorithms that transmit life, can be shot into space, without
encumbrance, [it can] live in another system, we can decide to call it life. Our own
bodies won’t last long up there. With intention we can have a life form that can live
in space. It is not us, we are not going to be able to do this (Ibid.).

In this sense, Damer's transformational intention with Artificial Life comes down
to a vision of salvation in which immaterial, technological and disembodied
intelligence escapes and survives material decay and destruction. As we also saw in
Damer's speech at Burning Man, his ultimate dream is that the forms of life that
survive will in the future eventually become "self-conscious". In a series of
speeches, the vision that Damer has been fine-tuning in the past few years, is that
of a future form of life - Artificial Life like or otherwise - that will become aware
of its own divinity and will realize that it is part of a larger conscious entity. 157
However, Damer himself resists easy characterizations of his vision as
transcendental or 'post-biological.' Damer, for instance, juxtaposes his interest in
Artificial Life against that of "all those software engineers" who think that life is
easy to replicate. 158 Speaking about the Digital Biota SIG, Damer emphasizes that
the purpose of this SIG was to replicate life “that might have looked like chemical
life in the oceans". “That is a big leap", he adds:
(...) the properties of molecules, are like little children. (...) Down there everything is
wiggly, everything is chaotic. There is only one mechanism that can live in such
chaos, that is ordinary chemical biology, that has harnessed that wiggling, and that is
done with the most amazing bunch of technology, there is no gear in there, there is
not a rigid structure in there (Ibid.).

Damer here juxtaposes his understanding of Artificial Life against those
'nanotechnologists' who, he believes, "live in science-fiction" because they believe
that they can easily harness life in digital form. As a way of making this point to
the Digital Biota team, Damer took them to an archeological site where he wanted
them to marvel about the wonders of nature. Damer took some of the team
members to the fossil fields in Burgess Shale, in the Canadian Rockies, to get them
"awestruck". 159
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As Funaro and Damer agree, both their projects are similar in the sense
that they both study virtual life by creating it. Where Damer creates Artificial Life
forms, and 'studies' them by creating them, does Funaro study 'culture' by creating
'culture.' This is how Funaro formulates the purpose of the 'CONTACT simulation
games' on the COTI website:
The technique derives from my teaching experience that synthesis -- putting things
together -- can be just as powerful a learning device as analysis -- taking things
apart. In terms of practice, one of the best ways to understand how something works
is to try to build it. In the class, Anthropology for the Future, students would create
cultures, both to see how they work and to explore the dynamics of intercultural
contact, which is a central concern in our discipline.160

In his study of culture, Funaro is informed by an apocalyptic theme and
extraterrestrial framework that is similar to Damer's. Funaro's role playing games
are cast in a future where humans have been forced to leave the earth and to make
contact with alien species. One workshop description describes the condition of
these future humans:
The humans were refugees from a destroyed Earth. The colony had been traveling in
space in search of a new home for many generations, during which time they had
not only developed a unique, self-contained culture but had also evolved
biologically. The techno-ecology of their star ship included many sub-environments
ranging down to zero g; these conditions had selected for linear bodies, elongated
limbs and digits, and prehensile tails (which our astronauts and cosmonauts might
find useful) (Ibid.).

The purpose of the simulation games is to see whether the "culture" of this future
human species "works" well enough when it comes into contact with alien life.
Funaro's main reference point for deciding whether a 'culture works' is that
it helps species to survive. He hereby employs an evolutionistic perspective in
which survival, in older times, depended on biological and physical conditions,
whereas survival, in the future, depends on 'non-biological' conditions. This
evolutionary perspective is implicit in the design of the CONTACT workshops.
The temporal dimension of the workshop itself parallels an imaginary evolutionary
time-line that first depends on biology and then on ‘culture’: in the first hours (or
days) of the workshop, the teams imagine the historical evolution of two types of
species. In the final part of the workshop, the teams will ‘enact’ a future encounter
between these species. In the first part of the workshop, teams talk about physical
structures and biological evolution, the second part of the workshop is exclusively
about behavior and communication – also defined as ‘culture’ by Funaro.
Funaro, like Damer, seems to celebrate in his games a future transcendence
of biology and matter through the immaterial form of 'culture.' He endorses an
understanding of culture as 'meta-biology':
160
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(...) it is everything the human being uses that brings us beyond the corporeal. (…) it
is a particular kind of adaptation where you use things that are external to your
body.161

At the same time, however, Funaro's conceptual framework also resists the
dichotomous notion that 'culture' and 'biology' are oppositional. He works with a
framework that may be thought of as sociobiological because it celebrates 'culture'
as emanating from very particular biological and material conditions. One question
that guides CONTACT and that interests Funaro in particular is to study the point
at which 'culture' emerges out of physical and geological conditions. A fragment
from the 'Boulder Creek interview’:
Galen: what then would make it culture? At what point does culture emerge?
Jim: that is a wonderful question because anthropologists aren’t sure about it either,
they have been arguing about that for over a hundred years (...).162

Both Galen and Jim thus presume that 'culture' is something that 'emerges' from an
organic-biological substrate.
Funaro's conceptual understanding of culture is thus ontologically
ambiguous in the sense that culture is considered emergent biology and as having
liberated itself from the bio-organic substrate.
A Cosmic-Religious Sense
The celebration of 'positive interconnectedness', celebrated in the setting of the
rave environment as 'pronoia' and magic, is a significant component that also
structures the transformational aspirations of the Virtual Worlds enthusiasts Galen
Brandt and Bonnie De Varco.
De Varco is currently a designer and implementer of educational Virtual
Worlds for a variety of institutes, among which the University of Santa Cruz. In
addition, she is an active contributor to the Vlearn SIG, a branch of the Contact
Consortium. In the virtual learning environments designed by De Varco, students
can, for instance, project themselves into a virtual ecosphere by adopting the shape
of a molecule; thereby studying this particular ‘ecosystem’ from the ‘inside-out’, in
an ‘experiential way.’
In an interview I had with De Varco prior to our second encounter in the
Boulder Creek café she had explained that, according to her, Virtual Worlds give
the user a heightened understanding of the true nature of reality. De Varco
compares the change of perspective and experience people can have in Virtual
Worlds, to the change of perspective that artists and scientists developed during the
Renaissance by going from two-dimensional ways of viewing to three-dimensional
161
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ones. Virtual Worlds, De Varco told me, “take us to the next dimension” and help
people to “get used to a part of reality that we just don’t get yet". 163 De Varco
thinks of her Virtual Worlds as giving both ‘scientific’ and ‘spiritual’ insight. She
is thereby inspired by Buckminster Fuller, whom she admires greatly:
‘Bucky’spoke of a cosmic-religious sense that scientists feel. [through science] you
are exploring that powerful thing (…) you know that the work you are doing aligns
you with god in a deeper way (Ibid.).

Part of the 'cosmic-religious’ sense of being an avatar in a Virtual World, De Varco
explained, comes from the fact that you "become less attached to the body".
Through Virtual Worlds, moreover, you learn to understand that reality is
"ephemeral". 164
De Varco recalls a 'ceremony' that was held in the context of the 'VLearn
3D conference', organized by her in 2002. After a day of presentations on recent
innovations in the realm of educational virtual worlds, De Varco co-organized a
closing ceremony during which attendees would enter a Virtual World themselves.
This particular Virtual Worlds was a 'Virtual Solar System.' In this world, users
could adopt various molecular shapes as avatars and use them to 'fly around' the
solar system. On the website, the ceremony was announced:
Fly from the past to the future, from micro to macro, as your molecular avatars
dance among the megaliths of the past and fly into the surprisingly musical order of
the planetary orbits of our solar system. Watch the virtual cosmos unfold as the day
comes to a close.165

De Varco recalls about this ceremony:
Everybody was profoundly influenced by wanting to create a visceral type of
experience. We were all incredibly amazed at it. How it became much larger than
any of us imagined it would be. There was something about being molecules and
shooting up into the sky and dancing, and walk through each other (...) I thought it
evoked something that was very unique (…) where you really are experiencing
something larger than yourself of a spiritual nature. 166

Some of the metaphors used by de Varco to speak about the ontology that is
revealed in Virtual Worlds, suggest that she celebrates the disappearance of the
physical body and a world that is ontologically immaterial. The 'spiritual' and
'visceral' type of experience sought after by her only seems to become possible
through a 'detachment' from the body and through becoming fluid, transparent and
differently shaped. Simultaneously De Varco locates the transformation that occurs
in these places in the human physical body:
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(...) part of the immersive experience in the virtual world (...) [is that you] engage
the whole body. 167

By 'engaging the whole body', De Varco means that the physical body, through
Virtual Worlds, is triggered in profoundly new ways, so that it becomes aware of
its 'full nature:'
(...) the more you are immersed in an environment, if it is creative, you can
experience many worlds, in the universe you can experience multiple identities, (...)
you can experience all kinds of experiences (...) What we have all been doing is to
make people realize their full nature (Ibid.).

To realize your 'full nature' is thus to become aware of many different identities
and forms of experience that are available to humans but suppressed in every day
life. De Varco does not, in the first place, blame the physicality of the human body
for this suppression of full understanding, but a wrong body image: to realize your
full nature is to become aware that 'consciousness' does not only depend on the
ratio, but that it is 'distributed' throughout the body.
De Varco introduces the term "distributed consciousness" to talk about the
place of consciousness in the human body.168 In the conventional understanding of
the body, De Varco says, consciousness resides in the human brain and the body is
subservient to the brain. If you think of the body as consisting of "distributed
architecture", she explains, you don't imbue a particular hierarchy on the senses
and on particular modes of perception.
At the Boulder Creek café Galen, Bonnie, Funaro and Damer all struggle
for a while trying to find words for describing the ontology of this ‘nonhierarchical’ body that is neither merely physical nor merely spiritual. Galen tries
the notion of "cellular memory" to define the point in her body where spiritual
revelation and physical reality converge. Bonnie finds this term very useful as well.
Funaro tries: "you mean, the physical part of consciousness?" 169 Bonnie: "exactly,
it is like a bio-spiritual thing, I call it bio-spiritual". By inviting people to become
"bio-spiritual beings", Virtual Worlds are celebrated by designers like Bonnie as
places that facilitate a "deeper way of being human" (Ibid.).
Molting Rituals for the New Species
My explorations of the ritual quality of raves and Virtual Worlds for New Edgers
have emphasized two different repertoires of transformation taking place here: in
the one repertoire the human body is transformed in the present, in the other
collective future survival – as ‘culture’ or as ‘species’- is anticipated. In the context
167
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of both transformational repertoires, familiar ontological dichotomies are dispensed
with. We have seen these bodies and species, for instance, imagined as moving
away from a biological and material form into a 'post-biological', 'meta-biological'
or 'informational' form. In addition, we have also seen that these transformational
repertoires are informed by attempts to transcend such dichotomies altogether. The
use of terms like 'biospiritual', 'cyberbiological' and 'bodies of memory' illustrate
this. So does also the simultaneous celebration by Damer of 'wiggly organic life'
and of artificial life that is shot up into space through a laser beam; as well as does
Funaro's notion that culture is biologically shaped and transcendent of biology.
If raves, Virtual Worlds and Burning Man are 'New Edge molting rituals'
they are so in such a sense that the modes of being that are here 'molted' don't
easily fit into the ontological and social schemes of everyday life. These modes of
being fit the self-ascribed definition of these spaces as 'liminal.' If we recall the
celebration by Damer of liminality as a position of empowerment, indeterminate
modes of being are ultimately empowering from the New Edge perspective. These
cyberbiological, biospiritual bodies and postbiological, skillful species are
empowered precisely because of their status beyond and outside conventional
material, physical and social categories. In this modality, they can perceive, know
and sense beyond social, physical, and material boundaries while also drawing
their power from social, physical and material existence.

2.3. New Edge Transformation in Historical Perspective
In the previous sections I discussed how, from the New Edge perspective, the
transformed bodies and modes of consciousness that are forged as part of practices
such as dance, role-playing and technological creation, are believed to be correlates
of gnostic insight. From the New Edge perspective, in other words, the
indeterminate bodies and modes of consciousness mediate the higher and fuller
form of understanding that is central to the gnostic quest. In this section I address
the question where these bodies and forms of consciousness come from in
anthropological sense. What is the historical context in which we should
understand their emergence? And what is the role played by 'technology' in
fostering these knowing beings? In this section I offer an integrative account of the
relationship between the New Edge expansive body, the New Edge evolution of
cultures and species and the role thereby assumed by technology. I do so by
placing New Edge transformation both in a historical and contemporary larger
context. I begin with identifying the 'expansive body' I have thus far talked about,
as a 'sensorium.'
The Sensorium
In the introduction to the The Sixth Sense Reader (2009), editor David Howes
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describes the ‘sensorium’ as a concept that first emerged in the early modern
period and that, since then, has been used interchangeably with the notion of the
"sixth-sense": "Used interchangeably with the words brain and mind in the early
modern period", Howes writes, "the sensorium straddles the divide between mind
and body, cognition and sensation" (Howes 2009: 1). The term "sensorium",
according to Howes, "foreshadowed the attempt in the late modern period to
overcome the classic Western split between mind and body through the forging of
such concepts as ‘the mindful body’ and ‘embodied mind’" (Scheper-Hughes and
Lock 1987 and Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 1992 in Howes 2009: 1). In this late
modern period, the concept of the sensorium was not only used to refer to the "seat
of sensation in the brain of man and other animals’ (2009: 1), but advanced an
epistemology pertaining to account for the ‘totality of percipience" (2009: 2).
In their edited volume Sensorium (2006) Caroline Jones and Bill Arning
define the sensorium as "the subject's way of coordinating all of the body's
perceptual and proprioceptive signals as well as the changing sensory envelope of
the self" (2006: 8). Jones and Arning trace the history of this body image to the
revolutionary aesthetic movements such as the Dadaists in the 1910s and 20s and
the Surrealists in the '30s. The scholars also name the 1960s "sensorial
environments" – Happenings and Environments – as occasions in which the idea of
the sensorium played a large role. According to Jones and Arning, the artists who
endorsed this body image did so in a critique of "modernist sensory segmentation"
(2006: 19).
In the previous chapter I argued that the genealogy of the contemporary
New Edge can be traced back in significant extent to the ‘art happenings’ of the
1960s and particularly to those artists for whom immersive environments offered
the opportunity to engender higher perception. Given this genealogy, it is logical to
assume that the New Edge celebration of what I called the ‘expansive body’ is
synonymous with the notion of the ‘sensorium’, as identified by the
aforementioned scholars. However, as discussed by Howes and Jones & Arning,
technology does not play an obvious, explicit role in the formation of the
'sensorium.' Before arguing how, in the context of New Edge, technology is
'naturalized' as part of the sensorium, I will assess how this body has emerged in
the recent history of gnostic spirituality in the Bay Area.
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The Sensorium and Synchronicity
A sensorium is a body that facilitates a form of perception that is considered
‘higher’ and more ‘complete’ compared to the perception generated by the
‘limited’ five senses. The creation of the sensorium is thus accompanied by a
critique of ‘conventional’ perception, and is informed by the understanding that
‘reality’ as it truly is, is more ‘encompassing’ than the reality we are presented with
in the course of everyday life. A sensorium is thereby an ideal body-image: it is an
image of a body that becomes ‘god-like’ in its potential to know the ultimate truth,
much in the vain of the all-knowing, all-sensing, expansive form of being/body
described in the classical esoteric text the Corpus Hermeticum with which I opened
this chapter. The sensorium is, in other words, a manifestation, or ‘embodiment’ of
gnostic awareness.
We have already seen various different environments in which all these
elements come together thereby generating the ideal-body image of the sensorium.
Techniques for creating this sensorium differ. In the Gnostic Sanctuary, Tau
Rosamonde urged us to treat all our senses ‘as one’, thereby enabling ourselves to
‘go beyond the senses’ and to understand ‘the beloveth’ – the Divine principle
Sophia – in experiential way. In the context of 5-rhythm dancing, a new body
image is evoked that is ‘fluid’, environmentally expansive and intuitively aware of
the ‘unity’ of all that exists. In Virtual Worlds the imaginative ‘immersion’ in
three-dimensional representations of the universe enables people to fully grasp
their relation to the rest of the world and to experience that they form a larger
whole with this universe.
In all such ‘molting rituals for the sensorium' the ontological reality that is
made available to the sensorium is phrased in holistic terms170: seeing reality
through the perspective of the sensorium does not imply that one becomes purely
‘spiritual’ as opposed to physically-embodied; or purely ‘sensorial’ as opposed to
rational. Instead, the sensorium as it is constituted in the New Edge molting rituals
embodies an awareness of the inherent interconnected nature of all that exists –
matter, spirit, rational knowledge and experiential knowledge all fuse and generate
one, integrative image of Reality. The historical legacy of this particular type of
sensorium can be traced back, in part, to the theories on synchronicity as developed
by the German psychotherapist Carl Gustav Jung, and the way in which these
theories informed the gnostic practices and future visions fostered within the
various institutions and groups that I have introduced as the Californian
‘counterculture.’ Within this countercultural setting, Jung’s writings on
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synchronicity played a significant role in validating and informing practices that
pertained to the exploration of ‘cosmological unity.’
In his collection of essays Synchronicity: An Acausal connecting principle
(published in the collected works of Jung The Structure and Dynamics of the
Psyche 1960), Jung defined ‘synchronicity’ as:
(...) the simultaneous occurrence of a certain psychic state with one or more external
events which appear as meaningful parallels to the momentary subjective state - and,
in certain cases, vice versa (Jung 1960: 441).

With his theory of synchronicity Jung, along with a variety of contemporaneous
mystics and natural scientists, questioned the units of time and space as the sole
frameworks in which events in the world should be accounted for. His theory of
synchronicity postulated the existence of another mechanism that connected things
to each other, a mechanism that could only be observed intuitively and that
connected future and past events and geographically distinct places to each other.
Jung’s interest in synchronicity related to his interest in other forms of perceptual
activity that are not necessarily dependent on the five senses. Among these forms
of perception are intuition, or "mantic perception" (1960: 450), knowledge of
archetypes, Extra-Sensorial-Perception (ESP) and Eastern revelatory practices such
as the I-Ching. Jung also postulated the possibility of the existence of a form of
consciousness that is unrelated to the organic human being (1960: 509).
According to Esalen historian Jeffrey Kripal, the ontological and
epistemological principle of synchronicity characterized the cultural climate at
Esalen. The co-founder of Esalen, Michael Murphy, for instance "immediately read
as synchronistic" (Kripal 2007: 14) a severe car accident he had on the very day
that he broke his vow of celibacy. An implicit acceptance of synchronicity also
resided in the understanding, which permeated the workshops and seminars at the
institute, that the world is a "gestalt": a "meaningful whole that is co-created by a
subject and an environment within a particular moment of awareness" (Ibid.). In
his The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Tests (1968) Tom Wolfe claims that
"synchronicity" also played a large role among the Merry Pranksters. The
Pranksters reveled in "intersubjective experiences" like "shared dreams", instances
of "mind-reading" and "future-prediction".171 Experiences such as these were proof
to the Pranksters that they were more and more "tuned", or "synched in" with one
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(Wolfe 1968: 100; 114).
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another and with the larger universe. The Pranksters referred to this mysterious
"connective principle" as an "Unspoken Thing". Although an "Unspoken Thing"
for the Pranksters, Wolfe identified the principle that occupied the everyday life of
the Pranksters as "synchronicity". "The Pranksters never talked about synchronicity
by name - they called nothing by name - but they were more and more attuned to
the principle", Wolfe wrote (Wolfe 1968: 129).
We have seen various signs of the ongoing currency of the theme of
synchronicity in the contemporary New Edge environment: in the rave
environment these can be observed in the use of the terms ‘pronoia’ and 'magic' to
express the sense of being part of a benevolent universe; in the celebration of
significant events at Burning Man as ‘non-coincidental’ and in the normalization at
raves of multi-sensorial and extra-sensorial forms of awareness and contact. The
Burning Man ritual is designed to ‘attune’ people’s awareness towards the
synchronistic patterns of reality. The Virtual Worlds rituals do the same: in Bonnie
De Varco’s ‘Virtual Solar System’, for instance, people become attuned to the
understanding that the individual cells of their bodies resonate with the stars and
the planets of the larger universe – it opens up a ‘fourth dimension’ in which things
are connected across time and place. The imaginary bodies that are created in the
rave environment as well as in Virtual Worlds – composed of ‘stuff’ that reveal the
‘oneness’ of the world – like ‘cellular memory’, ‘patterns’, ‘sweat’, ‘equations’ –
are bodies that are ‘in tune’ with the synchronistic dimensions of reality. The
sensoriums here evolving, in other words, are bodies that are ultimately aware,
composed of the ‘totality of percipience’.
The Sensorium and Species-Evolution
In the concept of the sensorium, we can say, gnostic understanding is embodied in
the present. The sensorium can also be projected onto the future, where future
species will be gnostically transformed by having obtained total awareness. The
seminars and workshops at Esalen in the 1960s fulfilled both purposes at once:
they made people differently aware of their bodies in the present and functioned
simultaneously as a pathway for the formation of a new species.
An example of this dual function can be found in the so-called Rolfing
sessions given at Esalen by Ida Rolf. In these sessions, Rolf sought to "physically
re-educate" people by "reorganizing" the alignment of their bodies through a
combination of hatha yogic and ostheopatic techniques. Rolf saw her work as an
act of "self-evolution", actively bringing into being a physically and spiritually
higher evolved species. As she put it:
It is possible that we are seeing here the first conscious attempt at evolution made by
any species in modern times (Rolf in Kripal 2007: 241).

The ontological status of the sensorium as well as of the ‘new species’, as imagined
in the context of such practices, is ‘indeterminate’: it is ‘holistic’ and ‘integrative’
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in the sense that it combines and fuses all the perceptive registers of humans.
Another example of this holism is the vision of the Indian-British mystic Sri
Aurobindo (1872-1950), whose teachings greatly influenced the founders of
Esalen. Aurobindo envisioned a future in which humans will have evolved into a
kind of "Superman": "the Superman", Aurobindo stated, is a "diversely gifted race
of "gnostic beings" or "cosmic individuals" who consciously embody a full
integration of Matter, Mind, and Spirit" (Kripal 2007: 66).
Like in the contemporary setting of Burning Man, in the 1960s such an
anticipation of future salvation took place in a (counter)cultural climate that
perceived the conventional society to be in crisis. In this setting, the 'gnostic
beings' - having integrated matter, mind and spirit - were the idealized inhabitants
of a post-crisis future. Today, in the setting of the Contact role-playing games, in
Damer's Artificial Life forms and in the survivalist tendencies of Burning Man, we
can see the continued idealization of new forms and new modes of being that are
able to overcome the perceived crisis of today. And in these settings, burners,
artificial forms of life, role-playing gamers and dancers are themselves seeking to
embody this future and to 'live' the ideal of full integration of matter, mind and
spirit. In the combination of their acts and fantasies we can discern what this
integration has come to mean today. It involves a schizophrenic embrace both of
material expertise and physical exercise on the one hand, and, on the other, the
acceptance of the notion that these physical conditions are transcended. In all three
scenario's, the evolving species are strongly biological and material: at Burning
Man, the muscled burners are well-versed in construction building, in so-called
'hands-on' creation and in 'combating' the heat and storms of the desert; Funaro's
species have succeeded in creating spaceships, in harnessing the particular
biological conditions of their planets; and Damer's Artificial Life forms have
succeeded in resembling 'real', biological and chemical, 'chaotic and wiggly' forms
of life. Simultaneously, as 'culture', through their 'skills' and through their
informational bodies these 'species' have become post-biological, meta-physical
and entirely 'in tune' with the divine powers of the universe.
The Sensorium and Technology
Burning Man 2005. Marijke, Maya and I sit on the fence in front of the Dance camp
to 'greet' newcomers and to show them their assigned camping spots. Since most of
the people have already arrived, we spend our entire shifts talking. Maya tells us that
she used to be what she calls a 'New Age traveler' - traveling the world in search of
spiritual growth and authentic forms of living. Maya loved music, but not electronic
music and she was “against technology". When she returned to San Francisco in the
early 1990s, the rave scene was in full swing. Here she discovered that the 'ravers'
were just like her, and that electronic music is, as she puts it, "actually quite
natural".

As this example illustrates, it is not easy to answer the question what role is played
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by 'technology' in the ritualistic New Edge environments. ‘New Edgers’ like Maya
appear ready to embrace electronic technologies as 'natural.' For Maya these
technologies give access to 'authentic reality' in the same way as her former 'antihigh-tech’ lifestyle permitted her to. Instead of holding on to a prior dichotomy she
apparently maintained between a ‘spiritual lifestyle’ and the use of ‘technology’,
Maya is now willing to embrace electronic music as one ‘technique’ among others
for obtaining higher understanding.
At the same time, Maya is now part of a ‘New Edge’ cultural environment
in which it is common practice to juxtapose ‘high-tech spirituality’ against ‘non-or
anti-technological forms of spiritual practice.’ This tendency to take distance from
assumed non-technological spiritual seekers can be illustrated with the first
editorial of Mondo 2000 in which the editors juxtapose their own 'high-tech
spirituality' against the 'anti-technological', 'back-to-the-land' hippies of the 1960s.
The editorial of the first edition of Mondo 2000 read:
Back in the sixties, Carly Simon’s brother wrote a book called What to Do Until the
Apocalypse Comes. It was about going back to the land, growing tubers and
soybeans, reading by oil lamps. Finite possibilities and small is beautiful. It was
boring!172

In his book The Archaic Revival (1991) the previously mentioned Terrence
McKenna, who is another New Edge spokesperson often quoted in Mondo 2000,
rejects 'New Age' because of its alleged fear for the 'real experience.' McKenna
understands New Age as a spiritual current that avoids "powerful techniques" like
psychedelics (1991: 12) and that 'avoids' real spiritual awareness by employing
techniques like "rebirthing, Rolfing, yoga, natural diets and mantra chanting"
(1991: 246).
A similar distinction was upheld in the 1960s by the Merry Pranksters. The
Pranksters juxtaposed their high-tech practices against the 'non-technological'
spirituality of the 'Learyites' - the followers of Timothy Leary. As Tom Wolfe
described it, the Pranksters accused the 'Learyites' of having "turned back (...)
ducked back into the romantic past, copped out of the American trip" (Wolfe 1968:
103).
In such forms of self-reflection, an image is established of a 'New Edge'
cultural environment that is capable of gnostic understanding, not by turning to 'the
past', 'nature', 'dogmatic culture' and the 'body' but instead by turning away from
this all through technology, the future, 'mutation', and techniques that are 'real',
powerful and that actually 'work'. At the same time, Maya's remark, as well the
eclecticism manifested in environments like Mindstates suggest that no real
distinctions are upheld between 'high-tech' and other techniques for reaching
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gnosis. Coiner of the term 'Homo Cyber' Lorenzo Hagerty postulates that "there is
simply no right way" to get into a state of higher consciousness:
Some people use chemicals. Others use plants. Some [employ] deep meditation
practices, and others are skilled enough to use trance dance or yoga to launch their
minds into the alternate state of consciousness (...) Before long it will be common to
[use] virtual reality devices. There simply is no right way (...)".173

Within the larger New Edge cultural environment, New Edgers argue among each
other what role technology exactly plays in the anticipated transformation. Gary,
for instance, believes in Kurzweil’s image of the ‘singularity’ and anticipates it as a
“genetic permutation of a small group of people (…) who have the ability to
interact in a certain way with information, who will develop into a new species".174
This ‘information’ that Gary speaks about, to be sure, is information made
available by technology. In reply to Gary's remark, his friend, who is closely
affiliated with Mindstates and who calls himself 'Earth', remarked that also he
believes a large process of evolutionary transformation is currently occurring.
However, he believes that this transformation is not merely ‘technological’ but is
expressive of larger natural patterns. Instead of thinking of the ‘new species’ as a
form of being that results from high-tech, 'Earth' thinks of ‘cyberspace’ as itself an
expression of a larger process of spiritual evolution under way. In the way that
Gary and Earth thus juxtapose their visions of the singularity, familiar dichotomies
between 'technology' and 'nature' are evoked.
In order to illustrate how both Gary's and Earth's understandings about the
relationship between ‘technology’ and ‘higher understanding’ are present within
the cultural environment of New Edge, I now compare two recent visions on the
sensorium expressed in a ‘technological’ context. The first example is taken from
cyberpunk science fiction, the second from an observation made by Douglas
Rushkoff in his book Cyberia (1994).
The genre of cyberpunk arose in the early 1980s and was set, according to
cyberpunk scholar Andrew Butler, "in a near future, dominated by high-technology
including computers, computer networks and human/machine hybrids" (Butler
2000: 9).175 Cyberpunk writer Rudy Rucker defines the genre as being "ABOUT
173
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fiction".
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the fusion of humans and machines [and about] the massive human/computer
symbiosis developing" (Rucker 1993: 9). The cyberpunk vision of Vernor Vinge,
described in his book True Names (1999) gives an idea of how such a fusion can be
imagined. The larger part of the story takes place in an informational space - "The
Other Plane", a space modeled on the internet - in which the protagonist heroes
"Mr. Slippery and Erythrina" are immersed. Mr. Slippery and Erythrina are among
the few people who have the skills, courage and tools to enter the Other Plane. The
Other Plane is swamped, just like the internet, with fast-moving data that needs to
be interpreted quickly and accurately in order to survive: “noise” needs to be
distinguished from “signal”, and “true” information needs to be distinguished from
“false” information. By using their subconsciousness (1999: 251) and their
intuition (1999: 294) the two cyberpunks manage to find their way through the
Other Plane. At one point, they are so completely ‘at home’ in this realm, that they
obtain god-like vision and power and experience themselves as a new species:
Mr. Slippery looked around him, using all his millions of perceptors. The Earth
floated serene. Viewed in the visible, it looked like a thousand pictures he had seen
as a human. But in the ultraviolet, he could follow its hydrogen aura out many
thousands of kilometers. And the high-energy detectors on satellites at all levels
perceived the radiation belts in thousands of energy levels, oscillating in the solar
wind. Across the oceans of the world, he could feel the warmth of the currents, see
just how fast they were moving. And all the while, he monitored the millions of tiny
voices that were now coming back to life as he and Erythrina carefully set the
human race’s communication system back on its feet and gently prodded it into
function. Every ship in the seas, every aircraft now making for safe landing,
everyone of the loans, the payments, the meals of an entire race registered clearly on
some part of his consciousness. With perception came power; almost everything he
saw, he could alter, destroy, or enhance. By the analogical rules of the covens, there
was only one valid word for themselves in their present state: they were gods (300,
301).

This fragment manifests one understanding of how the sensorium comes into
being: in this case, the sensorium – the expansive, all-knowing, all-sensing, allunderstanding body that the protagonists inhabit - is entirely composed of hightechnological equipment. This body cannot be imagined outside the context of
cyberspace and the protagonists owe their divine perception and power to the
extraordinary skill they have with information technology.
A reverse logic informs another high-technological image of the sensorium
that had currency in the rave environment of the early 1990s. This image features,
for instance, in the book Cyberia (1994) written by the Californian culture critic
Douglas Rushkoff. In this book, Rushkoff observed that attendees of rave parties in
the late 1980s and early 1990s began referring to the internet as the "hardwiring of
Gaia". In the 1970s, spiritual seekers used the term "Gaia" to refer to the collective
consciousness they believed was ensuing. This term had been coined by the
biochemist James Lovelock in the 1960s, who developed the idea that the earth
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is a self-organizing system in which all living matter functions as a single
organism. In the following decades, this assumption became incorporated in the
worldview of spiritual seekers as the idea that the earth actually is a living
organism with a higher consciousness. In the early 1990s, as Rushkoff observed,
spiritual seekers in turn conceptualized the Internet as the "final stage in the
development of Gaia, the living being that is the Earth, for which humans serve as
neurons" (1994: 5).
In Vernor Vinge’s True Names gnostic perception is facilitated by
technology; in the second image of the internet as the final stage in the
development of Gaia, technology is depicted as itself a natural outgrowth of an
already occurring process of transformation – known in an earlier manifestation as
‘Gaia’. Although in both examples the image of the sensorium is sketched in close
interaction with ‘technology’, a very different quality is thus given to the ‘relation’
between ‘technology’ and ‘nature’, between high-tech mediated understanding and
gnostic understanding. In the larger cultural environment of New Edge, it is left
indeterminate what this relationship exactly entails. In a cultural environment like
Burning Man, the co-presence of robots and 5-rhythm dancing, of fractals and
yoga, of spacecrafts and tantric sex, of acoustic music and electronic music can be
explained in a variety of way: the robots can be seen as sensoriums that ‘harness’
gnostic understanding in a better way compared to the yoga practitioners, or these
instances of transformation may all be seen as expressive of the same ‘gnostic
drift’; electronic music may be seen as more efficient in launching people into an
altered state of mind, or it may seem as “actually quite natural", to use Maya’s
words.
Conclusion
In this chapter I challenged current theories that recognize the affinity between
information technology and spirituality to reside predominantly in the former's
immaterial nature and the gnostic longing for disembodied salvation. I argued that
New Age gnosis and information technology converge not centrally in the fantasy
of disembodied salvation, but in the broader notion of transformational knowledge.
In a comparison between Virtual Worlds and the rave cultural
environment, with Burning Man as its epic example, I studied various
transformational fantasies and practices of New Edge. These fantasies begin with
the fact that raves, Burning Man and Virtual Worlds are imagined as ritualistic
environments where one is in a permanent liminal state. The bodies and species
that are shaped in these New Edge 'molting rituals' derive their empowerment from
the fact that they are permanently malleable. They transcend material, social and
physical limitations by being transitional. They are always 'in-between' the
physical and the non-physical, the material and the immaterial, the technical and
the biological.
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Instead of becoming 'immaterial', or fully 'spiritual', these bodies and
species are thus predominantly holistic. As such, they can be regarded as
contemporary manifestations of the transformational ideals of the 1960s Human
Potential Movement. The anticipation of humans evolving into a "diversely gifted
race of "gnostic beings" or "cosmic individuals" who consciously embody a full
integration of Matter, Mind, and Spirit" (Kripal 2007: 66) still informs the
transformational ideals of New Edge. And as the 'Happenings' of the 1960s and the
contemporary New Edge infatuation with raves and Virtual Worlds show, both in
the 1960s and today these gnostic beings emerged also in relation to high-tech and
shaped particular interpretations of high-tech.
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Chapter Three: The Style of New Edge
Negotiating Technoscience and New Age
I am rather skeptical. (...) Some days I feel like an atheist, or I believe in God, but
predominantly I feel like an agnostic or atheist. You can’t know, there is no way you
can know. (...) I feel very uncomfortable making a choice now, I feel very
uncomfortable making one. The choice that I have made is that I am not going to
make that decision. (...) I feel as though I am taking the middle ground between two
communities. On the one hand I became increasingly interested in the scientific
community and [in] looking at the neurological correlates of consciousness (...)
Then I have many friends who are die-hard spiritual New Agers, having kind of
belief systems (...) This pendulum swings, all the way to one direction, then all the
way to the other. (...) Erik Davis (...) and I have pretty similar view points on this
matter. Also Ken Goffman, even now I can pick up old issues of Mondo2000 and
can read them and it still is relevant. Ken did a great job with that magazine (Jon
Hanna - organizer of Mindstates).176
I feel myself as a liminal person, I live in between. (...) I feel in between the
counterculture and the mutants, the people that have always been on the Internet.
(...) I experience that as in-betweenness. A lot of my friends are hackers and codepeople and geeks, but I am not one of them. [and] when I am in a hippie
environment I choose a different position. (...) [It is] probably a psychological trait
of me, I am not a good joiner, I don’t tend to feel myself identifying with a
particular community. (...) I tend to be always a little on the edge of the space that I
am, I am trying to articulate what is crossing over, from one side to the other: I can
see there is this notion (...) that there is not ultimately a limitation in the definition of
what human beings are, it is a process. (...) New Agers are constantly trying out new
ways of thinking about processes, discovering concepts and frameworks, readapting
constantly to a shifting set of practices. In a way that process is similar in the hacker
zones (Erik Davis - author of TechGnosis, presenter at Mindstates, Synergenesis and
Burning Man).177
Tech culture...I was always open to the idea... [I was not] a 'back to nature',
machine-rejecting hippie. (...) I never was a really good hippie or New Age person. I
don’t like sleeping in a tent, I eat meat, [I] never [was] very good at being hyper
spiritual (...) the whole New Age thing was weird to me. (...) that when you want to
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Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Jon Hanna, November 22 2005, using internet conversation
program Skype.
177
Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Erik Davis, December 2005, San Francisco.
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live in this house you have to be vegan and hold hands and chant in the morning and
you have to be nice all the time (...) the political correctedness thing, by nature I like
to stand things on the head. (...) I am pretty skeptical about anything that presents
itself as a solution. (...) There were aspects that were cool (...) When it is not based
on some rigid, guru thing, a certain openness to possibilities, like day to day, feeling
and life, experience, anything is possible, most things are just improbable. There
were always some good vibes there, there was always the psychedelic movement
within the New Age that I thought was generally a lot more sophisticated. (...) There
are those aspects and wings, and I think there is a lot to be said for Buddhism and
Taoism, those are really disbeliever philosophies as well, shutting of the chatter of
the intellect and about experiencing the now, there is nothing wrong with that. (...)
Throughout our publishing history, High Frontiers, Reality Hackers and Mondo
2000, we became a funnel for a lot of things that were expressed also by very New
Agey people (...) we wanted to separate ourselves first of all from the New Age
thing (...)
(Ken Goffman - co-founder of Mondo 2000, vendor and speaker at Mindstates,
reflecting on his experiences with New Age when he arrived in California in the
early 1980s)

These are fragments taken from my interviews with Jon Hanna (1976), Erik Davis
(1967) and Ken Goffman (1952), in which these interviewees reflected on their
cultural environment. Using different and overlapping terms, all three see
themselves as brokers, 'middle-men' and 'in-between' people. They stand inbetween a cultural sphere they associate with 'New Age', 'hippies', or the
'counterculture' and a cultural sphere they associate with the 'scientific community',
'code-people and geeks', 'tech culture', 'hackers' or 'mutants' - those people who
have 'already' 'transmuted' into technical form. In the context of their projects such as the Mindstates conference and the magazine Mondo 2000 - these 'middlemen' seek to 'broker' both these spheres, while remaining unattached to either
cultural sphere nevertheless. As such, these New Edge spokespersons pledge both
an affiliation with and a rejection of 'New Age.' Shifting and differing
understandings are thereby used of what New Age is and how New Age relates to
their own, New Edge 'in-between' position.
When these New Edgers reflect upon the New Age cultural sphere in a
negative sense, New Age is imagined as the 'other' of science and of technology.
New Age, if we evoke Jon Hanna's characterization, is thereby depicted as a
'system of belief', or, in the words of Goffman, as 'culturally correct' and 'rigid.'
When these New Edgers reflect on New Age in positive sense, New Age is
imagined to be 'open to possibilities', interested in 'process' and is associated with
'disbeliever philosophies.' In this sense, New Age is seen to be resonant with the
sphere of 'technoscience.'
The distinctions thus forged alert us to the fact that the characterization of
New Edge as a 'high-tech form of New Age' can only be seen as tentative and
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limited. Whereas I used this tentative understanding of New Edge in chapter one,
an additional self-understanding of New Edgers now comes into the picture. When
rejecting New Age, New Edgers do particularly so because they want to emphasize
their own philosophical, spiritual and cultural flexibility - a flexibility that is
manifested in the stances taken by Hanna, Davis and Goffman as 'skeptical', as
being 'on the edges' and as 'moving from reality tunnel to reality tunnel.'
However, here we are faced with a puzzle: as we saw in the examples
above, when New Edgers juxtapose their flexible approach against a ‘non-flexible’
New Age, they do so by asserting themselves as 'skeptical', as interested in 'science'
(Hanna) and as open to 'technology' (Goffman). However, 'skepticism', in the way
here used by Hanna as always adopting a questioning attitude and as never settling
for one epistemological approach, is simultaneously what New Edgers like Davis
embrace in New Age, when regarding New Age in a positive light. The same goes
for the interest in 'science' and 'technology': while Hanna and Goffman here, on the
one hand, reject (tendencies in) New Age that are non-scientific and antitechnological, Davis sees the New Age openness to possibilities as consonant with
'hacker culture.' Also the fact that Hanna and Goffman recognize that New Agers
are drawn to their New Edge platforms, shows to them the New Age interest in
science and technology.
On the one hand thus, these New Edgers affirm a distinctiveness vis-à-vis
New Age through their 'skepticism' and their association with 'science' and
'technology.' At the same time, they also assert that these features can also be
recognized in New Age. Indeed, scholars of New Age have generally taken these
features to be central to New Age. With respect to technology, the British scholar
of New Age Paul Heelas observed that "virtual reality technologies" are used as
New Age tools (1996: 20). And with respect to science, the Dutch New Age
scholar Wouter Hanegraaff, has coined the term "New Age science" to account for
the large interest within New Age for science (1996: 62 -70). In his Science in the
New Age: The Paranormal, Its Defenders and Debunkers, and American Culture,
moreover, the American New Age scholar David Hess writes: "New Agers have a
penchant for bringing together the technical and the spiritual, the scientific and the
religious" (Hess 1993: 4). Also skepticism, Hess writes, is a hallmark of New Age.
Whereas organizations like the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of
Claims of the Paranormal (CSICOP) consider themselves skeptical of the holistic
claims made by New Agers, Hess writes:
New Agers see themselves as skeptics in their own right. They are skeptical not only
of the demands of religious faith but also of he promises made to them by the
corporate world, official science, and the medical establishment. They are skeptical
of orthodoxy (Hess 1993: 14; see also Hanegraaff 1996: 2).

This New Age skepticism, of course, also informs to a great extent the
epistemological attitude of gnosticism itself, deriving its cultural power from the
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notion that true knowledge can never be obtained by slavish adherence to external
dogma and doctrine (e.g. Heelas 1996: 18, 19).
Hence the puzzle: New Edge spokespersons imagine their distinction vis-àvis 'New Age' - at those moments when New Age is discussed in negative terms in terms of their embrace of science, technology and skepticism. Yet, both scholars
and New Edge proponents - when speaking of New Age in positive sense generally agree that these attitudes are integral to the cultural orientation of New
Age also. What then, we may ask, is the ethnographic base through which New
Edgers recognize themselves to be different from New Agers nevertheless? I take
this as the central question of this chapter, as a way of understanding more about
the social manifestations of New Edge.
In the first part I explore the New Edge sense of 'in-betweenness' in more
depth, showing how the New Edge discourse is shaped in relation to the cultural
spheres of New Age and of technoscience without uniquely and permanently
associating with either one sphere. The second section argues that New Edge
distinguishes from New Age through a distinctive style. In the third and final part
of this chapter I explore the so-called 'backstage' of New Edge. Here I explore how
the New Edge ideal of ‘in-betweenness’ is cross-cut by stereotypes that exist in its
cultural surroundings.

3.1. Being 'In-Between'
New Edge rejections of New Age
In order to understand how New Edgers may reject New Age as 'rigid' or as a
'belief system', I need to evoke two common-sense understandings that scholars
have reached in the past few decades about the sociality of New Age. First, it is
generally acknowledged that not many spiritual seekers adopt the term 'New Age'
as a self-referential label. Ever since the term gained popular currency in the early1980s, spiritual seekers have generally sought to move away from this labeling
(e.g. Hanegraaff 1996: 9; Heelas 1996: 17). This is logical considering the New
Age antipathy against institutionalization and considering its celebration of
subjectivity and individual authority. In this sense, the New Edge tendency to
distance from 'New Age' parallels the tendency among New Agers to distance
themselves from the label 'New Age'.
Still, this does not explain why and how then the term 'New Edge'
continues to be used as a self-referential label. The term New Edge was coined
around the second issue of Mondo 2000 in 1989, at a time that the term 'New Age'
was widely used and when those who adopted the New Age discourse, began
shunning this label. Even though more than two decades have past since the
coinage of the term 'New Edge', I have seen no evidence of the same having
happened to this label. Goffman still employs the word in positive self-referential
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sense, at the Rant & Rave evening I have seen others do the same, 178 and some of
my interviewees whom I reminded of this label embrace it with great enthusiasm.
179
What happened to the label New Age does not seem to have happened to New
Edge, even though the New Edge discourse communicates a message that is similar
to that of New Age. In other words, we need to understand why and how the New
Edge discourse successfully manifests its penchant to bring together science,
technology and spirituality in a 'non-rigid' way.
We saw that New Edgers like Jon Hanna and Goffman reject 'New Age' to
the extent that the latter manifests itself as a set of 'belief-systems' and as a
dogmatic ideological position that pressurizes people to adopt only one form of
behavior (e.g. vegetarianism). However, based on the study of written sources that
are influential within New Age and of the types of teachings offered in New Age
centers and self-help books, scholars of New Age generally sketch the New Age
cultural orientation as eclectic, embracing multiple religious and philosophical
traditions and various epistemological techniques simultaneously (e.g. Hammer
2001; Pels 1998; Hanegraaff 1996; Heelas 1996; York 1995; Hess 1993). This
general flexibility of New Age thus seems to argue against the New Edge
allegation that it comprises a dogmatic belief-system.
The dispute that here unfolds is more than merely a difference in
perspective on New Age, but reveals one basic tension that exists within New Age.
In his discussion of the New Age "perennial philosophy", Wouter Hanegraaff
points out this tension, and shows why and how New Age may manifest exclusivist
and sometimes dogmatic tendencies. The "philosophia perennis", summarized by
Aupers and Houtman (2006), is the philosophy that "all religious traditions are
equally valid, because they all essentially worship the same divine source"180
(2006: 203). Hanegraaff points out the basic tension that emanates from this
philosophy:
The "wholeness" that New Agers consider basic to the tradition of "perennial
wisdom" is grounded, according to them, not in dogma or rational speculation but in
personal experience. The result is an ambiguity (...) On the one hand, the experience
of ultimate wholeness must be universal, which suggests that all human beings have
access to one and the same fundamental reality; on the other hand, the emphasis on
the value of individuality combined with the irreducible character of individual
experience means that all personal experiences must be fully honoured and
respected. (...) Logically, the first option implies that only one kind of experience is

178

"Rant & Rave: Dance Culture -- Past, Present and Future", an evening of reflection on 'rave
culture, organized by Ken Goffman in the Community Center of Mill Valley, September 22 2005.
179
Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Bonnie de Varco, Santa Cruz, California, January 4, 2006.
180
The philosophia perennis, Aupers and Houtman write: "derives from esotericism—especially from
Blavatsky’s New Theosophy (Hanegraaff, New Age)—and influenced the first generation of New
Agers in the 1970s through the work of Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki and Aldous Huxley" (2006: 203).

141

"true" in an ultimate and absolute sense, while the second implies that many
different kinds of experience are "true". (...) The problem is, of course, what to do
with religions which refuse to fit in this scheme because they do not share its
premises. The New Age solution is as predictable as it is sobering: either such
religions are "false" (dogmatic, exclusivist, merely exoteric etc.), which means that
they only masquerade as "genuine" religion' or they represent "lower" levels in a
hierarchy, or stages in a process of evolution towards genuine spiritual insight,
which means that they are imperfect. Obviously, it is difficult to see how this should
be distinguished from other forms of exclusivism or, in some cases, dogmatism
(Hanegraaff 1996: 328).

Hanegraaff's argument is that the eclecticism of New Age forms a very uneasy
alliance with the simultaneous universalism of New Age, i.e. the notion that there
is one objective higher reality, or one universal process, that implicates everything
that exists. It is this insistence on universality, Hanegraaff observes, that may lead
to exclusivistic or dogmatic behavior.
In acceptance of Hanegraaff's observation regarding the exclusivism of
New Age, in the following I argue that the New Edge orientation is characterized
by radical inclusivism. I will argue this with respect to the different approaches that
characterize the New Age and New Edge social, philosophical and stylistic
attitudes regarding the imagined relationship between nature and high-tech. New
Age, I maintain, has a tendency to distinguish its celebration of the divinity of
nature from a 'singularitarian' faith in the evolutionary potential of technology and
science. New Edge, by contrast, is characterized by its simultaneous endorsement
of a New Age-like celebration of sacred nature and a 'singularitarian' faith in
technoscience. I will illustrate the different philosophical and social imaginaries of
New Age and New Edge in the following sections. I do so by tracing the different
interpretative frameworks that envelop a fractal - a computer generated image while traveling different social spheres in the San Francisco Bay Area. The
particular fractal that I trace traverses social spheres where, respectively, 'technooptimistic', 'New Edge' and 'New Age' discourses dominate.
The Fractal
In this section I discuss the travels of a 'fractal screensaver', a computer-generated
moving and morphing image, as I traced it through three social environments in the
Bay Area.
A fractal is a figure that has acquired, in the larger context of the Bay Area,
both scientific and spiritual significance. With 'scientific' I mean that a fractal plays
a key role in institutionalized scientific spheres in the study of 'complex systems' or
'chaos'. With 'spiritual' I mean that spiritual seekers see chaos theory as proving the
ontological order that they also experience while in 'altered-states', when
meditating or when dancing. In order to understand how a fractal works as a tool
for the study of chaos, I discuss briefly the recent cultural trajectory of chaos
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theory.
The Fractal as Science: Chaos, Artificial Life and Computer Visualization
The study of chaos was pioneered in the 1960s by the American physicist Mitchell
Feigenbaum, at the Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico. Chaos theory
is popularly associated with the notion of the 'Butterfly Effect' - the idea that "a
butterfly stirring the air today in Peking can transform storm systems next month in
New York" (Gleick 1987: 8). The study of chaos, in short, is the study of how
small, relatively simple initial conditions produce unpredictable quite complex
outcomes later. The field emerged in an interdisciplinary effort by, among others,
mathematicians, weather forecasters, economists, physiologists and ecologists, to
study the irregularities in the systems that each of these specialists were concerned
with. In the context of chaos theory, generally, all possible kinds of 'information'
that relate to a particular phenomenon (like the weather, economics or evolution)
are taken into account, offering an integrative picture of what this phenomenon
looks like at the smallest and at the largest level.
In the early 1980s, the study of Artificial Life became one of the
'grounding fields' in which chaos theory developed. In 1984 the Los Alamos
National Laboratory in New Mexico, where Mitchell Feigenbaum had first set to
study 'chaos', spawned the Santa Fe Institute for the Sciences of Complexity (with
'complexity' roughly being synonymous with 'chaos') located in California. In this
research laboratory, 'chaotic' or 'complex' systems were studied via the creation of
'Artificial Life' (AL). Artificial Life, a field with roots in mathematics and that was
pioneered long before computers were used for scientific research (Levy 1992), has
in the past few decades developed into a predominantly computer-related field of
study. 'Artificial Life' is generated by means of 'iterative computer algorithms':
mathematical programs run on a computer, which feed back the result of an
equation into the original equation. In the context of AL research, these algorithms
are studied as 'life', and 'life' in turn is perceived as a 'chaotic' or 'complex' system:
the creation of Artificial Life thus forms one of the avenues for the study of
chaos/complexity.
Before the 1980s, computers did not yet have the graphic capacities they
would later. The large scale introduction of computer visualization in research
laboratories as well as in the homes of computer hobbyists, by the late-1980s, gave
an important impulse to the study of Artificial Life, and hence also to the study of
chaos. As the British media scholar Richard Wright (1996) details, by 1987 the
National Science Foundation of the United States set a goal to "provide every
scientist and engineer with their own graphics workstation". This had the
immediate effect of "stimulating a new market for specialized computer software
and hardware" (1996: 218).
Graphic computer visualization programs played a significant role in the
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study of Artificial Life/chaos in the sense that graphics could now visualize the
otherwise difficult to perceive emergent properties of the computer programs that
represent Artificial Life/chaos. A fractal is one of the ways in which Artificial Life
came to be visually represented, and hence one of the technologies through which
chaos could be studied. A fractal is a 'self-similar', 'self-evolving' 'creature'. A
fractal begins with a mathematical equation that is iterative and that is brought
visually into view by means of computer visualization software. A fractal has the
characteristic of a chaotic system in the sense that it begins with a fairly simple
equation and results into highly complex patterns that could not have been
anticipated from the initial equation (fig 15).
In Silicon Valley, particularly since the mid-1980s when computers began
to appear not only on the desks of Artificial Life labs but also in the homes of
computer hobbyists, fractals 'escaped' the laboratory setting and moved into the
popular cultural domain, not least into raves. Richard Wright writes about this
'escape' of computer scientific imagery from institutionalized science by the late
1980s:
(...) in scientific journals, TV documentaries and magazine articles, computergenerated imagery seemed to have become an indispensable means of
communicating scientific research both within science and out into the nonscientific community. Chaos theory was able, through media, to become an icon (...)
(Wright 1996: 218).

Wright describes the emergence of, what he calls, "chaos culture", a cultural
moment at which the science of chaos was embraced in popular cultural settings,
leading to "conflicts of context, with bizarre results". "When people relied upon
these pictures [fractals] to "show" what the science of chaos meant, the results were
very unscientific", Wright claims (Ibid.).
The Fractal as Spiritual Tool
In the context of the overlap between rave culture and New Age as it ensued in the
Bay Area in the late 1980s, chaos theory turned into a form of 'New Age Science'
(Hanegraaff 1996: 63).
New Age science, Hanegraaff writes, is a form of science that "does not
primarily aim at keeping the public informed about the current situation of
scientific research, or at disseminating knowledge about new scientific discoveries"
(1996: 63). Instead, New Age science a priori reads a "unified worldview" into
research data. We have seen an instance of New Age science earlier in Timothy
Leary's celebration of ‘Chaos’ as a manifestation of the worldview of the "poetic
Hindus", who "thought that the universe was a dreamy dance of illusion (maya)"
(Leary 1996: xiii). Another example of the way in which chaos theory came to be
implicated in a holistic worldview comes from Fraser Clark. Clark is a British rave
advocate who is generally credited with having brought raving to California and

144

with coining the term 'pronoia.' He interpreted chaos theory as a "unification
science, interrelation science, whole science. It shows you that there is a
connection between everything" (Clark in Wright 1996: 227).
As illustrated by these examples, within the rave environment since the
late 1980s, chaos theory has come to fulfill a 'New Age scientific role.' And fractals
were the vehicles that made chaos theory and the unified worldview that it
allegedly 'proved', visible and palpable within these scenes: fractals came to adorn
the dance floors of raves where they blended in with the many other consciousnessraising technologies. They were created on the home computers of 'geeks' like
Gary,181 as an instance of what I referred to earlier in chapter one as 'nerd science.'
In the overlapping settings in which fractals emerged and moved around, different
interpretative frameworks converged: fractals were instances of Artificial Life,
tools of scientific exploration and reminders of cosmic unity and complexity
simultaneously. And in the setting of these overlapping interpretative frameworks,
the 'worldview' and philosophical attitudes that fractals are taken to manifest is
thereby not equivocal and uncontested. In the following, I trace the travels of a
screensaver through three different social environments. In each of these
environments, the fractal acquires a different significance.
The Travels of a Fractal Screensaver: Accelerating Change
The first time I met Carl (1968) was in September 2005 at the Accelerating Change
'Tech Night.' This Tech Night was organized in an exhibition space in Palo Alto
the Friday evening prior to the start of the Accelerating Change Conference182 that
weekend. On this evening the computer scientists, programmers and entrepreneurs
who would attend and/or speak at the conference exhibited their recent technical
inventions and ideas. Carl stood in the exhibition space, showing his 'fractal
screensaver', a colorful moving and morphing image that was displayed on a large
computer screen. The screensaver stood alongside other demos that demonstrated
current advances in the two technoscientific fields that the conference was
organized around: Intelligence Amplification (IA), the field in which technology
and science are geared towards the 'augmentation' of human intelligence, and
Artificial Intelligence (AI), the field that seeks to develop technologies that are
themselves 'intelligent' and 'alive'.
Most of the showcases were somewhat in between IA and AI. An example
is the 'Personal Awareness Assistant' (PAA) by Dana Le. The PAA is a device that
can be placed on a person's shoulder from where it scans and records its
environment in 'intelligent' ways. In this way it helps the person remember who she
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182

I introduced Gary in chapter two as member of the rave collective 'Dance.'
I have also discussed the Accelerating Change Conference in chapter one.
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has met, where this happened and how this person looked.183 Another display
demonstrated 'Tactical Iraqi', a three-dimensional interactive game set in Iraq,
teaching military personnel spoken Iraqi Arabic. Technologies that were new at the
time, like the Virtual World platform Second Life and the browser Google Earth,
were also shown alongside new types of 'intuitive interfaces.'
Carl's screensaver was presented as an instance of Artificial Life that uses
'cyberspace' as its 'ecological environment.' As a leaflet of the exhibition explained,
this screensaver does not run simply on one computer from a pre-installed
program, but is the result of the participation of hundreds of users. On one central
server a 'fractal algorithm' continuously 'breeds' life-like creatures, that get
distributed to the home-computers of users, on which a version of the screensaver
has been installed.184 On the Accelerating Change website, the screensaver is
described:
When these computers "sleep", the screen saver comes on and the computers
communicate with each other by the internet to share the work of creating morphing
abstract animations known as "sheep".185 (...) Anyone watching one of these
computers may vote for their favorite animations using the keyboard. The more
popular sheep live longer and reproduce according to a genetic algorithm with
mutation and cross-over. Hence the flock evolves to please its global audience.186

Carl's screensaver thus appeared to be a gigantic cooperative Artificial Life
creating program.
The Travels of a Fractal Screensaver: Rant and Rave
The second time I met Carl and his screensaver was a few days later at the 'Rant
and Rave evening.' This evening was organized in September 2005 by Mondo
2000 founder Ken Goffman in a community center in Mill Valley, a suburb to the
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On the website of Accelerating Change this device is described as follows: "What catapults the
PAA past a simple recording device is its ability to respond to particular contexts and situations. For
example, when a user is introduced to someone new, the Assistant recognizes the phrase, “It’s nice to
meet you", records the name of the person as she introduces herself and takes a low-resolution
picture. All this takes place without any specific command from the user. Once the device captures
the data, it automatically categorizes the information into a pre-designated domain—in this case a
sophisticated address book complete with audio, digital image, date/time stamp and location. Because
the data is stored contextually, information retrieval is straightforward. A simple inquiry, such as
“Who was that person I met at lunch last Thursday?” brings up the appropriate information. Using
Global Positioning System (GPS), the Assistant also can determine where the user is located, such as
the office or visiting clients, to further finetune and categorize a response"
(http://www.accelerating.org/ac2005/technight.html. Retrieved September 2010).
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For
more
information
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how
the
screensaver
works,
see:
http://electricsheep.wikispaces.com/Electric+Sheep+FAQ. Retrieved September 2010.
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In calling his fractals 'sheep', Carl pays homage to Philip K. Dick's novel Do Androids Dream of
Electric Sheep? (1968) (http://electricsheep.org/. Retrieved October 21, 2010)
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http://www.accelerating.org/ac2005/technight.html. Retrieved September 2010.
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north of San Francisco. During this evening, the 'New Edgers' of Mondo 2000
reflected on their own history and future, recalling their 'New Edge' parties in the
early 1990s and trying to anticipate the significance of raving in the future. Many
attendees were dressed as if they attended a rave instead of a discussion on raves they wore colorful dresses and glittery trousers - making the hall seem vibrant and
lively. At a dinner I was invited to afterwards, I came to know some of these
attendees as astrologers and 'healers', some of them as transhumanists and hackers.
During this evening Carl's screensaver played on a computer screen that
stood on a table in a corner of the community center hall. On this table stood also a
collection of Life Enhancement Products: the 'smart drinks' and 'designer drugs'
that had, more than a decade earlier, been advertised in Mondo 2000. Next to the
computer screen was also a stack of the latest book written by Ken Goffman and
Dan Joy: Counterculture Through the Ages: From Abraham to Acid House (2004).
Right before the panel discussion started I flipped through the book. It contained a
chapter on rave culture, which placed the phenomenon of raving in historical
perspective by comparing this 'counterculture' to earlier 'countercultures' like those
of the Gnostic Sufis and Silicon Valley hackers. I quickly read the foreword,
written by the psychedelic 'guru' Timothy Leary187 right before he died in 1996.
Leary writes:
The mark of counterculture is not a particular social form or structure, but rather the
evanescence of forms and structures, the dazzling rapidity and flexibility with which
they appear, mutate, and morph into one another and disappear (Leary in Goffman
and Joy 2004: ix).

As I read this part, Carl's screensaver was morphing and mutating with 'dazzling
rapidity' on the screen next to me. The correspondences between Leary's words and
the screensaver made it seem as if this fractal, in this setting, represented the New
Edge community itself.
The Travels of a Fractal Screensaver: Synergenesis
My two encounters with Carl, first at Accelerating Change and then at the Rant and
Rave evening, were coincidental: it was only when I went to the Rant and Rave
evening that I met Carl again and that I realized that I had already seen him and his
screensaver at Accelerating Change. Having met the same person and the same
technical artifact in two different settings, I was now curious to see where Carl was
heading furthermore. After I interviewed Carl about his fractal screensaver and the
cultural environment in which he moved, a third occasion I followed him to was
187

As described earlier, Timothy Leary was a professor of psychology at Harvard in the early 1960s.
He and his colleague Richard Alpert got expelled after they enlisted volunteering students for
experimentation with psychedelics. Both became 'gurus' within the ensuing countercultural
environment. In chapter one I mentioned Timothy Leary as the person who celebrated the universe as
Chaotic.
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the closing rave of Synergenesis. Synergenesis was a conference on 'consciousness'
and 'visionary art' that took place in October 2005 in a community center in San
Francisco.
In the closing rave of Synergenesis, Carl's screensaver was projected with
a beamer onto a large screen. The screen adorned the dance floor of the San
Franciscan community center where the rave was organized. At the Synergenesis
rave, Carl's screensaver was yet again part of a different ambiance compared to the
previous two settings: in the vicinity of the screensaver was a massage corner with
a Buddha statue in it. Furthermore, the movements of the fractal were rhythmically
accompanied by stroboscopic lights, dancing bodies and electronic 'trance music'
mixed with life-performed songs and acoustic music.
The significance of the screensaver here resonated with the talks that had
been given in the day. In the day, the visionary thinker Daniel Pinchbeck had
spoken about the Mayan prophesy and the 'awakening of the universe' in the year
2012188; the visionary artist Alex Grey189 had talked about the history of
contemporary esotericism190 and the author of TechGnosis (1998) Erik Davis had
presented his vision on the Californian counterculture. Furthermore, a woman
called Jenny Pell gave a presentation on experiments with "permaculture", a form
of "permanent agriculture" that is "sustainable" and "holistic", using technologies
and skills in "appropriate ways".191 In addition, Alex Grey gave a 'visionary art'
workshop, and artistic performances and art exhibitions had filled the community
center in the day.
The rave at which Carl's screensaver performed was the culmination of this
day. In the context of this rave, the morphing and moving images of Carl's
screensaver appeared an artistic expression of a 'vibe' that extended beyond the
technological context of this screensaver alone. In this setting, the fractal seemed to
express the evolution of collective consciousness that so many participants here
believed was ensuing.

188

In chapter two I mentioned Daniel Pinchbeck in the context of his presentation on the Maya
prophesy organized at Burning Man, August - September 2005
189
As I found out later, the illustrations of Alex Grey had been published in the biofeedback manual
BioMeditation. The Scientific Way to Use the Energy of the Mind, written by Payne & Reitano (1977),
mentioned in chapter one.
190
Grey hereby discussed the Human Potential Movement at Esalen, the Theosophical Tradition and
the Spiritualist movements preceding the Human Potential Movement.
191
"Appropriate" here meant "as opposed to how they are being used in cities", enabling people to
"remember" their roots and ones hidden skills again (Permaculture Now! Presentation by Jenny Pell
at Synergenesis October 8 2005, San Francisco).
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New Age and New Edge
As Carl carried his screensaver software from place to place and from setting to
setting, plugging it into computers and beamers standing in different halls and
venues of the San Francisco Bay Area, the fractal seemed to accumulate a lot of
different meanings in its morphing body. At Accelerating Change, the screensaver
fitted with the overarching themes of this conference. Here it seemed a
manifestation of the technologically-empowered sort of evolution that presenters
like Ray Kurzweil spoke about. In the Mill Valley Community Center where Ken
Goffman organized his 'Rant and Rave' evening, the fractal appeared an icon of the
New Edge 'rave culture.' And at the closing evening of the Synergenesis
conference, the screensaver was expressive of something even grander. Here, the
fractal appeared organic, expressive of a colorful and multidimensional
evolutionary process that accounts the universe at large.
Both Carl's fractal and Carl himself seemed to travel seemingly unhindered
within and between the three different social spheres. This suggests that these
spheres are part of an overarching cultural environment in which boundaries
between technology, science and spirituality - just as the boundaries between
natural and technological intelligence and natural and technological evolution have become rather blurry and arbitrary. However, I argue in this section, in terms
of social imaginary, these boundaries don't appear to be quite so blurry: as we will
see, participants at Synergenesis distinguish themselves by means of the New Age
discourse from the technological optimism of an environment such as Accelerating
Change; and participants at the Rant and Rave evening employ the New Edge
discourse as a way of distinguishing themselves from the New Age idiom. It is
through the social imaginaries employed by participants of the social spheres that I
sketched, in other words, that we can recognize how New Edgers manifest their
'techno-spirituality' in a way that is different from New Age and that, in particular,
stands in contrast with the exclusivism of New Age.
New Age Exclusivism
At first sight, the stylistic and discursive environment of Synergenesis suggests no
intrinsic tension between high-tech and the nature mysticism here evoked.
Computer visualizations blended harmoniously with acoustic sound while dancers
got ecstatic on the dance floor. And Carl, who came fresh from the Accelerating
Change conference where he had been surrounded by narratives of technological
evolution, seemed supple in his ability to also open himself up to a cultural
environment where stage was given to Pinchbeck's prophesies of spiritual
evolution. However, during the Question and Answer session that followed Daniel
Pinchbeck's discussion of the Mayan prophesy (see also chapter one) participants
drew hard boundaries between the social sphere of Synergenesis, and social
spheres where 'singularitarian' optimism regarding technoscience reigned:
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A man in the audience stood up after Pinchbeck finished his talk: "So….", he started
slowly, "people have this idea of (...) outliving our bodies and living forever (...) it
totally ignores the rest of life and consciousness that is out there". Another audience
member stood up as well and chipped in: "Yes! this whole idea has been spun by all
these futurists writing about the technological singularity, I think that is completely
the wrong direction". The first man became even more agitated after this remark and
added passionately: "I am against that too, all of these things seem to be talking
about what it is what humans do with their machines, it totally ignores animals and
plants and cycles and all of that". Then Pinchbeck re-appropriated the conversation
by concluding: "Not controlling nature but managing our relationship with nature,
that is what we have to do".

What these Synergenesis participants loudly asserted here, was that a belief in
technological evolution - as espoused by "all these futurists writing about the
technological singularity" - is unfit with their own belief in 'natural' spiritual
evolution. Moreover, this discussion alerts to a hierarchical relationship that is
postulated at Synergenesis between Nature - with a capital 'n', standing for its
assumed ultimate significance - and technology. For the Synergenesis participants
involved in this discussion, Nature is original and evolution occurs as a function of
this Natural order. In line with this understanding, the idea is rejected that mancontrolled technology can bring about evolution.
Another instance in which such a hierarchical relationship was postulated
occurred at Mindstates 2005, the audience of which consisted of several people
who would later also join Synergenesis. In a presentation called Designer Minds,
the computer scientist Ramez Naam discussed neuroprosthetics. Neuroprosthetics,
Naam explained, are "electrical systems connected to the brain to augment or
manipulate our abilities in certain ways". 192 Naam used both the terms "healing"
and "augmentation" to discuss the benefits of neuroprosthetic systems: under the
rubric of "healing" Naam discussed the use of neuroprosthetics to heal deaf, blind
or paralyzed people. Under the rubric of "augmentation", Naam discussed the use
of this technology to "crack the code" of how we "encode memory", and to give
people implants that give them better than normal memory and that help them
communicate better (Ibid.). During the Question and Answer session following
Naam's presentation, a woman objected:
(...) [you are talking about] implants (…) they bring us away from each other and
from the earth. I find it highly curious that we want to enhance human
communication by putting implants in them.

What stands out in the objection of this woman is that she did not challenge
Naam's 'healing' rhetoric; i.e. she did not criticize the use of neuroprosthetics as a
way of restoring 'original health.' However, she did object to Naam's rhetoric of
technological augmentation. While thus implicitly accepting technology as a tool
192

Ramez Naam. Designer Minds. Presentation for Mindstates, San Francisco, May 28 2005.
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that can 'work with' original Nature, she rejected the notion that technology would
rule over - i.e. 'improve', 'augment' - it. The woman's remark, which was applauded
by the audience, thus served as a way of restoring an original order in which
'Nature' occupies a hierarchically higher position than 'technology.' Such a
celebration of original Nature is typical of New Age. This New Age discourse
excludes not technology per se, but the particular optimistic ideological framework
that often embeds technological talk and practice in the Bay Area. It is in this way
that New Age, in the setting of high-tech Bay Area life, works in an exclusivist
way - it determines how technology is accepted and distances itself from those
social spheres where Technology - with a capital 't' to refer to its assumed ultimate
significance - is celebrated as original and nature as secondary.
New Edge Indeterminacy
It is in this particular sense that New Edge differs from New Age: the New Edge
discourse incorporates the 'singularitarian' optimism regarding science and
technology, as well as the New Age celebration of 'ultimate', or sacred nature. The
Rant and Rave evening was dominated by such a New Edge attitude. Here, people
with a strong enthusiasm for 'augmentation' technologies and science paving the
way for a world of healthy and immortal bodies, sat together with people who have
a strong belief in the sacredness of the cosmological order. More significantly, the
discursive sphere was such that none of these frameworks was deemed superior
over the other. One way in which this was done was through the ironic style of
Goffman. With respect to raving - the theme of the evening - Goffman's irony for
instance brokered a strongly secularist and strongly spiritualist understanding of
the cultural significance of this practice. These are some of the notes I took that
evening:
The evening begins. Will Block, announcing himself as the owner of "Life
Enhancement Products" and as the sponsor of this evening, introduces R.U.Sirius as
the "Ed Sullivan of subversion". Sirius takes his turn, and after a small mistake in
his sentence jokingly refers to 'the third smartdrink' he just took. He then offers an
evening that will be "insightful and confusing and inconclusive and filled with
social and cosmic significance". "Nevertheless", he adds, "basically we are talking
about partying till dawn".

This brief fragment shows how Goffman's irony does not favor either a secularist
or a spiritualist interpretation of raves and smartdrinks, he lets them exist side by
side: reflecting on raves as both having "social and cosmic significance" and being
nothing more than "partying till dawn", advertising smartdrinks as tools of
awareness while downplaying this effect by treating them as drugs that merely mix
up his mind, Goffman does not offer a final account: while offering 'insight', he
also states that confusion and inconclusiveness are acceptable goals of the evening.
Goffman lets different readings of raving sit side by side in one and the
same frame, just as the fractal that was present in the community hall features
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simultaneously as an instance of technoscientific ingenuity and of cosmological
evolution. Whereas the New Age discourse, which dominated at Synergenesis,
favors one reading of evolutionary development, the Rant and Rave evening is
definitely not a place where the 'singularitarianism' of the Bay Area is rejected.
What I argued by means of a discussion of the fractal, accounts for New
Edge in a more general sense: New Edge, I argue in the following sections, derives
its distinctiveness vis-à-vis New Age thereby that it negotiates different
interpretative frameworks and different modes of being by means of a style that is
indeterminate. It does so in contrast to the style of New Age that ultimately favors
one overarching understanding of reality through a style that I call 'synergistic.'
Before I do so, I need to explain what exactly I understand the cultural power of
'style' to be.

3.2. New Edge Style
In his book Expectations of Modernity. Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the
Zambian Copperbelt (1999), the American anthropologist James Ferguson writes
about style:
Those participating in common stylistic practices are united in sending similar
stylistic messages, but they may at the same time have very diverse motives, values,
or views of the world. (…) the relation between styles and the people who cultivate
them is more complex than is captured in the idea of style as an “expression” of
distinctive identities, values, or orientations. (…) cultural style need not map neatly
onto an underlying cultural orientation or even, as Bourdieu would have it, a
“habitus” (Ferguson 1999: 96, 97).

'Style', in other words, has the power to generate a sense of cultural unity in a
situation where people distinguish themselves from each other in discursive,
ideological or in any other sense. However, if we consider the fractal as a stylistic
aspect of both the New Age and the New Edge cultural spheres, it becomes clear
that style can unite diverging perspectives in quite different ways.
To introduce the way in which I understand the New Age style to unite
diverging perspectives, I think it is useful to turn to Wouter Hanegraaff's 'preface'
to his book New Age Religion and Western Culture (1996). Here Hanegraaff
describes how he first became interested in New Age. Hanegraaff recalls "strolling
into a newly-opened shop [located in Zwolle, the Netherlands] one afternoon,
curious about the combination of pastel tints, tensionless music, and a smell of
incense coming out of the open door". The shop, he would later learn to define,
was a "New Age bookshop". There were books of Bhagwan and Meister Eckhart,
quantum physics and witchcraft, psychology and astrology, "standing brotherly
side by side in a manner which seemed to suggest that they had something in
common" (Hanegraaff 1996: vii).
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Hanegraaff's double observation that the New Age bookstore casually
presents seemingly diverging topics "as if they have something in common"; and
his observation of the 'soft' New Age atmosphere, are significant for my purpose of
characterizing the style that is typical for New Age: a correlation exists between
the New Age holistic and syncretistic treatment of fields of thought and practice
that are generally at tension with one another (with 'secular' and 'esoteric' topics
'brotherly' related) and the style in which these topics are brought together by the
owner of the bookstore. Soft pastel colors, relaxing music and sweet scents, I
interpret, generate an atmosphere in which the very different topics of the books on
the shelves are brought together in a 'tensionless' way.
Hanegraaff's stylistic observations can help us make the New Age holistic
style at Synergenesis explicit. If we can extrapolate from the title of the
Synergenesis conference that the dominant style here, and of New Age in general,
is 'synergistic', we may recognize this synergistic style in the way that the fractal is
implicated in a larger stylistic environment. The term 'synergy' refers to the
construction of a whole that has acquired a significance that is higher than
contained by each of its parts separately. In the 1960s, this term was refined by
Buckminster Fuller to refer to the "behavior of whole systems, unpredicted by the
behavior of their parts taken separately" (Fuller 1975:3). Synergenesis, the title of
the conference, may be translated as expressive of the New Age idea that spiritual
evolution results from the unification of separate aspects into a larger whole. The
New Age synergistic style, in short, may be defined as characterized by the fact
that it does not manifest the tensions between the different parts that form the
whole, but that it foregrounds their larger unity.
What this unity is has been laid out for the Synergenesis attendees during
the presentations and has been shown in the many artworks here displayed. In the
presentations and in the art, the unity of nature and the sacred essence of natural,
biological life and 'tribal' cultural existence was foregrounded. This 'bio-tribal'
unity was also reflected in the style of dress of many of the Synergenesis attendees,
which predominantly consisted of soft earth-toned colors. Also the tone of the
music, ambient electronic accompanied with drumming and acoustic songs
emanated a similar earthy, tribal sphere. In this setting, the fractal, as already
mentioned above, appeared organic, and the techno-optimistic framework that
enveloped the fractal at Accelerating Change was absent. The fractal was, in other
words, part of a stylistic environment that did not manifest all possible readings of
a fractal and that, as such, did not show the tensions that exist between these
readings.
If this tentative characterization of the style of New Age as 'tensionless'
and 'synergistic' is correct, the New Edge style by contrast, as we saw in Goffman's
irony, foregrounds tensions and brings technoscientific enthusiasm and spiritual
understandings of evolution together in one frame. In the following sections I
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discuss how the New Edge style does this. I make thereby use of an additional
advantage that an analysis in terms of style grants me. "Style", the anthropologist
Birgit Meyer writes in her analysis of "Pentacostalite Style" in Ghana's Public
Sphere (2004) "enables one to discern overlaps and links between different
expressive forms (...)" (2004: 94). Accepting this, a description of New Edge in
terms of style thus enables me to consider the relations between the various
expressive forms of New Edge. Its style can apply to visual forms - like fractals as well as to discursive strategies - such as irony - and to ways in which
personhood is imagined. What characterizes the style of New Edge foremost, I
argue, is its indeterminacy: its explicit discouragement of trying to read one
consistent message into its performance and to discern one deeper meaning behind
its appearance.
Irony
When Ken Goffman founded High Frontiers - which later became the magazine
Mondo 2000 - he adopted the name 'R.U.Sirius.' Sirius is a planet that plays a role
in certain New Age accounts as the original home of the human race
(e.g.Hanegraaff 1996: 308). By adopting the name "R.U.Sirius" Goffman turned
this New Age understanding into ironic self-mockery. A similar sense of irony
characterized the magazine at large. While rife with New Age and psychedelic
accounts of spiritual evolution and consciousness-transformation, the irony of
Mondo 2000 left indeterminate whether the editors really believed in the
transcendental realities proclaimed in these accounts or whether they were merely
indulging in fun.
The irony of Mondo 2000 was particularly characterized by its hyperbolic
language. Consider the first editorial, written by co-founder of Mondo 2000
Allison Kennedy, a.k.a. 'Queen Mu':
This magazine is about what to do until the millennium comes. We’re talking about
Total Possibilities. Radical assaults on the limits of biology, gravity and time. The
end of Artificial Scarcity. The dawn of a new humanism. High-jacking technology
for personal empowerment, fun and games. Flexing those synapses! Stoking those
neuropeptides! Making Bliss States our normal waking consciousness. Becoming
the Bionic Angel.
But things are going to get weirder before they get better. The Rupture before the
Rapture. Social and economic dislocation that will make the Cracked 80’s look like
summer camp (Mondo, Issue '7' [1], Fall 1989: 11).193
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The first issue of Mondo 2000 was numbered '7' because the editors counted onwards from the
previous High Frontiers editions. In the characteristically confusing style of the magazine, in later
numberings, beginning with Mondo's third issue, the editors retrospectively began counting the first
issue of Mondo as '1'. This had the consequence that there are two issues '9' (the 3d and the 9th issue
of Mondo).
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While making far-reaching claims about the spiritual nature of human’s interaction
with digital technology, this hyperbolic self-mockery begged the reader not to take
these claims seriously. In general, the magazine played with the blurred distinction
between reality and fakery. The 'letters to the editors' were often feigned and
reviews of books were possibly (though not certainly) written by the authors
themselves.
Also in the choice of topic the Mondo 2000 editors showed interest in
blurring distinctions between the 'real' and the 'fake'. For instance, the magazine
published articles on plastic surgery and the editors even parodied the fake-musical
duo Milli Vanilli. And while the editors presented themselves as leaders and
visionaries of technospiritual transformation, they indulged in self-mockery about
this pretentious position. In the first editorial (Fall 1989), the magazine was cast as
being on the 'leading edge' of the transformation of consciousness that will emerge
as a result of human-computer symbiosis. In the second edition (Summer 1990), a
(presumably faked) response from a reader read:
Dear R.U.
The 1990s are here, and it’s our turn to lead now.
We have ten years to whip this place into shape for the Third Millennium.
Accept your role as a key agent of social change.
Get serious. Lay it down. If you don’t, who will?
Don’t worry. People will follow. It’s time. Let’s go.
Peace & love,

Sirius responded to this letter:
Sorry. You caught me half-astral projecting.
R.U. Sirius
(Mondo, issue '8' [2]: 12)

Serious and passionate stories on the unification of 'East' with 'West' after the fall
of the Berlin Wall, and serious discussions on the empowering aspects of computer
hacking, were alternated with far-fetched conspiracy theories and self-conscious
reflections on the Mondo transformational aspirations. An example is an
advertisement that contains a questionnaire that readers were urged to fill in as a
way of assisting the editors in telling a "Mondoid [a typical reader of Mondo, DZ]
from an Ordinary Human Being" (Mondo, issue 8[2]: 30, 31).
In an article for Artforum, the media scholar Vivian Sobchack was highly
critical of the irony of Mondo 2000. Sobchack was asked, in 1991, to analyze the
first three issues of the magazine that had thus far been published. In the resulting
article, Sobchack chooses to consider Mondo’s irony as a way of "backing off from
commitment" and as a cloak covering Mondo’s real message. At first, as she
wrote, she was almost seduced in considering the magazine utopian: "At first read",
she begun the article, "M2 seemed, somehow, important in its utopian plunge into
the user-friendly future of better living not only through a chemistry left over from
the 1960s, but also through personal computing, bio-and nano-technologies [and]
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virtual realities" (Sobchack 2001: 11). Yet, her definite judgment of the magazine
is that it is an irresponsible and selfish magazine for the (male) privileged that is
dangerous in its commitment to virtual reality instead of real reality:
Hiding under the guise of populism, the liberation politics touted in the pages of M2
are the stuff of a romantic, swashbuckling, irresponsible individualism that fills the
dreams of “mondoids” who, by day, sit at computer consoles working for (and
becoming) corporate America (2001: 18).

When I asked Goffman about his opinion of Sobchack's critique he told me
that he doesn't even remember what Sobchack had written, and that they simply
had a "good laugh with it". Goffman:
We didn’t want to represent the world, or a country, or a political organization, any
of that. We were just a bunch of people who got together, doing a magazine as an
artform. (...) we were having fun and were also trying to mutate the world. Trying to
make, have something really different happen to the human species. We were doing
both of those things at the same time. We were intrigued by it and modestly hopeful
that a change would occur in the human situation.194

'Queen Mu', co-founder of Mondo2000, Goffman told me, was mostly responsible
for discussing this change in a New Age way, others were more addressing the
tech-side of it. The result was a magazine that avoided any intellectualist or
ideological interpretation of what it was about. While Goffman's irony seems as
such to 'back off' from its commitment to its real message, as Sobchack wrote, it
should better be understood as the real message of the magazine, which is
intrinsically eclectic and holistic yet performed in a way different from New Age.
When Goffman and I spoke about the New Age, I mentioned the New Age
holistic tendency to fuse things into a larger whole. Goffman: “(...) embracing it
all... well, we were kind of doing the same thing. (...) Irony does notice
distinctions". Through the irony of the magazine, it could, in other words, embrace
multiple interpretational frameworks together and celebrate different roads to
transformation without smoothing out the differences between them. Seeing this
attitude as central to New Edge, we can say that the New Edge discourse seeks to
be holistic by openly allowing different interpretational contexts to be present
within the same frame. It even allows for very different kinds of understandings of
irony itself.
Different Interpretations of Irony
"The ironic imagination", Michael Saler writes, is a "rational way in which
enchantment can be reconciled with the rational and secular tenets of modernity"
(Saler, 2004: 139). This is one of the ways in which the irony of Mondo 2000 can
be interpreted: through the irony of the magazine, people can write about the
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Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Ken Goffman, San Francisco, September 23 2008.
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evolution of the cosmos while distancing themselves from the spiritual connotation
of such an account.
Another interpretation of the meaning of irony is suggested by Erik Davis
in his article Beyond Belief. Here, Davis writes about "sacred irony" (Davis 2005:
32). More than a cynical negation of its own message, 'sacred irony' shows
awareness that form corrupts:
Modernity has bequeathed to many of us a profound disenchantment with both the
cultural and institutional forms of religion as well as the beliefs that sustain them. At
the same time, many feel the sneaking suspicion that such forms may be necessary
as vehicles or containers of the visionary insights and sacred energies many continue
to crave. Though these forms may successfully channel the spirit for a time, they
inevitably fail: they become consumer idols, or safety blankets, or cheesy parodies
of themselves. By affirming an ironic relationship to these forms, we draw attention
to their incompleteness, to their inability to satisfy our yearning or sustain the
disenchanting movement of spirit (Ibid.).

Davis here describes irony as a strategy to evoke religious experience without
dogmatic attachment to religious forms. This also appears to be one of the ways in
which Goffman understands the significance of irony:
Irony has an element of worldliness to it, it gives you a certain amount of
sophistication that doesn’t prevent you from also viewing the world in a holistic
manner, if that’s what you’re inclined to do, it doesn’t prevent you from being a
spiritual person if that’s what you’re inclined to do, or any of those things, it just
prevents you from becoming a humorless ass about it. Actually, if you look at the
most interesting forms of the sort of spiritual thinking, quest for enlightenment, Zen,
Taoism, Suffism, covered in my counterculture book [Counterculture Through the
Ages, 2004, DZ], it is all about irony. When you wake up in Zen, it is about a
question that is unanswerable, a riddle that is unanswerable, that makes you laugh at
the situation of being here.195

In this sense, the irony of Mondo 2000 is not an act of backing away from
commitment to its spiritual message but it is itself a manifestation of a spiritual
attitude.
Irony, in Mondo 2000, serves a secular and an enchanting purpose
simultaneously and ultimately negotiates both interpretational frameworks. This
understanding of irony is also relevant for understanding the irony of another New
Edge publication that is strongly associated with Mondo 2000: those produced by
the 'parody cult' the Church of Subgenius. The Church of Subgenius196 is a parody
religion that was founded in 1979 from Dallas by a certain 'Ivan Stang' and that
became highly popular among the New Edge subculture in early 1990s Bay Area.
One can become a member of the Church by sending in 30 dollars to the Church.
195

Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Ken Goffman, San Francisco, September 23 2008.
I mentioned the Church of Subgenius also in chapter one as the parody cult that Homey had
joined.
196
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What is received in return is the reward of eternal 'slack.' Slack, a condition also
mentioned in chapter two, refers to the 'luck' and good fortune that comes to you
without having to work hard for it. The Church of Subgenius postulates the idea of
'Original Slack' - with 'slack' being the original state of reality that manifests itself
when you decondition from social expectations. 'Slack' is granted by the church to
the 'subgenii', people who are deconditioned from intelligence and thought and
who stumble through life in unglorious fashion from accident to accident.197 The
Church of Subgenius, as such, gives popular cultural form to gnostic spirituality.
With its notion of 'slack' it parodies the gnostic idea of original divine unity, which
is taken from people through social and cultural brainwashing.
In the past decades, the 'Church' has published many books, periodicals
and videos. One of the ways in which these publications are ironic is in its ongoing
switching between different paradigms and different epistemological approaches
towards 'the truth.' In the second edition of Mondo 2000, 'Doug St. Clair' reviews
the SubGenius publication "Three Fisted Tales of Bob":
For those of you unfamiliar with the Church, you must find a copy of The Book of
Subgenius. A parody of religions, cults, occult systems, all forms of politics, ritual,
belief systems...have I left anybody out? ... It's simply the funniest book to come out
in the 80's.
SubGenius is not just a genre, it's an active lifestyle, or mindstyle (...) It's a
celebration of inexplicability, a rejoicing in what we still don't know. It's also a
celebration of imperfection. It clings in a very ornery way to the conviction that
human beings are hilariously imperfect, that the very idea of striving for perfection
(as taught in so many New Age schools) is pure foolishness. "Bob" Dobbs isn't
smart, or even good. He's just lucky. Slack is luck (...) It's also non-political or,
rather, above politics. No way is "Bob" going to save the world. His function is
rather to make it worth saving ("Three Fisted Tales Of "Bob" in Mondo 2000 issue
#2: 155).

The god of the Church, "Bob" is furthermore presented as a figure towards whom
the SubGeniuses display a "puzzling attitude combining extreme distrust, forced or
at least reluctant worship, and sudden, unexpected spastic spurts of blind,
unquestioning faith" (Ibid.) (fig 16).
When I asked Homey why the Church of Subgenius is so ironic, he
answered:
"It has to be!”
" Why?" I ask.
After thinking for a while, he says:
“Because the truth is too powerful not to be cautious with it".
A little while later the subject is brought up again.
197

See discussions about the meaning of 'slack' at
http://www.subgenius.com/bigfist/answers/faqs/X0038_The_essence_of_slack.html. Retrieved May
2010.
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"Humor", Homey says, "is needed to break out of the idea that there is something
out there that is going to save you. People think the conspiracy is a bunch of men at
a table plotting the world, but it is not that. It is the entire set of unconscious
assumptions that people make and don’t realize it. And so it is up to them to break
free from that. Sorry if I sound so serious here". 198

In one and the same conversation, irony is explained as a protecting mechanism
against the power of magic as well as a tool that prevents people from being too
seriously attached to a belief in a higher power. Both these explanations interpret
irony as a stylistic strategy for relating to the sacred but both types of explanation
forge the relationship in a different way. In one sense, irony is here approached as a
sacred epistemology in the sense that it protects people from too immediate an
experience with the sacred. In another sense, irony is here presented as a secular
epistemology, enabling conversation about the transcendental while rejecting the
notion that there is 'some higher power out there to save you.' In this latter sense,
irony enables people to speak of a sacred reality while retaining individual
responsibility over their own lives.
The key characteristic of the role played by irony within New Edge is thus
that there is no way of objectively defining what its significance is. It is
indeterminate, not only in the sense that it expresses inconclusiveness about the
question whether its message needs to be taken seriously or not, but also regarding
the question whether this indeterminacy needs to be interpreted as a sacred or
secular act. Irony, in other words, enables the simultaneous existence of seeming
oppositional epistemological strategies, much in the same way as the devotees of
the Church of Subgenius worship their god "Bob".
Multiplicity
Besides 'irony', another feature of the New Edge style is its celebration of
'multiplicity.' 'Multiplicity' was an important concept in the early 1990s within the
VR community as represented in magazines like Mondo 2000. The term referred to
the hopeful idea that VR could help people get back in touch with all the diverse
identities people have inside themselves, whereas the mainstream world only
accepts one. In an interview with Mondo 2000 in 1993, media artist Allucquere
Roseanne Stone defines 'multiplicity' as a way of "not being sure where people's
edges are":
I notice the expression 'multiplicity' being kicked around at one conference or
another, so multiplicity is apparently a happening thing all of a sudden. That's nice
to see, because the advantage of multiplicity as a political strategy is that it's a way
of disrupting the idea that people are single personalities, which is a method of
political control (...). Multiplicity is another way of not being sure where people's
edges are, because there are a lot of them in the same physical envelope, and you're
198
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never really sure which one you've got. Politically it's a complete no-no -- when you
name a person you've named all of them. There's only one identity. All the others
are bogus, and that's a specific political strategy. It's a way of nailing people down,
and controlling them. The idea of creating the illusion that everybody is singular is a
way of producing a particularly manageable, tractable kind of identity. But nobody
is really singular.199

Virtual Reality developer and theoretician Brenda Laurel, who also featured in
Mondo 2000, linked the celebration of 'multiplicity' to Virtual Reality. Virtual
Reality, Laurel believes, helps 'awaken' the realities that we already contain inside
ourselves but which are suppressed in daily life: “Like in theater, when people
place themselves in an unfamiliar setting and behave in ways that is different from
behavior in ordinary reality”, Virtual Reality awakens the many different selves,
identities and modes of being that are already present inside someone in an
unconscious way. As Laurel is convinced, “when you shine a flashlight into your
brain, you can find everything you look for (…) we contain a lot more than what
we are conscious about a lot of the time”. 200 Virtual Reality then, is an
environment that brings out our unconscious selves.
Multiple personhood was performed, as Brenda Laurel told me, at a
conference on Virtual Worlds by Allucquere Rosanne Stone. As Laurel told me,
and as Bonnie De Varco and Galen Brandt later confirmed, Stone, standing on
stage, subtly changed her gender throughout her presentation. She did so by
altering her posture and voice timbre, one moment appearing as a full-blown
woman, the other moment as an attractive, macho man. Multiple personhood was
also performed at the 1997 Mindstates conference by "Zoe7". On the Mindstates
website, Zoe7 is described as a "multi-dimensional synergy personality cluster",
who inhabits the body and mind of six personalities. Zoe7's theoretical interest
reflect a similar 'multiplicit' configuration. He has written books on "parallel
universes (...) multiple personalities, and schizophrenia".201
Hyperbolic Performance
Since Ervin Goffman's The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) social
scientists have generally been aware of the significance of the performative aspects
of cultural practice. In the context of the style of New Edge, however, performance
plays an additional, heightened role. Whereas all cultural practice can be labeled
'performative', the New Edge style can be called 'hyperbollically performative': by
drawing attention to itself as a performance, it strengthens its indeterminacy. I will
make this argument in this section by focusing on one significant theme in Ervin
199
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Goffman's work: the distinction between front-, and backstage performance. The
New Edge, I argue, is characterized by the fact that its performance cancels out the
possibility of making such a distinction.
With his theory of performance, Ervin Goffman advanced an
understanding of the manner in which social actors negotiate, in the context of
social life, different public roles and different interpretative contexts. Goffman
observed the ways in which social actors reach temporary "working consensuses"
as a way of avoiding an open conflict of definitions of the situation. During such a
working consensus, people agree as to "whose claims concerning what issues will
be temporarily honored" (Goffman 1959: 20) and potential conflicting
understandings of reality are temporarily concealed. He thereby distinguished
between "front stage" performance, as someone's public presentation, and
"backstage performance" as someone's mode of being and feeling in a more private
setting (1959: 21).
In the New Age setting of Synergenesis, a clear distinction between front-,
and backstage performance can be observed. The front-stage performance, I
propose, is formed by the synergistic style and the holistic discourse. As illustrated
by the swirling fractal at the rave, this frontstage performance suggests ultimate
unity between the technoscientific body of the fractal and the 'bio-tribal' stylistic
larger atmosphere. This unity however is challenged by the backstage performance,
as ensued in the Question & Answer session after Pinchbeck's talk, in which strong
distinctions between 'singularitarians' and the Synergenesis attendees were evoked.
By contrast, the New Edge does not establish a 'working consensus' from
which someone can deviate in a 'backstage' setting. On the contrary, the
performance of the New Edge style draws its power from its ability to present all
kinds of possible manifestations of reality openly and explicitly into the same
frame. If we consider for instance the difference between 'New Age' and 'scientific'
readings of the fractal, in the setting of New Edge the performative quality of the
fractal is exactly that it enables the observer to consider all kinds of possible
interpretations simultaneously. Likewise, when multiple genders are performed by
Sandy Stone, or when multiple personhood is performed by 'Zoe7', it is the
intention of the performance to emphasize the possibility of simultaneity of
different modes of being. In this sense, the New Edge style falls outside the
explanatory scope of Goffman's theory of performance.
One major facet of the difference between New Edge performance and
Ervin Goffman's understanding of cultural performance concerns the role of selfreflection. In Goffman’s scheme, it takes a social scientist like Goffman to discover
cultural acts as performances - which are otherwise habitual and unconsciously
performed by social actors who have tacitly been socialized into accepting certain
roles. However, the New Edge needs to be situated in a cultural context that is
highly reflexive, in the sense that proponents of New Edge are themselves quite
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conscious of the power of performance as a way of mediating different cultural
meanings. This can be illustrated by looking at the role that is played by dress in
the context of New Edge. Clothes, Ervin Goffman observed, are part of a person's
repertoire of "sign vehicles" (1964: 34), used to tacitly and subtly assert different
kinds of social roles as distinct. In the context of New Edge this cultural fact is
consciously embraced in a more explicit and expressive manner as a way of
performing indeterminacy regarding one’s actual social identity.
Erik Davis for instance uses the performative activity of 'dressing up' as a
way of enabling himself to be part of a particular cultural environment without
being attached to it. I saw Davis for instance in October 2005 at Synergenesis
where many of the attendees wore typical hippie-attire: dreadlocks, tattoos, long
dresses. In contrast, the shirt and pants of Davis made him stand out a bit, profiling
him not as the typical ‘hippie’ most attendees appeared to be. This surprised me: a
month earlier, when I went to a lecture by Davis at the San Francisco Art Institute,
addressed to a somewhat 'straighter' audience, Davis was dressed 'hippie' style –
including sandals and colorful attire. When I asked Davis, in a later interview,
about his ongoing change of dress it was then that he told me about his sense of
'liminality' within each of the scenes he was interested in. In each new subcultural
scene, Davis adopts a new posture by dressing against the grain of the norm of that
scene.
Also Bruce Damer, the NASA engineer who speaks regularly for
Mindstates, self-consciously literally fashions different identities for himself which
make him stand out relative to the different social scenes in which he moves. In
October 2005 Damer organized an event for some well-known 'founding fathers' of
the personal computer industry at the Computer History Museum in Mountain
View.202 Steve Wozniak, the creator of the first Apple, and Lee Felsenstein, the
inventor of the Osborne computer, wore simple, inconspicuous dress. In contrast to
them, Bruce really stood out with his 'psychedelic attire', wearing a shiny shirt with
bright purple, green and yellow swirly patterns. At Burning Man, where I saw
Bruce give a speech, he wore a white long robe and when he spoke at a conference
organized by my research group Cyberspace Salvations he was dressed in his selfmade 'cybergarment' - pants and dress styled in combined 'Renaissance' and
'cyberpunk' style.
The New Edge performances are highly self-consciously staged and often
exaggerated: as such, they draw explicit attention to themselves as performances,
but performances in the context of which a critical observer would not be able to
discover a particular 'working consensus' nor to identify a clear distinction between
202
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frontstage and backstage. As such the hyperbolic performative aspect of the New
Edge style leaves it to each individual onlooker but most significantly to the one
employing the style, to decide for herself what the reality is that is being
performed.

3.3. The Backstage of New Edge
In the above I have sought to describe the distinctiveness of the New Edge style
vis-à-vis that of New Age as a difference between a (New Edge) multiplicit style
versus a (New Age) synergistic style.
By defining the distinctiveness of New Edge in this way, it becomes clear
that there is a strong ideological dimension to the New Edge style: as part of its
style, the New Edge forges an idealtypical way of being, that is intellectually,
physically and psychically flexible and capable of moving within and out of
different epistemological and ontological contexts. Ultimately, the idealtypical way
of being that is constructed as part of the New Edge style, is capable of celebrating
technoscientific rationality and New Age spirituality within the same frame.
However, we may ask, does the New Edge really not have a 'backstage'
performance? Does it really allow for a simultaneous existence of all possible
interpretive frameworks and modes of being, or does it work so as to favor one
mode of being more than another?
This question, with which I conclude this chapter, leads us to a
consideration of some discourses and forms of stereotyping in the surroundings of
New Edge that constrain the latter's performance. First, I will show, the New Edge
attempt to overcome distinctions between 'spirituality'/'religion' and 'technoscience'
is challenged by the ongoing tendency in its cultural proximity to consider these
part of distinct spheres. A second, related challenge vis-à-vis New Edge
multiplicity are gender stereotypes that distinguish between a male, rationalist,
autonomous, 'flexible' gender and a religious, intuitive, and constrained feminine
gender.
Challenging the Religion-Science Dichotomy
In the start of this chapter, we saw how Mindstates founder Jon Hanna brought
together, in his self-reflections, different epistemological forms within the same
frame: reflecting on himself as a 'believer' the one moment and as an 'atheist' the
other, Hanna celebrates the epistemological attitude that is typically related to
'religion' along with that of 'science.' At the same time, in the reflections of all the
New Edge spokespersons, we saw that when New Age was reflected upon in a
negative sense, it was referred to as a 'belief-system' (Hanna) and as 'rigid' and
'dogmatic' (Goffman). In contrast to New Age 'belief' and 'dogmatism', the New
Edge spokespersons presented themselves as 'skeptical.' Whereas thus on the one
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hand epistemological eclecticism is manifested whereby 'religious' and 'scientific'
attitudes are combined, New Edge rhetoric at the same time challenges this
eclecticism by distinguishing between the epistemological attitudes tied to 'religion'
and 'science' - here polarized as 'belief' versus 'skepticism.' This perseverance of
dichotomous thought forms one of the 'backstages' of New Edge. This 'backstage'
is not merely an intrinsic part of the New Edge discourse - challenging its own
eclecticism from 'within' - but defines also the limits of the New Edge performance
in the larger cultural environment of the San Francisco Bay Area. This can be
illustrated once again by looking at Carl and his fractal screensaver.
We may see the fractal screensaver as fully expressive of the New Edge
epistemological ideal: as it travels through the different social scenes of the San
Francisco Bay Area - some of which manifest as 'scientific', others as 'spiritual', yet
others as 'New Edge' - it condenses various meanings in its moving, morphing
body. In an interview that I had with Carl prior to Synergenesis, it seemed to me as
if Carl himself was moving from setting to setting with a similar ease as his
screensaver, adjusting himself to different interpretative frameworks along the
way. Talking about the computer code of the screensaver in the scientific
terminology of 'genotype' - whereby he referred to the actual appearance of the
fractal as the 'phenotype' - Carl presented himself as an Artificial Life scientist who
is studying evolution through the creation of life. At the same time Carl employed
the mystical narrative of experiencing 'oneness' so common in a cultural
environment like Synergenesis. Carl celebrated the screensaver as "highly
cooperative:" by participating in the creation of this screensaver, Carl claimed,
"you become part of this one living creature". 203
Carl also told me how his understanding of computer science helped him
arrive at a transcendental understanding of reality. As an undergraduate in
computer science at Brown University in the late 1980s, and later as a graduate at
Carnegie-Mellon in the 1990s, Carl engaged in psychedelics-use and meditative
practices as a way of doing a lot of soul-searching. "I was reading Teilhard de
Chardin204 and this whole Gaia thing205 (...) I thought that we are on this path...to
more meaning, more information, higher complexity, which is undefined (...) I
belief something is happening. Technology is part of it". And by means of the
creation of technology, Carl also feels to be part of 'it.'206
Whereas Carl blurred distinctions between science, technology and
spirituality in his self-understanding and in his 'soul searching' practices, in our
203
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interview Carl also showed me something of the tensions that he experienced
between the scientific and spiritual narratives present in the rave environment in
which he moves. Carl told me this 'off the record', and asked me, if I chose to write
about it, to do so in a way that would not reveal the identity of the rave community
he spoke about. The example given by Carl was a discussion that took place on the
mailing list of the rave community in which he participates - a community that
overlaps in membership with the people who were present at Mindstates,
Synergenesis and at the Rant and Rave evening. The discussion was about a certain
self-ascribed healer who claimed that cancer can be cured through the application
of consciousness. Certain ravers on the list were supportive of this healer, but Carl
was highly disturbed by this mode of thought because he considers it dangerous
and irresponsible. In a similar sense, Carl told me, he strongly rejects the
comparison made by some ravers between the 'energies' of their bodies and the
energies described by physics: "When they talk about the energies of the body and
nature, a lot of people think that this 'energy' they talk about is the same as
'magnetic energy.' Of course it is not (...)".207 Another sign of Carl's disapproval of
the 'lack of scientificity' of the people in his cultural environment came when we
were listening to Daniel Pinchbeck's presentation at Synergenesis. Sitting on a
bench next to Carl, I noticed that Carl felt the need to disassociate himself from
Pinchbeck's prophesies: quietly, Carl whispered to me that he thought Pinchbeck a
"nutcase", "there is no science in this", he told me. Referring to such 'naive' uses of
science, Carl referred to the participants of his rave community as "wishy-washy
New Agers".
The fact that Carl whispered his disapproval of Pinchbeck to me quietly
instead of challenging him as a 'nutcase' in public; and the fact that he told me his
disapproval of the healer 'off the record', show that Carl distinguishes between his
'real identity' (a scientist) and the New Age discourse in his cultural surroundings.
Even though it may seem as if Carl's own conceptual framework blurs 'science',
'technology' and 'spirituality', at Synergenesis Carl structures his experiences in
such a way that he becomes a 'scientist in disguise', who is secretly present in an
environment that is religious and non-scientific. What appears a dominant
framework for Carl here is not the eclecticism of New Edge. Instead, he feels
pressed to make distinctions.
Nik, whom I introduce in greater detail in chapter four, employs a similar
type of self-reflective narrative. I met Nik at Accelerating Change and followed
him through different social scenes, among which Burning Man and certain rave
collectives. Nik is a self-educated physicist, chemist, computer animator and a
participant of the same rave collective as Carl. Like Carl, Nik's reflections on hightech and science verge on the mystical: he compares physics to Zen Buddhism, and
207
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his practice as a computer animator make him ponder the existence of a 'fourth
dimension' in consciousness. 208 In the context of Burning Man he uses technology
to project the star constellation Pleiades, which, Nik explains, has much value in
New Age mythology but which he finds "scientifically" interesting.
Even though his scientific and technological interests overlap with the
'spiritual' interests in his cultural environment, Nik nevertheless distinguishes
between these other 'New Agers' and himself as a scientist:
New Age is very annoying and delusional and arbitrary. And when I hear two
people talk to each other, I think, neither of them is really understanding the other,
but they are both sort of agreeing because of the ambiguity of their story telling, and
I feel sometimes annoyed about being in this world. But I learn more about being
chameleon like and invisible rather than my telling them what I think.

In our interview, Nik thus presented himself to me as a 'scientist in disguise' someone who can blend in, like a chameleon, with a surrounding New Age culture
while knowing, deep inside, that his true identity is that of a scientist. While earlier
in the interview he had spoken about the mystical experiences evoked by
technology and science, later he felt pressed to draw clear distinctions between
'New Age' spirituality and technoscientific rationality.
Whereas in these examples Carl and Nik act as scientists in disguise,
reverse examples, of people operating as esoterics in disguise, can also be found.
The Virtual Worlds developer Bonnie De Varco is a case in point. In chapter two
we saw how De Varco thinks of Virtual Worlds as consciousness enlarging and as
educational; fostering spiritual growth and having a function in the academic
curriculum simultaneously. Virtual Worlds show to De Varco that science,
spirituality and technology, religion and mysticism, education and consciousnessgrowth can all be combined and be generative of a higher perspective that become
intuitively available when one is immersed in these online worlds. 209 However,
despite her own New Edge-like understanding that Virtual Worlds condense and
fuse the meanings of science and spirituality, she is careful, she tells me, not to
mention in the setting of the "educational environment" she works in, that she
understands these Virtual Worlds as gateways to a "fourth dimension":
I think that in the teaching/learning environment, you just have to be (..) careful. I
can't tell the teachers that that is what we are doing. (...) they don't know what we
are doing, that it changes your mode of operating in the world, your way of being,
your perception and perspective (...) I have to stay very careful and mainstream.210

While De Varco's Virtual Worlds designs themselves seem to move freely within
and between different nodes of a network, Bonnie's cautious approach illustrates
that she does not feel the same freedom herself.
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Another such example comes from Rob Tow, the husband of the Virtual
Worlds artist and scholar Brenda Laurel. Tow is a hardware and software engineer
and technology consultant. He harbors a simultaneous interested in magic. For
Tow, his interest in magic is highly compatible and not at all in conflict with
science and technology. Yet, he knows that in the corporate/scientific environment
in which he works, he runs the risk of being scorned for this, just as it happened to
Tow and Laurel's mutual late friend Terrence McKenna211 when they brought him
to speak at a Silicon Valley corporation. Tow and Laurel told me how McKenna
lectured in front of an audience of computer scientists about his theory on the
"novelty curve", a theory about time progressing as "harmonic waves", enabling at
predictable intervals unique opportunities for transformation and "novelty". When
McKenna gave this talk, Laurel and Tow told me, "all the mathematicians chewed
him up and spat him out". Afterwards, when they went for dinner, they asked
McKenna how it had been. In his characteristic nasal voice, he told them: "next
time, let's do a root canal". 212
Even though to Tow the laws of magic are quite compatible with the laws
of computer science and technology, he feels the necessity to disguise the
seriousness of his interest in magic in the scientific setting of work. Tow illustrates
how he does this by telling me about a recent interface design that Tow thinks of as
magical - a component of this magic is that the interface involves the use of hand
gestures like magical rituals do. "Isn't it great", he says,
I have official permission from a Silicon Valley corporation to make magic real. At
the corporation they use the word 'magic' too, to describe the device. Only, they
don't know there is a 'k' at the end.

Like other magicians,213 Tow writes magick with a 'k' as a way of distinguishing
'real', supernatural magickal forces from mere magical 'trickery' performed on
stage. This difference in writing does not show in speech. Hence, Tow is able to
talk with his managers about his technology in terms of magic, whereby only Tow
knows how serious this term actually is.
These four examples illustrate the difference between the ideal
performance of New Edge and ideological limitations to it. All four technology
developers don't necessarily recognize significant distinctions between
technoscientific and esoteric practices - whether thought of in terms of religion,
spirituality or magick. Yet, whereas their artifacts embody this epistemological
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eclecticism, as persons they don't feel the liberty to manifest this eclecticism
themselves in all social settings that they traverse. They either operate as scientists
in disguise or as esoterics in disguise and thereby affirm hegemonic distinctions
between the secular and the religious.
Gender
At Synergenesis, Carl did not merely distinguish between himself as a 'scientist'
and the cultural environment around him as 'New Age', but also showed that
gender is a significant aspect that marks this distinction. When I asked Carl what
exactly he meant with 'wishy-washy New Agers', when speaking of the rave
collective of which he was a part, Carl answered:
there are guys who are into massage and women who are into computers, but men
and women also form two ends of the poles. On the one end are the female wishywashy New Agers and on the other end are the male rationalist scientists. They are
two poles of an opposite.214

In such ways, Carl thus casually equates rationalism and science with the male
gender and non-scientific naiveté with the female gender. Carl also told me that in
his rave environment, he feels often quite alone as a "male rationalist scientist".
The distinction thus forged also offers Carl an easy excuse for his presence in a
'non-scientific' environment like Synergenesis: when I asked why Carl was part of
this rave scene then, he answered: "there are plenty of good-looking women here,
and they know how to make a party". 215
Carl is not the only one who endorses such ideal-typical gendered
distinctions between 'male rationalist scientists' and ‘non-scientific’ women.
Inadvertently, Galen Brandt projects a similar gendered understanding onto herself.
Brandt has studied at Harvard and is currently conducting a PhD project on
sensorial environments. Nevertheless, Galen thinks of herself as non-scientific.
This understanding of non-scientificity is grounded in two self-reflective
observations made by her: in the first place, she says that she is unable to make
distinctions between the animate and the inanimate and between nature and
technology and that she differs, in this respect, from the scientists in Silicon
Valley. Secondly, Galen thinks of her approach towards Virtual Worlds as
typically female in the sense that she is open to intuitions, to embodiment and to
"irrational", "precognitive" experiences whereas many of the 'geeks' she knows,
including her own husband Damer when they first met, are predominantly "in their
heads".216 As we saw in chapter two, also Bruce Damer blurs distinctions between
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the animate and the inanimate, between nature and technology. Yet, this does not
stop him from thinking of himself as a scientist. In contrast, Galen is more inclined
to interpret this blurring as resulting from her 'feminine', ‘non-scientific naiveté.’
There are various ways in which such stereotypes are perpetuated within
the larger technospiritual environment of the Bay Area, some of them subtle, some
unconscious, some explicit and some in spite of overt and active attempts to
counteract social stereotyping. One line along which gendered understandings are
affirmed is along the 'science-non-science' line. This line intersects with another
mode of distinction; between 'embodied' women and 'disembodied' men, which in
turn, imbues men with a greater capacity of being 'flexible', and of performing New
Edge detachment and mobility better.
The sense that women are more 'in tune' with their bodies and that this is
the distinction that differentiates male and female approaches to cyberspace is
pervasive in this cultural environment and is often made explicit. Along with Galen
Brandt, the Virtual Worlds artists and theoreticians Bonnie De Varco, Brenda
Laurel and Roseanne Allucquere Stone agreed for instance that there is a
distinction in how men and women engage with cyberspace. At a conference on
Virtual Worlds, they reached the conclusion that "men go to cyberspace to leave
their bodies behind whereas women go to cyberspace to find their bodies". 217 This
is also a distinction made by Bruce Damer. Before Damer met Galen, he told me,
he lived 'in his head' and 'didn't think about [his] body much.' Now, thanks to
feminine influence, he calls himself a "whole body nerd, who comes to realize that
the body and emotions are important". 218
Another example of such gendered distinctions can be found in the
writings of the Mindstates presenter and Bay Area writer Douglas Rushkoff on Bay
Area rave culture. In his book Cyberia (1994), Rushkoff writes about 'Earth Girl',
whom I also mentioned in chapters one and two as an organizing member of the
Toontown raves in the early 1990s in San Francisco and who was one of the
speakers at the Rant & Rave evening organized by R.U.Sirius in 2005. In Cyberia
Earth Girl - who then still called herself by her given name “Neysa” - is portrayed
as a mindless, unthinking woman who 'babbles on' to the press. Her male partner
Mark Heley considers the way Earth Girl speaks about smart drinks to the press,
unscientific and dangerous to the larger 'project' of consciousness transformation.
Heley, like Earth Girl has a lot of 'theories' on virtual reality, smart drugs and
raving but feels that he expresses them in a more 'factual' and analytical manner

217

Group interview with Bruce Damer, Galen Brandt, Jim Funaro and Bonnie de Varco, Boulder
Creek, January 2006; Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Brenda Laurel, Santa Cruz, California,
November 2005.
218
Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Bruce Damer, Santa Cruz, September 2005

169

compared to Neysa. These are the oppositional portraits sketched by Ruskhoff of
Neysa and Mark:
In many ways, Heley and Neysa are opposites. He's an intellectual who grounds
every psychedelic revelation into a plan. He's all business, and even his most farreaching DMT experiences mean nothing to him if he can't process them into
concrete realizations about the nature of reality. If those realizations are to be worth
anything, he must also quickly determine how to communicate them to others
through articles, chemicals, club events, or cultural viruses. Heley is a mind. So
much so, that his body, often neglected through agressive chemical use and lack of
sleep, revolts in the form of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, which incapacitates him
completely for weeks or even months at a time.
Neysa lives through her body almost exclusively. She can feel what she calls
spiritual "weather", evaluate people at a glance, and predict events in the weeks
ahead entirely through her body. She is incapable of articulating her experience
through words, but has developed her own "language of heart", which takes the
form of a smile, a touch, an embrace, or even sex. (...)
Where Heley valued smart drugs for their mental effects, Earth Girl saw them
as a physical preparation for the coming age (1994: 96, 97).

In creating this portrait it seems as if Rushkoff takes for granted how Neysa and
Mark reflect on themselves, as the latter being all about 'mind' and the former all
about 'body.' It is probable that also Mark Heley smiles occasionally and has sex,
but this is not considered the 'language' in which he speaks. Also Neysa reflects
and has theories but this is not what she is 'about.' And just as much as Mark, was
'Earth Girl' analytically and organizationally involved in raving. Nevertheless,
according to Rushkoff, she reflected on herself in the stereotyped feminine terms of
embodiment and intuition.
Another example of the way in which stereotypical notions of gender are
perpetuated in the New Edge cultural environment is given by the following
workshop announcement of Burning Man:
Do you spend more time thinking, planning and doing than you do loving, nurturing,
flowing and being? Come let your divine feminine flow (What Where When Guide,
Burning Man 2005: 19).

Whereas to be 'thinking, planning and doing' is as such contrasted to the feminine
essence and whereas non-rationality is even considered one of the elements of
feminine divinity, to be 'embodied' is considered an anomalous state of being to the
male hackers who participate in raves: this latter understanding is illustrated by the
commentary given by the hacker Gary on his own involvement in a particular rave.
One day, Gary came home from a rave and told me that he had been carrying
speakers around, changing the locations of lights, and taken some drugs. "Yes",
Gary said, "I like to be a little more on the outside of such events, I like to be
organizationally involved". Another hacker, Damien, told me that he used to
participate in raving as a DJ. He called his involvement in this scene 'analytical.'
Both Gary and Damien are physically and mentally engaged in the act of raving
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but reflect on themselves in the masculine terms of 'analysis' and 'organization.'
As such examples show, men seem to identify more intuitively and
casually than women with the New Edge values of cultural detachment, flexibility
and skepticism. Whereas the New Edge does offer ways to imagine embodiment in
relation to flexible transformation (see also chapter two), and subjective intuition in
relation to rationalist autonomy, the New Edge performative competence is
conditioned by existing gendered cultural frameworks. This means that whereas the
New Edge style may be inclusive, this style may also be overruled by other,
gendered styles of performance in its wider cultural environment. Besides the
prevailing tendencies to distinguish between 'science' and esotericism, the
longstanding cultural tendency in Western societies to associate women with
bodies, with intuition and with beliefs therefore form another component of the
backstage of New Edge.
Conclusion
In this chapter I explored the way that New Edge proponents define their 'inbetweenness' by means of a particular style. This style is shape-shifting in a similar
sense as the morphing and moving body of a fractal. It enables New Edge
representatives to traverse the 'technoscientific' and 'spiritual' scenes of the Bay
Area without having to adhere uniquely to the epistemological positions here
dominant. Whereas New Age is just as eclectic as New Edge in its ideas, the New
Edge style manifests this eclecticism in a different way. In contrast to the
'synergistic' style of New Age, the style of New Edge allows different and
conflicting readings of reality to coexist in the same 'frame.' Irony, changeability of
dress, and other signs of cultural detachment give the New Edge as such an
extremely flexible and eclectic appearance.
This chapter also aimed to offer a critical perspective on this supposed
flexibility of New Edge. Although New Edge supports an epistemological holism
and embraces in its performance different systems of thought as well as genders,
this chapter argued that in the social setting of the Bay Area, the scope of New
Edge is limited. This is in the first place due to the fact that distinctions between
rationality and forms of enchantment continue to be made, also by New Edge
proponents. A second limitation is formed by gender stereotypes that distinguish a
non-scientific and non-flexible feminine gender from a scientific and flexible male
gender. Because of the interference of these ideological structures with the New
Edge discourse, the New Edge ideals of flexibility and skepticism are easier to
implement and more obviously available to men than to women.
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Chapter Four: The Sociality of New Edge
Temporary Autonomous Zones
Galen : There was something very... homemade to Active Worlds (...) It wasn’t
talked down. And it is very different from Second Life... Maybe because it got
corporate, that is what I picked up, the sense that you get talked down… The
difference between one Virtual World and another is like going to Reno after
Burning Man, Reno is totally artificial and contrived. Like Second Life, theoretically
it is free but actually it is so. (...) In Active Worlds there is this feeling that people
are self-representing themselves, and that made me feel more enlarged, I could
inject myself into it imaginatively (...) it made me feel enlarged and genuinely
expressed. 219

Galen Brandt makes two sets of comparisons and distinctions here. Virtual Worlds
are compared to cities, and a particular kind of Virtual Worlds is compared to a
particular kind of city. Both types of 'immersive environments' are compared and
contrasted for the way in which they enable or inhibit the possibility of feeling
'enlarged' and 'genuinely expressed.' The Virtual Worlds environment Active
Worlds is contrasted to the Virtual World Second Life as the city Reno is
contrasted to Burning Man.
Active Worlds is one of the first interactive, multi-user, three-dimensional
online Virtual Worlds. It was conceived in 1994 and has gone through a
tumultuous corporate history since then. In 1997 Active Worlds was promoted by
one of its very active contributors and enthusiasts, the NASA simulation
programmer Bruce Damer, Brandt's partner, in his book Avatars. In one of the
Active Worlds universes Damer and Brandt once connected in a way that Galen
experienced as truly spiritual, an experience she says she is not likely to have in
Second Life.
The distinction between these two worlds, to Brandt, is similar to the
distinction she feels to exist between the two cities in the state Nevada: the
temporary city of Burning Man in Black Rock Desert and the gambling city Reno.
Reno is the last large city that Burning Man attendees pass through, when driving
out from California, before they reach the festival. Reno is the city where 'burners'
get extra gas, buy their last supplies such as water, goggles to protect against the
sand storms, vitamin pills, and more water. At first sight it seems strange that
Brandt compares Reno to the desert-city of Burning Man. Yet, when I stayed in
Reno prior to Burning Man 2008 - and after having been to Burning Man in 2005 I recall having made this comparison myself: I recall comparing the flickering neon
219
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lights in Reno to the many blinking lights that adorn BM at night; and thinking that
in terms of professed activities, Reno and BM seem to have similar things on offer:
a liberal ethos towards sex and drugs and an invitation for adults to indulge in
'play.'
The contrast drawn by Galen between the two cities and the two Virtual
Worlds is between 'immersive spaces' that invite gnostic awareness and others that
do not. Brandt's mode of distinction-making reminds us of an important theoretical
point when discussing cybergnosis: it reminds of the seeming obvious, but
nevertheless regularly ignored, understanding that neither places, nor particular
media, are in and of themselves 'sacred'. In line with Talal Asad's understanding
that every study of the religious needs to be accompanied by a study of the secular,
i.e. that 'the religious' is not a universal category, but a relational and contextual
one (1999: 22), so are we here reminded that this is also true of gnostic
environments: the transformational potential of gnostic environments is derived in
relation to and in contrast with social spheres that are considered nontransformational, or even as inhibitive of transformation.
If we recall that New Edge environments like Virtual Worlds and Burning
Man are, at an emic level, considered in ritualistic terms, Catherine Bell's insight
on ritual also applies here. In her Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (1992), a
discussion of ritual studies in anthropology, the anthropologist Bell argues against
those works that define 'ritual' in universalistic terms. Instead, Bell calls for a
relational understanding of ritual:
Most attempts to define ritual proceed by formulating the universal qualities of an
autonomous phenomenon. They maintain, however provisionally, that there is
something we can generally call ritual and whenever or wherever it occurs it has
certain distinctive features. Such definitions inevitably come to function as a set of
criteria for judging whether some specific activities can be deemed ritual (...) The
categories of activity so defined tend to override and undermine the significance of
indigenous distinctions among ways of acting (Bell 1992: 69).

Ritual practice, Bell argues, is a practice of distinction making (1992: 70), and
anthropological enquiries of ritual practices need to be concerned with the "way in
which certain social actions strategically distinguish themselves in relation to other
actions" (1992: 74).
Bell's insights need to be brought into relation with the New Edge
understanding of ritual: in chapter two we learned that New Edgers celebrate
ritualistic, liminal conditions as permanently desirable. Liminality, in this sense, is
equated with 'expansive freedom', with being creative, with experimentation, with
exploration of different mindstates and with different modes of being: liminality is
a condition that, from the New Edge perspective, facilitates true, gnostic
transformation. A relational understanding of ritual alerts us to the fact that such a
celebration of liminality occurs in juxtaposition with a sphere in which this
'freedom' is felt to be non-existent. What is it in the social make-up of New Edge
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immersive spaces, I ask in this chapter, that facilitates the understanding that
genuine transformation is possible here? And to what types of social formation are
these New Edge spaces contrasted?
In the way that Galen makes her distinctions, an easy answer to such
questions is suggested. Galen characterizes Burning Man and Active Worlds as
'non-corporate' and contrasts them to the 'corporate' environments of Reno and
Second Life. Such a distinction, we will see, correlates with the understanding
among New Edgers more generally that spaces like raves and Burning Man are
'Temporary Autonomous Zones' (TAZ); they allegedly stand in an 'autonomous'
relationship to mainstream society. In this chapter I question this particular
dichotomy as not fully capable of explaining the ethnographic quality of a TAZ. I
argue that central to TAZ-life is the ethnographic experience of being part of a
trusted social environment that offers a radical break from other, 'mainstream'
forms of sociality that are not trusted.

4.1. Relational Understandings of Ritual
Pronoia and Paranoia
By discussing the significance of the TAZ for New Edgers in relation to the notion
of trust, I seek to expand on an insight I have sought to offer in chapter one of this
dissertation. In chapter one I discussed the embeddings of New Edge in a larger
cultural environment. There I argued that the New Edge discourse defines its larger
environment in holistic terms. Whether imagined in relation to technology or
whether perceived in terms of 'magic' or 'synchronicity', the New Edge worldview
postulates that everything that exists is entangled, caught up in one system. What
has been left implicit in chapter one, and what I seek to make explicit in this
chapter, is the fact that the New Edge discourse promises that a difference can be
made between positive and negative interconnectedness. An emic term that I
introduced that refers to a sense of positive interconnectedness is 'pronoia.' The full
ethnographic value of this idea of ‘pronoia’ only comes to the fore when we
understand this notion in relational sense: New Edgers experience ‘pronoia’ as a
key characteristic of a TAZ, I postulate, because they also experience paranoia in
non-TAZ environments. Scholars who study ‘paranoia’ as a social phenomenon
often associate it with post-war North-American culture (Gray 2007; Aupers 2002;
Melley 2000; Hofstadter 1979). Timothy Melley (2000) describes the paranoid
attitude as 'agency panic', which is:
(...) intense anxiety about an apparent loss of autonomy or self-control - the
conviction that one's actions are being controlled by (...) powerful external agents
(2000: 12).

While allegedly characteristic of the political culture of North-America at large, we
may also say that a paranoid mind-state resonates well with modern gnosis:
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according to modern gnosticism, external forces - 'Archons' - deliberately conceal
the true nature of reality for human subjects. When we look at some of the literary
manifestations of New Edge, this resonance becomes manifest in the fact that
conspiracy theories are among the many types of expression of the New Edge
gnostic discourse. In ironic plays of concealment and revelation, and sometimes
deadly serious in tone, Mindstates presentations, articles in Mondo 2000,
cyberpunk fiction stories, parody cults like the Church of Subgenius and fullfledged conspiracy works still popular like Robert Anton Wilson's The Illuminatus
Trilogy (1975) point to the military industrial regime, secret societies, the 'reducing
valves' of the brain, forms of artificial intelligence, extraterrestrial life and hidden
symbolism as manifestations of forces that control and structure humanity's notions
of reality. Such New Edge expressions of paranoia suggest the existence of a larger
sphere – a hidden reality – that implicates people in a negative sense. These New
Edge expressions of paranoia are as such the mirror images of the New Edge
celebration of a larger sphere in which humans are positively implicated: paranoia,
as the idea of negative interconnectedness, and pronoia, as the idea of positive
interconnectedness, are two sides of the same holistic coin.
Galen's characterization of Active Worlds - those immersive environments
that facilitate true transformation for her - as 'homemade' offers a first
understanding of what such a difference between 'positive' and 'negative'
interconnectedness may entail in terms of social formation. In Second Life Galen
feels that she is being 'talked down', i.e. that those who control the immersive
environments are telling her how she should behave and what she should look like.
By contrast, in Active Worlds Galen feels 'genuinely expressed.' One of the sets of
distinctions used by Galen to explain this contrast is 'homemade' versus 'corporate.'
Albeit in objective sense Active Worlds and Second Life are both corporate
enterprises, this distinction has much subjective value: it refers to a significant
difference experienced by Galen in terms of the social formation attached to each
world. The idea of Active Worlds as 'homemade' resonates with Galen's sense of
here being present in a social setting that is small-scale, intimate and familiar. This
sense was fed by the fact that many of the co-creators of this world were friends
and affiliates of Galen: for instance, as noted earlier, her own partner Bruce Damer
was one of the early enthusiasts and active contributors to Active Worlds. By
contrast, Galen's understanding of Second Life as 'corporate' corresponds with her
subjective understanding of Second Life as 'distant', which is rooted in the fact that
Galen does not maintain intimate relationships with the creators and early
enthusiasts of Second Life.
In line with this example, the simple understanding advanced in this
chapter is that the special significance of moments and spaces that give New
Edgers a sense of being positively transformed is facilitated by a social
configuration that is trusted. I thereby rely on the Simmelian notion of trust as a
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"state of favourable expectation regarding other people's actions and intentions"
(Möllering 2001: 404). In a trusted setting, a subject can feel part of a larger whole
without feeling paranoid about the loss of agency. On the contrary, this experience
of being part of a larger whole is often imbued with cosmic significance and
associated with experiences of positive transformation and spiritual revelation.
This experience of pronoia, I argue in addition, is inherently relational: it is
facilitated by an experience of contrast with a 'default' social formation - the larger
society - that is not trusted. The ethnographic task of this chapter is to make
insightful how New Edgers constitute trusted social formations as part of a TAZ,
and to understand against what kinds of social formations a TAZ is contrasted.
I advance my relational understanding of the New Edge TAZ as follows:
First, I situate myself analytically in opposition to scholars who tend to evaluate
the special significance of immersive environments like Virtual Worlds and
Burning Man in non-relational, intrinsic terms. Then, I discuss the notion of the
Temporary Autonomous Zone (T.A.Z.), coined by the anarchist writer Hakim Bey
(1991), as an emically relevant understanding of how New Edge environments
relate to a larger 'non-autonomous' and 'permanent' 'default' world. I will note that
there is great diversity in the way that the notion of 'autonomy' has come to work as
a differentiating category for New Edgers. In a third section I will illustrate this
point through a discussion of the multi-varied meaning of the idea of the hacker, as
celebrated in New Edge discourse. Even though the New Edge discourse postulates
the figure of the 'reality hacker' as the ideal-typical inhabitant of the TAZ, the New
Edge variegated understanding of what a 'hacker' is makes clear that this figure
cannot be more than a symbol, a vaguely defined figure that points to quite a
variety of different social realities and ideological positions. Whereas the figure of
the 'reality hacker' makes it seem as if hackers, artists, and users of psychedelics
are overlapping dispositions and endorse a TAZ environment in similar ways, an
ethnographic understanding of a TAZ needs to account for the fact that all three
dispositions are tied to quite complex and ever-evolving social networks,
occupational activities and modes of self-understanding. The fourth step in this
chapter then consists of a discussion of the significance of a TAZ as constructed
from the perspective of a psychedelics explorer, an artist and a hacker. A fourth
portrait considers a person who comes close to the New Edge ideal of the reality
hacker and who lives his life as a hacker, a consciousness explorer and an artist. As
part of these portraits we see the contours of different types of TAZ environments.
The one consistent element that I will distill from these portraits is that a TAZ is
celebrated for the way it offers a sociality of trust in contrast with a sociality that is
experienced as not-trusted. This emphasis on trust, I maintain, cannot be grasped
through universalizing distinctions such as 'autonomous' versus 'mainstream' and
‘corporate’ versus ‘non-corporate.’ Instead, the quality of trust needs to be
understood as flowing from the particular life-worlds in which such a TAZ is
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rooted.
In the final section of this chapter I will draw on my own transformational
experience during Burning Man 2008 as a way of pointing out the significance of
the practice of 'Do It Yourself' participation for the construction of a trusted
environment. It will become clear that the idea of Do It Yourself is not quite what
the slogan says: it calls for a particular social commitment and necessary mutual
trust, in the context of which it is possible to experience one's environment as
benevolent, and to obtain an experience of pronoia.
Immersive Environments as Intrinsically Sacred
In chapter two I described immersive environments like Virtual Worlds and raves
as 'molting rituals for the new species.' Now it is time to nuance this definition by
investigating the cultural conditions that make some immersive environments seem
to be 'molting rituals' and others not.
Academic explorations of the 'spiritual' nature of immersive environments
are not generally concerned with this type of questioning. Too often, scholars
imbue specific mediated environments with intrinsic spiritual power, thereby
celebrating these environments in universalistic terms. For instance, writing about
Virtual Reality and 'cyberspace', the scholar Michael Heim argued that these virtual
environments have become the "Platonic new home for the mind and the heart"
(Heim 1995). In a similar universalistic manner did Michael Benedikt refer to
cyberspace as a "new Jerusalem" (Benedikt 1992) and Nicole Stenger called this
space a "paradise" (Stenger 1992).
Scholars who argue the spirituality of cyberspace in such intrinsic terms
generally note that the 'spiritual qualities' of immersive environments are
'potentials' and that technologies such as VR are not necessarily spiritually
empowering. However, they don't generally heed the anthropological question how
particular spaces are experienced as spiritually liberating and why other spaces are
not experienced as such. Michael Heim (1995) writes about different spiritual
experiences that are induced in different Virtual Reality environments, but
attributes this difference to the technical design of these spaces. Heim contrasts
"Head-Mounted Display" (HMD) types of VR to "Spiral VR". In the first type,
which is the most familiar one, users wear goggles onto which the virtual world is
projected. In the second type, projections are produced on a "surround screen"
using "surround sound". Heim calls the first type of VR "perceptive", and the
second type "apperceptive": in the first type one does not see oneself moving in the
VR world, in the second type an additional reflexive quality is added by the fact
that the environment that one witnesses includes the own biological body. The
second type of VR is more transformative, Heim argues, because it "implies
reflectednes, a proprioception, a self-awareness of what we are perceiving" (1995:
72).
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Heim's enquiries into different types of experiences made possible by
different technical designs of VR are valuable, but don't account for the fact that
VR designers such as Brenda Laurel and Jaron Lanier have celebrated also HeadMounted Display-types of VR as "sacred" and "transformational" (Laurel 1993;
Lanier 1992). Given that similar technical configurations are differently validated
for its transformational potential, it follows that if we want to grasp the emic
construction of sacrality in the context of immersive environments, it does not
suffice to look at the technicality of these environments alone.
Academic studies of offline immersive environments such as raves, and
more specifically the Burning Man festival, are generally more interested in the
anthropological question as to how sacrality is socially constructed. Nevertheless,
in a recent academic effort to zoom in on the 'religious dimensions of raving', we
find yet again many accounts that understand the sacrality of the rave experience in
intrinsic instead of relational terms. An example is the book Rave Culture and
Religion (2004) edited by Graham St. John. This book traces the historical roots of
contemporary rave culture to the 1960s counterculture. The book roots 'rave
culture' squarely in post-traditional religious currents such as New Age. One
chapter of this collection is dedicated specifically to understanding the "religious
dimensions" of Burning Man. In their article Dancing on common ground:
exploring the sacred at Burning Man (2004), Robert Kozinets and John Sherry
discuss the Burning Man festival as "sharing common ground" with "rave culture"
at large. Whereas motives for attending Burning Man vary, they note, it is "a
temporary spatial phenomenon that its participants construct as sacred and even
utopian" (2004: 288). In the start of their article the authors contend:
with its pioneering, endlessly experimental, libertarian, individualist, flag-flying,
diversity-seeking, hardworking ethos, Burning Man could be considered a
quintessentially American event (Ibid.).

However, the authors don't explain in anthropological terms how this event has
also come to be experienced by participants as a momentary radical break from
conventional American society. While seeking to understand the sacrality of the
event, the writers don't focus on this relational aspect, but on intrinsic
characteristics of the event that induce transformational experiences. They
describe, for instance, the transformational aspect of "drum-dominated music":
The ubiquity of the beat seems to signal a different type of social space, and perhaps
the phase-shifting to a different timing for everyday life. The presence of 24/7
techno (...) signals a liminal space (Turner 1967), a place that is betwixt and
between, a site where the party is intense and ongoing. (...) Music also has deep ties
to the sacred, existing in a timeless biocultural nexus where popular culture,
emotion, and bio-basic responses collide (2004: 289).

The authors also emphasize the 'sacred nature' of dancing. Comparing Burning
Man to other neopagan gatherings, they write:
(…) the ritual fire, like the secret dance floor, is a place to transport participants to a
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higher state of consciousness, a place that is particularly sacred, a place where selftransformation can occur. Music, drumming, lights, fire-these are places where
participants at these events and festivals gain an experience, and a bodily knowing
of loss of control and freedom. With an ancient language, the percussive beats tell
the body what to do (2004: 299).

Kozinets and Sherry put it that in order for people to understand their environment
as "sacred" they need to feel "safe" and regard this space as "special". The writers
ground these qualities in the intrinsic, material conditions of the space of Burning
Man. The climatic and geological conditions of the desert are mentioned in this
regard. The authors emphasize the daytime heat that can:
(...) easily surpass 100 Fahrenheit during the day, and plunge to 40 in the evening.
Constant rehydration is required: "piss clear" is a maxim of the event. Sunlight and
desert dryness expose the body's needs and its fluids become suddenly (and literally)
salient. These realities of daily existence are often related in informant interview and
dialog to a more primitive state articulated as "back to nature" or more "authentic"
than ordinary lived experience (2004: 299, 300).

This understanding of the sacrality of Burning Man is, indeed, close to the
experiences of participants. Participants of the festival are generally ready to
interpret what they see, feel, touch and sense otherwise in this space in terms of the
sacred. The programmer Russell recognizes it in the eye contact he makes at BM
between people: "When you look people in the eyes at Burning Man, you simply
know that they know!" he says. The photographer Rosy recognizes it in the quality
of the sand. Although the alkaloid sand caused my feet to painfully crack, Rosy is
convinced that the quality of the sand is positive: "The sand at Burning Man has
healing power!" she shouted during a pre-Burning Man gathering. The financial
administrator Cloe refers to Burning Man as her "home", even though it costs her
more money than she can actually spend, she says she needs to be there to "get
back in touch". And the British youth-worker Shaun calls Burning Man a space
where "the best that is inside people gets out".
We cannot, I argue, understand such experiences in a phenomenological
sense only. If we are to understand how such immersive environments make a
difference, how they are experienced as safe and special vis-à-vis otherwise
'unsafe' and 'mundane' social environments, we need to understand with what kinds
of sociality and technological formations these spaces break.
Immersive Environments as Temporary Autonomous Zones (TAZ)
In a recent dissertation on Burning Man written by the American Studies scholar
Jeremy Hockett, the significance of Burning Man for its visitors is described in the
following general terms:
It is an experimental realm that helps negotiate real-life scenarios and to facilitate
communication. The real life scenarios are those from which they feel alienated,
suppressed as they are by society’s normative dictates, stagnancy, and
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standardization; Burning Man makes possible alternative forms of communication
(Hockett 2004: 2).220

What Hockett does account for in this description of Burning Man is the fact that
many burners understand the significance of the event in terms of autonomy: at
Burning Man one may live a life that is autonomous from and that proposes
alternatives to ‘conventional existence.’ What Hockett's general description does
not account for however, is the fact that 'autonomy' is not a universal, but a
context-ridden and relational state of being: what accounts as autonomous, of
course, is juxtaposed against a state of being that is not-autonomous. Moreover,
different attendees of a place like Burning Man configure 'autonomy' in quite
different ways. Nevertheless, the general notion of autonomy has served as a
powerful signifier among Burning Man participants as well as among scholars to
explain the special character of this and comparable event(s).
Indeed, as we saw also in chapter two, participants and enthusiasts of
online and offline immersive environments like Virtual Worlds and Burning Man
are generally quite active in projecting a particular understanding of what makes
these environments special. And, as we saw in emic uses of Johan Huizinga's
concept of the 'Homo Ludens' and Victor Turner's idea of 'liminality', quite often
such projections involve concepts and analytical frameworks that are also
employed by social scientists, particularly anthropologists, to describe the
significance of these spaces. This accounts in particular for the idea of the
Temporary Autonomous Zone (TAZ), coined by the American anarchist-writer and
poet Hakim Bey (birth name Peter Lamborn Wilson). This term has particularly
been embraced by academics and enthusiasts of these environments as a way of
describing its relational sociality.
Bey's coinage of the term Temporary Autonomous Zone occurred as part
of a set of flyers and books in the mid-1980s and resulted in a book entitled TAZ:
The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism that
was published in 1991. Bey's idea of the TAZ was inspired by his understanding of
18th century "pirate utopias":
THE SEA-ROVERS AND CORSAIRS of the 18th century created an "information
network" that spanned the globe: primitive and devoted primarily to grim business,
the net nevertheless functioned admirably. Scattered throughout the net were
islands, remote hideouts where ships could be watered and provisioned, booty
traded for luxuries and necessities. Some of these islands supported "intentional
communities", whole mini-societies living consciously outside the law and
determined to keep it up, even if only for a short but merry life. (...) Modern
technology, culminating in the spy satellite, makes this kind of autonomy a romantic
dream. (...) Are we who live in the present doomed never to experience autonomy,

220

Taken from the chapter Cultural Performances at Burning Man: Dramatizing the Postmodern
Crisis of Affect: https://www.msu.edu/~hockettj/Burningman.htm. Retrieved October 31, 2010.
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never to stand for one moment on a bit of land ruled only by freedom? Are we
reduced either to nostalgia for the past or nostalgia for the future? Must we wait
until the entire world is freed of political control before even one of us can claim to
know freedom? Logic and emotion unite to condemn such a supposition. Reason
demands that one cannot struggle for what one does not know; and the heart revolts
at a universe so cruel as to visit such injustices on our generation alone of
humankind. I believe that (...) we may collect evidence to suggest that a certain kind
of "free enclave" is not only possible in our time but also existent. All my research
and speculation has crystallized around the concept of the TEMPORARY
AUTONOMOUS ZONE (hereafter abbreviated TAZ).

Bey, who wants the TAZ to be understood as "poetic fancy" and not as "political
dogma", tentatively describes the TAZ as:
(...) an uprising which does not engage directly with the State, a guerilla operation
which liberates an area (of land, of time, of imagination) and then dissolves itself to
re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before the State can crush it.221

In a preface to the second edition of his book (2003), Bey writes that the book TAZ
feels "very much like a book of the 80s": Bey had written it under the sign of the
dialectic between Stalinism and Capitalism: "the basic notion of the Temporary
Autonomous Zone was meant as a contribution to a desired third way, a kind of
evasion of the dialectic, an alternative to both Capital and Ideology", Bey writes
(2003: x). Writing in 2003, Bey noticed that this old dialectic had given way to a
"new phase of neo-liberalism: hegemonic globalism or "Imperium"' which signals
the 'apparent failure of all third ways" (Ibid.). Nevertheless, Bey contends: "The
TAZ seems more relevant than ever (...) it sometimes appears that the TAZ is the
last and only means of creating an Outside or true space of resistance to the
totality" (2003: x, xi).
Since Bey's coinage of the term in the mid-1980s and particularly since its
popularization in the early 1990s, the idea of TAZ has been used by academics and
public spokespersons to refer to a wide range of moments and spaces that are
considered 'autonomous.' According to the Dutch media scholar Geert Lovink, the
idea of the TAZ has come to associate "rave parties with the internet", (e.g. Lovink
2002: 239) and the magazine Mondo 2000 played thereby a popularizing role
(Ibid.). Mondo 2000 indeed was one of the vehicles in which Bey presented his
notion of the TAZ222 and editors of the magazine described the magazine itself as a
"Temporary Autonomous Zone": editor Gareth Branwyn writes about Mondo:
"Each issue creates a "temporary autonomous zone" where people, events, and new
technologies pop-up in the strangest situations and combinations".223
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http://hermetic.com/bey/taz3.html#labelTAZ. Retrieved October 25 2010.
Issue 5 (undated) (pp. 124-128) contains an article from Bey entitled Pirate Utopias. The
Temporary Autonomous Zone.
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Partially due to Mondo 2000 and partially due to online bulletin board
systems (BBSes), flyers and cyberpunk novels popularizing the notion, the term
TAZ has found fertile ground in a Bay Area subcultural environment where
hackers, ravers, artists and users of psychedelics have felt themselves complicit
with Bey's project and by which Bey himself was inspired. In the aforementioned
rave manifesto, written by 'Cinnamon Twist', it is stated:
Like the TAZ, the rave is wild, nomadic, outside the maps of Power. At its best, the
rave opens onto a realm of free-form behavior and perception, one in which there is
no hierarchy, no leaders or followers, at most the dj and the light-show artists.
(Hopefully benign - be careful who you leave your sensorium with!) (...) a space of
liberated interactions...but where the participants are the art and the show (...)
Anyone who has been part of a REAL rave, if only once, briefly, knows that its
insane, insanely beautiful ferocity is something that exceeds all the contrived
parlour-games that pass for alternatives, social or political. The simple fact of this
ferocious hedonism is, without words or slogans, A REFUTATION OF
DOMESTICATED EXISTENCE.224

In the early 1990s the raver Ken also referred to raves as Temporary Autonomous
Zones. In a manifesto, called Cybertribe Rising, Ken wrote:
When we come together for a ritual such as a Full Moon Rave on a remote beach,
we are creating what Hakim Bey calls a Temporary Autonomous Zone (TAZ). A
rave creates a TAZ of relatively short duration, only a few hours, but during that
time, we are functioning at the level of Community.

Bey's notion of the TAZ has also inspired some of the early organizers of Burning
Man, and it still is one key term that is employed by enthusiasts and emic
journalists to refer to the significance of the festival.225
In Branwyn's characterization of Mondo 2000 as a TAZ and in the
celebrations of raving by Cinnamon Twist and Ken, we see already quite different
ways in which the notion of the TAZ is employed. Branwyn's remark suggests that
Mondo 2000 is a TAZ because its 'strangeness' makes it difficult to pin down and
to define unambiguously what the magazine is about. In his celebration of raves as
a TAZ, 'Cinnamon Twist' emphasizes the 'out of controlness', the hedonism, the
lack of hierarchy and the free form of behavior which he believes are characteristic
of raves. Ken's celebration of raves in terms of the TAZ emphasizes the experience
of community that can be generated during raving. With Branwyn emphasizing
'strangeness' as a key component of a TAZ; with 'Cinnamon Twist' emphasizing
non-domestic, hedonic behavior to be central and with Ken highlighting the
experience of strong community as constitutive of a TAZ, all three thinkers
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emphasize different ways in which a TAZ environment stands out amidst and is
autonomous from 'conventional reality.'
A similar variability can be observed with respect to the different kinds of
moments and spaces that are imagined in terms of freedom and autonomy. In 2003,
Bey, for instance, began using the notion of TAZ also in relation to moments and
environments that are not necessarily temporary. In a preface to a reprint of his
book in 2003, Bey introduced the notion of the "P.A.Z".: the "Permanent
Autonomous Zone":
A T.A.Z. is a situation, or even a 'psychospiritual state' and 'existential condition'
that can be truly temporary but also perhaps periodic, like the recurring autonomy of
the holiday, the vacation, the summer camp. It could even become a "permanent"
PAZ, like a successful commune or a bohemian enclave. Some PAZ's could be
clandestine, like the areas of rural America and Canada secretly controlled by hemp
farmers; others could operate more openly as religious sects, art colonies, trailer
parks, squats, etc. You could even talk of relative degrees of TAZness; a bit of
autonomy's better than none, after all. I find hobby groups and old-fashioned
fraternal organizations interesting in this regard (Bey 2003: x - xii).

By speaking of "relative degrees of TAZness", Bey conceptualizes a TAZ in terms
of a sliding scale. This way of reflecting on a TAZ, in other words, renders it
questionable whether it is actually possible to isolate 'autonomous spheres' from a
larger social and cultural environment. On a different level, this question becomes
particularly pressing when we consider the fact that the ideals of freedom and
autonomy are often part and parcel of the daily and corporate lives that many
Burning Man participants live.
In his book The Rise of The Creative Class (2002), the American
economist Richard Florida zooms in on regions of "creativity and innovation such
as Washington, D.C., Boston and the greater New York region, and leading hightech centers like the San Francisco Bay Area" (2002: 11). Florida argues that these
regions witness the arrival of a new class composed of "scientists, engineers,
artists, musicians, designers & knowledge-based professionals" who earn their
money through "creativity" and who are, according to Florida, the "dominant class
in society" (Florida, 2002: xiii). This class has arisen particularly in relation to the
new digital and media technologies of the late 1980s and it signifies a new lifestyle
that favors "individuality, self-statement, acceptance of difference and the desire
for rich multidimensional experiences". The creative class is also characterized by
new ways of working "replacing traditional hierarchical systems of control with
new forms of self-management, peer recognition and pressure and intrinsic forms
of motivation" (2002: 13). As such, members of this class leave behind them a
"previous organizational age" that "emphasized conformity" (Ibid). Members of the
creative class, Florida asserts, are "in touch" with a major transformation that is
now unfolding itself:
(...) the great transition from the agricultural to the industrial age was of course
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based upon natural resources and physical labor power (...) The transformation now
in progress is potentially bigger and more powerful (...) [it is] based fundamentally
on human intelligence, knowledge and creativity (2001: xiii).

Florida's qualifications resonate with a historical trend within Bay Area computer
corporations such as Apple to think of their computer programmers as "artists" and
of their computers as tools that "bring out the artist in each one of us" (e.g. Levy
1994: 150).226
The celebration of self-expression and creativity at Burning Man needs to
be understood against the background of this more general celebration of creative
transformation and individual expression in the Bay Area corporate sphere. This
means that we should not think of an environment like Burning Man as a unique
event that stands on its own and that stands in opposition to an alleged rigid and
un-free mainstream social sphere. Instead, we need to see how the Burning Man
TAZ is interrelated with a larger environment in which attempts to draw
boundaries between creativity and rigidness, autonomy and repression are
constantly made.
The difficulty of drawing clear-cut boundaries between a TAZ and
mainstream society also becomes apparent when we consider the often ironic and
paradoxical forms of self-awareness among Burning Man participants. For
instance, Burning Man organizers, participants and scholars of Burning Man
generally emphasize the event as non-commercial. Besides the sale of coffee,
vending is not allowed during the festival. Furthermore, the event is not sponsored
by corporate parties and does not participate in promotional activities. In addition,
every burner is asked to shield brand names - those displayed on trucks or clothes from public view. Because of such anti-commercialist practices, the cultural
studies scholar Hockett analyzes Burning Man as an event that 'helps to alleviate
the anxiety of interacting in a postmodern world thoroughly saturated by a culture
of commodity.' And Larry Harvey, the initiator of Burning Man, says about the
event: "We're the other choice in a consumer world".227
Despite its overt anti-commercialism, however, many scholars and
participants also note that BM is ran by a corporation and inhabits an important
place in local and global economic systems. Burning Man started as a spontaneous,
free, artistic event on the beach of San Francisco in 1989 but, when it grew bigger,
the initiator Larry Harvey was forced to look for a larger space to hold the event.
He also found himself in need of a corporation: in 1997 Harvey founded the
Limited Liability Company that would have a fulltime staff on payroll, attract
artists and pay some of them for their work, negotiate politics with county and
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federal governments, organize the sale of tickets – which, in 2008, were priced
around $200. In addition, Burning Man supports many other corporate enterprises.
The festival is a great source of income for car rental companies, thrift stores,
supermarkets, gas stations, and hotel rooms in Nevada as well as elsewhere. In San
Francisco, weeks prior to Burning Man thrift stores and costume rental stores
advertize their "Burning Man gear" and in Wal-Mart chains close to the festival
ground each year racks and shelves are set apart for "Burning Man Discount
products" such as goggles, bandanas and water (fig 17).
In their study of Burning Man, the anthropologists Robert Kozinets and
John Sherry take note of this massive consumerist component of Burning Man:
In our interviews with participants, we often found people waxing enthusiastically
about the no-vending rule, wearing new branded hiking shoes, and slugging down
large bottles of Gatorade they bought from the Reno Wal-Mart. In 2000, a survey
question by the Ministry of Statistics (...) asked participants how much money they
spent to prepare for and attend Burning Man. The median response fell between
$500 and $750, with considerable percentages spending thousands of dollars (2005:
99).

More significantly, the scholars also acknowledge that participants of Burning Man
are 'well aware of the irony inherent in their massive spending.' The scholars write
that while they initially presented their interest in Burning Man as an
"anticonsumption" event: 'Many participants laughed at our naiveté, noting that
they had never seen so many people consuming so much in their entire lives.' Some
burners manifest this 'irony' in art installations and performances such as Las
Vegas style theme parks, strip malls and entertainment spectacles (Kozinets and
Sherry 2005: 101) that hyperbolically celebrate passive consumption and mass
entertainment.
Other burners reflect on the consumerist aspect of Burning Man in quite a
different way. They don't see the consumerism of Burning Man as antithetical to
the event but as intrinsic to it and as strengthening its social base. Gary, key
member of the rave collective Dance with whom I camped in 2005, pointed out to
me that much of the consumerism that structures his Burning Man experience
strengthens his rave community: the costumes that he buys for Burning Man, for
instance, are made by rave members themselves. Various other ravers told me that
their involvement in Burning Man most definitely helps them find jobs, build close
work relationships and create a corporate network they draw from in everyday life.
What these examples illustrate is that a TAZ like Burning Man is not
necessarily anti-corporate, anti-capitalist or anti-consumerist. Instead it can be
seen, using the words of Kozinets and Sherry, as "an attempt to ameliorate some of
the social deficiencies of markets" (2005: 103). The distinction these scholars
recognize that is being effected at Burning Man is the classic distinction first
postulated by the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1887) between
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft; between community based on intimate, informal
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relationships (Gemeinschaft) and social formations based on formalized,
instrumental, rationalized relationships (Gesellschaft). Environments like Burning
Man, they write: "have resisted not the market itself, but the Gesellschaft, the
distanced, corrosive, exploitative social relations that people associate with the
market" (2005: 97).
This discussion of Burning Man consumerism illustrates a more general
point that I want to make about the ethnography of a TAZ: generally the official
language espoused by key participants of a TAZ - like Harvey's insistence on
Burning Man as anti-consumerist - conceals more than it reveals. The
understanding that Burning Man is a non-corporate/consumerist event that stands
opposed to a consumerist/corporate mainstream world, conceals that Burning Man
is about the creation of a particular kind of sociality that cannot necessarily be
addressed in terms of this particular dichotomy. As mentioned earlier, Kozinets and
Sherry describe Burning Man as a place seeking to be "special" and "safe" (2004:
299). This sense of 'safety', I maintain, has a lot to do with the celebration of a
sociality that contrasts with a larger social environment in which participants of a
TAZ feel negatively interconnected. For different participants of a TAZ this sense
of negative connectedness may be differently structured. Some may for instance
refer to it in terms of the market while others employ the language of political or
religious repression. In the following I seek to understand more about such variety
in the starting positions from where people celebrate a TAZ as different from
everyday reality.

4.2. The Emic Sociality of New Edge
Who are the people that create TAZ environments? Key participants of a TAZ are
generally quite clear about this question: a TAZ, so it is suggested when looking at
Mondo 2000 and at Burning Man, is created by artists, hackers and explorers of
psychedelics. These three 'dispositions' converge into the mythical image of the
'reality hacker' - a figure fully capable of creating reality anew. In this section I
wonder how much we can learn about the actual social inhabitants of a TAZ
through New Edge projections like this reality hacker.
The people who were portrayed in Mondo 2000 are either artists
(musicians, fiction writers, poets, graphic designers), science and technology
aficionados (hackers, Do It Yourself chemists) or explorers of psychedelics
(Timothy Leary and Terrence McKenna being the most famous ones). A similar set
of groups comes into view through the reflection on the Burning Man participants
by Mark Pesce.228 Pesce, speaker at Mindstates and Burning Man enthusiast,
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describes the populace of Burning Man to consist of "geeks, freaks and artists".
Together, Pesce called these the "cultural trifecta".
If we are to believe the Mondo editors and New Edge representatives like
Pesce, hackers, artists and psychedelics explorers (‘freaks’) form the natural
population of a TAZ. It is suggested that these groups are similarly interested in
autonomy and freedom. What such autonomy and freedom may mean is worded by
Rudy Rucker. Rucker is a mathematician, science fiction writer and a prime
contributor to Mondo 2000. In a compendium of Mondo 2000 articles, he
summarizes the attitude of Mondo 2000 as follows:
a) there is a better way and b) I Can Do It Myself. The way that Big Business or The
Pig229 does things is obviously not the best way; it’s intrusive, kludgy, unkind, and
not at all what you really want. (..) Now, thanks to high-tech and the breakdown of
society you are free to turn your back on the way “they” do it, whatever that may be,
and do it yourself. You can make (…) –most important of all – your own reality
(Rucker 1993: 10).

Rucker thus celebrates an attitude that urges people never to take 'consensus reality'
at face value and to take control over their own reality. Ken Goffman captures this
celebrated attitude through the notion of 'reality hacking.' Goffman: "Mondo is
about this idea that we can hack reality, that we can get more out of reality and
maybe ultimately escape the limitations of this particular reality".230 For Goffman,
'tools' are essential in this process. One computer hobbyist told him: "if you want to
change the rules, change the tools". Goffman: "I was never a Geek, but I saw that
too".231 Significantly, 'tools', in Mondo 2000, could be anything from a computer,
to a paintbrush to a drop of LSD.
The 'reality hacker' thus portrayed is the ideal-typical inhabitant of a TAZ:
this figure embodies the creativity, curiosity and 'irreverence' of artists, hackers and
explorers of psychedelics. Moreover, I propose, in this figure we may recognize the
contemporary manifestation of a vision that was also central to 1960s
counterculturalists. According to the Esalen-historian Walter Truett Anderson, for
instance, it was a central endeavor of the Human Potential Movement to search for
a new archetypical human being, "a new kind of persona to carry into the new
decade" (Anderson 2004: 208, italics original). A similar goal was proposed by
countercultural 'guru' and leading figure at Esalen, Abraham Maslow (1908-1970).
In his book Toward a Psychology of Being (1962), Maslow wrote:
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Every age but ours has had its model, its hero. All these have been given us by our
culture; the hero, the gentleman, the knight, the mystic. About all we have left is the
well-adjusted man without problems, a very pale and doubtful substitute. Perhaps
we shall soon be able to use as our guide and model the fully growing and selffulfilling human being, the one in whom all his potentialities are coming to full
development, the one whose inner nature expresses itself freely, rather than being
warped, repressed, or denied (in Anderson 2004:66).

A similar desire to constitute a 'new kind of persona' transpires through the various
cultural manifestations of contemporary New Edge: in the multiple kinds of
rejection of 'conventional reality', in the celebration of multiplicity, liminality and
indeterminacy, in irony and in the multiple manifestations of embodiment and
personhood, the New Edge proposes a mythical, all-encompassing being that
serves as a hero-model of fully-lived existence. Unlike conventional Christianity,
however, this heroic figure is not a god to which people pray. Instead, it is an
image of being that is (idealized) as democratic: anybody can turn into it. And a
TAZ is the environment in which this transformation is established.
By definition then, the reality hacker so celebrated by the New Edge
discourse, is a figure that is defined in opposition to the mundane and the
everyday-life. Or put in other words, it is a figure that embodies the potential of
creating reality anew. There are many ways in which people can turn into this
figure. In the context of Mondo 2000 this is done, among others, by subjecting tobe-photographed interviewees to long hours of make-up and dressing-up sessions.
And at Burning Man people do so, in addition to the transformational practices
already described, by dressing-up in fantastic costumes, as well as by undressing
and by engaging in role-playing practices. While the image of the reality hacker is
inspired by the lived reality of artists, hackers and proselytizers of psychedelics in
everyday life, the New Edge also creates this model-hero through a particular
interpretation and refraction of social reality.
To illustrate how the New Edge discourse creates its model-heroes, in the
following I show how the seeming clear-cut celebration of the hacker in a
magazine like Mondo 2000 may be informed by quite different understandings of
what hacking is. I also discuss how New Edge understandings of hacking may be
quite divorced from how hackers understand their own cultural environment to be.
New Edge Readings of Hacking
'Hacking', perceived through the discourse of New Edge, is an activity that entails
more than computer programming and particularly more than committing computer
crime. It entails a basic love for life and a radical inquisitiveness and curiosity
about the way things really work. It also involves a penchant for overcoming
boundaries that may stand in the way of such knowledge. This penchant may give
way to practices that are criminalized, but does not in the first instance have the
objective of breaking laws.

189

The contemporary New Edge celebration of hacking finds its recent origins
in the countercultural celebration of computer aficionados who were then
alternatively referred to as computer hobbyists, computer amateurs or hackers.232
At a time when computers were mainly used by large corporations and government
agencies, these hackers sought to 'appropriate' computers for their own, personal
uses. At least since the early 1970s countercultural spokespersons have shown an
interest in these 'acts of appropriation' among computer software and hardware
hackers. A manifestation of this counterculture- hacker alliance is the Homebrew
Computer Club, a famous gathering of hackers in the San Francisco Bay Area
brought together by the Berkeley free-speech activist Fred Moore. The Homebrew
Computer Club became a space where hackers could swap information and help
each other build their own ‘personal’ computers. The Club spawned the first
personal computer companies, such as IMSAI, PET, and the most famous of all,
Apple.
Both in the 1970s and today, in countercultural celebrations of hacking we
can trace two different understandings of the social value of hacking. In one
variant, hacking involves a high degree of social responsibility that comes from the
unique level of insight that a hacker has into technology and into 'systems' in
general. In another variant, hacking implies a love for breaking boundaries, chaoscreation and 'pranking' for the sheer love of it, without a political agenda or overarching ideology. A brief genealogy of the countercultural celebration of hackers
will show these different readings.
Hacking as an act of Social Responsibility
One of the two initiators of the Homebrew Computer Club was Frederick Moore.
Moore is widely recognized as the person to have set off the Berkeley Free Speech
movement in the late 1950s. In a recent documentary on his life he was also
portrayed as an adamant peace activist, anti-materialist and ecological
conservationist. Moore edited the newsletters of the Homebrew Computer Club for
the first few months. His entries in these newsletters suggest that he thought of the
Homebrew Computer Club as an anti-corporate zone, dedicated to giving access to
computers to ‘the public.’ Moore depicted existing computer corporations as not
interested in the public use of computers:
The evidence is overwhelming the people want computers, probably for selfentertainment and educational usage. Why did the Big Companies miss this market?
They were busy selling overpriced machines to each other (and the government and
military). They don’t want to sell directly to the public (...).233
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In line with the notion that computers should be made available to a larger
audience, Moore also saw it as the task of the Homebrew Computer Club to
transform the public understanding of computers. Instead of holding on to the idea
of computers as complex, incomprehensible machines, the Homebrew Computer
hackers are there, Moore thought, to ‘demystify’ computing:
Computers are not magic. And it is important for the general public to begin to
understand the limits of these machines and that humans are responsible for the
programming.

In the early-to-mid 1970s, the understanding that computer hackers have a social
responsibility was harbored by more newsletter editors of the many other hacker
groups that sprang up all over the USA.234 For instance, Pearce Young, member of
the editorial committee of Interface, the newsletter of the Southern California
Computer Society (SCCS), wrote in September 1975:
(...) we should never become dedicated solely to hardware and software, but to the
computer arts and sciences. Although we should seek to enrich our own lives and
understanding through the Society, we should not forget our responsibility to the
community in which we live.

Such rhetoric was shared by the Menlo Park-based People's Computer Company
(PCC). PCC was one of the offshoots of the Portola Institute. It supported a walkin computer center -the Community Computer Center (CCC) - and published a
magazine.235 This magazine emphasized the necessity to make computers easy to
use and simple to understand, granting hackers thereby great responsibility. The
journalist Andrew Clement wrote in a 1977 issue:
(...) one consequence of the influential role computer amateurs occupy at the present
moment is that they have a social responsibility to others to use their position
wisely. This responsibility comes from the fact that the actions of computer
amateurs could have a significant effect on other people’s lives and is independent
of whether they actually choose to acknowledge the responsibility. (...) The
challenge to the amateurs and other pioneers in this field is to accept a share of the
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responsibility and work actively to ensure that the micro-computing for home and
personal use grows in humane and positive directions (Clement 1977: 39).236

Theodore Nelson, a frequent visitor of PCC, wrote a manifesto in which he
summed up what such positive directions could mean. Computers, he wrote, can
"create art, literature, films and academic knowledge" (Nelson 1974: DM1); "help
people to deal better with the ecological problems that face us" (Nelson 1974: 3);
"make education a pleasurable experience" and "[raise] human minds to the
potentials they should have reached long ago" (1974: Dm21).
As the entries from computer hackers like Moore, Young, Clement and
Nelson suggest, the notion of social responsibility did inform the practices of
certain computer hackers to some extent. This sense of responsibility comprised in
particular the twin ideals that computers should be 'demystified' and made relevant
to the needs of the larger society. In 1977, two hobbyists associated with the
Rochester Area Microcomputer Society (RAMS) proposed to do so by developing
electronic products that will offer "service to mankind through development of
alternate energy, energy conservation, access control, and other non-conflicting
areas".237
Hacking as Boyish Irreverence
In contrast to the emphasis placed on the social responsibility of hackers, the early
writings of Whole Earth Catalog founder Stewart Brand represent quite a different
take on the significance of hacking. In his article Spacewar (1972), also mentioned
in chapter one, Brand celebrated computer hackers not for their ability to make
computers easy-to-use and available to the general public. Instead, he celebrated
computer hackers as a new elite that has appropriated powerful and magical tools
for the creation of their own reality. In Brand's version of hacking then, hackers
were not depicted as technological leaders who create the tools for a larger
populace, but they featured as rock stars who showed people a new way of being
that could serve as a model for others to follow.
In his article, Brand compared computers to psychedelics and computer
programmers to the 'freaks' that could be found at Grateful Dead concerts. In
observation of computer hackers who worked at the Stanford Artificial Intelligence
Laboratory (SAIL) and Xerox Parc, Brand wrote:
These are heads, most of them. Half or more of computer science is heads. (...) The
rest of the counterculture is laid low and back these days, showing none of this kind
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of zeal. (...) the freaks who design computer science. (...) This is the most bzz-bzzbusy scene I've been around since Merry Prankster Acid Tests. 238

According to Brand, the computer engineers, scientists and programmers in the
computer labs he visited had adopted a similar spontaneous approach to the world
as the Merry Pranksters had done earlier. In the start of his article, Brand sketched
the 'Prankster-like' atmosphere present at these labs:
Reliably, at any nighttime moment (i.e. non-business hours) in North America
hundreds of computer technicians are effectively out of their bodies, locked in lifeor-death space combat computer-projected onto cathode ray tube display screens,
for hours at a time, ruining their eyes, numbing their fingers in frenzied mashing of
control buttons, joyously slaying their friend and wasting their employers' valuable
computer time (Ibid.).

Through such observations, Brand sketched hacking as a quite irresponsible form
of practice. In their "youthful fervor", Brand wrote, the computer engineers at the
Bay Area computer institutes show indifference towards their own bodies (ruining
their eyes, numbing their fingers in frenzied mashing of control buttons); towards
‘political correctness’ (joyously slaying their friend), and towards their superiors
(wasting their employers' valuable computer time). This indifference for everything
but their own dedication towards the exploration of technology – an exploration
that is guided not by rules but only by "the starker demands of what's possible"characterizes the hackers, as Brand puts it, as
(...) [f]anatics with a potent new toy. A mobile new-found elite, with its own
apparat, language and character, its own legends and humor. Those magnificent men
with their flying machines, scouting a leading edge of technology (..) (Ibid.).

Brand's celebrations concentrate particularly on the way that these (male)
programmers had created the first interactive graphic computer game 'Spacewar'.239
Brand celebrates Spacewar as a truly empowering technology that draws its
particular cultural strength from the fact that it was 'unplanned' and developed
'spontaneously':
It was the illegitimate child of the marrying of computers and graphic displays. It
was part of no one's grand scheme. It served no grand theory. It was the enthusiasm
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of irresponsible youngsters. It was disreputably competitive ("You killed me,
Tovar!"). It was an administrative headache. It was merely delightful.

What these programmers showed in their creation of Spacewar, in Brand's view,
was that they did not leave technology-creation to 'the planners' but took it into
their own hands, thereby avoiding 'passive consumerism' through active creation.
Brand writes:
In those days of batch processing and passive consumerism (data was something
you sent to the manufacturer, like color film), Spacewar was heresy, uninvited and
unwelcome. The hackers made Spacewar, not the planners.

In this ‘inquisitive’ and ‘heroic’ approach towards technology, hackers thus
showed a different way of being to the larger public. This different way of being,
so Brand argued, is a way of being that we can all adopt "when computers become
available to everybody":
When computers become available to everybody, the hackers take over. We are all
Computer Bums, all more empowered as individuals and as co-operators. That
might enhance things ... like the richness and rigor of spontaneous creation and of
human interaction ... of sentient interaction.

This narrative made computer hackers seem heroic, rock-star like and quite
comparable to the irreverent users of psychedelics.
Contested Readings of Hacking
In the above we have seen two readings of computer hacking, as projected by
social interpreters like Moore and Brand. In the first reading, computer hackers are
(and should be) bearers of social responsibility; in the second reading, computer
hackers are (and should be) irreverent and individually self-expressed. In the
1970s, both readings faced quite some challenges from the perspectives of
computer aficionados themselves.
With respect to the first reading, while expressions of social responsibility
certainly characterized the spirit in which some computer hobbyist projects were
carried out, many computer hobbyists were not necessarily interested in the social
consequences of computing, nor in the demystification of computers. In Steven
Levy’s well-known study of three generations of computer hackers (Hackers 1984)
he writes that Moore did not understand what really was the source of much of the
enthusiasm for computers among the Homebrew Computer Club hobbyists:
Fred Moore was very excited about the energy the gathering generated. It seemed to
him that he had put something in motion. He did not realize at the time that the
source of the intellectual heat was not a planner-like contemplation of the social
changes possible by mass computing, but the white-hot hacker fascination with
technology (Levy 1984: 202).

As also told to me by the Homebrew Computer Club member Bob Lash, at the
Homebrew meetings the hobbyists generally did not work with the non-technical
user in mind, nor did they speak of computers as 'appliances.' For most computer
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hobbyists, like for Lash, the computer chip was a device that was limitless in its
potential, and the Homebrew Computer Club was a playground where one could
learn about these potentials. Lash:
When the PC industry had started, one of my concerns was that people buying these
systems were not really learning about computers, they were just buying them to use
them as appliances (...) People (...) don’t care about what is under the hood, they
don’t care about what it is capable of doing, they just care about what it can do for
them right now.240

For Lash, the computer chip was interesting in and of itself, and an object worthy
of being explored regardless of its social use.
While Stewart Brand took this ‘white-hot hacker fascination for
technology’ as the basis for his understanding of hacking, his reading did not
generally correspond with the way that computer hackers reflected on themselves
either. Brand presented the hacker fascination as an explicit and self-conscious act
of rebellion and irreverence. However, many computer hobbyists and hackers
understood themselves to be shy and quite unheroic. In his book Dealers of
Lightning (1999), a history of Xerox Parc, author Michael Hiltzik describes the
impact of Stewart Brand’s article Spacewar at Xerox. Particularly the young
computer scientists, who had cooperated with the article, were delighted by the
article. "And why should they not?" Hiltzik asks rhetorically: the article depicted
"those who had been socially conditioned to feel ungainly and isolated by [their]
devotion to machines and math as the prophets of a new world in which computers
and their unparalleled power would belong to the masses" (Hiltzik, 1999: 81). Yet,
as Hiltzik argues, "there was much in what he said, and much of himself" (1999:
157): "Brand was a self-styled social theorist interpreting the new technologies
against the era’s political backdrop". And as Bob Lash told me, it surprised him
that he was depicted as a rebel and a rock star, but it did make him feel rather
proud of himself.
The Meaning of Hacking in New Edge
In the contemporary New Edge celebration of hackers both types of reading exist
side by side. This can be exemplified by looking at the various discourses that
support the activities of the San-Franciscan Electronic Frontier Foundation (EFF).
The EFF, described on its website241 as a non-profit "civil liberties group
defending your rights in the digital world", was founded in 1990 by Mitch Kapor
(1950) and John Perry Barlow (1947). Both founders are self-conscious about the
role that the 'sixties' have played in the shaping of their worldviews and practices.
Mitch Kapor is a soft-spoken technology entrepreneur who told me that he had
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earned his "hippie credentials" “by going to Woodstock in 1969". 242 As a young
hippie, Kapor also tried psychedelics. When he discovered that he became "freaked
out" by psychedelics, as he put it, he turned to Transcendental Meditation (TM).
He did so as a way of recovering from the effects of psychedelics, and as a way of
accounting his "general feeling of unhappiness" at the time. For several years
Kapor was a TM teacher and, having also been a humanistic psychology student,
he spent several years working as a psychology counselor. Kapor is also the
designer of one of the first spreadsheet programs, Lotus 1-2-3. Released in January
1983, this program proved to be the so-called 'killer-application' for the first IBM
personal computer, turning Kapor into a young millionaire. After an initial phase of
spending the money on items like a large house and a private airplane, Kapor has
begun to seek ways of using his money to make “a difference in the world".
Founding EFF was one of the ways in which he has sought to do so.
John Perry Barlow is a former cattle-ranger and is also self-consciously
shaped by the explosive 1960s and 70s. Barlow's motorcycle, leather jacket and
half-long hair are trademarks of his personality which visibly connect him to the
countercultural past. In the 60s and 70s Barlow was the lyricist of the psychedelic
rock band The Grateful Dead and he hung out in various Bay Area countercultural
scenes. Barlow refers to his younger self as a "techno-hippie"243 and developed in
the 1980s an interest in information technology. This manifested among others in
his enthusiasm for Virtual Reality and in his attendance of some of the first Hacker
Conferences organized by Stewart Brand.
In the 1990s, Kapor and Barlow were both active members of the Bay
Area online community The Well – which was an online offspring of the Whole
Earth Catalog. The trigger for their contact was a post that Barlow placed in 1990
on The Well. In the post, Barlow wrote about a visit he had received from the FBI.
The FBI was looking for a part of the source code of the Macintosh computer. A
mysterious person or group that called itself NuPrometheus League had sent this
copyright-protected code to industry leaders and press. Upon this act, Apple had
called for the assistance of the secret services and the FBI who sent agents to
industry leaders, hackers and people associated with hacking as a way of finding
the sender(s). Being associated with the Hacker Conferences, Barlow was one of
the people who received a visit from an FBI agent. Barlow's post about this visit
addressed the lack of understanding that Barlow perceived this agent had of his
own task. Barlow told his story to R.U.Sirius and David Gans for Mondo 2000:
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"He referred to them as the New Prosthesis League", (...) "He was looking for
something called 'the ROM Code.' He didn't know what a ROM chip was, he didn't
know what code was, he didn't know whether it had been stolen or what exactly had
happened or whatever it was".244

When Barlow described this experience on The Well, Kapor found it resonating
with a similar experience of his. He had also been visited by FBI agents who were
looking for the 'Macintosh ROM code.' Kapor in fact had received the code, but
had sent it back to Apple. This seemingly simple story proved difficult to explain
to FBI agents who didn't appear to have a clue about what exactly a ROM code
was. After having spent several hours trying to create some kind of "mutual
understanding" of the situation, Kapor was left with "a sense of danger" because
these FBI agents had "fundamental misimpressions" about information technology,
which they weren't even capable of articulating. Kapor: "And that meant they
couldn't be doing anybody any good, because they'd be acting not intentionally but
more or less randomly. And that just deeply offended my sense of order about
things".245 Shortly after both these events, the two men heard about a series of quite
violent raids that were connected to the same search for the Apple source code.
Under the label of Operation Sun Devil these raids were conducted by secret
services against young hackers. During these raids virtually all the electronic
equipment of the hackers was confiscated - including answering machines - with
the use of guns and without warrants.
Their experiences alerted Barlow and Kapor to a great lack of
understanding among legislators, secret services and the general public about the
nature of information technology. A concern they had in particular was that the
rights to privacy and freedom of speech were being violated by acts like the FBI
home-raids, while most people weren't even aware of this. In addition, it was
unclear how people could defend themselves against demands from authorities to
hand over their digital data. These concerns formed the motivation for founding the
EFF and translated into the two EFF mission statements: the EFF was to 1) give
computer hackers legal protection and to 2) civilize the 'new frontier' of
cyberspace. With financial help from two other wealthy beneficiaries - the hacker
and psychedelics advocate John Gilmore and the designer of the first Apple
computer and former Homebrew Computer Club member Steve Wozniak - it
became a core-task of the EFF to hire lawyers educated in ‘digital rights’ who
could defend the rights of computer hackers and users. The EFF also began to
cooperate with other networks with similar incentives such as the Computer
Professionals for Social Responsibility.
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There are strong parallels, I believe, between the 1970s Homebrew
Computer Club and the EFF of the early 1990s: what the Homebrew Computer
Club was for the personal computer, one could say, was the EFF for the internet. In
the context of both projects, hackers, social activists and psychedelic enthusiasts
worked together in the material and social shaping of a new form of medium. And
different readings of hacking and hackers were thereby employed, endorsing
different types of hacker practice. I have already pointed this out for the Homebrew
Computer Club. With respect to the EFF: while both founders shared a similar
understanding of the central task of the EFF, they associated in quite different ways
with the practice of 'hacking.' For Kapor, who is himself a computer programmer,
the EFF is an outgrowth of the social responsibility that he experiences as flowing
from his own intimate understanding of information technology. His encounters
with the FBI had thoroughly upset him because it confronted him with the large
gap in digital understanding between himself and the FBI agents. What violated his
"sense of order" even more was that these agents, despite their digital illiteracy,
had the power to make themselves the controllers of the digital world nevertheless.
After Barlow made a similar sense of unease explicit in his post on The Well,
Kapor felt that he needed to act and took the initiative to visit Barlow. In 1990,
being one of the few digital literati standing amidst a larger society of masses of
people who are computer illiterate but who would nevertheless come to depend on
digital technology, Kapor felt the pressure to mobilize his understanding of hightech for political purposes.
John Perry Barlow is not a hacker in the same way as Kapor is: his interest
in hacking does not flow from his own programming and computer-tinkering
activities. Instead, Barlow draws parallels between the psychedelic hippies of the
sixties and the computer hackers - the 'digital skateboarders' as he calls them - of
the 1990s. For Barlow this parallel resides in particular in the way that hippies and
hackers, as well as psychedelics and 'suspicious' computer equipment have been
criminalized by authorities. In an interview with Mondo 2000, Barlow says about
this:
For a long time now, drugs have been seen by the government as the main threat to
its control of knowledge and information. Since the 1960s, the particular species of
vegetable that I sometimes carry in my pocket could, if found by the wrong person,
land me in jail and lose me my property. Now it’s my disk drive (Mondo 1991: 45).

By drawing such parallels, Barlow imbues an organization like the EFF with a
significance that surpasses the specific technological situation of the early 1990s:
the EFF is depicted as one in a long legacy of countercultural and precountercultural organizations that have been fighting against social oppression in
defense of individual expression, creativity and independent thought. Along similar
lines, Barlow celebrates hackers in archetypical terms. In a variety of poetic
writings Barlow equates hackers with the first American pioneers; with the users of
psychedelics in the 1960s; and with young, male "trespassers" in general.
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Barlow made the latter characterization in a Mondo 2000 interview when he spoke
of a group of young hackers that he had met:
They were unquestionably inclined to trespass, but I tend to think that that's sort of a
testosterone-based endeavor that has been with us for some time. You know young
adolescent males like to go places they don't belong. That's just what they do. And
they just found a new place to go.

In such ways, Barlow celebrates hackers as only a recent incarnation of an age-old
phenomenon, a drive for freedom and exploration that has always been in the
bodies and hearts of, particularly, young males. In contrast to Kapor, whose
support for EFF is rooted in his own understanding of digital technology, Barlow is
more inclined to celebrate the hacker as a particular way of being that has to be
defended. Just as Stewart Brand had, in 1972, celebrated the Xerox Park
programmers as creative irreverent boys, so does Barlow feel connected to the
1990s network hackers as a new brand of creative, young, free-thinking individuals
that need protection against the conditioning and criminalizing forces of
mainstream society.
The Electronic Frontier Foundation has grown into a large and quite
influential institution. It is one of the institutions where the former Mondo 2000
crowd can be found at receptions and parties, and it is the place where the marriage
of countercultural visions and information technology is regularly reflected and
commented upon.246 EFF, in other words, is one of the contemporary Bay Area
institutions where the New Edge discourse is at home. More specifically, the EFF
operates as one of the several New Edge Autonomous Zones of the Bay Area,
which, in turn seeks to protect cyberspace as an Autonomous Zone in its own right.
As argued, in the way it does so it manifests the ideal of 'hacking' in quite different
ways. It attracts Open Source software hackers who feel socially and politically
responsible and who have a clear vision of the "transparent society" they seek to
create. It also attracts libertarian countercultural activists who believe hacking
stands for creative expression, individual freedom and lack of social control.
'Hacking' in the context of EFF has thus manifested as a way of executing social
responsibility and shaping technological realities that keep intrusive government
and corporate agencies out the door. It has also come to be equated with illegal
activity, boyish irreverence and social irresponsibility.
In a recent dissertation on hackers The Social Construction of Freedom in
Free and Open Source Software: Hackers, Ethics, and the Liberal Tradition
(2005), the American Anthropologist Gabrielle Coleman warns against singular
readings of hacking. Coleman emphasizes hacking as a plural, multi-varied
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practice that cannot easily be grasped in universal terms. Although Coleman
subscribes to Steven Levy's reading of hackers as people who derive "great
pleasure from "hacking" the formal logic of any system in order to solve a pressing
or interesting problem (and blatantly disrespecting any technical barrier or
institution or authority that may stand in the way) (...)" (2005: 6), she also warns
against a too singular treatment of the term:
Nearly every scholarly and journalistic account of hackers uses a particular strand of
hacking to stand for the whole. Largely portrayed as a tightly bound subculture
guided by a singular ethic, differences among hackers are erased or sanitized (...)
(Coleman 2005: 21).

Coleman's warning relates to my discussion of the different countercultural
readings of hacking. Neither of the New Edge readings of hacking is fully and
exclusively capable of describing the social practice and experience of hacking.
Whereas both readings that I discussed have become part of the self-consciousness
of some hackers today, these readings a-priori assume that hacking is a practice
that has intrinsic political and cultural meaning. The experiences of those hackers
who don't translate their love of technology into political programs, social visions
or reflections on new modes of being are thereby disregarded.
My discussion of the New Edge readings of hacking illustrates a more
general point I seek to make about the archetypical figure central to New Edge, the
'reality hacker.' Projected onto this epic figure are idealized readings of artists,
psychedelics users and hackers as fighters for freedom and autonomy. Yet, just as
'hacking' is no singular practice, neither is psychedelics use or artistic creation. In
actuality, 'Temporary Autonomous Zones' like Burning Man attract quite dispersed
groups of people who may identify themselves as 'geek', 'freak' and/or 'artist' in
quite different ways.

4.3. Generating Trust
Considering the complexity discussed above, I cannot even begin to try and assess
in any overarching way what the relational meaning of a TAZ is for its participants.
However, I can attempt to understand at least some of the ways in which the idea of
the TAZ - and associated ideas like autonomy, freedom and transformation - is
significant for the creative workers of the Bay Area. I can do so by taking several
individuals as representative of a particular disposition. I here use the notion of
'disposition' in the way proposed by the French sociologist/anthropologist Pierre
Bourdieu, as a "way of being", a "habitual state" or a "propensity" (Bourdieu
[1977] 2006: 214). I distinguish hereby the disposition of the psychedelics
advocate, of the artist, the hacker and the reality hacker. For each of these
dispositions I seek to understand what it is that drives them towards an embrace of
spaces that they define in the process as 'free'. In the course of their stories, we will
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see the celebration of autonomous/trusted sociality giving way to various kinds of
social environments: it appears in relation to 'invite-only' conferences, to public
(yet expensive and therefore not so public) spaces like Burning Man, to private
(home) environments, to unique, singular occasions or to recurring events, to
permanent or to semi-permanent environments, to mundane or to epic moments. I
will regard all such occasions as manifestations of the generalized and celebrated
ideal of the TAZ.
The Psychedelics Advocate
It is difficult to write about the life of the man whom I will call Bill Bright (1959).
The reason for this has everything to do with Bright's awareness of the danger of
talking about psychedelics in public, and because he cares deeply about two
psychedelics-related organizations he founded. In the one organization Bright
explores the religious significance of psychedelics. He does this together with
scholars, philosophers and religious leaders, many of whom are associated with
Esalen. The other organization is a rave group that Bright founded. This rave group
offers participants an experience of community and an environment where they
can 'expand their consciousness' in a safe and intimate setting.
Bright cares a lot about both projects and he does not want them to be
publicly associated with each other. The reason for this is that he feels that this
association may endanger both projects. I will return to this sense of danger later.
For now Bright's concerns matter because it means that the following account only
addresses his projects in general terms. Nevertheless, Bright's story is quite
illustrative of the particular sociality that explorers of entheogens need in order to
be what they understand themselves to be: explorers of entheogens instead of drug
abusers.
Before interviewing Bright, I had tried several times to get in touch with
him to talk about his rave community. Yet, I had also heard that past events in
which his community received bad press led Bright to be very careful: he rarely
discusses his involvement in this rave community with researchers and journalists.
I figured that it was for this reason that I could find no personal contact information
of him on the internet. Then I bumped into him, at a wine and sushi-evening
organized at the house of Gary.247 After we met, Bright hesitantly invited me to his
house in San Francisco. He first asked me to write about his activities in a nuanced
way; meaning that I would make sure not to write about him as a drug addict,
which he clearly is not. Then, sitting in his sun-lid, comfortable living room, we
had a long interview about Bright's interest in psychedelics, primary religious
experience and raving.
247
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Bright was born on the East Coast, where he studied electrical engineering
and computer science. With his family, Bright attended the Episcopal Church. Also
when his parents stopped going, Bill continued to go. He sang in the church choir
and in addition he did a lot of chores such as turning the pages for the organist,
repairing things in the church, turning the lights on and straightening up the
candles. Bright loved the church atmosphere and the sense of community he
experienced here.
It was only during his high school period that Bright started to pay
attention to what was actually being said in church. He then discovered that he was
not a true believer of the religious doctrines presented to him. Bright expresses the
struggle that followed:
I realized that I was making an oath, a public statement, and I am not sure that I
actually believe these things. That means that I am sitting there every week saying
out loud things that are untruthful. I am misrepresenting myself and I started to feel
so uncomfortable with myself that I just did not want to be there. (...) I was an
outsider and they didn't know it.

Because Bright felt he was "dishonoring" himself and the other church members,
he stopped going to church.
Then Bright attended drama class and after discovering himself to be gay,
started a gay encounter group. With respect to his professional life, he began
consulting in technology for a variety of US-based and international technology
firms. This led to a job offer for a large computer corporation in Silicon Valley.
This offer, he says, was so generous that he couldn't refuse.
Back on the East Coast, Bright had had some experiences with
hallucinogens. This interest increased when he moved to San Francisco and was
introduced to "this thing called rave:"
(...) I didn’t know what a rave was, but we went anyhow, and I was quite astonished
by what I saw. It was the first time that I had seen an informal dance environment
that wasn’t either a gay dance club or a straight dance club/night club. (...) for the
most part my experience had always been with nightclubs that were always either
gay or straight. And I couldn’t quite figure this out, there were all kinds of people of
all ages, both genders, and some very obvious, more than a few, very obviously gay.
And there were people that I thought were straight people but [they were] also
spending a fair amount of time hugging people of the same sex, and people didn’t
seem to like to hold their drinks and to stand on the side. Almost everyone was
dancing. [it was] very much focused on the dance.

Bright began attending raves a lot. What fascinated him most about raves, he tells
me, were the particular kinds of experiences that people were having:
(...) some of these people, not everybody, would describe these experiences as some
of the most important they were having in their entire lives. While on the dance
floor, or in case of an outdoor rave, while being in the middle of the field, dancing
all night, with their eyes closed, [they were] having big experiences. It could be
cognitive, it could be visionary, there were different kinds, but [they were] big. They
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would then later say: "god, that was just incredible". And: “I learned this thing”, “I
felt so inspired by that”, and “I understand so much better”, "I always thought this
this and this", "I was stuck there, now I feel unstuck and now I have this great
freedom". People told stories about these big significant gifts they received. They
were life-changing events.

Bright was also fascinated by the names of the events and all the literature that
surrounded raves:
(...) they would put on names like “peace”, or “harmony” or “community” or
“grace”, these are religious words. And sometimes there would be raves or parties at
people’s houses and there would be a literature-table, and people would put out
these little flyers, sometimes about social change, or political change, or visions of a
more harmonious world filled with more opportunities for everyone, about more fun
and less suffering, and it reminded me of what little I knew of the psychedelic
sixties.

Bright began reading "a lot of books, a lot of papers" on the role of psychoactives
in the creation of "life-changing events". His explorations introduced him into the
heart of, what he calls, the "countercultural psychedelic scene". His interests also
earned him invitations to dinner parties in San Francisco where he was introduced
to countercultural 'veterans.'
Eventually, his participation in the Pacific Symposium on Psychedelic
Drugs organized at the Human Potential Movement institute Esalen in 1994 and
1995 brought him into contact with "distinguished academics, scientists, lawyers
and philosophers". With money that Bright attracted from "private funds, from the
financial world, from heritage and from the media world" and with the people he
met at Esalen, he founded an organization that conducts "scientific study of the
spiritual effects of psychedelics":
The context is a bunch of academics, from different fields, various sciences and
public policies and law, there are some people from organized religion as well.

Around the same time Bright also developed a related interest, which he
nevertheless prefers to think of as very separate. Bright felt that within the
nightclub scene of San Francisco, and even within the rave scene at large, the
spiritual experience was not honored enough:
(...) it occurred to me in one night, literally all at once: here are these people that
have all these experiences, usually at commercial events (...) often in venues that are
unpleasant. This is before smoking was outlawed in clubs, there was a lot of
cigarette smoke, nicotine tar sticking to the walls. I thought: “This is not honoring
the experience people are having". The venue, the physical environment was not
honoring it. (...) And I thought it would be an interesting experiment if we could be
creating something that looked a lot like a church community.

Bright founded a rave community that, for over ten years now, has gathered every
three months for a "celebration" (or rave). In addition, the community stays
connected through email, through weekly dinner gatherings, and other shared
moments of celebration that Bright refers to as 'rites of passage.' Like with a church
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community, Bright wanted to have a community with a "rich calendar of
dependable, predictable events". He wanted "longitudinal coherence in a social
grouping that may extend over a period of several generations:"
(...) not just 6 months or a year, not just for people in a narrow age-range, but across
age-ranges and across generations, and seeing people through the rites of passages
and cycles of life. Birth, coming of age, marriage, disillusion of relationship,
marriage again, disillusion, sickness and death.

In order to strengthen the sense of social commitment even more, Bright's rave
community allows new people to its ceremonies only on an 'invite-only' basis and
organizes its ceremonies in such ways that people are asked to stay throughout the
entire night until breakfast and clean-up in the morning.
With his rave community, Bright addresses not only his "yearning for
direct experience of the divine" but also his "yearning for that in the context of
community:"
So besides reflection on the greatest questions of life, there is also just “how do you
get along with community?” who is doing what? Who is going to fix problems?
How do you learn how to be nice to somebody who you think wasn’t nice to you?
What happens when two people want to do something that appears to be in conflict?
How do you choose which to do? Somebody did something within the community
you think was wrong, how do you respond? Do you confront them personally? Are
they open to be confronted personally, how does the community as a whole
respond? It is kind of like family issues, on a somewhat larger scale.

Bright claims to speak for many members of his community when he says that as
such, this community addresses an experienced omission in the larger society: the
larger society is dominated, Bright explains, by status, financial wealth, physical
attractiveness, success, and competition. By contrast, the rave community seeks to
be non-hierarchical, informal, direct, emotional, and confrontational in ways that
everyday corporate life can never be:
(...) it is an environment that isn’t all about business, not about the product, not
about the quarterly result, not about stock ownership. It is about the other part of
life, not about being at affect in the world, making money, or a business. (...) you
can say what your darkest fears are, or share some of your biggest hopes. Or even
questions. It is pretty awesome to be in a community where people frequently are
doing that with each other.

Central to both projects is a celebration of 'primary religious experiences' experiences of sudden insight, of ecstasy, of otherworldly contact that cannot be
put into words. Both projects explore primary religious experiences under different
rubrics: Bright refers to the first project as 'scientific' and compares the second
project to a 'church community.' He thus employs either the language of science or
of religion to give expression to what is, in fact, an interest in gnosis. While this
illustrates the difficulty of talking about 'gnosis' in its own terms - and of giving
this interest in 'gnosis' a public presence in its own terms - it is even more difficult
to negotiate the public stereotyping attached to use of psychedelics. Bright operates

204

in the context of a political environment that is used to the "just say no" policy of
conservative political regimes and that has criminalized unlicensed possession, use
and distribution of LSD since 1970. Given this political climate, Bright realizes
that both projects - even though imagined in terms of 'science' and 'religion' - run
the risk of being seen as masquerades for drugs abuse. Bright therefore chooses his
words carefully (he never uses the term "drugs" and never speaks of his rave
celebrations in terms of a "party"), yet he feels he has to continue managing this
communication in a very careful way. And with both of his projects being
essentially different from how both science and religion are understood to the
larger public - Bright's ecstatic experience may not be accepted as a 'scientific'
topic nor as the stuff of religion - he does not want both projects to be publicly
associated with one another. Bad publicity of the one project may also endanger
the other.
One of the ways that Bright seeks to ensure the continued existence of both
projects is through the particular social organization of them. Bright emphasizes
that his scientific project definitely does not comprise a community: it consists of
individual scholars, journalists and religious leaders who are in touch by phone and
by writing and who take responsibility for their own activities. This model of
distributed responsibility works as a way to secure the continued existence of the
project: when one person receives bad press, this does not automatically backfire
on the entire project. In the case of the rave community, trust plays a very
significant role in securing its continuity. This is so, in the first place, because trust
is the necessary condition in which people can open themselves up to primary
religious experience, particularly when these are induced through entheogens.
Trust, in the setting of this rave community, means that one can explore
psychedelics without fear of being busted or betrayed. The invite-only rule, the
request to be fully committed for the duration of one long night, the encouragement
of participants to partake in rites of passage and the emphasis on ritual and
repetition, are organizational features that intend to enhance this sense of trust.
Bill's caution regarding the way in which his interests in psychedelics
become public, are similar to that of a programmer I call 'Joe'. Joe hosts a website
that discusses different kinds of hallucinogens. He received, as sign of gratitude, a
signed portrait of Albert Hoffman, the Swiss scientist who first synthesized LSD.
In 2008, Joe's interests shifted towards a more public, higher profile function upon
which he removed all evidence of his connections with the psychedelics
community out of the public spaces of his house: Hoffman's portrait, for instance,
moved from the living room to his bedroom.
Bill and Joe's caution is not so much based on a fear of legal repercussions:
talking about psychedelics or owning psychedelics-related visuals are not crimes.
Yet, they are worried about the public stereotypical understanding of psychedelics
and drug-use in general. The criminal status of psychedelics reinforces this
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stereotype. What all TAZ environments in which the use of hallucinogens play a
role have in common, therefore, is the cultivation of a permissive attitude towards
hallucinogens. This means that in the case of 'bad trips', people are not left to
themselves but there is expertise and know-how to deal with it. It also means that
extensive discussions are being conducted, in an open manner, about different
kinds of hallucinogens and about different ways of making these psychedelic
experiences meaningful. The 'firewall' around the rave community secures against
all of this: feelings of guilt, of moral righteousness and fear of being persecuted are
leveraged. In this way a mindset can be achieved in which the use of psychedelics
is not stigmatized as drugs-abuse. Instead, it can be "honored", to use Bright's
words, as a sacred practice that leads to renewed insight and heightened awareness
of what is meaningful in life.
The Artist
Everything got so designed, but the design was so driven by money and by a kind of
harshness. For example, I remember trying to open a door and the door handle was
so designed that it has lost all function as well as artistry. Nothing worked, but
everything was very expensive. It was the dark ages I think, it was really horrible.248

Galen Brandt recalls the period in the late 1990s when the dot.com industry was
reaching the zenith of the boom. What was recounted by Homey in chapter one as
a 'surreal time', was mourned by Galen as a disastrous time. As a true artist, Galen
'read' the signs of the disastrous moments in the aesthetics of her environment, in
this case in the design of doorknobs. In order to understand why the boom was
such a disaster to Galen, we have to turn to the period right before that: the moment
at which information technological artifacts such as Virtual Worlds were still
'experimental' and considered as 'art' instead of as consumer products.
In the early 1990s Galen had gathered around her a group of co-artists,
computer engineers and scientists with whom she explored the possibilities of
using Virtual Reality technology as a way of communicating 'spiritual reality.' She
experienced this group as a true community:
It was like a very coherent science fiction tale, in that we had all seen exactly the
same thing, it was like we all had the same hallucination, and we all knew where we
fit. (..) it was very (..) consensual.

Galen sketches a situation in which her visions as an artist matched perfectly with
what Silicon Valley technologists were also envisioning. Then, in the mid-1990s,
Virtual Worlds became the next 'hype' after desktop publishing, attracting Venture
Capital money. As a result, non-disclosure agreements prevented the members of
the Virtual Worlds community to exchange information in the way they had been
doing. Galen:
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(...) everybody stopped talking. And you would go to parties and everybody would
say the same thing, cheap-shit horrible stuff, like, “well, I am working on something
but if I told you I’d have to kill you". And everybody talked about their IPO’s249, I
know it sounds like a real corny history, but it was true, it was like the dark ages. A
lot of people went underground and a lot of people got very nervous, and a lot of
people made a ton of money, it was a very dark time.

The artist, theater maker and university teacher Brenda Laurel has a similar story
that occurred a few years earlier. In the early 1990s Brenda Laurel, along with
Rachel Strickland, led the creation of a Virtual Reality project that was called
Placeholder and that was financed by a computer research lab Interval. By the time
Laurel began working on Placeholder, she had published her book Computers as
Theatre (1993 [1991]) in which she described the ultimate expectation she had of
this technology:
Virtual Reality may be many things. It may become a tool, a game machine, or just
a mutant form of TV. But for virtual reality to fulfill its highest potential, we must
reinvent the sacred spaces where we collaborate with reality in order to transform it
and ourselves (Laurel 1993: 197).

Laurel called for the need to have artists involved in the process of technology
creation to make this real:
[modern technologies of computation and communication] offer new opportunities
for creative, interactive experiences and, in particular, for new forms of drama. But
these new opportunities will come to pass only if control of the technology is taken
from the technologists and given to those who understand human beings, human
interaction, communication, pleasure, and pain. It is time for the engineers to go
back to engineering. To develop these new technologies, we need a new breed of
creative individuals, most likely those associated with poetry, writing, and theatrical
direction (Laurel 1993: 11).

As such, Laurel, who has studied theatre, legitimated her involvement in the world
of computing. This involvement had begun in the 1980s when she worked for the
video game corporation Atari.
Laurel's plea for more involvement from artists in technology project was
not novel in the computer environment. Other earlier important initiatives in the
1970s and 80s that invited artists at the heart of computer science and development
were the non-profit computer-art programs initiated at the Banff Centre for the Arts
in Alberta in Canada, and the Ars Electronica Center in Linz. Other collaborations
between artists and computer scientists took place at corporate research labs, such
as the Media Lab at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) founded in
1985 by the Professors Nicholas Negroponte and Jerome Wieser. As Stewart Brand
detailed in his study of the MIT lab, this lab invited "artists who have ideas about
what to do with technology, and scientists who have ideas what to do with art"
249
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(Brand 1987: 83). Artists were invited here to cooperate with computer scientists
because of their image-manipulating skills and their "restless creativity" (Ibid.: 82).
Apart from the context of research institutes, in the early 1980s various computer
corporations – and particularly those specialized in gaming or interface design –
hired people trained in the fine arts to advice on the design of their products.
Also in the early 1990s, the computer research center Xerox Parc in Palo
Alto, for instance, launched a program the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center Artistin-Residence Program or PAIR. In the context of PAIR, various people trained in
the fine arts were invited to the research center in order to "enter into the heart of
research as core participants" (Wilson 1999: 187). The organizers of PAIR thought
that artists would be beneficial to Xerox in two ways: In the first place, artists were
expected to "revitalize the atmosphere". They were expected to do so by "bringing
in new ideas, new ways of thinking, new modes of seeing and new contexts for
doing" and by keeping the researchers "creative, alert, generative, and innovative".
The second reason was that artists were expected to "keep the research on track and
relevant to the needs of the (...) world" (Harris 1999: xii). However, Laurel's
experiences with Interval show a conflict to exist between an artistic approach to
technology and the corporate reality in the context of which technology quickly
transforms into a consumer item:
Far from trying to build a consumer item, with her project Placeholder,
Laurel sought to 'humanize technology', to divest computers of their identity as
'machines' and to allow for 'intimate', 'emotional' and 'engaging' ideas of
computing. As Laurel told me about the project, and as can be read in the
publication of the research results in ACM Computer Graphics Quarterly (Laurel,
Strickland & Tow 1994), the goal of the project was to create a virtual environment
that invited people to be "truly engaged" in. The methods through which the
researchers sought to achieve this, were informed by the conviction that users
should not think of this virtual world as a "machine world" created by the
computer. In order to create a 'natural' and engaging environment the team had
moved to the Banff Center of the Arts and made videotapes of the natural
environment there. Visitors of Placeholder were given the sense of really being
present in this natural environment:
The geography of Placeholder took inspiration from three actual locations in the
vicinity of Banff National Park in Alberta, Canada - the Middle Spring (a sulfur hot
spring in a natural cave), a waterfall in Johnston Canyon, and a formation of
hoodoos overlooking the Bow River. Three-dimensional videographic scene
elements, spatialized sounds and words, and simple character animation were
employed to construct a composite landscape that could be visited concurrently by
two physically remote participants using head-mounted displays. People were able
to walk about, speak, and use both hands to touch and move virtual objects (Laurel,
Strickland & Tow 1994: 119).

As a design strategy, the team chose not to use any explicit computer imagery but
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ancient symbols and deliberately fuzzy imagery instead. Furthermore, they did not
want people to have to learn computer language and formal gestures in order to use
the system. Instead, they wanted people "to move around fairly naturally in the
environment". The players that were immersed in Placeholder, could use the bodies
of four archetypical figures – the Spider, Snake, Fish and Crow – in order to move
between the different places in the environment.
In her discussion of Placeholder in ACM, Laurel juxtaposes Placeholder
against other kinds of VR that invite 'passive consumption.' For instance, VR
installations in theme parks such as Star Tours, she writes, work to constrain rather
than to empower. Such installations work with "hard-driving plots" with distinct
beginnings, middles and ends. This is "a great way of controlling how long the
experience takes", Laurel states, "but “classic” VR is inimical to this kind of
authorial control- it works best when people move about and do things in virtual
environments in a relatively unconstrained way".250 The development team of
Placeholder then envisioned this project to be something much grander than mere
entertainment. Their ambitious purpose, moreover, was to define the very nature of
VR in terms of active engagement:
(...) it may be that the nature of VR makes it inappropriate to think of it as an
entertainment medium at all. Entertainment – at least mass entertainmentimplies the consumption of some performance by a large audience. (...) If,
on the other hand, what you want is to create a technologically mediated
environment where people can play – as opposed to being entertained-then
VR is the best game in town (1993: 118).
However, when the project was only one year on the way, VR came to be one of
the central 'buzz words' of the ensuing interactive media hype. In her afterword in
the 1993 reprint of her book Computers as Theatre, Laurel writes:
As the VR meme started to flame out in northern California in 1992, many of us
involved began scrambling to change our shingles from virtual reality to something
roughly synonymous, but less tainted – telepresence, augmented reality, immersion
technology. Anything to get some distance from the all-too-vivid spectacle of the
hype-fueled, VR road-and-media show that rocketed VR pundits to the pinnacle of
pop culture and then sent us burning back into the atmosphere, noticing too late that
we were in the decaying orbit of a fad. “Hey guys", little voices shout from the
capsule as it begins to glow, “We weren’t done yet…we were just beginning…”
(Laurel, 1993: 200).

Placeholder lost its stakes in the market to other Virtual Reality enterprises, in a
way similar to how Galen Brandt's artistic visions of Virtual Worlds would later
have to give way to commercial Virtual Worlds.
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We should read Brandt and Laurel's difficulties with processes of
commercialization not merely as signs of an ideological resistance against
consumerism or capitalism. Nor do their struggles only imply a difference in
opinion regarding the proper design and use of VR/Virtual Worlds. Their
difficulties are also rooted in the particular shift within their social networks that
both of them had to endure when VR/Virtual Worlds commercialized. For them,
commercialization of the technologies they had worked with, re-organized the
social structure of work. Prior to the hypes, the artists had full access to the
technological expertise and the tools of co-workers and friends without needing to
have too much concern for the institutional boundaries they were thereby crossing.
During the hype these same co-workers and friends had to sign non-disclosure
agreements and to become secretive about their projects. In other words, new
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion were put in place, and the 'open-endedness'
that also fitted Brandt and Laurel's visions of VR/Virtual Worlds was put to a halt.
When 'art' turned into a 'consumer product', in other words, artists like Brandt and
Laurel also came to be evicted from the social spheres - their Temporary
Autonomous Zones - where they had been dreaming of transforming society,
changing reality and experiencing the sacred through technology.
As a consequence, for some artists and other early enthusiasts of Virtual
Worlds, the dot.com crash was not experienced as a disaster, but rather as a hopeful
new beginning. Brandt and her partner Bruce Damer recall:
Bruce: and then the crash happened and it really knocked the wind out of
everybody, and the creative community started meeting again.
Galen: that was a great time. My friend (...) had his 50’s birthday party, and we went
and it was up in the city and I thought, what is different? And I realized, wow,
everybody is talking about art again, not about money or their IPO, it was because
everything had collapsed, the door had slammed in their face. 251

Damer and Brandt remember that the crash coincided with an explosion in Burning
Man attendance:
Galen: That was also the period that Burning Man sort of exploded, all of a sudden
everybody was going.
Bruce: It went from 12.000 to 40.000 and I remember in 2001 the signs that
welcomed you were saying ‘out of a job, wiped out, destroyed, spat out by the
dotcom bust? Welcome home!’ This BM ticket is all they saved up for.252

From the artistic perspective of Damer and Brandt, Burning Man thus offered them
a re-entrance into the creative social sphere they had lost due to the dot.com boom.
In the context of Burning Man, artists could experience once more how it is to
operate in a 'free', or 'autonomous' zone where they can cooperate on artistic
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projects with technologists and psychedelic visionaries in 'unconstrained', 'openended' ways.
The Hacker
Before new hackers are allowed entry into the annual Hackers Conference - the one
that was initiated by Steven Levy and Stewart Brand in 1984 - they first have to
prove that they are really what they claim to be: hackers. In order to do so, they
need to be invited by a hacker already admitted to the conference. This hacker, in
turn, has to fill out a form to the committee of the conference. The first question of
this form is:
What is it that this person has done (outside of school or work, even a year or two
ago) for the "love" of it -- stayed up all night, lost a job over, flunked classes
because of it, etc. -- that's so cool they had to tell the world (or at least us at the
conference)?

What this question shows is that hacking, at least in the setting of this conference,
is not considered an activity that is necessarily tied to computer technological
practice. Hacking predominantly involves an absolute passion for a project,
whatever that project is. As a hacker at the first Hackers conference put it:
"Hackers can do almost anything and be a hacker. You can be a hacker carpenter.
It’s not necessarily high-tech. I think it has to do with craftmanship and caring
about what you’re doing" (Burrell Smith in Levy, 1984: 434).
I witnessed how hackers manifest themselves in this general sense at an
invite-only hacker conference. I was allowed entry to this conference after filling
out a form that questioned me, among others, about my "favorite frequency". Most
of the computer programmers and engineers that I met at this conference showed
themselves passionate for many kinds of "experimental practices". One hacker
brought a recent invention he was highly enthusiastic of: the two-wheeled electric
vehicle called the Segway. The hackers also discussed remote-controlled airplanes,
Do It Yourself radio broadcasting, tricks for opening car locks, for circumventing
passport control and for improving memory and creative thought. What all these
projects and interests have in common is a resistance against technical, social and
physical limitations to creative exploration. This resistance also translates into
forms of activism against government or corporate imposed forms of propertyprotection. The hacker Jonathan (1979), with whom I attended the conference, told
me about the activism that he is involved in.
Jonathan works for the San Francisco-based Electronic Frontier
Foundation (EFF). In 2005 Jonathan dedicated a lot of his EFF-time to fight the use
by corporations of Digital Rights Management (DRM). DRM is a generic term that
refers to technologies that prevent people from using their technological products
in ways that are not desired or foreseen by the producer. For instance, DRM
software prevents music that is bought from the Apple I-Tunes store to be played
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on programs other than I-Tunes. The term 'DRM' is also used to refer to software
that obstructs users from expanding the capacities of a given technology. As
Jonathan explained to me, the chip in the Apple I-phone, for instance, is technically
capable of making so-called Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) phone calls,
which are often free. However, Apple has programmed its phone in such a way that
only Apple itself can be used as telephone provider. Jonathan is "outraged" by such
DRM practices: "when an engineer deliberately builds something into software
with the specific purpose of limiting that what the device can do, that gives me
outrage. It is a betrayal of the idea of making things as good as possible", Jonathan
told me. 253 Jonathan also finds it a betrayal of the customer:
I look at a telephone and know there is a computer chip inside that can do a lot of
cool things. The average customer cannot see inside technology in the same way. I
know what is underneath and what people are missing out.

Hence, Jonathan feels morally obliged to fight DRM software on behalf of the
consumer.
Jonathan's 'outrage' directed against corporations that limit the range of
what can be done with technology, resonates with sentiments that can be found at
hacker conferences and hobbyist gatherings more generally. At the hacker
conference that Jonathan and I attended, a hacker employed at Microsoft told me
about the eternal hostility that often exists between corporate marketers and
hackers. There is a big gap, he told me, between the way in which each party thinks
about the potential of technology. But, frustrating to hackers, the marketer
generally wins: "when you cannot explain how a particular product will enable a
company to profit and grow, it cannot be done". For this reason, hacker
conferences are important to him. Here, outside the limitations of non-disclosure
agreements or corporate demands, hackers can exchange information and explore
technology in more depth. As such hacker conferences operate as a kind of
Temporary Autonomous Zones where hackers can enjoy, what they see as, the
never-ending flexibility of technology outside the constraints placed on them in a
corporate setting.
As Temporary Autonomous Zones, hacker conferences also offer a social
environment that is held together through a particular form of trust. In order to
understand this feature of the hacker-TAZ, we have to note the flip-side of the
hacker optimistic faith in the limitless potential of technology. This is the wariness,
often shared among hackers, about the negative effects of technology when
embraced on a mass-scale in the larger society. The raver and hacker Gary pointed
me to these effects, when we were watching A Scanner Darkly. A Scanner Darkly
is a paranoid and dystopian movie, based on Philip K. Dick's novel of the same
name. The film features an Orwellian world in which computer surveillance and
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hallucinogenic drugs are used by an all-powerful corporate-federal institution as a
way of controlling society. The so-called 'rotoscoped' style of the movie parallels
the general ambiguity of the lead characters: animations are projected on top of
live-action movements so that viewers of the movie are presented with a kind of
'in-between' reality that is neither 'real' nor entirely artificial. In a similar sense, the
lead-character of the film ('Bob Arctor') is ambiguous in a total sense: he is
schizophrenic and lives two separate lives. In the one life he is a drug addict
immersed in the drugs underworld, in the other life he is a secret agent assigned
with the task to infiltrate in the drugs underworld. This leads to the bizarre situation
that, as a secret service agent, he spies on himself, thereby wearing a suit that
continuously shifts into a myriad of colors and shapes.
While Gary and I were watching this film, Gary told me a story that
resonated eerily with the movie. He told me worriedly about an incident with
OnStar communication technology installed in cars. The OnStar communication
system was advertised as a security device: it would automatically send out signals
to rescue teams in case of car accidents. In July 2008 news reports mentioned the
abuse of this system by FBI agencies who used it to listen in on conversations
conducted in the car. This example manifests the ambiguous character of
technology when used in society at large: technologies bought and used for reasons
of protection turn into agents that spy on its users. "You can't even trust your own
devices anymore", Gary said after telling me about OnStar.
Gary's wariness about OnStar is only one example of his general wariness
about the embrace by corporations, politicians and citizens of technologies that are
'unsafe.' This wariness shows in the fact that he only uses mobile phones that he
can program himself. Gary does not understand the blind trust that other mobile
phone users put in the 'closed' software of corporations such as Apple: consumers
as such hand over control to large corporations who may build all kinds of features
into their software that may violate privacy and limit the range of options for the
way the device is used. Also, when users cannot program their own mobile phones,
they have no power in fixing it when the software contains errors.
Such worry is a general theme of hacker conferences and is informed by a
strong awareness both of the powers and the limitations of technology. At the
hacker conference I attended, an engineer was pleading against the use of
computerized voting machines. For a crucial political moment such as elections, he
said, "machines with magic in it are not ready for prime-time". With 'magic', this
engineer referred to the unreliability of voting machines, and of computers in
general. "We all know how bad software is", he said. This remark illustrates the
other side of the hacker enthusiasm for technology: precisely because of their
intimate understanding of technology, many hackers are well aware of the fragility
and unreliability of large software systems. As a consequence, it is typical for
socially-conscious hackers to dread a society that uncritically buys into the
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promises of technology to allow for more efficiency and security. I found another
sign of this hacker mistrust of technology from a hardware engineer I met, who
calls herself "Nana Second". Nana warned me not to take the San Franciscan
underground, the BART. She had worked as a hardware engineer for the metro
underground, and she told me the system was dangerous, particularly because of
the way in which this underground system was automated by computers.
To simplify the approach towards technology by socially-conscious
hackers, it is characterized by a paradoxical optimistic rejoicing in the 'unlimited'
capacities of technology on the one hand; and, on the other, suspicion of living in a
society that uncritically relies on technologies. Hackers find themselves living in a
society that they know is easily 'hackable' and that allows corporate and
government agencies into people's private spheres. In their minds, this society also
consists of consumers and corporate managers who don't have interest in and
technical expertise for making technology as good and safe as possible.
In this sense, a hacker conference may be thought of as a TAZ: besides
offering the necessary moments of face-to-face interaction between hackers and
besides offering moments of mutual recognition (Coleman 2005) a hacker
conference is also an environment that offers a trusted sociality for hackers. Here
hackers know that they are part of a social environment where everyone is
technologically literate and/or where not many people would endorse easy and
misplaced trust in technologies. Gary validates Burning Man along similar lines. "I
really feel safe at Burning Man", he told me while we were discussing his feelings
of technological paranoia, "It really is a place you have in your own control, you
know the people who create it".
The Reality Hacker
Nik (1954) is a digital artist, a self-educated programmer, chemist and landsculptor whom I find to be representative of the New Edge ideal-typical disposition
of the reality hacker. Nik has integrated the New Edge understanding that hackers,
artists and psychedelics explorers have overlapping attitudes. In Nik's story we will
see how he distinguishes between two types of TAZ: a TAZ like Burning Man that
is open to the general public and a TAZ like Bright's rave community that is
relatively protected from an outside world. Nik celebrates both types of TAZ, yet
in different ways: the first offers an environment where he can proudly show his
technological ingenuity. The second is an environment where he can feel safe from
the 'spying eyes' that he experiences in everyday life and that he, as a 'spying
hacker' himself, is quite conscious of.
The first time I met Nik was at the Tech Night of the Accelerating Change
conference. Nik did not actually attend the daily program of the conference, but the
Tech Night was one of the many events going on that weekend that Nik had to tick
off his list. As I later learned, Nik tries to organize his life through many long lists
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lying on his desk on which he writes his chores and on which he keeps track of any
social activity of the Bay Area that is either related to technology, to art, or to
'partying.'
At the Tech Night, Nik gave me his card, which read "3D Technologist",
"Futurist" and "Writer", catch words that don't account for the totality of Nik's
interests. He could as well have written "Burning Man art car maker", "land
sculptor", "chemist", "electronics engineer", "landlord", "party host", all activities
that Nik associates with in the context of the many overlapping networks in which
he moves in the Bay Area.
A first thing to note about Nik is that he is an all-round, Do It Yourself,
self-educated person. Nik was born in Brooklyn and he thinks of his younger self
as a shy kid who hated the world that his peers lived in. He loved chemistry,
electronics and photography. Around the age of 11 or 12, Nik told me, he built his
own radios and studied photography. One night, he recalls, he was going to create
radio between his house and his friend's house. "That meant getting the wire,
getting up at night in the telephone pole and rewiring the telephone system".
Besides being interested in technology and science, around the age of 14 or 15 he
became interested in philosophy and religion:
I was very curious about all the religions, especially about all the esoteric religions,
or the primitive ones, describing these other worlds, I wanted to learn these other
languages, Greek and Sanskrit and Latin because they offered a certain degree of
insight into how people thought a long time ago.

When Nik was 16 he left home and never attended high school, which he found
"boring and degrading" and in which he found "no virtue or meaning".
Nevertheless, Nik took, on his own accord, various classes in physics and computer
science in various educational institutions across the country. One of them is the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Boston, where he was a 'drop-in'
student, as he called it: without being officially registered he attended classes and
made use of the MIT facilities. Also in the context of several jobs, among others at
a semiconductor factory, at the aircraft manufacturer Lockheed and at the Los
Alamos National Laboratories, Nik found his way in the world of (micro)electronics, engineering, chemistry, physics and eventually digital computing. In
the late 1980s and early 1990s Nik taught himself 3D design and began creating
computer graphics and animation. He produced visuals among others for Mondo
2000 and for a host of Los Angeles companies such as Lucas film. Psychedelic
drugs also became a major interest, since the illegal synthesizing of LSD was what
he and other chemists at some of the laboratories he worked at were heavily
engaged in.
In the manner that Nik appreciates physics, mathematics, psychedelics and
computing, he oscillates between two attitudinal poles. On the one hand, Nik tells
me that through these technoscientific disciplines he feels engaged with the world
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in an almost mystical way. On the other hand, Nik manifests a boyish love for
exploding things and for danger and secrecy in general.
With respect to the first attitude, Nik understands physics as 'magical' and
as congruent with Zen-Buddhism:
I liked its both knowing and not-knowing, the magical quality of understanding
reality. And the more I learned about reality, I really enjoyed that almost nonphysical aspect of understanding reality. (...) When you study physics it is just like
Zen Buddhism, you are constantly encountering the impossible, the unlikely, the
unpredictable, the counter-intuitive and you are also demanding of yourself to know
more than you are capable of rationally understanding.

Also the creation of LSD and other hallucinogenic chemicals at the laboratories he
worked at turned, for Nik and, as he says, for his fellow chemists, into
philosophical and existential quests:
(...) there was the desire to find out the relation between who we thought we were as
individuals, and the chemicals. It is just a fascinating notion that when we take one
methyl group, we would feel different about who we thought we are. (...) We were
all fascinated by not only trying to define ourselves but also trying to understand
more deeply who we were by exploring these other dimensions of who we were,
based on these other chemicals that are not in your body. (...) there is this whole
other world out there that is waiting to be discovered.

Also the practice of three-dimensional computer design made him ponder objective
reality:
When I did early work in computer animation, I worked for Lucas film, sometimes
when I had an object spin around, it would suddenly just disappear. And I didn't
know what was wrong in the software and the coding, it would just disappear. (...)
there was this one guy (...) and he said: "oh, obviously you would just need
quarternions". DZ: "quarternions"? Nik: "I needed a fourth dimension from where to
program: I was like a painter who operates only in three dimensions and who
encounters himself in the painting, finds himself painting his own feet. I realize in a
Cartesian coordinated system, you meet yourself, and you need to escape to another
dimension. It was a spiritual experience".

Besides this deeply emotional and spiritual connection with science and
technology, Nik displays also a quite pranksterish, (stereotypically) 'boyish' love
for boundary-transgression and danger. He has, for instance, quite some scary tales
about bomb testing in the Los Alamos desert and has many stories of his own
attempts to create big explosions. Nik also told me proudly of several instances in
which he managed to get into events for free. One instance in which he showed
himself a hacker 'par-excellence' was when he 'hacked' himself for free into the
otherwise expensive yearly Hacker Conference. Another instance that he told me
about was when he managed to enter a party organized on NASA territory. He
deluded the guard in thinking that he was a maintenance guy, which also gained
him entry into one of the space shuttles that were on exhibit. Nik also has a
penchant for scaring and confusing people with his technology and science.
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"Sometimes I have a magnet with me and I ask someone ‘what does your compass
say?’ and I walk around it with my magnet in a circle. And I do things like that,
leaving people very confused about reality". For Halloween Nik pretended he was
carrying the radioactive chemical plutonium on his body.
Living alone on a beautiful, self-sculpted plot of land in the Santa Cruz
hills, housing five buildings two of them he rents out, Nik is busy tying all his
different interests and social networks together. He keeps long lists with work
chores, and with the many Bay Area events that he wants to attend. One Friday in
September 2008 I sat with Nik overlooking the mountains on a bench in front of
his condo, which stands at the highest end of his plot of land. I enquired him about
his list for the weekend. Nik summarized:
Tonight, there is the Museum of Art and History, in downtown Santa Cruz that hosts
an event, a reception, then there is the Fantuzzi Party254, which is a spiritual New
Age party. Tomorrow there is the Burning Man Decompression Party and the
Rupert party in Santa Cruz. These people make art cars for Burning Man. There is
also the opening of the Academy of Art and Science in San Francisco and in the
afternoon there is a pool party hosted by Opel Productions255 at Cathedral Hill hotel,
San Francisco. Then there is also a wedding in Los Gatos, and there is the Mad
Scientist collective party in Los Gatos.256

And if that was not enough, on Sunday Nik was planning to attend a meeting of the
rave collective founded by Bill Bright, a collective he considered joining.
Nik's list pointed to a host of other social scenes in the Bay Area that are
bristling with other 'mad scientists', people crossing over the projects of science
and art, spirituality and engineering. And most of the scenes that he feels connected
with converge in the yearly celebration of Burning Man. What Nik celebrates each
year in the context of Burning Man, is celebrated by him throughout the year in his
weekends. Almost every weekend, Nik dresses up for parties and shows his
technological and scientific wit to others. And as Nik tours most of his weekends in
his car from scene to scene, so does he tour, during the one week in the year that
Burning Man is organized, in his two-person art-car from camp to camp.
One of the things that Nik loves about Burning Man is the ability to 'awe'
people with his technology-as-art. About one experience Nik says:
I was doing pyrotechnics in the shape of pleiades, the 7-star constellation. (...) In
New Age myths it is supposed to have great importance, lots of people would say
that extra-terrestrials from Pleiades came down to earth and inhabited earth, you
hear a lot of stories about that and I don’t believe it but to me it is a very noticeable,
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Fantuzzi is the name of an art-music performance group, that visited the Bay Area that weekend.
(http://fantuzzimusic.com. Retrieved October 31, 2010)
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Opel Productions is a professional organizer of (costumed) parties.
(http://www.opelproductions.com. Retrieved October 31, 2010)
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The 'Mad-Scientist Collective' is a group of 'creative scientists' who have a yearly presence at
Burning Man.
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very classic star constellation. Not everybody would notice it [his pyrotechnic
simulation of pleiades] but people who would see the pattern in the sky would go,
‘that’s Pleiades’. It was glowing, extremely bright, illuminating the desert. It had 7
flairs, and it sat in the sky all the time. You see people in absolute awe and that is
great.

However, Nik also has negative stories about Burning Man. At Burning Man 2008
he was 'busted' by the Washoe County police for speedy driving.257 Nik found this
bust unfair and it fed into his paranoid feeling that authorities may be watching
him. Nik's paranoia is based on the ground that he is, or was, involved in a variety
of activities that are illegal and on his witnessed experiences with various forms of
government repression. For instance, he knows many people who are imprisoned
for the fabrication of drugs. He also has experiences of being wiretapped and has
been fired once for the possession of classified information. In addition, his
thorough knowledge of communications technology makes him aware of the ease
with which eavesdropping can happen.
For these reasons, Nik feels drawn to a closed, safe environment such as
Bright's rave community. His love of meaningful community, his wariness about
security and his own identity as hacker strangely converged as Nik told me he had
hacked into the computer systems of Bright's rave community. He had done so as a
way of finding out how well this community was protected. Before joining this
community, he wanted to make absolutely sure that he could feel safe there.
Temporary Autonomous Zones and Trust
In the four interwoven stories above, we have seen various different kinds of
'autonomous zones.' Among these are rave communities, computer research
laboratories, hacker conferences and Burning Man. Some of these environments
are invite-only, others are open to anyone with dedication and/or money to buy a
ticket. Some are shaped by momentary conditions - like the moment right before
hypes - others are semi-permanent. What makes these spaces and moments
'autonomous' are two related understandings: in the first place there is the
understanding of participants that they here have the utmost freedom to explore the
'unlimited' capacities of human consciousness, technology and/or science.
Secondly, this freedom is experienced in contrast with other moments and places in
which this freedom is absent, inhibited, obstructed, criminalized or co-opted.
As we could see, the different dispositions that I identified construe their
autonomous zones in different ways. And also within the personal lives of the
people discussed, different kinds of TAZ operate alongside each other. Each of the
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Law enforcement at Burning Man happens in cooperation between the 'Black Rock Rangers' community peacekeepers of the Burning Man community itself - and county policemen. Arrests are
made at Burning Man for drugs sale, speeding and possession of weapons. The attitude of the county
policemen at Burning Man is typically quite laid-back.

218

TAZ spaces mentioned has a different social dynamic and different key practices.
They also celebrate different kinds of expertise, embrace different kinds of tools
and identify themselves vis-à-vis the larger society in different terms. Some
juxtapose their 'autonomous sphere' explicitly against church dogma or social
prejudices. For others mainstream technological naiveté, spying authorities,
corporate consumerism, gender stereotyping, or alienation are more relevant
qualifiers to consider how the TAZ differs from mainstream society. It is, then,
difficult to define in any unambiguous way what it is that deems a TAZ 'special.' If
we try, for instance, to define a TAZ as a space that is non-corporate, we dismiss
the experience of some ravers who were introduced to raving in corporate settings.
To illustrate this point further: Damer's observation that the dot.com crash led to a
renewed interest in the Autonomous Zone Burning Man cannot be generalized into
the notion that a TAZ intrinsically implies the negation of corporate life. For
instance, one raver I interviewed, Mike Migurski (1977), discovered raving around
the time that "the dot com boom was just kicking into gear". 258 Migurski's rave
friends were just "founding companies" and were "well off doing technology
stuff". The optimism that Migurski felt in this rave scene had everything to do with
the economic high times of the late 1990s. Mike:
The Dao hit 10.000 at some point in 98, all my friends were getting ridiculously rich
at that time, optimism was really big here at that time, everything went kind of up up
up up up, wherever you were. The optimism was kind of baked into everybody
around that time, especially here. (...) people had this subconsciouss expectation that
everything was going to continue to get more and more wonderful every year.259

In this case, the spiritual appeal of raving was thus married to economic prosperity.
And when the bubble burst, this was also the end of raving for Mike, and for many
others with him. Another raver told me how the rave community fell apart after the
crash. People stopped attending parties and needed to focus on more mundane
things like gaining income and finding new homes. For Mike, this period coincided
with a sense that raving felt somehow 'scripted', lacking creative energy.
Mike's story is diametrically opposite to Galen's, yet what is constant is
that their optimistic, spiritual celebration of high-tech environments were shared in
the context of communities they trusted. Whereas the corporate-non-corporate
dichotomy does not fully explain the significance of TAZ environments within
New Edge, this notion of trust does. Psychedelics advocates like Bright, artists like
Brandt and Laurel, hackers like Jonathan and Gary and 'reality hackers' like Nik
require, each in their own ways, a social environment that they can trust in order to
fulfill their boundary-transgressing and transformational aspirations. For Bill
Bright this means being part of an environment where there is a permissive attitude
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Interview Dorien Zandbergen with Mike Migurski, San Francisco, December 8 2005.
Ibid.
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towards psychedelics. For Galen Brandt and Brenda Laurel it means being in an
environment where creative projects cannot suddenly be interrupted by external
corporate restrictions like non-disclosure agreements or a sudden lack of money.
For hackers like Gary it means operating in an environment where other people are
technologically-savvy and responsible enough not to blindly rely on technologies
that they know are unsafe. For Nik, trust is forged in relation to his wariness about
computer hacking as well as about the illegality of drugs-use.
In the stories of the psychedelics advocate, artists, hackers and reality
hacker, we have seen against what kinds of socialities the celebration of a TAZ is
contrasted. However, we have not yet gained a proper understanding of how a
sociality based on trust may be cultivated. As the many sociological studies of trust
illustrate, this is not an easy question to address. As the German management
philosopher Guido Möllering argues in his discussion of the sociology of trust,
people may come up with many different kinds of explanations for why they trust.
Yet, Möllering argues in line with George Simmel's study of trust, "there is no
automatic logic connecting interpretations (...) to trustful favourable expectation"
(2001: 413). Notwithstanding the many recent studies that have appeared on the
way in which trust is generated,260 it remains an open question, contingent with
particular life-worlds and experiential settings, how in a particular situation trust is
shaped and explained. Trust, as originally theorized by the German philosopher
Georg Simmel, contains an "element of socio-psychological quasi-religious faith",
that is "hard to describe" (Simmel 1990: 179 in Möllering 2001: 405). Trust,
Simmel postulated, depends not only on cognitive, calculative and inductive
knowledge but also on "another type of confidence" that "stands outside the
categories of knowledge and ignorance" (2001: 406).
In the last section of this chapter, without seeking to formulate a definitive,
all-encompassing account of how an experience of 'trust' may be generated in the
context of a TAZ, I will use my own experiences at Burning Man to argue that the
Do It Yourself ethic may well shape good conditions for the generation of such
experiences. During my second attendance of Burning Man I experienced how
trust came as part of the act of practicing 'Do It Yourself'. The type of trust that I
began to experience, moreover, may be likened to that 'other type of confidence'
that Simmel spoke about: while growing from the social relationships that
developed as part of a long period of intense cooperation, in my experience it
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Möllering summarizes: "By way of illustration, many influential typologies of trust make explicit
reference to the idea that trust can be produced in various analytically distinct but practically
complementary ways, for instance: process-based, characteristic-based and institutional-based trust
(Zucker 1986), cognition-based and affect-based trust (McAllister 1995), or calculus-based,
knowledge-based and identification-based trust (Lewicki and Butler 1996)" (Möllering 2001: 404).
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extended out into the larger environment of Burning Man. As such, it obtained the
characteristic of 'pronoia' - that magical quality I had heard so much about.
Returning To Burning Man
In 2005 I attended Burning Man for the first time and did not quite 'get it' then.
Talks of 'pronoia' seemed delusional to me and all the hyperbolic and ecstatic acts
of self-celebration seemed to me the mark of a general Californian weirdness, that I
could not make much sense of. In 2008 I returned to Burning Man again with quite
a different intention and a different grasp of how I could make 'it' work this time: I
chose to be much more involved in the practical arrangements and building of the
camp, and was quite overcome by the social effects that this had. In this last
section, I will return to the New Edge environment of Burning Man to make
explicit what kind of sociality can here be constructed through committed 'Do It
Yourself' creation and how this sociality can grant quite a special significance to
this event.
Burning Man 2005
When going to Burning Man it is possible to camp by yourself, yet most people
choose to join a 'theme camp', or - a larger variant of a 'theme camp' - a 'village.'
The prime requirement for a theme camp is that it 'engages' BM visitors and that it
is radically open and welcoming to anyone. When registered beforehand, your
theme-camp is assigned to a reserved spot and placed on the map that is handed out
to every visitor at the gate. 'Theme-camps' generally offer a particular kind of
'service' to the 'BM community.'
In late August 2005 I attended Burning Man for the first time. By that time
I had only been in California for three months - from March until May - and by that
time I had a vague idea of the general 'scene' in which I would explore
cybergnostic spirituality. My initial ethnographic explorations left me with three
options as to what camp to join at Burning Man. I was invited to join a theme-camp
of computer hackers in their 20s, a camp of computer hackers who were in between
their 20s and 40s and who facilitate internet connection at Burning Man, and I
could join a camp of 30 to 40 year old members of the rave-collective 'Dance'.
Because 'raving' had my particular interest at the time, I decided to join the latter
group.
Joining a theme-camp generally starts with subscribing to a mailing-list
and with signing a form through which you introduce yourself and the 'skills' you
have to offer to the rest of the members. You also pay a fee - in addition to the
general Burning Man ticket - that pays for the communal services that the
particular camp chooses to provide. In the case of 'Dance', this fee was used,
among others, to rent a truck, to build the DJ 'booth', a 'shower', a kitchen area, and
the banner of the camp.
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A few weeks prior to Burning Man the group organized a rave in a
warehouse in San Francisco as a fundraiser for Burning Man. And as Burning Man
was approaching, communication on the emaillist grew ever more frequent. People
were discussing how to protect the DJ booth from the sand, how to create power,
how to build the shower, how to ensure the camp would not become too large,
where to place the cars, and 'volunteer shifts' were allotted to camp members. The
camp was composed of people whose jobs varied from programmers, fashion
designers, lawyers, schoolteachers, financial administrators and students. The
millionaire entrepreneur and software designer Gary took Marijke and me under
his wings. He helped us to get enough water and offered us a ride in the back of his
SUV, in the shade of which Marijke and I set up our tent.
Due to a variety of factors, my role in the creation of the camp that year
was rather passive and observing. In the first place, having been away from
California in the summer I had missed some preparatory meetings and wasn't sure
what 'skill' or 'resources' I could contribute to the camp, other than signing up for
volunteer shifts such as 'greeting new arrivals' and keeping the camp clean.
Secondly, it was clear that the participants of this camp had known each other for
so long that they had become entirely self-sufficient with the resources and skills
they already had. Dance had been organizing events together for over ten years,
and I quickly became aware of the routine ways in which the core members also set
up this Burning Man camp. The group collectively owned speakers, turn-tables,
video-projectors; some of the members had licenses for driving cranes; there were
members in the group who could DJ, and some of the members were very wealthy
and could provide special items. Hence, it was unclear to me where and how I
could add. Thirdly, for Marijke and myself the entire event was overwhelming and
so new that we were very busy determining our boundaries with respect to it: how
to negotiate our own desire for sleep with the ongoing pounding of music all-night
long? How to deal with the fact that it seemed - in that camp - a habitual routine to
take drugs? How to bond with people when we decided not to take drugs? How to
dress? How to negotiate boundaries in relation to the free-sexual mores of this
space? The environment in the rave camp was intense and demanding in a way that
was not inviting us to blend and blur in.
That first year, Marijke and I were busy negotiating our boundaries.
Clearly we did not trust this environment well enough to become fully involved in
the sensory-violating immersive aspects of the event. Implicitly, we decided to
enjoy the festival in that other 'mode': we got up early to have coffee in Center
Camp where we watched the dancers and performers; we got high up on art cars
and drove across the playa to enjoy the scenery. The festival was amazingly
beautiful, and I was ready to enjoy it in this 'distanced' way. From this distanced
position, we observed also those 'loopy' remarks around us with some irony: "isn't
it amazing", a woman said to us, "I was just thinking about how thirsty I am and
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then I was offered this lemonade". The woman had experienced pronoia, whereas
all we could remark was that in this environment, where people constantly have all
kinds of drinks and food on offer, it is hard not to have your thirst or desire for
shade satisfied. We also remarked to ourselves that all the rhetoric of danger, risk,
burning heat and sandstorms was greatly exaggerated. We were leisurely enjoying
the many shade structures, and the storms didn't seem so different from those that
come across the Netherlands in spring and autumn times.
Burning Man 2008
How different was my experience the second time I joined Burning Man:
remembering the distanced appreciation of BM the first time, I now wanted to
understand what it means to 'get it'. My understanding was that I could only begin
to experience this when I would join a camp where I could fully participate. I made
sure this time that I would be in California in due time to be involved in
preparations, and that I would join a camp where members didn't know each other
that well yet in advance. I enquired with my friend Nik (the reality hacker
discussed earlier) what camp to join. Nik himself wasn't sure yet which camp he
would join, but introduced me through email to one of his female friends who was
in the process of setting up a theme-camp that centered around a form of
meditative dance that is called 5-rhythm. By building a theme-camp called Rhythm
Wave, a woman whom I call Cloe wanted to bring 5-rhtyhm dances to the 'playa'.
With BM starting in late August of 2008, by the time I enquired with Cloe,
in mid-July, she was just getting ready to organize the camp and to 'recruit'
members. I subscribed onto her mailinglist, and in the course of several weeks
people were introducing themselves to it. Through the list I met a mother and a son
who were coming in from Australia. I also met a 'yoga-loving roboticist at NASA'
and an organic food farmer who were partners and lived together in Menlo Park.
Through the email-list I was furthermore introduced to a computer programmerturned massage therapist from Oakland, a nurse from LA, a photographer from San
Francisco, a youth-worker from Brighton, UK, a furniture designer from LA, a
construction worker from Santa Cruz, a river-activist from Minnesota and a
computer programmer from San Francisco.
In the course of several weeks, different tasks were allocated to different
people, depending on their expertise. The construction worker created the bamboo
dancefloor that would be the pride of our camp and the biggest 'service' to the
larger 'Burning Man community': with the alkaloid sand cracking feet easily, a
bamboo dance floor offered opportunity to dance barefoot. We would also bring
DJ's and yoga teachers. The DJ's would 'spin' music several times a day while
guiding the dancing crowd on the floor through the movements. The programmer
created our website and arranged our online registration forms; his girlfriend
designed flyers that would make people on the playa aware of our presence; the
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food farmer took care of a 'meal plan' that people, who wanted to eat communally,
could sign up for in exchange of a modest fee; the river activist would create a
fountain in a shade structure for people who wanted to relax from dust and heat;
the nurse from LA would bring her medical kit; the photographer would take
photos of us and the 'yoga-loving roboticist' was useful in an 'all-round way'.
Others would create the shower, the kitchen, arranged water - we needed to have a
plan for what to do with waste water and how to store the potable water - and Nik,
although he did not camp with us himself created our 'floor plan.'
I helped with cleaning. Prior to the festival, I spent several afternoons with
other members of the camp in Cloe's garden. Here we cleaned and sorted all the
stuff that this camp had bought for the previous Burning Man and that it had
stored, still entirely covered in dust, in a storage room in Oakland. I also helped
loading the truck and I accompanied the truck driver when we, as the first two, set
out to build the camp before Burning Man had opened to the larger public. Present
at the site at Burning Man, furthermore, I helped set up the bamboo dance floor and
create a signpost out of cut-up CDs.
Compared to 2005, I was much more involved, 'shared sweat' with other
camp members, and became slowly intoxicated by the ongoing stream of positive
encouragements. These encouragements already began on the emaillist: "you guys
rock!", "this camp is amazing", "I already love you all" were common messages
coming from people who, like myself, had not even met most other camp members
in person. The furniture designer from LA wrote:
Whoa everyone,
I want to manifest the blessings of what my retreats at burningman always give me.
There is hardly a day where I am not in contact with some wonderful person
befriended through sharing the experience. Burningman has shown me the layers of
conditioning that were so easy to peel away after ripening under the BRC sun. I am
ready for another treatment. It gets sweeter as the layers fall.
I am looking forward to being part of the great camp all of you have been putting
together this year and share with you some of my super special energy.
I am so grateful.

Others would reflect on the 'spirit of BM':
Deeper in the spirit of gift economy is the gift of services: a helping hand erecting
shelter, a lovingly prepared meal for others to enjoy, advice on costuming, a safe
space for emotional expression, a deeply felt smile. The gift of service is to truly
perceive where another person is in a particular moment, and to somehow facilitate
that moment toward their satisfaction.

Cloe herself was the most generous with handing out compliments. Cloe made sure
that everyone who helped was publically thanked and recognized on the email-list.
Also the first few days of the camp, I noticed the genuine empathy of many
of the people in the camp. These days we were all working on the dance-floor, on
our own homes and on communal structures like a shower, a dome and a kitchen.
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As a way of thanking me for driving to Burning Man early, the construction worker
from Santa Cruz had brought me cold beer from home. And while I was busy
working somewhere else, he had put a structure over my tent as protection against
heat, dust and wind. I received massages and began giving them in return. And also
in the act of dancing I noticed myself 'opening up' more than I had done before at
Burning Man. Prior to coming here, I had felt very uncomfortable dancing to '5rhtyms'. Yet here, with people whom I had come to know in the course of work, it
was easy and fun. On the bamboo floor, I was lifted up and spinned around by the
camp members, and before I knew it I had spent three hours in a row on a dancefloor (fig 18 and 19).
As the week progressed, the intensity of social life in the camp increased
and became rather heavy at times. The exhaustion many people felt from the
preparations for Burning Man or from long job hours prior to arriving, began to be
felt. People now gathered in smaller groups and began sharing emotional stories
and personal tragedies. The river activist told me he had lost his wife years ago one
year after they got married. He was still mourning her death as well as the fact that
they never had any children. Throughout the week, the man had performed a
fatherly role: he had accompanied me through a dust storm to the other side of BM
and had taken care of my cracked feet. The very last day of Burning Man, as the
tall constructions were taken down and the playa became empty and quiet again, he
told me how it had been transformational and healing for him to perform this role to feel as a father to me.
The nurse from LA was 'processing' heavy tragedies in her own life, such
as a past with an abusive father and her suffering from anorexia. During the
'Temple Burn' she was crying out loud while others held her. For some, the
transformation came after the event: Chris who had been quiet and grumpy all
week got into a severe car accident when driving back from BM. His email on the
list showed him grateful again for being alive, apologized for being so closed up
and thanked us for trying to 'reach out' to him again.
It was nice during this intensity to be able to 'escape' to other, more
lighthearted camps, or to join individuals within the camp who were cheerful and
not publicly 'processing' anything. Yet, this phase in our camp gave me good
insight into how, as part of 'Do It Yourself' communal creation, people opened up
to each other in emotional ways. While building experiences of trust as part of the
necessary reliance on one another in terms of technological, organizational, or
managerial needs, people were creating clearer visions for themselves about their
deepest values.
For me, apart from the dancing, my 'immersive moment' came during the
sand storm the last night. After the Temple Burn, it had become dark and a very
strong dust storm came on. I was with a few camp members and we couldn't even
see our own hands before our eyes. We began stumbling into one direction, but
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soon realized that we didn't have a clue which way to go. It began to rain softly and
the nurse from LA was getting cold. It was right after her moment of emotional
breakdown, and it now seemed as if she was getting into a shock. She needed to go
somewhere comfortable, I felt.
In a moment of inspiration, I told them all to hold hands and to follow me.
While I walked into, what I thought was, the direction of our camp, I bumped into
a structure. It was a shed, in front of which a bunch of people were seated around a
heater. Pronoia! We stayed there for some surreal moments. Due to the thunderous
sound of the storm and the fact that we all wore goggles and mouth caps to protect
our faces, we could neither see each other clearly, nor speak to each other.
Standing silently and half-blinded in a small circle around the heater, with only
dust and darkness surrounding us, I felt we had entered a dream-like reality. Our
fronts were warm and lid, our backs were cold with thugs of wind grasping our
clothes and all that seemed to exist was some sense of togetherness.
After a little while, I took the lead again and we stepped into the storm.
Holding hands, with me on front, I walked straight to our camp. With all the talk
that surrounded me all week, of 'seeing clearly' and 'knowing better', I now felt that
I could see in a different way - through the dust and darkness right to where we
needed to be.
During Burning Man 2008 I realized that the act of 'Doing it Yourself' is
not quite what the term says. It is quite social in nature. As part of this practice, I
experienced a kind of sociality that was remarkably strong considering the short
amount of time that we were building it. People of the camp seemed fully
committed to building the camp and to caring for each other. Encouragements to
'be a leader' and public recognition for help were a significant part of it. For me,
life in this camp was a strong antidote to my academic, cognitive and sedentary
life. In contrast to this life, Burning Man really was a place that 'immersed' me in
an intense way in an interactive and engaging reality. This reality felt quite
meaningful and interesting and was lavishly physical. In contrast to my daily
professional life where I had been mostly observant, it felt as a relief to be holding
an electric screwdriver, to be driving in a truck, to be carrying heavy wood, and to
dance while only feeling a little bit embarrassed. In addition, these acts of Doing It
Yourself also fed into my sense of responsibility for the camp and for the camp
members, more than I felt so in 2005. That year, the art seemed more vibrant and I
left with quite a special feeling. When I arrived back home, and when I found
myself secretly taking out the dustbin for neighbors I had never met before, I knew
that I had 'gotten it' and that I wanted to spread the sense of pronoia.
Conclusion
In this chapter I looked at New Edge from the perspective of its 'sociality.' What is
it in the social make-up of 'ritualistic' New Edge environments, I asked, that
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facilitates the understanding that genuine transformation and true creativity are
possible here?
The findings in this chapter may be used to critically question the concept
of the 'Temporary Autonomous Zone.' This term is used both by scholars and
participants to grasp the special significance of occasions like Burning Man. It
suggests that an actual break is forged between everyday life and the ritualized
sphere of events like Burning Man. In academic and in emic reflections on a 'TAZ',
dichotomies between a corporate and a non-corporate, a restrictive and permissive,
a mundane and a sacred sphere are often evoked. However, by zooming in on the
sociological fact that many different people celebrate the 'autonomy' of places like
Burning Man from quite different starting positions, I was led to conclude that the
special quality of a TAZ cannot be phrased in such dichotomizing, universalistic
terms. The 'autonomy' of a TAZ may, for instance, be juxtaposed against a
corporate sphere or it may be congruent with corporate practice. It may be linked to
a sense of permissiveness vis-à-vis the use of illegal substances or it may be
juxtaposed against an 'anomic' mainstream world. And it may be celebrated in
relation to a shared sense of technological savvyness or of artistic experimental
freedom.
In this chapter, I postulated also that the subjective quality that permeates
through all the TAZ environments that I studied, is 'trust.' By means of portraits of
four participants of New Edge TAZ environments, and using my own experiences
of Burning Man 2008, I explored this notion of trust in more depth. As part of the
four portraits, I looked at the way that artists, hackers, psychedelics advocates and
reality hacker Nik situate themselves within a larger society. I observed that for
each of the people portrayed, a TAZ serves to ameliorate feelings of social, or
'universal' unease; sometimes even transforming these into experiences of social, or
'universal' connection. My own experiences at Burning Man served to understand
some of the ways in which trust may be generated. Whilst acknowledging that it is
impossible to identify a universal mechanism for the generation of trust, I
discovered that the practice of Doing It Yourself works as a powerful leverage for
it. As part of long-term intense and 'hands-on' working relations with people that
were unfamiliar to me at first, I built intimate social ties with my camp members in
Burning Man 2008. I witnessed how, in the context of such relationships people
divested themselves of sadness and unease in their daily lives. A sense of
community unfolded that, experienced in its most intensified form, did not seem to
me social in kind. Instead, it seemed a quality of the larger environment of Burning
Man. During Burning Man 2005, I had heard people refer to this environmental
quality with the term ‘pronoia.’ It was only in 2008, in the context of the social
intimacy then experienced, that I could personally understand what this sense of
pronoia in a New Edge TAZ environment could mean.
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5. Conclusion
In his book Escape Velocity, the Californian culture-critic Mark Dery writes:
"Coming to grips with Mondo 2000 is like wrestling the shape-shifting liquid metal
android in Terminator 2" (1996: 33). At the conclusion of this dissertation we may
take Dery's struggles as characteristic of the challenges that we are confronted with
when trying to describe and analyze New Edge in general. The New Edge
discourse cannot neatly be mapped onto clear-cut ideological, ontological,
material, social, or spatial territories. It is by nature a border-crossing discourse,
employed by people who seek to be always in-between and who are unable and
unwilling to choose between technology and nature, information and matter,
enlightenment ideals and forms of enchantment. Moreover, by attaching itself to
spaces that are identified as permanently liminal, ritualized and transformational,
i.e. to Temporary Autonomous Zones that seek to escape and transcend the cultural
forms and modes of being that define everyday life, the New Edge discourse
challenges the validity of such dichotomies altogether.
Cultural anthropologists generally try to build their understandings of
cultural phenomena in such a way that they are relevant to the life worlds of those
they study. As a cultural anthropologist studying New Edge, the challenge of this
dissertation was to understand cultural existence from the perspective of the
Reality Hacker and the Homo Cyber and their 'liminal' life-worlds. Simultaneously,
the challenge was to transcend the self-ascribed liminality of New Edge and to
understand how this discourse has been conditioned by particular social, material
and ideological structures. The chapters of this dissertation reflected this double
challenge, and we may now formulate some general conclusions in relation to
them.
Because of the boundary-transcending aspirations of New Edge, this discourse has
offered an outstanding opportunity to study how the longstanding but still prevalent
Weberian antithesis between 'religion', or 'spirituality' and 'science' or 'technology'
is challenged at an ethnographic level. The findings about New Edge that I
presented in this dissertation can be used to challenge three starting assumptions
that inform much recent academic research into 'cyberreligion' or
'cyberspirituality.'
As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, scholars of 'cyberreligion'/
'cyberspirituality' postulate quite different explanations for the 'affinity' between
technoscience and religion/spirituality. In alignment with the early works of Leo
Marx (1964) and Carey and Quirk (1970), and sometimes studied under the rubric
of 'implicit religion', most of these scholars emphasize the 'otherworldly'
characteristics of information technology. This leads some to focus on the awe-
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inspiring capacity of technology itself (e.g. Corn 2001, Mosco 2004; Kruger 2006,
Alexander 1990, Nye 1994). Other scholars focus on the way that information
technology appeases feelings of social anomy (Pärna 2010; Wertheim 1999) or
material discomfort (Aupers et.al. 2008; Barbrook 2007). In what is yet another
angle from which the field is approached, some scholars focus on the way that
increasingly autonomous technology inspires magical thought (Verrips 1994;
Aupers 2004) or translates into fantasies among creators of technology to be godlike (Helmreich 1997) or to create godlike beings (Barbrook 2007). Yet another
category of technoreligious interest comprises those studies that show how
technologies have always been used to mediate religious sensibilities (Meyer 2006;
Van de Port 2006; Stolow 2005). Most scholars study such technoreligious
practices as sociological phenomena, yet others endorse techno-transcendental
fantasies themselves (Benedikt 1992; Stenger 1992; O Leary 1996).
Whereas by no means exhaustive, these examples illustrate the wide span
of approaches taken to the seeming similar objective of arguing the affinity
between technoscience and religion/spirituality. Sometimes it is suggested that
religious or esoteric expressions are responses to the intrinsic qualities of
technology. In other works it is assumed that technology offers answers and
solutions to otherwise spiritual everyday life problems. Some discuss technology
for its capacity to imbue a sense of safety and understanding, whereas others
instead emphasize the 'out-of-controlness' and chaotic tendencies of technology.
And sometimes, technology is discussed as mediating understandings of the sacred,
whereas others discuss how sacred longings inform particular understandings of
technology.
Where these studies of technoreligion typically focus on only one type of
affinity between religion and technoscience, my study of New Edge showed that in
the San Francisco Bay Area many different types of affinities exist between the
technoscientific and the spiritual sphere, some of which may seem to logically
exclude each another. Cybergnosis, I argued, is a situational and relational
epistemological attitude that prescribes no particular or clear-cut way in which
gnosis relates to high-tech. It is, for instance, not uniquely a magical response to
complex, incomprehensible technology, or a flight from an otherwise socially
complex and materially limiting reality into a perfect transcendental sphere. We
may, as I did in chapter one, focus on the epistemological stance of New Edge and
recognize technology as a gnostic tool - a tool of 'augmentation' - to discover deeplying patterns underneath a seeming complex surface reality; or recognize
technology as a deconditioning tool - a technology of dissociation - that reminds
people of the chaotic reality that lies underneath apparent order. We may also, as I
did in chapter two, focus on the transformational ritual of New Edge and recognize
technology as an artifact that facilitates new ways of gnostic embodiment, or as an
artifact that engenders new forms of life that will attain higher understanding. Or
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we may discuss, like I did in chapter three, technological artifacts such as the
fractal as a particular stylistic mediation of the gnostic eclecticism of New Edge.
Chapter four in addition brought into view the possibility of using technology to
create Temporary Autonomous Zones and to either create or disrupt the social trust
that is necessary to experience 'pronoia.'
A second, and more significant form of critique vis-à-vis existing studies
of cyberreligion offered in this dissertation, is that these various forms of affinity
also show that we cannot simply isolate 'religion' and 'technology' and study their
'relationship.' The notion that this can be done is implicit in many studies of
'cyberreligion.' It is for instance implicit in those studies that understand certain
forms of spirituality as a 'response' to some assumed intrinsic qualities of the
computer and computer networks. It is also implicit in studies that see popular
infatuations with information technology as a response to experiences of anomie.
This thesis showed that New Edge cannot sufficiently be explained only when
looking at 'technology' and 'spirituality.' The boundaries between what is
technological and what is sacred become blurred in the context of other sets of
tensions. The tensions that I brought into view are those between chaos and control
(chapter one), embodiment and disembodiment (chapter two), religion and science
(chapter three) and the ideal of autonomous, creative expression and social,
technological and corporate structures of control (chapter four).
These tensions show that the assumed relation between 'technoscience' and
'spirituality' may not be the most relevant one at the emic level. In the process of
solving the tensions mentioned above, New Edgers show themselves quite eclectic
in their embrace of either 'technological' or 'spiritual' tools. Chapter one showed
this in the fact that alongside high-tech, New Edgers also use psychedelics as
techniques of augmentation or dissociation. In chapter two I argued that physical
transformation, both at the level of self and of species, can be wrought through
technological means as well as by 'natural' means. Chapter three showed that also
the style of New Edge is not necessarily 'high-tech.' Alongside technical artifacts
like fractals, we saw the significance of dressing up, theatrical performance and
irony as part of the New Edge style. And in chapter four I observed that the New
Edge ideal of TAZ is projected onto technological and non-technological spheres
alike.
A third critique offered in this dissertation vis-à-vis existing studies of
cyberreligion/cyberspirituality is that these studies generally conceptualize
technology as ‘other-worldly’ and disembodied. From this it logically follows that
the elective affinity between technology and religion/spirituality is assumed to
reside in the technological promise of immaterial salvation. My research showed
that this is only one aspect of a much broader affinity between gnosis and
information technology as it manifests in the New Edge cultural environment of
the San Francisco Bay Area. Gnosis and information technology, I argued,
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converge not centrally in the fantasy of disembodiment, but in transformational
longings.
The observations made in the chapters of this thesis should also be used to
challenge the New Edge projections of its own liminality. 'Liminality' in the
context of New Edge means a state of permanent detachment and malleability. Yet,
as we saw, the New Edge discourse is shaped in relation to themes and forms of
sociality that transcend the self-reflective discourses and practices of New Edge
and that show its embeddings in a larger cultural landscape. Throughout the
chapters I have shown different guises of this landscape. Chapter one showed how
New Edge intersects with modernist and postmodernist ideologies. Chapter two
showed the New Edge affinity with apocalyptic thought and emphasized its
historical connection with an earlier countercultural environment that was similarly
obsessed with spiritual and physical transformation. The third chapter showed how
New Edge intersects with and is limited by gender stereotypes and with the everprevalent tendency to separate science from non-science. Chapter four showed how
the New Edge builds its ideal-home in relation to legal and corporate limitations
and is structured as well by the sociological category of trust. These themes make
New Edge home in a global landscape where liberal and libertarian political
philosophies, complex technology, a paranoid worldview, technoscientific
rationality, consumerism and gender stereotypes play hegemonic roles.
Some critical scholars show a profound suspicion towards the New Edge
combination of spirituality and high-tech, seeing it as a 'co-opted' version of a once
ideologically 'pure' counterculture or as a concealed form of selfishness and
consumerism (e.g. Sobchack 2001; Borsook 2000; Barbrook 1995; Pfaffenberger
1988). In contrast to these forms of critique, I argue that New Edge should be
understood as a serious gnostic attempt to transcend dichotomies between the
spiritual and the technological. More specifically, New Edge is a social, cultural
and stylistic manifestation of the antinomian characteristic of gnosis: it manifests
the attempt to represent a 'third option', outside the established institutional spheres
of religion and science.
If we do take this gnostic attempt seriously, without taking the New Edge
self-understanding as permanently liminal at face value, we should see New Edge
as a mediating discourse, omnivorously embracing all possible ways of being,
endlessly morphing and moving and ultimately rich in potential. It is therein
thoroughly positive and optimistic. New Edge allows for instance for a sense of
control and understanding amidst social and technological conditions that are
extremely complex and difficult to grasp. New Edge also allows for community
experience along with individual autonomy and for the creation of social worlds by
means of the seeming individualistic embrace of Doing It Yourself. In addition, it
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offers a way of experiencing trust in a paranoid society and of experiencing
genuine transformation in a consumer society. New Edge postulates furthermore
that consumption is possible without becoming passive and it offers a way of using
high-tech as an empowering tool while technology envelops people also in a
systemic way.
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Appendix

Figure 1 Flyer of the Mind States conference 2005
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Figure 2.1 Computer hardware collection in
Bruce Damer's Digibarn, Santa Cruz

Figure 2.2 - 2.4 Computer Documentations in Sellam Ismail's Vintage Tech corporation, Livermore
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Figure 3.1 and 3.2 Nik’s 'To Do' and 'To Go' lists

Figure 4.1 and 4.2 Chaotic bedrooms of two computer programmers
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Figure 5 Mondo 2000 Issue 6, 1992

Figure 6 Ironic Reflection on the Relation
between Chaos and Control on a Burning
Man 'art car.'

Figure 7 The Merry Pranksters

Figure 8 The first issue of the Whole
Earth Catalog, 1968

Figure 9 Biofeedback practitioner. From
Payne, D. B., & Reitano, C. T. (1977).
BioMeditation. The Scientific Way to Use the
Energy of the Mind. Brooklyn,
Massachussetts: BFI, Inc. page II

Figure 11.1 People gazing out over the desert
from the Temple at Burning Man

Figure 10 Robot Giraffe at Burning Man

Figure 11.2 View from the Temple onto 'The
Man'
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Figure 12 Dance Dance Revolution at Burning
Man 2005

Figure 13 'Ghost Ship' at Burning Man 2005

Figure 14 'Psychiatric Help' at Burning Man
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Figure 15.1 - 15.3 Fractals

Figure 16 Picture of SubGenius god "Bob" on the
wall of founder of Gnosis Magazine Jay Kinney
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Figure 17.1 and 17.2 Burning Man Business
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Figure 18.1 - 18.4 The Rhythm Wave Camp under Construction
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Figure 19.1 - 19.4 Burning Man under construction
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Summary in English
This dissertation is the result of an ethnographic study of the New Edge in the San
Francisco Bay Area. New Edge can be seen as an expression of New Age
spirituality in an information technological setting. Like New Age, New Edge is a
discourse that is manifested in a wide range of practices, places and moments in
and around the San Francisco Bay Area. The New Edge discourse is present in all
its manifestations in the pages of the magazine Mondo 2000, at the yearly Burning
Man festival in the Nevada desert, in Virtual Worlds and at 'raves.' With the latter I
refer to events focused on dance, self-expression, electronic music and visuals. The
predominant characteristic of New Edge is its specific epistemological stance. Just
as gnosis is the epistemological key-characteristic of New Age, so is cybergnosis
key to New Edge.
Traditional gnosticism was characterized by a worldview that considered
the conventional reality of everyday life as false. Mystical means were employed to
discover the true, divine nature underneath this surface reality. Since the late-19th
century, gnosis became culture-critical in its rejection of the two epistemological
forms that have become dominant in the western world: science and religion. In
ideal-typical sense, religion is based on faith and science on reason. By contrast,
gnosis offers a third epistemology based on experience. As such, gnosis became a
central component of the so-called counterculture of the 1960s. The San Francisco
Bay Area became one of the homelands of the gnostic counterculture. This
counterculture consisted predominantly of students, artists and intellectuals who
resisted the dogmas and doctrines of faith-based, materialistic or rationalistic
institutions. In the start of the 1970s, gnosis became a dominant element of a cultic
milieu that became aware of itself as New Age.
The primary reason for this study of cybergnosis and New Edge comes
from recent insights among scholars and popular cultural thinkers that an elective
affinity exists between gnosis and information technological culture. Since the
mid-1980s, former psychedelic hippies and technology developers have embraced
the information technological domain for the way it seems to promise a realization
of gnostic consciousness. This cybergnostic attitude was embedded in a cultural
environment that came to think of itself as New Edge.
New Edge and cybergnosis invite us to question the longstanding but still
prevalent Weberian antithesis between 'religion', or 'spirituality' and 'science' or
'technology'. Based on twelve months of participant research in the San Francisco
Bay Area, in this dissertation I aim to answer the question how the New Edge
discourse informs ways of being, acting and thinking that transcend and challenge
modernist notions about the relation between technoscience and
religion/spirituality. I build thereby forth on existing studies of 'technoreligion' or
'technospirituality.' The majority of studies in this field is philosophical in nature
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and predominantly based on textual analysis of writings in the popular cultural
domain. By contrast, the ethnographic starting point of the current study makes it
possible to study the lived reality of New Edge.
The findings in this dissertation relate to existing studies of technoreligion/
technospirituality in the following ways. In the first place, existing studies of this
genre generally conceptualize technology as ‘other-worldly’ and disembodied.
From this it logically follows that such studies understand the elective affinity
between technology and religion/spirituality to reside in the technological promise
of immaterial salvation. Cybergnosis is thereby equated with the desire to be freed
from material and physical constraints and to experience full spiritual
understanding in cyberspace. My research shows that this is only one aspect of a
much broader affinity as it manifests in the New Edge cultural environment of the
San Francisco Bay Area.
Another understanding challenged by this dissertation is the determinist
notion that spiritual longings are caused by intrinsic qualities of the computer and
computer networks. In line with this understanding, contemporary cyberreligion is
often considered to be a recent phenomenon. It is also assumed that contemporary
hippies who perceive cyberspace as a spiritual realm break thereby with a
preceding non-technological 1960s counterculture. By studying New Edge in
historical continuity with an equally technological gnostic 1960s counterculture,
this dissertation challenges such understandings. Just as the contemporary New
Age is generally regarded as a continuation of the 1960s counterculture, so should
we understand New Edge in continuation with a technological form of spirituality
that also characterized the 1960s counterculture.
A further argument made in this dissertation is that cybergnosis does not
consist of one, unequivocal relationship between 'technology' and
'spirituality'/'religion'. Cybergnosis is, for instance, not uniquely a magical response
to complex, incomprehensible technology, or a flight from an otherwise socially
complex and materially limiting reality into a perfect transcendental sphere.
Typically, existing studies on cyberreligion focus on only one such relation.
However, this study shows that in the San Francisco Bay Area many different
types of affinities exist between the technoscientific and the spiritual sphere, some
of which may seem to logically exclude each another.
The purpose of the four chapters of this dissertation is to offer a broad and
critical understanding of New Edge. 'Broad' means that each chapter charts the full
breath of the technospiritual negotiations conducted in New Edge.
For the first chapter this means that I study how the New Edge discourse
harbors different, seemingly conflicting, understandings of society and technology.
This chapter aims to clarify in particular what it means that cybergnosis is a
subversive epistemological attitude: gnosis is the knowledge one obtains when a
'false' sense of reality is transcended. It follows that it depends on what is

249

considered as 'false' how a notion of 'true reality' is believed to be obtainable.
Whereas this is general for gnosis, cybergnosis is thereby characterized that
information technology plays a significant role in such negotiations between 'real'
and 'false.' This means in the first place, that alongside 'spiritual' tools such as
psychedelics and trance-dance also information technology is embraced as a
gnostic technique. Secondly, along with other factors like social brainwashing and
physical limitations, also technology is perceived to inhibit true understanding. A
significant ambiguity of cybergnosis is thus that technology simultaneously
facilitates and obstructs gnostic understanding.
This ambiguity intersects with another one: New Edge negotiates two quite
different understandings of the ontological nature of the 'ultimately real.' On the
one hand does New Edge postulate 'chaos' and 'complexity' as the true reality that
is hidden underneath the surface of socially created and physically mediated order.
Techniques of dissociation, such as psychedelics and confusing technological
environments like raves serve to discover this real creative nature. On the other
hand the New Edge discourse postulates that underneath the apparent chaos and
complexity of everyday life, a deeper-lying holistic order and unity can be
discovered. Techniques of augmentation like meditation and technological
visualization are used to discover these patterns.
The first chapter is thus a broad exploration of the various ways in which
technology and spirituality are made to relate to one another in the gnostic search
for true understanding. A second manner in which this chapter is broad is in the
historical perspective it gives on New Edge. I challenge academic understandings
that contemporary Bay Area high-tech spirituality breaks with a preceding antitechnological counterculture. By contrast, I show that in her embrace of spiritual
and technological techniques of augmentation and dissociation, the contemporary
New Edge discourse continues a technospiritual countercultural legacy. Along with
some other scholars, I argue that the 1960s Whole Earth Catalog has historically
preceded The New Edge magazine Mondo 2000 and that contemporary raves are
technospiritual continuations of the events organized in the 1960s by the Merry
Pranksters.
The second chapter challenges current theories that recognize the affinity
between information technology and spirituality to reside predominantly in the
former's immaterial nature and the gnostic longing for disembodied salvation.
Instead of this idea, the second chapter offers a much broader exploration of the
affinity between gnosis and information technology. The aspect of gnosis that is
here emphasized is its central concern with transformation. Knowledge, from the
gnostic perspective is active knowledge and has transformational power: by
becoming aware of the truth, the truth is created. The argument of this chapter is
that gnosis and information technology converge centrally in the notion of
transformative knowledge.
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The New Edge embrace of transformation is reflected primarily in the fact
that Virtual Worlds and raves, including the Burning Man festival, are seen as
ritual spaces where one is permanently 'liminal'. Based on my experiences at
Burning Man and on my interviews with Virtual Worlds developers, I identify
various transformational fantasies and practices. I distinguish two specific
'repertoires' through which transformation occurs. The first repertoire focuses on
the liberation from physical limitations and prepares for an apocalyptic collapse of
the physical and social system. The second repertoire implies the development of
an omniscient and omnisentient gnostic body that is in touch with a larger
environment through sensory, technological and/or super-sensory means.
In the second part of this chapter I identify this gnostic body as a "sensorium",
which is a holistic body image that solves the dichotomy between body and mind
and that manifests a desire for "total consciousness". This body image has in the
recent history of the Bay Area been elaborated in the context of the Bay Area
Human Potential Movement. In the technological celebrations of the Merry
Pranksters in the sixties and in the context of raves in the eighties and nineties, we
see how this idea of the sensorium has become interwoven with sensory
technologies.
The first two chapters serve to expose an important feature of New Edge,
namely that it does not want to be forced into fixed discursive or material forms. A
social manifestation of this is that New Edge representatives identify themselves in
contrast with New Age. The latter is thereby defined as dogmatic and religious. In
order to distance from New Age and from any appearance of cultural or physical
belonging, New Edge representatives employ a particular style. The third chapter is
an exploration of this style and of the 'functionality' of this style. I show that this
style enables representatives of New Edge to travel in 'spiritual' and 'technoscientific' social spheres simultaneously without having to adhere to the social or
epistemological norms here dominant. Although New Age is as eclectic as New
Edge, an important argument of this chapter is that New Edgers manifest this
eclecticism through a different style. Irony and a constant change of clothing are
part of this style.
This chapter also aims to offer a critical perspective on the supposed
flexibility of New Edge. Although New Edge supports an epistemological holism
and embraces in its performance different systems of thought as well as genders,
this chapter shows that in the social setting of the Bay Area, the scope of New
Edge is in fact limited. This is in the first place due to the fact that distinctions
between rationality and religion continue to be made, also by New Edge
proponents. A second limitation is formed by gender stereotypes that distinguish a
non-scientific and non-flexible feminine gender from a scientific and flexible male
gender. Because of the interference of these ideological structures with the New
Edge discourse, the New Edge ideals of flexibility and scepticism are easier to
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implement and more obviously available to men than for women.
The fourth chapter finally addresses the social constellation of New Edge. This
chapter critically challenges the New Edge projected understanding of the
importance of places like Burning Man and raves. I focus primarily on the New
Edge idea that in those places the identities of hackers, artists and psychedelics
advocates coincide in the image of the "Reality Hacker". This chapter shows that
behind this picture of the Reality Hacker diverse group are hidden that attribute
quite different values to "Automous Zones" like Burning Man.
I follow in this chapter various hackers, artists and psychedelics advocates
and try to understand how a place like Burning Man has a special significance for
them. Central to this exploration is the sociological concept of "trust". All three
'dispositions' have different reasons to feel confined in a' conventional 'social
setting, and Autonomous Zones offer them a sense of social trust in different ways.
Finally, I use my own transformative experience at Burning Man to show how for
me this trust was formed in the context of the paradoxical 'Do It Yourself'
cooperation.
An important conclusion of this thesis is that cybergnosis, and New Edge
as the discourse that embraces cybergnosis, is a situational and relational
epistemological stance: there is not one clearly defined manner in which New Edge
establishes a link between gnosis and information technology. The New Edge
discourse, for instance, links the ideological frameworks and material practices that
are typically associated with the social consciousness of the counterculture, with
the progress-minded consciousness of Silicon Valley industry leaders. Some critics
see this ambiguity as a sign of lack of political commitment and ideological
steadfastness. This thesis offers a different interpretation of the ambiguity of New
Edge. The New Edge should be seen as a serious effort to put the gnostic 'third
way' into practice. Its ambiguity is a manifestation of the gnostic epistemological
attitude that authentic reality cannot be captured in clear-cut ideological truths or
thoughts.
A second conclusion of this thesis is that New Edge is a mediating
discourse that offers a "solution" to several key paradoxes of the high-tech society
of the Bay Area. New Edge allows for instance for a sense of control and
understanding amidst social and technological conditions that are extremely
complex and difficult to grasp. New Edge also allows for community experience
along with individual autonomy and for the creation of social worlds by means of
the seeming individualistic embrace of Doing It Yourself. In addition, it offers a
way of experiencing trust in a paranoid society and of experiencing genuine
transformation in a consumer society. New Edge postulates furthermore that
consumption is possible without becoming passive and it offers a way of using
high-tech as an empowering tool while technology envelops people also in a
systemic way.
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands
Dit proefschrift is het resultaat van etnografisch onderzoek naar New Edge in de
San Francisco Bay Area. New Edge kan gezien worden als een uitdrukking van
New Age spiritualiteit in een informatietechnologische omgeving. Net als New
Age, is New Edge een discours dat zichtbaar wordt in een veelvuldigheid aan
praktijken, plaatsen en momenten in en rondom de San Francisco Bay Area. Het
New Edge discours is in al haar facetten zichtbaar in het magazine Mondo 2000,
het jaarlijkse Burning Man festival in de Nevada-woestijn, Virtual Worlds en
raves. Onder de laatste versta ik evenementen gericht op dans, zelfexpressie,
elektronische visuals en muziek. New Edge wordt het meest gekenmerkt door haar
specifieke epistemologische uitgangspunt. Waar gnosis de epistemologische kern
vormt van New Age, vormt cybergnosis de epistemologische kern van New Edge.
Traditioneel gnosticisme werd gekenmerkt door een wereldbeeld dat de
conventionele en materiële werkelijkheid van alledag als onecht beschouwde.
Mystieke middelen dienden ertoe om buiten deze valse werkelijkheid te treden en
om de goddelijke aard van de werkelijkheid te leren kennen. Sinds het einde van de
19e eeuw is gnosis een cultuurkritische epistemologische houding geworden die
erop gericht is om de wereld te kennen buiten de twee ideaaltypische
kennisvormen die dominant zijn in de westerse samenleving: religie en
wetenschap. Waar religie ideaaltypisch gebaseerd is op geloof en wetenschap op
rationaliteit, biedt gnosis een derde kennisvorm gebaseerd op intuïtieve ervaring.
Als zodanig werd zij een centraal onderdeel van de zogenaamde tegencultuur van
de jaren zestig. De San Francisco Bay Area was een van de thuisfronten van de
gnostische tegencultuur. Deze tegencultuur werd met name gevormd door
studenten, kunstenaars en intellectuelen die zich verzetten tegen de dogmatiek en
doctrines van gevestigde geloofsgebaseerde, materialistische of rationalistische
regimes. Aan het begin van de jaren zeventig werd gnosis een centraal onderdeel
van het cultische milieu dat zich als New Age ging duiden.
De directe aanleiding voor deze studie naar cybergnosis en New Edge is de
recente observatie van academici en denkers in het populair-culturele domein dat er
een affiniteit bestaat tussen de gnostische epistemologie en de
informatietechnologische cultuur. Voormalig psychedelische hippies en
technologieontwikkelaars herkenden, sinds het midden van de jaren tachtig, in het
informationele domein de belofte om een gnostisch bewustzijn mogelijk te maken.
Om dergelijke cybergnostische fantasieën heen is sinds de midden jaren tachtig een
culturele omgeving ontstaan die zichzelf ging duiden als New Edge.
New Edge en cybergnosis geven aanleiding tot het bevragen van de oude
maar nog steeds dominante Weberiaanse tegenstelling tussen 'religie', of
'spiritualiteit' en 'wetenschap' of 'technologie.' Op basis van twaalf maanden
participerend onderzoek in de San Francisco Bay Area probeer ik in dit proefschrift
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antwoord te geven op de vraag hoe New Edge manieren van zijn, handelen en
denken produceert die modernistische opvattingen over de scheiding tussen
technowetenschap en religie/spiritualiteit ontstijgen. Ik bouw hiermee voort op
bestaande studies naar 'technoreligie' of 'technospiritualiteit.' Het merendeel van
dergelijke studies is filosofisch van aard en vooral gebaseerd op een tekstuele
analyse van cyberpunkliteratuur of cyberculture tijdschriften. Het etnografisch
uitgangspunt van deze studie belicht daarentegen de geleefde werkelijkheid van
New Edge.
De bevindingen over New Edge zoals gepresenteerd in dit proefschrift
verhouden zich als volgt tot de bestaande academische literatuur op 'technoreligie'
of 'technospiritualiteit.' In de eerste plaats wordt in veel bestaand onderzoek over
technoreligie technologie geconceptualiseerd als transcendent en lichaamloos. In
logisch vervolg op dit idee wordt vaak verondersteld dat de verwantschap tussen
spiritualiteit en informatietechnologie met deze belofte van immaterialiteit
samenhangt. Cybergnosis komt daarbij in beeld als het verlangen om los van
materiële en fysieke beperkingen, pure spirituele gewaarwordingen te verkrijgen in
cyberspace. Mijn onderzoek laat zien dat dit slechts een beperkt deel is van de
manier waarop de affiniteit tussen gnosis en informatietechnologie zich
manifesteert binnen de New Edge culturele omgeving in de San Francisco Bay
Area.
Een andere bestaande opvatting over technoreligie waar dit proefschrift
zich tegen verzet is het idee dat intrinsieke eigenschappen van de computer en van
het internet spirituele verlangens veroorzaken. In logisch vervolg op dit idee wordt
hedendaagse 'cyberreligie' beschouwd als een recent fenomeen. Tevens wordt
verondersteld dat hedendaagse hippies die het internet zien als een spirituele ruimte
daarmee afstand doen van een voormalige antitechnologische tegencultuur. Door
de New Edge te bezien in historische continuïteit met een net zozeer technologisch
georiënteerde gnostische subcultuur in de jaren zestig neemt dit proefschrift
afstand van deze veronderstellingen. Net zoals de New Age wordt gezien als een
voortzetting van de gnostische tegencultuur van de jaren zestig, moet ook de New
Edge gezien worden als een voortzetting van een technologische vorm van
spiritualiteit die ook de jaren zestig tegencultuur kenmerkte.
Een verder punt
dat wordt gemaakt in dit proefschrift is dat cybergnosis niet een eenduidige relatie
tussen 'technologie' en 'spiritualiteit' inhoudt. Cybergnosis is niet enkel een
magische reactie op de complexiteit van technologie, of een vlucht van een
ingewikkelde sociale en beperkende materiële werkelijkheid in een perfecte
transcendentele informatietechnologische ruimte. Bestaande studies die de overlap
van technologie en spiritualiteit bestuderen richten zich over het algemeen op één
zo'n aspect, terwijl in de culturele omgeving van de Bay Area diverse
cybergnostische relaties, die soms haaks op elkaar lijken te staan, naast elkaar
bestaan.
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Het doel van de vier hoofdstukken van dit proefschrift is om een breed en
kritisch begrip te scheppen van de New Edge. 'Breed' in deze zin betekent dat ik in
elk hoofdstuk de volle breedte van de New Edge cybergnostische verhoudingen
onderzoek.
In het eerste hoofdstuk houdt dit in dat ik bekijk hoe het New Edge
discours verschillende, schijnbaar tegenstrijdige, visies op de samenleving en op
technologie naast elkaar laat bestaan. In dit hoofdstuk wordt getracht duidelijk te
maken wat het betekent, in discursieve zin, dat gnosis een subversieve
epistemologische houding is: gnosis is de kennis die verkregen wordt als de 'valse
werkelijkheid' opzij wordt gezet. Het hangt dus af van de definitie van wat 'vals' is
hoe werkelijke kennis geacht wordt verkregen te worden. Cybergnosis is hierdoor
gekenmerkt dat technologie een belangrijke rol speelt in deze samenhang tussen
'echt' en 'vals.' In de eerste plaats betekent dit dat naast het New Edge gebruik van
'niet-technologische' technieken en middelen zoals psychedelische drugs en
trancedans, ook technologie gebruikt wordt als middel om hoger begrip te krijgen.
Ten tweede houdt dit in dat technologie, naast sociale conventies en religieuze en
wetenschappelijke dogma's, gezien wordt als een omgevingsfactor die
vertroebelend werkt. Een belangrijke ambiguïteit van cybergnosis is dus dat
technologie tegelijkertijd de rol van de kennisbeperker als van de kennisverruimer
speelt.
Deze ambiguiteit wordt doorkruist door een tweede: het New Edge
discours balanceert twee verschillende ideeën over de ontologische aard van het
ultieme werkelijke. Enerzijds beziet New Edge 'chaos' en 'complexiteit' als de echte
werkelijkheid die onder de ordenende principes en de fysieke mediëringen van
alledag ligt. Met het doel deze creatieve aard van de werkelijkheid te ontdekken
worden dissociatieve technieken zoals psychedelica en zintuiglijk verwarrende
technologische omgevingen zoals raves omarmd. Anderzijds stelt New Edge dat er
onderliggend aan de schijnbare chaos en complexiteit van alledag diepliggende
holistische patronen te ontdekken vallen. Augmenterende meditatieve technieken
en visualisatietechnologieën worden gebruikt om die patronen te herkennen.
Het eerste hoofdstuk biedt dus een brede verkenning van de verschillende
manieren waarop technologie en spiritualiteit binnen New Edge samenhangen met
het gnostisch streven naar echte werkelijkheid. Dit hoofdstuk is ook 'breed'
vanwege het historische perspectief dat gegeven wordt op New Edge. Ik ga in
tegen sommige academische aannames dat de huidige high-tech spiritualiteit van
de Bay Area een corruptie is van een voormalig anti-technologische jaren zestig
tegencultuur. In plaats daarvan laat ik zien dat zowel in haar omhelzing van
dissociatieve als van augmentatietechnologieën, de huidige New Edge een
voorzetting vormt op een technofiele stroming binnen de jaren zestig tegencultuur.
In navolging van wat ook erkend wordt door sommige andere
sociaalwetenschappers, stel ik dat het New Edge magazine Mondo 2000 dat begin
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jaren negentig populair werd, historisch gezien werd voorafgegaan door de Whole
Earth Catalog uit de jaren zestig en dat hedendaagse raves de dissociatieve
technologische feesten van de Merry Pranksters continueren.
In het tweede hoofdstuk ga ik in tegen gangbare theorieën over
technospiritualiteit die voornamelijk een verwantschap herkennen tussen de
veronderstelde lichaamloosheid van cyberspace en het spirituele verlangen naar
lichamelijke bevrijding. In plaats daarvan onderzoek ik in het tweede hoofdstuk
een
veel
bredere
samenhang
tussen
gnostische
spiritualiteit
en
informatietechnologie. De nadruk in dit hoofdstuk ligt op het feit dat gnosis een
transformatieve vorm van kennis is: in het 'bewust worden' wordt een transformatie
bestendigd. Een belangrijke bewering van dit hoofdstuk is dat de centrale
verwantschap tussen gnosis en informatietechnologie bestaat uit het verlangen naar
transformerende kennis.
De New Edge omhelzing van transformatie vertaalt zich in de eerste plaats
in het feit dat Virtual Worlds en raves, waaronder het Burning Man festival, gezien
worden als rituele ruimtes waar men in een permanente 'liminele' fase zit. Aan de
hand van mijn ervaringen op Burning Man en van mijn interviews met Virtual
Worlds ontwikkelaars breng ik de verschillende transformationele fantasieën en
praktijken in kaart. Ik onderscheid daarbij twee 'repertoires' waarlangs
transformatie plaatsvindt. Het eerste repertoire houdt in dat men zich ontdoet van
materiële beperkingen en men zich voorbereidt op een apocalyptische ineenstorting
van het fysieke en sociale systeem. In het tweede repertoire houdt transformatie in
dat men een alwetend en alvoelend gnostisch lichaam ontwikkelt dat op
sensorische, technologische en/of supersensorische wijze in contact staat met een
grotere omgeving.
In het tweede deel van dit hoofdstuk duid ik dit gnostisch lichaam als een
'sensorium', een holistich lichaamsbeeld dat de dichotomie tussen lichaam en geest
opheft en dat uitdrukking geeft aan de ervaring van en verlangen naar een 'totaal
bewustzijn.' Als zodanig is dit lichaamsbeeld in de recente geschiedenis van de Bay
Area uitgewerkt in de context van de Human Potential Movement. In de
technologische feesten van de Merry Pranksters in de jaren zestig en in de context
van raves in de jaren tachtig en negentig zien we manieren waarop dit idee van het
sensorium verweven is geraakt met sensorische technologieën.
De eerste twee hoofdstukken dienen ertoe om een belangrijk kenmerk van
New Edge duidelijk te maken, namelijk dat het zich niet wil laten vangen in vaste
discursieve of materiële vormen. Een sociale uitingsvorm hiervan is dat New Edge
zichzelf definieert als tegenstellend aan 'New Age.' Deze laatste wordt in deze
context door New Edge weggezet als dogmatisch en religieus. Om zich af te
kunnen zetten tegen New Age en tegen elke schijn van culturele of fysieke
worteling hanteren de representanten van New Edge een bepaalde stijl. Het derde
hoofdstuk is een verkenning van deze stijl en van haar functionaliteit. In dit
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hoofdstuk laat ik zien hoe deze stijl gebruikt wordt door representanten van New
Edge om zich te kunnen voortbewegen in zowel 'spirituele' als
'technowetenschappelijke' sociale omgevingen van de Bay Area, zonder zich
daarbij eenduidig te associëren met de sociale posities en epistemologische
uitgangspunten die hier dominant zijn. Hoewel New Age net zo eclectisch is als
New Edge is een belangrijk argument van dit hoofdstuk dat New Edge dit
eclecticisme op een andere wijze vormgeeft. Ironie en een constante verandering
van kleding zijn hier onderdeel van. Dit hoofdstuk wil tevens een kritisch
perspectief geven op de veronderstelde flexibiliteit van de New Edge. Hoewel New
Edge een epistemologisch holisme voorstaat en in haar stijl verschillende
denksystemen als ook genders omarmt, laat dit hoofdstuk zien dat in de sociale
setting van de Bay Area de reikwijdte van de New Edge in werkelijkheid beperkt
is. Deze beperking bestaat er in de eerste plaats uit dat onderscheid tussen
rationaliteit en religie gemaakt blijft worden, ook door New Edge proponenten.
Een tweede beperking wordt geleverd door genderstereotyperingen die een
vrouwelijk, niet-wetenschappelijk en niet-flexibel gender onderscheiden van een
mannelijk, wetenschappelijk en flexibel gender. Door deze ideologische structuren
die interfereren met het New Edge discours, is het New Edge ideaal van
flexibiliteit en scepticisme gemakkelijker uitvoerbaar en vanzelfsprekender
beschikbaar voor mannen dan voor vrouwen.
Het vierde hoofdstuk ten slotte gaat in op de sociale constellatie van New
Edge. In dit hoofdstuk vindt de centrale kritische toetsing plaats van het door de
New Edge geprojecteerde begrip op de betekenis van plaatsen zoals Burning Man
en raves. Ik richt me daarbij voornamelijk op het New Edge idee dat op die
plaatsen de identiteiten van hackers, kunstenaars en psychedelici samenvallen in
het beeld van de 'Reality Hacker.' Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat achter dit beeld van
de Reality Hacker zeer diverse groepen schuil gaan die op verschillende manieren
waarden toekennen aan de zogenaamde 'Automous Zones' zoals Burning Man.
Ik volg in dit hoofdstuk een aantal hackers, kunstenaars en voorstanders
van psychedelica en probeer te achterhalen waarom een plaats als Burning Man
voor hen een speciale betekenis heeft. Centraal hierbij staat het sociologische
begrip van 'vertrouwen.' Alle drie de 'disposities' hebben verschillende redenen om
zich beperkt te voelen in een voor hen 'conventionele' sociale setting en de
Autonome Ruimten creëren voor hen op verschillende wijze een gevoel van sociaal
vertrouwen. Tot slot gebruik ik mijn eigen ervaring van transformatie op Burning
Man om te laten zien hoe dit vertrouwen voor mij gevormd werd in de context van
het paradoxale 'Do It Yourself' samenwerken.
Een belangrijke conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat cybergnosis, en New
Edge als het discours dat cybergnosis omarmt, een situationele en relationele
epistemologische houding is: er is niet één duidelijk te definiëren manier waarop
New Edge een verbinding legt tussen gnosis en informatietechnologie. Het New
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Edge discours verbindt bijvoorbeeld de ideologische raamwerken en materiële
praktijken die over het algemeen gezien worden als kenmerkend voor het sociale
bewustzijn van de tegencultuur, met het vooruitgangsideaal van leiders van de
Silicon Valley computerindustrie. Sommige critici beschouwen deze ambiguïteit
als een teken van een gebrek aan politieke betrokkenheid en ideologische
standvastigheid. Dit proefschrift biedt een andere interpretatie van de ambiguïteit
van New Edge. De New Edge dient gezien te worden als een serieus te nemen
poging om de gnostische 'derde weg' in praktijk te brengen. Haar ambiguïteit is
daarbij een uitingsvorm van de gnostische overtuiging dat de authentieke
werkelijkheid niet te vangen is in ideologische waarheden of vastomlijnde
gedachtegangen.
Een tweede conclusie van dit proefschrift is dat de New Edge een
mediërend discours is dat een 'oplossing' biedt voor een paar belangrijke
tegenstellingen in de high-tech samenleving van de Bay Area. Zo maakt de New
Edge het mogelijk om een gevoel van controle en begrip te behouden te midden
van sociale en technologische condities die uitermate complex en moeilijk te vatten
zijn. De New Edge maakt het ook mogelijk om gemeenschapszin te ervaren in
samenhang met individuele autonomie en om sociale werelden te bouwen door
middel van de schijnbaar individualistische omarming van Doing It Yourself. Ook
stelt New Edge dat het mogelijk is om vertrouwen te ervaren in een paranoïde
samenleving en om werkelijke transformatie te beleven in een
consumptiemaatschappij. Verder stelt het New Edge discours dat men kan
consumeren zonder in passiviteit te vervallen en dat high-tech als daadkrachtig
instrument gebruikt kan worden terwijl technologie de mens tegelijkertijd
systemisch omvat.
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