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Virtual Politics challenges underlying perspectives in the study of computer mediated
communication (CMC). The twelve essays in this collection come from a variety of disciplines
including architecture, history, politics, philosophy, comparative literature, and sociology. This
book has two main problems. The first, is that it does not take into account existing literature in
CMC. Secondly, the text is overly burdened by postmodern discourse that may not be easily
understood by a wider audience. Dividing the book into two sections, “The Self, Identity and
Body in the Age of Virtual” and “Politics and Community in Virtual Worlds,” David Holmes
uses the introduction and first chapter to present the book’s underlying perspective. He suggests
that the Internet and cyberspace should not be viewed as tools that maintain social relationships,
or achieve instrumental goals, but are closed environments that serve as a context for alterations
to personal identity, relations with others, and community. 

Cathryn Vasseleu and Nicola Green write complementary chapters that discuss different aspects
of “presence” in virtual reality. Vasseleu examines the “virtual environment suit” and explores
the relationship between corporeal existence and the mind/body experiences made possible in
virtual reality. She concludes with a reminder that any escape from corporeal limits virtual reality
(VR) allows is mediated by being bound to the very body it excludes. Green continues with the
recognition, of what has often been neglected in the CMC literature, that individuals do not enter
into cyberspace as clean slates, but bring with them aspects of their lives that serve to both
differentiate and produce inequalities. 

Chris Chesher breaks from the flow of the previous two articles and critiques the construction of
cyberspace as a spacial domain. Chesher theorizes about how information is stored and revealed
based on the idea that computers are an “invocational media.” Simon Cooper challenges the
notion that imagination and creativity are emancipated through VR and addresses the importance
of maintaining social relations outside of VR. One problem with Cooper’s analysis is that he
refers to VR as if it currently exists and is a widely experienced aspect of modern life.
Descriptions of VR are recognized as fictional but are simultaneously taken as a “nevertheless
accurate description” (p.100) of spaces that do not truly exist for analysis. Paul James and Freya
Carkeek conclude the first section with an analysis of how our relationships with others are
losing meaning through the use of “increasingly disembodied modes of social engagement”
(p.107). This essay is an example of the problem inherent in viewing social relations that take
place in cyberspace in isolation of other relationships in “real life.” By ignoring existing literature
that demonstrates CMC is only one of the many ways people maintain social relationships, and
negating the fact that social relationships vary both in strength and content, this value ridden
essay draws conclusions that have been better examined through systematic research.



Michael Ostwald begins the second half of Virtual Politics with a unique analysis that I found to
be the most interesting article in this book. Ostwald challenges our spatial perceptions of what
defines a virtual space by identifying “virtual urban spaces” and exploring community on the
boundary between marginal urban spaces of the “Cartesian” plain and cyberspaces on the virtual
plain. Michele Willson’s chapter is the most complete discussion in the book on the notion of
community in cyberspace. He also continues a discussion started by Holmes that recognizes the
dual nature of virtual community in expanding global connectivity while inhibiting local
interaction. What Holmes and Willson neglect in their argument is that CMC holds the prospect
of “glocalizing” community relations by enhancing both non-local (global) and very local
communities. The connectivity of CMC provides access to new virtual communities, but at the
same time the location of the technology in the home facilitates access to local relationships. It is
conceivable that by spending more time in the home people will become more familiar with
those in their local “real space” environment.

Mark Nunes continues the discussion of the Internet as self-contained reality and analyzes the
virtual realm using geographic metaphors where cyberspace is not an “undiscovered country,”
but “only the simulation of such, just like a planned treasure hunt” (p.167). Patricia Wise
provides a well focused analysis of the feminist position within virtual space, arguing that
women’s modern experiences represent an advantage amongst cyber-citizenry, and takes feminist
activism into cyberspace. Christopher Ziguras analysis of the New Age movement, their
interpretation of “reality,” and their spiritualization of technologies provides an interesting
dialogue. The book concludes with Mark Poster’s discussion of Cyberdemocracy. Poster explains
the difficulties in analyzing cultural aspect of the Internet from the postmodern, provides a
detailed look at the Internet as a public sphere, and examines the notion of gender in virtual
communities.

Like many who have written in this field of CMC there is a general failure to recognize that this
is the continuation of debate into the nature of community relations and the effects of
technological change on community and society that is as old as sociology. In general these
essays would have benefitted by incorporating more traditional sociology in areas such as urban
and community sociology. This book is as likely to be used in philosophy as it is in sociology and
I suggest that it is most appropriate for those interested in the study of postmodern culture.


