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 Our imagination of the cybernetic body is locked in a spatial paradigm of virtuality. What I 

want to propose here is to focus instead on the temporal dimension of cybernetic bodies interact-

ing through the exchange of information. The favor for spatiality is in part the result of cinema-

tographic visions of the cybernetic body, which are often digital replicas of human bodies mov-

ing in space. Instead, I will argue that the cybernetic body is a constellation of information 

changing in time. The reason for the frequent conflation of both concepts seems to lie in the 

rhetoric structure of visions of the future proper. Let me illustrate this point.

 In 1894, a French scientist argued that in the year 2000 all food could be made from basic 

elements such as carbon, hydrogen, oxygen and nitrogen, which rendered toilsome agriculture 

redundant. Due to the universal availability of these elements, a  “synthetic arcadia” was about to 

come (Dam, 1894). The scientist had ignored the social uses of food, its haptic qualities, its rela-

tion to a region and so on, which allowed him to postulate the fulfillment of a mere biological 

necessity in terms of chemistry. The rhetoric pattern of a future vision becomes quite obvious: It 

isolates one element of an ongoing change in the present and plays through the implications in a 

long time frame. The result of such a vision is usually a reality strikingly different from to the 

moment of its inception. 

 In order to map the imaginary of “cybernetic body,” I want to present examples from film 

and art. I will focus on three main dimensions: the amplification and extension of the body 

through technology, the alienated or massified body, and the cybernetic body as avatar in virtual 

reality. In contradistinction to these imaginary bodies, I want to put forward the thesis that the era 

of network cultures lacks a vision of the multitude, beyond terms like “crowd” or “hive” and the 

cybernetic body as temporal constellation. This lack is in part due to the overwhelming influence 

of science fiction on the formulation of images of cybernetic bodies.

 In his book Archaeologies of the Future, Fredric Jameson argued that the task of science 

fiction was not to deliver a plausible, detailed vision of the future but to “demonstrate and to 

1    Manuscript Copy: No publication, distribution, or copying without written consent of the author



dramatize our incapacity to imagine the future” (288-89). Because a detailed account of future 

live forms would soon appear banal in face of the present, science fiction can “serve the quite 

different function of transforming our own present into the determinate past of something yet to 

come.” Representations of the future were a function to create an awareness of the present, 

which is “untotalizable and hence unimaginable" (288). Cinematography has been a privileged 

medium to conjure up animated bodies and imagine their spatial behavior. Being based on the 

sequential animation of still images, film breathes life into imaginary beings. The term anima, 

Latin for ‘soul’ or ‘the breath of life’, is etymologically contained in animation. Images of cyber-

netic bodies as mixtures of technology with human fabric can be found in film from the very 

early days on. 

 Let me start with the first dimension of images of pre-cybernetic bodies. Marshal McLu-

han’s underlined that media can serve as “extensions of man” which amplify the human senses. 

In Otto Umbehr’s montage of the “Roving Reporter” from 1926 a larger than life figure crosses 

the urban space in gigantic leaps with the help of legs made of airplanes, feet made of cars and a 

whole array of communications devices amplifying his senses. Safe for the face, the body has 

undergone a strange transition to become an early form of a cyborg - a mixture of machine and 

human body. Later adaptations of this amplified body converge on the character of the cyborg in 

films like Terminator (1984), the character Bishop in Aliens (1986), and Robocop (1987). An-

other dimension of the extended body is represented in Kurt Günther’s portray of a “Radionist” 

from 1927. Whereas the cyborg appears as an unlikely life form even in our post-biological age, 

the radionist reflects something of the commonplace experience of media in the sense of mass 

media or electronic media. Allegedly a veteran of the first World War, the radio listener can listen 

to a symphony played outside his home and enjoy a glass of port and cigars. The isolation of 

sound alone in radio transmissions is first of all a deprivation of the other senses. But, as Rudolf 

Arnheim wrote in his “Praise of Blindness,” the concentration on one sense could also stimulate 

the imaginary capacities of the listeners. While a sound transmission reduces the sensory, embod-

ied experience, its reduction also contributes to a specialization of the senses and frees the body 

from the spatial confines of a concert hall (1936: 86-127). With the introduction of media for the 

amplification of senses, the first step is made to prefer the electronically mediated to the situated, 
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embodied experience of the environment. As John Durham Peters argued  “the mediated be-

comes the natural condition” (187) although the lack of social interaction in a mass media setting 

has to be compensated for by stand-in audiences. 

 The empowering effect of media can also swerve into the opposite direction of an over-

amplification of sensual impressions and destructive uses of power. In The Lawnmower Man 

(1992), the protagonist is a mentally disabled boy, Jobe Smith, who works for the brain scientist 

Dr. Angelo. After Jobe encounters “Cyboman” in his dreams, the virtual reality engine of Dr. 

Angelo lets him surpass the limits of his own body, learn at dizzying rates before turning into a 

virtual monster with disastrous effects on the external world. By becoming “Cyboman” in virtual 

reality, Jobe’s senses and mental capacities are amplified beyond his bodily capacities, which 

eventually results in the destruction of his physical body and the survival of Jobe as a ghost in 

the network.

 The question of power and technology has been part of cybernetic imaginaries from the 

beginning. Animation of inanimate matter or the creation of human life and intelligence such as 

in Golem (D. Carl Boese, 1920) or Frankenstein (Edison Studios, 1910; 1931 with Boris Karloff) 

were explored in the filmic medium from the early beginnings. Typically, these films start out 

with a scientist, whose creation then turns out to be powerful beyond anticipation. His technol-

ogy develops a consciousness of its own capabilities, starts to develop its own means and ends 

and turns into a body devouring machine. In Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), the relations of 

hordes of workers to the capitalist aristocracy are mediated through a gigantic machine. Repre-

sented as an organism of pipes, valves, slides and halls, the "M-Machine" turns rampant when 

supply of work force runs low. The mis-en-scène in the beginning of the film underlines the ho-

mogeneity of the working bodies and their repetitive movements. Armies of uniform bodies are 

fed into the workshops, exhausted of their energy and eventually discarded as waste. This imagi-

nary of a cybernetic body is not unlike the more recent example of “body farms” which feed the 

simulation engine in The Matrix (1999). The bodies’ energy is extracted to keep the system run-

ning, all the while a free consciousness is simulated to serve the libidinal drives of the human 

subject. Leaving the matrix is accompanied by massive retaliation from hostile agents, bad food 
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on board a derelict war ship, and the realization that a simulated consciousness, mediated as it is, 

may be preferable to the “real world” as they call it.

 The last class of images refers to the depiction of virtual space, which remains tied to the 

perspectival illusion introduced by cinematography and art. Initially, virtual reality referred to 

modeling a dynamic, three-dimensional space through computer generated graphics. The per-

spectival illusion was created by objects appearing larger in the front than those in the back. Pro-

portions of objects changed dynamically in relation to the observer - similar to cinematographic 

techniques of set design. An early example of rendering a simple geometrical space is found in 

the film Tron  from 1982, where classic cinematography converges with computer generated im-

ages (CGI). Due to the early stage of programming languages and computing capacity at the 

time, renditions of three-dimensional objects appear as low in detail, abstract and bulky. The illu-

sion of three dimensions is created by scaling objects on a grid structure. In order to make the 

virtual space plausible in terms of relations and proportions, scenes are frequently created by 

cross-cutting between animated, filmed and programmed sequences. 

 The second, more complicated image concerns the space of information. How exactly do 

you imagine an agent creating, handling, and structuring information in virtual space? One early 

example can be found in Disclosure (1994), where data gloves and glasses allow the protagonist 

to browse files on a remote server. This rendition of information as packs of files is like a bu-

reaucrat’s dream and continues to shape our understanding of structured, digital information. A 

more elaborate version of representing information in space is found, again, in The Matrix, 

where space is but the result of information itself. Although represented in iterations of dynamic 

data sequences, this space of information remains, surprisingly, within the perspectival illusion 

of scaling identical objects in depth. The cybernetic body of Neo being nothing more than a de-

coder of this form of information.

 I have presented here three dimensions of the cybernetic body in cinematography: the 

extended and amplified body, the alienated body and the proper cybernetic body as a combina-

tion of technology and flesh, navigating information in virtual space. These powerful images 

have contributed to our imagination of the new age of computer networks, of digital technology 

and its world-making qualities. But the present appears to be a lot more banal. The question I 

4    Manuscript Copy: No publication, distribution, or copying without written consent of the author



want to ask here is What is the collective image of our own present? Why do these visions some-

how fail to capture the contemporary experience of networked communication? The tentative 

answer hinges on a different definition of virtuality in temporal terms, not spatial ones. Let me 

begin this last part with the problem of how to represent a multitude? 

 Our possibilities to appear as public bodies have been expanded in the last ten years 

through a plethora of graphic, communicative and archival tools. Hundreds of millions of indi-

viduals create avatar images on social networking platforms.  The multitude appears as a threat 

to structure, to hierarchy and secrecy. Surprisingly, the answer to the multitude is not to cherish 

its contingency as “crowd” but to find ways to aggregate the multitude into manageable units 

“the hive”. Here are two examples: In the first image, photos of social network users in different 

regions of the world are combined with geo data to find an image of the most typical, Uzbek, Af-

ghan or German face. A similar approach is behind a demographic calculation by the National 

Geographic of “The World’s Most Typical Person” 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4B2xOvKFFz4). That person is, hypothetically speaking, a 

28-year-old, male Han Chinese with a mobile phone. His image is itself a composite of 190,000 

pictures of people from that age cohort. Aggregation is a comfortable way to understand a multi-

tude. By putting bodies in boxes of nationhood, gender and race, by sorting consumer activity 

through factors and by tracking movement in virtual and actual space, the multitude disappears 

as an entropic social form. 

 But if we reject the idea of statistics becoming the philosophy of the future, we have an-

other powerful image at hand, which puts agency back into our hands - the network. The network 

has become an image of the social space, where two different meanings of the term coalesce. On 

the basis of the inevitable technical network of cables, routers, switches and mainframes, interac-

tion is structured along pre-programmed parameters, scripts and protocols. The network of 

agents communicates through a network of bits. Since this form of interaction is based on the 

exchange of information, it resembles interaction in social space. Social networks are not new to 

this current era, but the implementation of  “social networks” has contributed to perceiving of 

everyday interaction and communication in terms of a computed procedure. The Social Network 

Browser by Patrick Barry 
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(http://patrickbarry.com/projects/ljnet/screenshots/surrealpenguin-1.jpg) makes this reversal of 

perspective quite palpable. Centered around an individual, a “circle of friends” is represented as 

a circle of avatar images, which are in turn linked to his friends’ outer circles on the periphery of 

his own network. Having no more individuality than any of the others, the network itself is pre-

sented as an interactive structure, which can be scaled, manipulated and managed. By spatializ-

ing the structure, the social network appears as a fixed structure although it is based on contex-

tual interactions in time. This temporal dimension of networked communication becomes obvi-

ous in my last example. Individual words are recontextualized and converge in parallel time, be-

yond the semantic habits of our literary imagination. The typographical symbol of a hash or 

pound key (#) has become the standard sign for such a networked term on the short message 

platform Twitter. A combination of the hash key with any word or row of signs will connect an 

individual message to a variety of other messages bearing the same hashtag. 

 To come to a close, I want to emphasize that our lack of an image of the present time is in 

part due to the strictly spatial, cinematographic images of the future, where virtuality still refers 

to the modeling of three-dimensional spaces and objects. These images are poorly suited reflect 

an information ecosystem, which describes change in terms of its own iterations. Feeding a re-

cursive loop with its own output creates an immanence in digital environments which is reflec-

tive to change. Virtuality should be regarded, in Deleuze’s sense of identity, as a potentiality 

which can be actualized in time (Deleuze, 2004). In consequence this means that we need to shed 

our homely metaphors of the cybernetic body for a strictly relational, temporal understanding of 

information. Instead of modeling a Second Life, this life is challenge enough to accommodate 

actual and virtual identities in the same body.
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