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Intro

There ain’t no sin, and there ain’t no virtue. There’s just stuff people do. It’s all part of the same thing. And some things folks do is nice, and some ain’t so nice, but that’s as far as any man got a right to say (Jim Casy to Tom Joad, in Steinbeck, 1939/1992: 32).

Cliff Stoll (1995: 234) once observed that computer networks, like cars and televisions, confer a most seductive freedom, the “freedom to.” It’s not surprising, then, that the freedom to explore Internet sex and pursue online coupling has become a tempting, and growing, pastime for many adults already coupled to somebody else offline. Some estimates suggest that up to ten percent of adult Internet surfers become hooked on cybersex (infidelitycheck, 2002). 

For me, though, Internet sex has never held any great fascination. After all, I’m more or less an absolutely monogamous, fidelity-unchallenged, reasonably happily married male. Until I met Natasha. And her Russian sisters. They must have read my online writing and seen my manly homepage bio-jpegs. Or something. Why else would these three lovely nubile women send me, a virtual stranger, email and nude pictures and sexy promises? Before I knew it, I was exchanging emails and pictures and stories and chatting online and typing with one hand while looking at their pictures and reading their real-time chat-promptings. Was I being unfaithful to my partner?

Nope. Because I’m making this up. There was no exchange of pictures, no chatrooms, and no temptation to accept Natasha’s prurient offers. In fact, there was no Natasha. Not because I’m prudish, reserved, or judgmental about such things—I’m far too jaded to judge Netporn as an ethical lapse. So why would I not be attracted to all those Natashas spamming my email account? After all, this wouldn’t really be sex. What actually disinclines me toward these libidinally laden come-ons is that, if there were a Natasha, and had I succumbed to her allures, I’d have to ‘fess up to my Internet partner, with whom I’m open and honest and totally committed.

Now, nobody knows about my Internet partner. Not my friends, not my priest, and especially not my wife. Nor does her husband know about me. Although we’ve never met face-to-face, we swap pictures and speak together on the phone about once every two weeks. We met on an online academic listserve in 1999, exchanged some emails, and over the next two years gradually became friends as we increasingly shared information. It began slowly, first by swapping research notes and bibliographies, then sharing drafts of papers, and finally we began sharing summaries of our day’s events, personal problems, and deepest joys and fears. We made each other laugh, cry, and grow, as we shared intimate parts of our day. Could it be we were in love? Was I being unfaithful to my wife?

Nope. I’m making this up, too. Every word. No Internet partner, no Internet intimacies, and absolutely no Internet sex. I’m not even Catholic.

The closest I’ve ever come to displaying e-infidelity was an errant, flirtatious email, totally innocent, intended for a female friend I inadvertently misdirected to my wife, who, of course, being unamused, assumed the worst. The very worst. No, I’m not making this up, and everything from here on is true. The “e-oops” (that’s what we call embarrassing misdirected missives) happened. And, complicated by some past non-virtual peccadillos, it took considerable explaining. A faux-flirtatious interaction, even if innocent, wasn’t, if that’s what was going on, appropriate. And if it wasn’t going on, and it wasn’t, then it better not go on in the future. So, no untoward e-coupling was happening. Remember, everything from here on is true.

But, what if I were not making up these stories? What’s wrong with online sex or coupling between partners who are attached to other partners in presumably offline monogamous relationships? Who does such things hurt? Swapping precious ASCII is hardly the same as sharing precious bodily fluids, and surely safe hex is more benign than safe sex. Would an E-involvement with another woman (or man) constitute infidelity? Even if it didn’t, would it still count as unethical behavior? Are Net romances a serious social problem that creates a “monogamy myth” that risks corrupting the relationships of future generations (Vaughn, 1989) or indicative of a potential underlying pathology (Schneider and Weiss, 2001)? There are certainly legal, therapeutic, interpersonal, domestic, and societal ramifications. After all, an estimated 20 percent of wives and 25 percent of husbands are estimated to have had extra-marital affairs, and the numbers nearly double when non-physical, but intensely emotional, affairs are added (Harris, 2003). In challenging the “monogamy myth,” Vaughn (2003) argues that the figures might be as high as 60 percent for men and 40 percent for women. Some scholars argue that up to one-third of divorce litigation is triggered by online affairs (infidelitycheck.org, 2002).

This paper is only partially about online sexual activity. It’s mostly about how we socially construct, code, talk about, and impute value judgments to “cybersex,” especially when participants are partnered to others offline. Some observers argue that the Internet provides a unique new way of interacting that challenges conventional definitions of sexuality and requires new ethical rules as well. I’m not so sure; perhaps we too hastily reduce cyber-romance to issues of ethics and character.

The proliferation of imprecise terms to describe online romantic or sexual activity creates confusion when discussing on sexual activity. Netsex, the broadest label, is an umbrella term that generally refers to any online activity of a sexual nature that involves titillation, varying from an exchange of provocative ASCII texts to viewing pornography. “Cybersex” and “Netsex” tend to be synonyms, applied to both sexually stimulating activities as well as to more complex online relationships that sometimes emerge. A subset of Netsex behaviors includes behaviors in which participants may not directly engage in overt onanistic behaviors while online, but nonetheless become “cybercoupled.” Here, I use the terms “cybercoupling” and the corollary “cyberinfidelity” to refer to online activities in which two people who have not previously met offline become, through an exchange of electronic communications, emotionally involved (cybercoupling). Cyberinfidelity is the issue raised when one or both online partners are also coupled with an offline partner.

In this paper, I explore the complexities of Netsex by focusing primarily on online dyads in which at least one participant is coupled to a different offline partner. My assumption is that cybercoupling is the most extreme form of Net sexual activity because it is interactive, occurs over an extended time, includes fantasizing and role playing, and involves an emotional bonding. The concept of cybercoupling thus becomes a lens for unpacking the ethics of broader online sexual activity by exploring the question of what really counts as sex and infidelity. All interaction and social statuses entail rights, obligations, expectations, and a sense of what the costs are for violations. In western culture, aside from life and death issues, matters of sex carry some of the heavier prescriptions and proscriptions delimiting what we ought or ought not do, say, see, or hear. The concepts of romantic coupling and the ideal of monogamy are among the most enduring and cherished bonds. “‘Til death do us part,” and all that. Waskul (2003) observed that the gray area of “good and evil” may reflect whether we view online behavior as an extension of real life or something all together different:

Many people presume that Internet activities are not bound by the same codes; others suggest just the opposite—it’s a classic bifurcation and most of us are very uncertain about this “black and white” characterization.

My goal here is to elaborate Waskul’s insights and extend the gray areas surrounding the ethics of online sex and romance, coupling, and infidelity on a sliding scale of involvement, acceptability, and blame. Cybercoupling becomes an icon—a symbolic signpost—for broad range of Netsex interactions. While this reproduces some of the conceptual ambiguity surrounding most discussions of Netsex, I suggest that part of the definitional problem is inevitable because of the ambiguity of the meanings of the “sex” itself. I argue that, while the same broader ethical standards apply both online and off, there is a sliding scale of ethical accountability shaped by the context of the interaction, the expectations of partners, and the consequences of the behaviors.

Mapping the Terrain

Moral certitude is rarely as certain as it seems. Jim Casy, the jaded former reverend in John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, routinely found his spiritual status as a moral sage a useful tool for post-sermon sexual seductions. He tried to explain his shift from moral absolutism to cynical realism. His inability to reconcile his sexual appetites with his moral sensitivities shattered his belief in absolute ethical imperatives, despite his occasional honoring of the symbols of rectitude when it was for immediate self-gratification. Through Casy, Steinbeck was attempting to describe the intricate and dialectical dance between good and evil, the Gordian knot created as the two intertwine.

Most of us recognize, or would like to think we recognize, the necessity for fairly fundamental social principles of good and evil. We accept that preying on others is a bad thing; injustice isn’t nice; and sexual improprieties of our partners are quite unacceptable. Yet, on this latter point, the definition of “sexual,” “improper,” and “unacceptable” generally depends on what your definition of “is” is. It’s not that most people accept non-monogamy when presumably committed to one partner. Instead, something so seemingly unambiguous in the abstract becomes murky when participants are confronted with competing interpretations and conflicting meanings of the same facts in their personal behavior. Even more so than in the real world, the blurred line between acceptable interaction and actions less-so tend to muddy the ethical territory of cyberspace. Cyberspace is no longer an invisible, unsettled “electronic frontier.” It has grown into a populated and still-evolving world community. Although figures vary, in 1995, there were between 16-26 million people online worldwide. About 18 million computers users were online in the U.S. In 2002, this had surged to over 580 million worldwide users online, with over 165 million of them in the U.S. (NUA, 2002a, 2002b). This provides a rather large pool of potentially harvestable sexmates. The dramatic increase in online activity brought a corresponding awareness of cyberinfidelty, leaving some observers, moral entrepreneurs and—not surprisingly—marriage counselors to cluck as if this were a suddenly new and rampant phenomenon. It’s not, and an understanding of the social context of cybersex requires grounding in a brief history of its origins.

News Flash: “Cybersex in Cyberspace”

The term “cyberspace” is now a bit hackneyed, and most of us recognize that cyberspace is not really a place. It is something that happens with people using computers. “Cyberspace” connotes interaction with others by means of a personal computer and a modem connection that allows access to users at other computers. The term, originally coined by William Gibson, refers to something that happens in the mind:

A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every nation, by children being taught mathematical concepts...A graphic representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, receding....” (Gibson 1984: 51)

As we sit at the computer keyboard and magically etch our ASCII for others to see, we feel as if we leave it somewhere, and that “somewhere,” cyberspace, is simply a metaphoric way of identifying the experience of electronic communication. Cyberspace offers marvelous resources. It also offers activities, such as electronic mail, public access systems, and chat rooms, where people meet, flirt, argue, heal, carouse, or fall in and out of love.

Concerns about cybersex and infidelity have received increased media attention in the new millennium from a combination of media stories (e.g., Edwards, 2002; Esposito, 1999; Kampert, 2002), counselors or therapists (Dr. Phil, 2003; Glass, 2003; Maheu and Subotnik, 2001; Vaughn, 2003), alarmists (Schneider and Weiss, 2001), and rigorous scholars (Mileham, 2003; Waskul, 2003; 2002; 2000). Judging from some of the media hyperbole and sensationalism that subverted the gravitas of Mileham’s groundbreaking work on chatroom interaction and Net infidelity, it would seem that the issues of Netsex and cybercoupling have only recently emerged. However, recent accounts seem unaware that these and the related issues of “fidelity,” ethics, and sexual interaction emerged full-scale at least as early as the 1980s. Then, as now, the same motivations that drove people to explore sexual gratification offline also motivated them online.

Netsex didn’t emerge de novo in a vacuum or overnight. It has co-evolved at the same speed, and with the same trajectory, as other computer changes since the 1970s. Historically, 25 years is barely a generation. In Net time, however, a quarter of a century constitutes quantum changes in computer-mediated communication. Two major technological breakthroughs occurred in the mid-1970s that provided the medium for cybersex: Inexpensive personal computers (PCs) and PC modems.

PCs, as we know them today, emerged out of the microcomputer revolution between 1975-76. The first publicly marketed viable desktop computers went on the market in the mid-1970s. Although these originally had little utility for the average person, techno-junkies were exploring the possibilities for games, work, and especially communication. Commercial digital modems were marketed as early as 1965 as a means of transferring data between mainframes. When PC modems became commercially available with the development of the mass-produced standard Hayes PC modem in 1979, which allowed users to send information between their system and another, it began a digital revolution that included the Golden Age of hacking (Thomas, 2004), the Internet, and, of course, Netsex.

The development of inexpensive modems led to the invention of Bulletin Board Systems (BBSes) that allowed PC users to communicate with other users over telephone lines. As curious youth began to discover that PCs were fun, adults, were also exploring their potential for communication. In 1978, Computerized Bulletin Board System (CBBS), the first BBS in the country, went online and allowed PC users to communicate with other users by dialing into a central PC that hosted the BBS. There, users could exchange information in public or private forums and download and upload text files and programs. They could also exchange graphics, such as pictures. BBSes provided public and private forums for sexually-oriented synchronous and asynchronous ASCII conversations, download sexually enticing text and graphic files, and engage in fantasy role playing, all in the privacy of one’s room. Some BBSes, such as Event Horizons and Amateur Action, were early purveyors of explicit sexual material in the early 1980s. 

The territory for virtual sexuality was born.

As the virtual world of the BBS evolved, so too did more sophisticated systems that allowed users to communicate faster and more directly using networked computers accessed through mainframes or other shared servers. Bitnet, a short-lived early network of computer-mediated communication common at educational institutions, was a primitive, yet effective, introduction into the world of email and newsgroups for university students and staff who found the new medium a novel and often addictive pastime for communicating, meeting new people, and engaging in the occasional fantasy with online strangers. “Bitsex,” the term for casual flirting and provocative one-on-one email or discussion list sexual stimulation, provided a forum for students and others to sexually stimulate a partner or develop clandestine relationships.

The Internet, a vast connection of inter-networked worldwide computer systems able to communicate with each, publicly emerged in the 1980s, and became the primary conduit for computer-mediated communication by the early 1990s. Stimulated especially by the needs of scholars and students at academic institutions, the Internet provided the backbone for an array of PC communication tools that facilitated the growth of online coupling. Many of these services offered a libidinal outlet for curious explorers. Usenet, an asynchronous text messaging system, enticed users with forums such as alt.sex, alt.sex.bondage, sex.strip-clubs, and alt.sex.spanking, in addition to forums for the exchange of graphics ranging from mildly lewd to extreme hardcore. Before the popular instant messaging now common on the Net, Unix operating software provided commands such as “talk”, “ytalk,” and “chat,” that allowed two or more users to communicate privately.

Public access systems, such as The Well (1985), Compuserve, and America Online (1989/1991), provided a new type of virtual community for users to come together and interact with millions of others. Although Compuserve was established in 1969 as a computer-sharing service, it wasn’t until a decade later that it emerged as a significant cyber-presence, becoming the first online service provider to offer its subscribers email and real-time chat, a precursor to AOL’s now-infamous chatrooms and, later, instant messaging, both of which became fertile cybersex playground for everything from felons trolling for illegal sex to gender-bending role playing. MUDs and MOOs, text-based software that allowed for the creation of real-time virtual communities, usually of fantasy role-playing games, occasionally included highly sexual scenarios. 

By the early 1990s, virtual sexuality attracted media attention in part because of male predators bilking women with whom they became involved in online romances, or “cyber Lotharios” such as the male on Sausalito’s The Well, who romanced and exploited five female members simultaneously, both online and off, apparently not realizing that, even online, one ought never forget the adage, “women talk.” His involvement drew considerable media attention both for his online seduction and for his offline interactions that included monetary and other exploitation.

Also in 1993, the provocative issue of online rape arose in a fantasy game on LambdaMOO. If fantasized cybersex is considered sex, or at least infidelity, what should we call an online fantasy rape? Dibble’s (1996) provocative essay raised an intriguing issue: How should an online community respond to an ASCII sexual assault? What social meaning, pejorative or otherwise, should we impute to a MOO character who compels others in the fantasy game to unwillingly service him sexually?

The sexual escapades emerging on BBSes, in chatrooms, and on the then-new Internet in the mid-1980s seem rather quaint in the 21st Century. Today, with over 60 percent of the U.S. online, and with growing awareness of accessability to online communities, the omnipresence of email, the ease of instant messaging and file sharing, and the comfort level in which a casual message can contain the subtextual seeds—wittingly or not—for something more, both the opportunity for, intensity of, and prevalence of Internet relationships continues to increase dramatically. So too does its visibility, fueled by media stories and moral entrepreneurs who are certain that, even without physical contact, cybersex counts as “sex.”

The question of what counts as “sex,” however, is less simple than it seems, and raises issues that aren’t immediately obvious.

What’s Online Sex, Anyway? Cybercoupling and Infidelity

Even in the tactile, corporeal world, what counts as sex varies. Glass (2003) rejects the view that without sexual contact, infidelity does not exist. She acknowledges that gender differences temper this judgment to the extent that women tend to see emotional attachment as the primary criterion for infidelity. Men, by contrast, view sexual intercourse as the definitive factor, and only 46 percent of males judge online sexual activity to constitute infidelity (infidelitycheck, 2002). But, Glass argues, the emotional damage even of non-contact interaction, such as Internet affairs, is sufficiently damaging to constitute infidelity.

On the other hand, when former President Bill Clinton claimed, “I never had sex with that woman, Ms. Lewinsky,” he reminded us that online or off, not all people share the same definition of “sex” all the time. Christina (1997: 3) underscores the uncertainty of what seems, to some, so certain. In describing her youthful promiscuity, she initially kept score, taking pride in the number of her many sexual partners. As the years passed, she realized that she was counting fewer of them, not because partners didn’t physically enter her, normally a sine qua non of “real sex,” which they may or not have done, but because her meaning of sex was shifting:

The problem was, as I kept doing more kinds of sexual things, the line between SEX and NOT-SEX kept getting hazy and more indistinct. As I brought more into my sexual experience, things were showing up on the dividing line demanding my attention. It wasn’t just that the territory I labeled SEX was expanding. The line itself had swollen, dilated, been transformed into a vast gray region. It had become less like a border and more like a demilitarized zone (Christina, 1997: 5).

Another question complicates the definition: Is “sex” something that can be defined or excluded by fiat? If, for example, sexual relations are a necessary criterion for adultery, redefining “sex” by excluding some sex acts normally seen as the primary criterion would be one way to reduce the incidence of adulterous affairs. After all: No sex, no adultery. Another would be to redefine “sexual relations.” Had Ken Starr conducted his investigation of President Clinton in Thailand, it might have been far shorter:

A group of Thai judges gave a definition to conjugal infidelity. From now on, oral sex isn’t adultery at all, and it isn’t classified as “sex.” …Forty-five of the sixty judges and consultants said that sex is only when partners have genital contact. The rest of the judges insisted that sex was any kind of contact when genitals of at least one partner involved. However, the majority dominated in the dispute, and oral sex was referred to the category of an innocent pastime no longer forbidden (Pravda, 2002).

The credibility of Pravda notwithstanding, this illustrates the ease by which the socially constructed meaning of sex could be changed by fiat. A recent case in the U.S. refined the meaning of sex when the definition of “sexual intercourse” required to sustain an accusation of adultery was dramatically narrowed by the New Hampshire Supreme Court:

If a married woman has sex with another woman, it isn’t adultery, a narrowly divided state Supreme Court decided yesterday. Adultery, three justices ruled, only occurs when the sexual relations between a married person and another could fertilize an egg (Vos, 2003).

If the demarcation lines between sex and non-sex are foggy face-to-face (as it were), they are even murkier online. Cybersex and Netsex remain common terms that include activities ranging from accessing computer-mediated sexually explicit material, interactive games, and other forms of sexually stimulating images. However, as Waskul (2002: 110) observes, cybersex is only marginally related to pornography, which tends to be passive, onanistic, and primarily a male-oriented activity. The term reduces the complexities of highly nuanced online sexually related interactions to something one-dimensional and partial. Waskul (2000: 17) also notes that many scholars adopt definitions of cybersex, such as “any form of sexual expression accessed through the computer or the Internet,” that range from naive to self-servingly inaccurate. Many of these definitions come from pop psychologists, marriage counselors, and moral entrepreneurs who have built a career out of perceived sexual pathologies. “Netsex” becomes one more pathology to be treated or judged:

Cyber-infidelity is defined as the act of engaging in acts of a romantic or sexual nature with an individual or individuals through electronic or virtual communities, i.e., as established through dating websites, email discussion lists, interactive games, chat rooms or newsgroups. Cyber-infidelity can easily lead to a cyber-affair, which involves the emotional investment of time and energy into an individual, group, or community (Maheu, 1999).

Maheu’s definition of Cybersex was focused to fit a therapeutic clinical model:

Cyber-sex occurs when people use computerized content (text, sounds, or images obtained from software or the Internet for sexual stimulation. They usually start by typing provocative and sometimes erotic words to each other. They might also send voice files to one another, describe their fantasies, or show each other pictures or videos of themselves or other people. Whichever technology they use, the individuals created a shared sexual excitement and usually end with masturbation (Maheu and Subotnik, 2001: 12).

Such unnuanced definitions lead to conflation of types, motivations, and processes of Internet interpretations of sexuality and romance. As an antidote, Waskul draws from those who have experienced online sex to refine the definition, adding both an interactive and synchronous component:

In fact, among participants, cybersex is a word that strictly refers to real-time erotic communications between people, usually through typed text, digital cameras, or both (Waskul, 2000: 17).

While the distinctions in these competing definitions might seem overly subtle, Waskul’s conceptualization rightly recognizes that “having sex,” online or off, is more dynamic and interactive than passive. But, whether cybersex need be synchronous also seems debatable. Would two letters by postal mail exchanging sexually stimulating words or images, or by post-it notes, be “memo sex?” Would reciprocal and interactive faxing of titillating text or images constitute fa(u)x-sex?

Further illustrating the complexity of cybersex, some scholars contend that cybersex is accelerated because Internet communication is the most disembodied of all forms of interaction. Yet, is sharing ASCII and audio-video files to create an online history with a partner any more disembodied than the more limited bandwidth of a hardcopy letter, a phone call, or even yelling to somebody unseen in another room? Perhaps the perception of disembodiment contributes to the judgment that cybersexual attachments “aren’t real,” which some scholars suggest tend to surprise participants (Turkel, 1995: 21). But, there is a corporeal and emotional component not easily dismissed:

Netsex, tinysex, virtual sex—however you name it, in real-life reality it’s nothing more than a 900-line encounter stripped of even the vestigial physicality of the voice. And yet as any but the most inhibited of newbies can tell you, it’s possibly the headiest experience the very heady world of MUDs has to offer. Amid flurries of even the most cursorily described caresses, sighs, and penetrations, the glands do engage, and often as throbbingly as they would in a real-life assignation—sometimes even more so, given the combined power of anonymity and textual suggestiveness to unshackle deep-seated fantasies. And if the virtual setting and the interplayer vibes are right, who knows? The heart may engage as well, stirring up passions as strong as many that bind lovers who observe the formality of thrusting in the flesh (Dibble, 1996: 381).

One difficulty in trying to establish a clear, invariant definition of cybersex is that the varieties of all sexual activity are too broad and nuance to make a single, simple, definition possible. Therefore, while recognizing the ambiguous and vague shadings of Netsex as including a variety of nuance, fluid, and pliable behaviors, this paper emphasizes the variant of Netsex termed cybercoupling as a way of teasing out a range of behaviors and ethical judgments imputed to them. These behaviors range from relatively harmless flirtations and virtual stimulation between casually paired couples, to something more intense, as occurs when two people meet online, forge an escalating relationship, and establish a bond of commitment and intense emotional attachment, even though one or both may be coupled to an offline partner. The question posed here: Is cybercoupling unethical? The answer depends on how we perceive the context of offline partners who are “poached” by online counterparts.

Cyberpoachability and Infidelity

The concepts of adultery and infidelity, while intertwined, are not synonyms. Adultery, with its historical roots in religion and later in law, has shifted in meanings over the millennia, as the Oxford English Dictionary lists the original intent as describing an act of making a marriage impure. The definition was clear: Intercourse was required for adultery, and adulterers were punished by death. The King James version of Matthew, chapter V (27-28) expands the act to thought:

5:27 Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery:

5:28 But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.

Shifting the definition from the bed to the head caused some embarrassment for Presidential candidate Jimmy Carter in his November, 1976, interview in Playboy magazine, even while hinting at a gray area of “guilt”:

I’ve looked on a lot of women with lust. I’ve committed adultery in my heart many times. This is something that God recognizes I will do—and I have done it—and God forgives me for it. But that doesn’t mean that I condemn someone who not only looks on a woman with lust but who leaves his wife and shacks up with somebody out of wedlock. Christ says, Don’t consider yourself better than someone else because one guy screws a whole bunch of women while the other guy is loyal to his wife.

Although the intense opprobrium and its punishment shifted over the centuries, the term still applied only to married partners. The term “infidelity” is both broader and more vague. It applies both to married and non-married partners, and also includes behaviors other than sexual intercourse. Infidelity generally falls in the category of “doing the wrong thing,” which would seem to make it unethical. Ethics, after all, is about doing the right thing, not necessarily about thinking the wrong thing. But, ethics connotes choice. In criminology, we call this mens rea, which simply means that we intentionally did bad, and we should be held accountable. 

However, like the definitions of adultery and infidelity, intentionality, too, can be unclear. Glass (2003) argues that in the current “new infidelity” of contemporary online and offline culture, couples do not intentionally begin an affair with a conscious decision. Instead, they drift into it as they unwittingly forge a relationship that gradually crosses the line from the platonic safe area, through the gray area, then well into the red zone of committed emotional attachment. Especially with online involvements, the “crept-up” factor plays a major role. Participants may not intend to romantically pursue another person, and the small choices made may not be unethical either individually or even in the aggregate. Only when the realization that a coupling relationship has developed do the issues of ethics grow murky. There may not have been original intent to betray a partner or act unethically. Instead, there was a gradual drift in initially indiscernible and incremental steps whose choices were, perhaps, even noble. Although not cyber-based, one example of the subtle and well-intended process by which noble intents led to unanticipated outcomes involved at least eight New York fire-fighters who left their wives and family to start new lives with the widows of co-workers who were victims of 9/11 (CBSNEWS, 2003). They did not begin their new relationships intending to stray. The original intent was highly ethical. They were assigned to comfort the widows, but comfort incrementally turned to intense passion and intimacy:

This is the essence of the new crisis of infidelity: friendships, work relationships, and Internet liaisons have become the latest threat to marriages. As these opportunities for intimate relationships increase, the boundaries between platonic and romantic feelings blur and become easier to cross (Glass, 2003: 1).

In addition to the “crept-up” factor, several additional factors complicate issues of mens rea. First is naiveté. While electronic communication has been common for a decade, even experienced users may not recognize the signs of growing involvement, as attachments slowly creep up on the participants. Most of us have had years of experience dealing with the face-to-face “boy-girl” dynamics in the initiation or discouragement of flirtation, romance, and “something more.” Although ASCII is simpler, perhaps because of the very fact that it APPEARS simpler, we often lack the sophistication to recognize how simple words can nurture growing emotional attachment to and passion for the online conversational partner.

Second, and a corollary to naiveté, is the “invisible poaching” factor. Poachable, a term that circulated among San Francisco bartenders in the early 1970s, refers to the public cues that a coupled person gives off that signal accessibility for sexual involvement with a person other than the established partner. As bartenders, accurately reading poachability cues were an asset in facilitating the needs of customers. It was also a skill useful for defusing conflicts when customers misread the cues. Schmitt and Buss (2001: 894) converted the term into a serious scholarly concept to analyze behaviors intended to attract another person who is already in a romantic relationship, or to signal accessibility to others, even though already in a coupled relationship. Their conceptualization describes the physical cues that one gives off that enhance attractiveness or to symbolize sexually proceptive behaviors such as prolonged eye contact (Schmitt and Buss, 2001: 913).

Accessibility cues online are much more difficult to exhibit or inhibit than in face-to-face interaction. There are no cues such as body posture, eye contact, or other audio-visual tips to alert us to the intents of others or to the impact our ASCII may have on them. Granted, as in bars, some coupled individuals are constantly “on the make” and cruise online for targets, coupled or otherwise. Others frequent chatrooms or IRC channels where consensual surreptitious pairings readily occur. But, the question at hand isn’t whether one “meets” somebody online, even if some flirtation occurs. It’s how the value judgments we make about the next steps become translated into categorical ethical statements based on imperatives of “right and wrong” when ASCII cues develop into something beyond flirtation that evolve into what Waskul (2000: 19) has labeled outer-course or altersexuality. These terms refer to the gray area of sexually laden interaction that may not, on the surface, conform to conventional definitions of “sex” or whose initial cues escape a person’s radar in initial stages of a potential relationship’s development. This is the invisibility factor in which the poaching cues that we may recognize face-to-face may be less obvious in ASCII. In ASCII, as conversational partners negotiate emotional space and distance, they also subtlety renegotiate accessibility barriers as they use simple monologic discourse to expand a rich dialogic partnership that can bring them closer with neither recognizing it.

An additional factor in online interaction is that the normal barriers to poaching, such as mate-guarding by the offline partner or snooping by offline friends, dissolve behind the keyboard. The relative solitude and ability to create barriers between our external environment and the world behind the screen excludes partners who, in face-to-face settings, may be physically present to send off barrier cues (such as threatening looks to a potential poacher or paying increased attention to the mate). It also excludes other cues such as wedding rings, pictures of children on the desk or in the wallet, and other artifacts of possession or attachment.

Another way to signify poachability is by the silences we leave and what we do not reveal to others that might make us a potential tryst magnet. In ASCII, we can filter mate barrier cues by avoiding talk about domestic life, children, and topics that invoke images of a partner. Collectively, poachabilty cues in ASCII are far more complex, nuance, and subtle than in face-to-face interactions, making judgments of intents all the more difficult.

A final poachability factor, one that can reduce the culpability of some participants in online coupling relationships, is the unique nature of the computer medium to create a preliminary tabula rasa: We cannot initially judge the conversational partner on the other end on the basis of audio/visual cues as we do face to face. For some, physicality in real life was not optimal for attracting others. Offline attributes that might be perceived as less desirable face-to-face can be replaced with more alluring online personas, as Net sage Michael Godwin (1994) observed:

In, uh, “face-to-face mode,” these two people might never have broken the ice. But online they revealed their deepest secrets to each other, and each discovered a kindred spirit. Even the often-disappointing first meetings of would-be online lovers tell you something of the power of text - it’s those face-to-face distractions (his weight problem, say, or her acne) that prevent the union of those who otherwise might be soulmates.”

Of course, none of the factors that mitigate display of or acting on accessibility cues necessarily absolves online couplers from accountability. But, they do suggest that the imputation of ethical “guilt” on the basis of the outcome of the actions glosses over the primary doctrine of guilt assessment, mens rea. This raises the issue: On what grounds can we judge online coupling as ethical or unethical?

Discourse from the Trenches

In an attempt to examine how experienced Net surfers judged the issues of Netsex, cyberinfidelity, and poaching, from October through December, 2003, I initiated a discussion in two online forums in which the participants were currently, or had been recently, involved in a committed offline relationship. The first group was two classes of college sociology students. The issues of online coupling were raised in class offline as an introduction, and then brought to the class online conferencing board. The discussion generated about 65 posts from 28 posters. The second discussions occurred on a public access system frequented by technologically sophisticated professionals and others, all of whom had considerable online experience, including in cybercoupling. This produced 60 responses from 23 posters. The selections below are unedited, except for formatting. The goal was not to produce a survey or body of data to allow generalization of opinions. Instead, it was to identify forms of discourse and how definitions and judgments of cybercoupling, cybersex, and cyberinfidelity were interpreted.

The input from both groups provided thoughtful commentary and illustrated the breadth of perspectives underlying individual judgments. Despite the online experience of the commentators, neither the definition nor the meaning of cybersex in any of its variants became clearer. Although the posts do not allow significant systematic generalizations, not surprisingly, the gender differences broke along lines predictable by existing research: women tended to weigh cybersex and poaching as an emotional violation, while men tended to judge it as infidelity only if there were extreme physical contact of a sexual nature.

The primary problem in mapping out the issues was defining basic terms, on which there was considerable divergence (e.g., “cybersex;” “infidelity;” “betrayal”), and the context of interaction and the relationship between the offline couples was the key factor in defining cybersex for some respondents:

Source: online community (male)

Date: December, 2003

It depends on the relationship, the nature of the questionable interaction, the extent of the interaction, etc. I would think the extent to which the technology was material would only depend in some instances. So, the question would not be is looking at porn on the internet infidelity, but is looking at porn in any context infidelity? looking at porn now and then, or spending most waking hours looking at it? What if it wasn’t a romantic e-relationship, but an intense personally intimate relationship with a stranger, but sex was never mentioned? If someone goes to a strip club, is that infidelity? If they get a lap dance? A conversation with a stripper in a strip club? Is this conversation different than chat with a stranger? is masturbating some sort of infidelity? What about sex fantasies? What about having sex with your partner, but thinking about someone else?

Ultimately, the core issue is what is fidelity. Once this has been defined, then you can look at infidelity. What is fidelity, besides being highly personal, is also not so easy to pin down, I feel.

However, those who saw cybersexuality as cheating cast it in terms of “mate possession” and an encroachment on the offline dyad. Both males and females tended to cast their discourse not so much as an ethical violation, but rather as a tort, a personal wrong, and a challenge to the offline bond. Some described the primary problem as a subversion of trust:

Topic: INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: Student discussion list (female)

Date: October, 2003

Internet sex is cheating or infidelity. Even though you’re just talking or emailing, it’s with someone else other than your significant other. That’s a form of emotional cheating. Sending pictures clothed is not right either. You should be having these discussions or whatever with the person you’re with, that’s why you’re with them.

Others framed cybersex as an unambiguous issue of replacing the offline partner who laid claim to exclusivity with a surrogate:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: 
Student discussion list (female)

Date: 
October, 2003

My personal opinion as an engaged individual is that “internet sex” and sex are one in the same. If my partner was to engage in either activity with an individual other than me, I would consider it infidelity. For me personally, there is no sliding scale of acceptability. It is my opinion that all forms of computer sex are gross and if I found out that my mate was engaging in this type of behavior—He couldn’t pack his bags fast enough to avoid the mental pain I’d inflict. The idea of a person choosing to whack off to an e-mail or pictures as opposed to getting the real thing is baffling. Why, why, why????

Sometimes, past experiences with online romances shape the context and provide a recognition of the very real possibility of cyber interactions evolving into something much deeper, which extinguishes the line between cyber and offline life:

Source: online community (female)

Date: December, 2003

As someone who married a man I met online, I’d take it pretty seriously. Not viewing porn, mind you, but being involved in cyber-flirtations or cyber-sex. It’s as real a relationship as any, though different, and if you have a monogamy agreement it’s a violation. Not everyone is monogamous of course, and couples all have their own lines of what’s acceptable. But cyber counts as well as RL counts, as far as I’m concerned.

The impact of alternative online sexual encounters on an offline partnership also raises the issue of replacement of or withdrawal from offline sexuality:

Source: online community (female)

Date: November, 2003

The big thing for me is not what you do with your body parts, so much as whether a relationship is taking your emotional focus out of the marriage I can see online sex going either way. Is it *replacing* marital sex, or removing the incentive for marital sex? Is it a casual thing like watching a single porn video might be, or is the person shutting down from the marriage and anticipating their nights with someone else? (Not saying those are the only two possibilities).

The structure of some discourse raised the issue that an intimacy that was once special is now shared:

Topic: INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: Student discussion group (female)

Date: October, 2003

I believe that all forms of internet sex should be constituted as cheating. Whether you’re dating/engaged/married, whatever it is, the fact of the matter that you are looking elsewhere for feelings of comfort and belonging instead of the relationship that you are committed to. If you’re only online to look for a friend, then you might as well go out to the bars, because that’s a better place to find friendship. There are so many pedophiles, perverts, rapists out there that search for their next victims online, that the internet is the last place you should look for some type of “alternative” sexual pleasure. I’m sorry, I know a lot of people may think that I’m being petty but come on. I wouldn’t want my boyfriend talking dirty and exchanging sexual fantasies with anyone other than me. If he is looking elsewhere for sexual pleasure then that obviously means that something is missing in our relationship and that “we” not “he” needs to work things out together!!

Some discourse reflected a sliding scale of acceptability, and implied that it could be a diagnostic cue for problems in the relationship rather than simply an ethical flaw:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: 
Student discussion list (male)

Date: 
October, 2003

In my opinion, virtual sex is not necessarily conducted in a chat room. I feel that you should have some visual contact, whether it is over a web cam or something. If 2 people are just chatting in a chat room, I do not see anything wrong with that. If you take it to the next level, then you might be crossing a boundary. In my opinion, infidelity is when you do engage in a sexual encounter with someone else while in a relationship. Does this mean if you are watching porn, is that infidelity? Is there a difference in chat rooms and 900 numbers? I feel that it is OK to flirt. It makes everyone feel good (generally). If someone is married and engaging in such activities, what does that say for the marriage? Is something missing to make that partner look elsewhere?

The sliding scale and escalating involvement might not be a “sex” or an “ethical” issue, but rather signs of problems in the relationship that could be the occasion for generating dialog with the offline partner:

Conf: SEX SEX SEX SEX (on the internet?)

From: Student discussion list (male)

Date: October, 2003

While there are potential problems with establishing relationships online, I don’t think that someone who has observed their significant other having conversations in an internet sex chat room should up and end the relationship. I admit that there are lines that should not be crossed with internet talks (i.e. sending provocative pictures, meeting, dating, etc.), simply talking to someone should not be taken as seriously as some people in class are saying it should. I recall a person in class stating that she would end her relationship with her husband if she caught him having internet sex without allowing him to explain, I think this is extremely harsh. If a person is having internet sex, he/she should be comfortable enough with his/her partner that they could talk about it in advance to see if there would be a problem. If the person is going behind their partner’s back, I think that the relationship has underlying problems to begin with and that internet sex may be the least of the couple’s worries. In sum, simply talking to someone about sex on line is no different than going to a bar and flirting. While many women consider internet sex infidelity, they would also consider a partner who forbids them from flirting a “control freak” or “possessive”. I fail to see a difference.

Physical sexual contact might be the necessary condition to constitute “cheating,” but cybersex likely fulfills an offline vacuum that reflects not so much infidelity, but lack of communication:

Conf: SEX SEX SEX SEX (on the internet?)

From: Class discussion group (female)

Date: October, 2003

I’m not really sure if internet sex is considered cheating. For one I think that in order to be cheating you need to be with that person physically and have so called sex on the internet you’re not with them physically. Secondly, sex is an intimate relationship and how intimate can you be on the computer? However, I do feel that it is wrong that your partner is talking to others on the computer because that shows a lack of communication between the two of you. There is obviously something missing

While some accepted that online “romances” or heavily sex-laden chat or flirtation may not constitute infidelity, or even be unethical, it would be personally harmful to the offline partner and relationship, because the outcomes risk the social harms of pain and distrust:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!

From: 
Student discussion list (male)

Date: 
October, 2003

I don’t like the term infidelity. It’s loaded, and it starts us thinking in the wrong direction. How about the term “acceptable?” I’m not about to play semantics. There are some things I might not like that might be acceptable in a broader sense, but if he’s doing things that bother me, or would hurt me, I think I have a right to know. I’d object. This isn’t really about ethics, is it? Isn’t it really about how relationships are formed and preserved? How that’s done can’t easily be measured against a standard of right or wrong.

Regardless of whether online poaching could be readily defined, the outcomes, not the intents or even the acts themselves, constituted the definitive characteristic for some:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: 
Student discussion list (male)

Date: 
October, 2003

Internet sex? What does that mean? Infidelity? What does THAT mean? Let’s define our terms, OK? Let’s define “unethical.” If we judge a behavior to be wrong, does that make it unethical?

For me, sex means something physical, not something mental, and as long as it happens in ASCII, it remains mental. Is forming mental sexual images of somebody while masturbating infidelity? If so, how about fantasizing about somebody else while you’re making love with your partner? (c’mon. Don’t say you’ve never done it!).

If online chat escalates to email, then to phone calls, then to physical contact, yes, I’d have a problem with that. If I caught my partner escalating, we would have some fundamental issues. In fact, if I caught my partner fantasizing about anybody else (I admit a double standard), I would be hurt, angry, and confrontational. But I’m not sure that I would call it an ethical issue.

We’re back to definitions.

The personal pain it would cause if one’s own offline partner became involved can temper abstract tolerance or ambivalence for cyber involvements:

INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: Student discussion group (female)

Date: October, 2003

I think that this is a hard hard issue. I know that I would be really upset if I saw that my boyfriend or husband was doing something like this, but at the same time I don’t think it is infidelity. They are not physically doing anything with the other person so I guess it is not as bad as it could be. Unless, they took it far enough to actually see them on the side. I think that it is naturally for people to fantasize about things like this and if this is the way that they want to express themselves, I don’t think there is anything wrong with it. There is obviously something missing in that relationship if your spouse is talking to others on the internet.

Sometimes, activities in cybercoupling reflect neither an ethical judgment nor conventional views of monogamy. Instead, the involvement of an offline partner could lead to internalization of blame when the coupling was discovered:

Topic: INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: Student discussion group (female)

Date: October, 2003

When I thought about this question I had to think how would I feel if my boyfriend was engaging in internet sex or coupling and frankly I would be really hurt. I would feel like I am not giving him what he needs, and instead of telling me about it he ran out and found someone else. True there may be no physical contact, but I still think it is cheating. Try to think about it this way, which is worse a drunken mistake or an emotional relationship created over time. Both are bad but which is worse.

For some, cybersex reflects not only a personal violation, but also a broader challenge to the social fabric resulting from irresponsible individualism and the violation of conventional values:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: 
Student discussion group (female)

Date: 
October, 2003

When this topic was brought up in class and I said I would be so hurt if I found out that my spouse was doing this sex thing over the internet. It would be a violation of the emotional bond that is shared between a husband and wife. If the spouse is communicating to someone else to begin with then the relationship was already in serious trouble. I think lack of communication is one of the main reasons why marriages fail. More and more we are becoming individuals rather than communities, so people are just doing what ever the heck they want and not worrying how the other person is violated. I have many friends that have lost their spouses because they have met someone else on line. I don’t blame the internet because I think if you are making time for each other, doing things together, then there is not a lot of time to be chatting on the net. My friend who is an executive for SBC told me a story of a guy who was on company time (at work) and was busted looking at porno. He had 23 years with the company and was going to be able to retire in 2 years. Instead, he was fired that day, lost all of his benefits, and had to explain to his wife. Well on that note, the internet could change your life at a click of a mouse.

Even those attempting to sort things through the ethical issues found no clarity:

Topic: 
INTERNET SEX!! WHO CARES?!?

From: 
Student discussion list (male)

Date: 
October, 2003

I think everybody here is bringing up valid points. Unfortunately, this issue seems to break down into personal opinions and feelings. If I caught my spouse engaging in Internet sex, sure I’d care. I would probably be confused and confront her on it. I would not consider it cheating. I don’t think it would be a relationship ender, just a small problem that could be repaired.

I discussed this issue with my fiancé. She says that this type of activity is definitely cheating and it would end the relationship. We seem to reflect the general conflict between genders here.

 Ethics, however, is another story:

Being a deontologist myself, I would feel that my duty would be to not upset my relationship. If an action of mine, such as engaging in Internet sex, caused this upset, I would be acting in an unethical manner.

Finally, sometimes the issues entail complex questions for which there is simply no simple answer:

Source: online community (female)

Date: November, 2003

Which situation would you *least* want to be in?

1) Your spouse has a specific sexual need which you do not meet, which he satisfies with pornography and/or visits to paid specialists?

2) Your spouse engages in sexual activity to orgasm with another human online?

3) Your spouse engages in sexual activity ditto with another human IRL?

4) Your spouse is physically faithful but is for many years in love with another person and unable to give that person up for any length of time, and that relationship, while it takes place mostly online, is nonetheless emotionally intimate?

These commentaries are not simply a collection of isolated posts. In the aggregate, they reflect a variety of meanings, interpretations, and variations not so much on cybersex, but about sexuality. What sense, then, can we make of these various narratives above that reflect an array of feelings, judgments, perspectives, and images?

So much of sex-talk isn’t about sex, and sorting through all the nuance agendas gets a bit confusing. Three broad categories of responses emerge from the commentaries. First is ethical absolutism. Online couplings and alternative sexual gratification are wrong by their nature, regardless of motive or consequence. Online couplings, by definition, subvert trust and the expectation of monogamy. Second, ethical ambivalence reflects uncertainly about whether the acts are, of themselves, wrong, but context, motive, and outcome become primary factors to consider. Third, interactional instrumentalism characterized the view that online interactions should be judged not by rule violations, but by consequences. The primary criterion was on the pain, on the distrust, and on the potential creation of instability in the offline partnership.

Views of cybercoupling are as much about discourse as about intercourse. The varieties of defending, resisting, judging, and imaging the issues reflect more than views about sex. They reflect hidden values that shape how we frame the talk, boxing us in from a more critical view of the cultural location of cybercoupling in the context of monogamy and social control. In short, “it depends.”

Ethics, Sex, and the Rashomon Effect

We tend to think of ethics as absolute, or at least as containing some transcendent “truth.” Yet, isolating ethical judgments as if the behaviors or incidents occurred as discrete events to be weighed against a single standard creates several problems. First, behaviors do not occur in a vacuum, and second, there is rarely a single ethical standard against which to assess behaviors that are embedded within socio-cultural, ideological, and other socially constructed foundations.

 Because of the difficulty of defining cybersex or cyberinfidelity, judging the ethics is no easier. The lack of a clear definition of what counts as an offense exacerbates the problem of assessing both intent and “guilt.” Another complicating problem is that of sorting through the competing ethical frameworks that might not be shared. Whether we judge an act as unethical may depend on our rhetorical skills and our competence at weaving narratives into compelling accounts that describe, justify, or condemn the behaviors.

 In Akira Kurosawa’s stunningly challenging film Rashomon, four participants in a heinous crime are later called to account for what they saw. Each weaves the same facts into a narrative that both coincides with and contradicts the narratives of the others. Painstaking elaboration of the factual chronology of events by each fails to produce a “true” judgment of accountability. The perspectives and intents of each narrator shaped their individual perspectives, and it was impossible to know where fabrication and deception ended and good-faith differences in standpoint began. Kurosawa’s simple message: “truth” is a social construct, not absolute, and like all social constructs, it becomes distorted through the prisms through which we view it and by selective distortions of the audience who hears it. Neither the teller of a tale nor an audience can ever be truly sure of the “reality” of what is ultimately heard.

The Rashomon effect penetrates the interpretations of online sexually related activity in several ways. First, as the previous section illustrated, “sex” is not necessarily a definable act, and making scholarly attempts to create an invariant and finite meaning is neither possible nor desirable. Our perspective, our agendas, and our cultural standpoint may shift over time or place, or we may even hold different meanings simultaneously. “One man’s blow job is another man’s perk of office.” Perhaps the best we can hope for is a working definition that provides broad parameters for the discourse at hand.

Second, the Rashomon effect challenges any absolute, invariant, and universal set of “ought” principles or ethical framework on which to comfortably pass judgment on online couplings. The underlying philosophical foundations of ethical principles vary, and multiple observers can readily arrive at competing or contradictory interpretations of the same event. The view that cyberinfidelity reflects unethical behavior also reflects competing value systems based on two different ethical perspectives. Although a bit oversimplified, the following overview helps to illustrate the ethical ambiguity.

We can divide ethical perspectives into two broad philosophical perspectives. The first, deontological positions, is based on “rule following” and proceeds from formally specified precepts that guide how we ought to behave. An example would be breaking into other people’s houses or coveting our neighbor’s partner is wrong. Deontological positions are further subdivided into act-deontological and rule-deontological. In the former, basic judgments of value are particularistic or situational, drawing on shared principles of, for example, “justice” to establish the proper course of action in a given situation. In the latter, behavior is guided by concrete, universal rules, such as “thou shalt never lie, because lying leads to nasty outcomes.”

Second is the teleological perspective, associated with, but not exclusive to, utilitarianism. Teleological perspectives operate from the premise that ethical behavior is determined by the consequences of an act. The goal or end of an act should be weighed with a calculus that, on balance, results in the greatest social good or the least social harm. Utilitarianism, the most common form of teleological theories, is also divided into two variants: Act-utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism.

Act-utilitarianism holds that correct actions are contingent upon the nature of the particular situation, and the guiding principle is the degree to which the specific act will maximize the greatest balance of “good.” Rule-utilitarianism, associated with John Stuart Mill, emphasizes the primacy of general rules of conduct, but these rules are derived from the principle of the greatest universal utility, which is:

...that pleasure and freedom from pain are the only things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for pleasure inherent in themselves or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain (Mill, 1957: 10-11).

“Happiness” in this perspective is neither a hedonistic nor an indolently selfish concept, but based instead on the cultivation of the “public good” and the utility of the act as a means toward that end. Unlike teleologists, utilitarians argue that their position avoids becoming entrapped in normative or contradictory rules and potentially relativistic duty-imposing obligations.

Consider a married partner who vowed to love and honor the mate “until death do us part,” or at least as long as they remain in a mutually consensual committed relationship. But, the partner becomes cyber-romantically involved with another, with whom an intense pairing occurs. The involvement, the straying partner notices, reduces personal stress, increases happiness, increases attentiveness and sensitivity to others (including the mated partner), and generally improves quality of life. In this case, cyberinvolvment is, on balance, more beneficial than harmful. Of course, this would be an empirical judgment, but that’s the point: an ethical judgment, in this view, requires context, and the context—not an a priori rule—guides judgment.

In the above commentaries from online posters, whether expressions of online sexuality were ethical or not ranged from the Kantian categorical imperative of “thou shalt not, period” to the more utilitarian “who does it hurt.” This not only illustrates the difficulty of ethical assessment, but also emphasizes a significant point: whether cybercoupling constitutes an ethical lapse depends.

Sexuality and Control Narratives

Like Rashomon, how we frame our judgments about cyberpoaching reflects our biographies, our ideologies, and both our individual and social standpoints that provide the lens through which we view and talk about the topic. Rather than attempt to come to an absolute conclusion about definitions or culpability, we can recast the question as a critique of sex, gender, and power. We can also view the varieties of discourse as reflecting various control narratives that contain the conceptual machinery, or ideology, of appropriate expressions of sexuality.

Maines (1993) refers to narratives as types of stories that take past events and transforms them into story elements by using types of plots and settings that confer structure, meaning, and context. The stories possess a logical and temporal ordering to provide a coherent accounting. Control narratives are stories that channel perception, cognition, and action in preferred ways and limit them in others. Maines (2001: 193-196) analysis of incest narratives illustrates how control narratives are rhetorically and politically managed by those best able to manipulate the discourses that convey them. Those with the best narrative skills have more power than those who do not, and when narrative power is coupled with the cultural power of images of “right and wrong,” control narratives become a significant resource to control preferred views of normative behavior, rather than to challenge them.

Power, status, and identity narratives are embedded in discourses. Discourses are sets of symbols that we use to communicate who we are, or who we think we are, the context in which our existence is located, and how we intend ourselves to be understood as well as how we understand (Schwalbe, et. al., 2000: 435). Discourses are ways of talking and writing. To regulate discourse is to compose a set of formal or informal rules about what can be said, how it can be said, and who can say what to whom (Schwalbe, et. al., 2000: 435). Discourses embody opportunity structures that frame how we talk and are shaped by ideological and other powerful socio-cultural forces. As Ferree (2003) observes in her analysis of the rhetoric of abortion debates, discursive opportunity structures are inherently selective, and ways of expressing ideas and issues in one way simultaneously restrict it from moving in other directions.

In an ideal world of symmetrical power, emotional security, and a high self-concept of our physicality, the opportunity structures of discourses on sexually tinged interactions and on discussions about such discussions might be less relevant. But, we all confront a variety of personal demons ranging from possessiveness, insecurity, and doubts about physical characteristics and (sexual) performance. No, we can’t control thoughts or fantasies, and fantasizing might be natural. Unfortunately, the polysemous nature of sexuality in our culture precludes talk of polyamory. The contemporary framing of sexuality in intellectual discourse doesn’t reduce the pain, anger, or jealousy of a partner who might (even wrongly) suspect us of lusting (after others) in our hearts, especially when our focus should be centered on the partner who believes he/she does not share a partner’s intimate fantasies, words, or feelings with potential rivals.

But, we need not fall back on moral relativism or nihilism to reflect on Nietzsche’s (1889/1972: 55)observation:

Moral judgment has this in common with religious judgment that it believes in realities which do not exist. Morality is only an interpretation of certain phenomena, more precisely, a MISinterpretation. Moral judgment belongs, as does religious judgment, to a level of ignorance at which even the concept of the real, the distinction between the real and the imaginary, is lacking; so that at such a level “truth” denotes nothing but things which we today call “imaginings.” 

The transition from a society based primarily on face-to-face interactions to one shaped by ASCII has created new symbols, metaphors and behaviors, but on which we impute ethical judgments based on Old Testament images of gender possession and control. Baudrillard (1987: 15) observed that our private sphere now ceases to be the stage where the drama of subjects at odds with their objects and with their image is played out, and we no longer exist as playwrights or actors, but as terminals of multiple networks. The public space of the social arena is reduced to the private space of the computer desk, in which alternative forms of existence can be explored and developed in the head, not the bed. 

Conclusion

To participate in cyber relationships is to engage in what Baudrillard (1987: 15) describes as private telematics, in which individuals, to extend Baudrillard’s fantasy metaphor, are transported from their mundane computer system to the controls of a hypothetical reality, isolated in a position of perfect sovereignty, at an infinite distance from the original universe. There, identity is created through symbolic strategies and collective beliefs (Bordieu, cited in Wacquant, 1989: 35). This allows for the recreation of experiences that serve simultaneously to challenge existing forms of interaction while also recreating online alternatives. That which cannot easily be done offline becomes more realistic online.

At root, however, we may be addressing the wrong issues. Rather than attempt to clarify the ethics of sexuality, online or off, we might better examine conventional conflicts of the meaning of such behaviors in the context of changing views of sexual power, cultural discourse, and the ways that control narratives operate. Being nice is nice, causing pain is not nice, but transgressions are not necessarily immoral, as Baudrillard (1987) observed. Perhaps the appropriate questions involve the modernist religion-based conceptions of intimacy, possession, and the quest for personal satisfaction in the context of competing obligations. None of this should be interpreted as a justification to cause others pain, but rather as an attempt to expand the lessons of cyber involvements to the broader issues of sexual control in ways that increase, not strengthen, the bonds of communication, trust, and commitment between partners in a changing postmodern society.

* Jim Thomas, professor of sociology and criminology at Northern Illinois University, specializes in research on prison culture. He was an observer of, and participant in,  computer underground culture from 1988-1992. He was editor of Computer Underground Digest from 1990-2000, an electronic newsletter that focused on cultural and legal issues related to cyberspace. He has published on research ethics in cyberspace and hacker culture. In addition to online teaching, he also serves as a Unix system administrator.





