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Introduction 
Trying to make sense of the World Wide Web is no simple matter, yet as an increasing number of organizations establish a marketing presence in the medium, the need becomes exigent. In this article we explore the Web through the postmodern themes of fragmentation, de-differentiation, hyperreality, time and space, paradox and anti-foundationalism (see Brown, 1993;Harvey, 1992; Hassan, 1985; Venkatesh, 1989). The first two themes - fragmentation (dis-integration) and de-differentiation, represent the opposites (or counterparts) of two of modernism's favorite systems concepts - integration and differentiation. The themes of hyperreality and space-time counter the traditional modernist assumption of what constitutes reality and progress. Anti-foundationalism and paradox question the modernist love of "the one right answer (theory, way, view, voice, etc.)". Although present in all media and medium, we argue that it is in the Web that postmodernism finds its most quintessential dis-embodiment. 
But first - what is modernism? 
The project of modernity comprises the efforts to develop objective knowledge, absolute truths, universal morality and law, and autonomous art (e.g. Harvey, 1992). It is the sustained attempt to free human thinking and action from the irrationality of superstition, myth and religion. It comprises the basic summons towards human emancipation, clearly enunciated in the Enlightenment. It has at its heart the idea of the"rational subject" as the primary vehicle for progress and liberation. It stresses unity (underneath we are all the same) and progress(tomorrow will be better than today). So to be modern is to find oneself in an environment that promises adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world (Berman, 1983). Its themes could, in contrast to postmodernism, comprise integration, differentiation, objective reality, linear time and delineated space, orthodoxy, unity and foundationalism. 
And postmodernism? 
Modernism and postmodernism can be thought of as umbrella terms comprising many threads. However, modernism is a more coherent movement (because it values coherence) which has at its heart one fairly distinct core philosophy, ideology and belief system. In contrast postmodernism is characterized by multiple ideologies, multiple philosophies and multiple beliefs; indeed postmodernism is some of its many guises actively seeks to undermine ideology and belief (see Derrida, 1976). Postmodernism seeks to subvert and debunk the assumptions underpinning previous ages, thought systems and discourses. 
The concept of difference is central to understanding the discourse of postmodernism. Difference is defined as a self-referentiality, in which terms contain their opposites and thus refuse and singular grasp of their meaning: difference is thus a unity which is at the same time divided form itself (Cooper and Burrell, 1988, p. 98). From this perspective unitary "truth" is transmuted to paradox: identity to image. This insight has major ramifications for all types of systems - from systems of scientific and philosophical thought, to systems of people and organizations. Specifically systems fragment, traditional system boundaries blur, "reality" gives way to image, our understanding and experience of space and time is revised, and absolutes or foundations in all guises are questioned. In this article we explore these issues specifically in relation to the Web. The specific themes we employ are fragmentation, de-differentiation, hyperreality, time and space, paradox and anti-foundationalism. 
Before commencing with our exploration a number of points should be made. First, there are aspects of the Web that are undeniably modern: indeed it can be viewed as the latest technological incarnation of the modernist dream of adventure, progress and liberation (see Brook and Boal, 1995). However, it is our intention to focus on the Web's postmodern aspects. Second, ironically and yet apropos in a discussion of postmodernism, it is only the existence of a modern foundational infrastructure (logical computers, integrated networks, universal communication protocols, etc.) that enables a virtual and quintessentially postmodern world to come into becoming. Finally, although the themes are presented as distinct categories, they are for heuristic purposes only. The categories are far from mutually exclusive - each contains, reflects and refracts element of each. The layout of the article is as follows. Each theme will be discussed in turn under two sections. First, the theme will be outlined in general, abstract terms. Second, the will be explored in relation to the Web. 
Relationships between elements in a system - fragmentation 
The theme here is the fragmentation or dis-integration of traditional systems at all levels. These may include countries (USSR and UK), social groups (the family), and political parties (Communist party in many countries). On an abstract level, fragmentation manifests as the questioning of philosophical and psychological notions of the unified self and the concomitant shattering of nature and grounds of unified, objective knowledge. Finally, on an experiential level people's lives are becoming increasingly disjointed and fragmented in contemporary society. 
Fragmentation and the Web 
Fragmentation is apparent in a number of different spheres on Web. First, the Web offers the ultimate in niche marketing: millions of discussion groups, news groups, special interest groups, and a greater diversity of product and service than any high street. Indeed a significant amount of the material placed on the Internet is designed to reach a single person, a handful of people, or a group of less than 1,000 (Besser, 1995, p. 65). Second, the very fact that people find companies, rather than vice versa as in traditional medium (e.g. Berthon et al., 1996), means that the premiss of mass marketing is rendered questionable at best and irrelevant at worst. 
Third, people experience and behave differently in the new medium, with the Web seeing a fragmentation of consensus - about issues and "selves". Research suggests that people are feel more able to disagree and express differences in virtual media and specifically the Internet (Strauss, 1996). Respondents in computer-mediated environments are more frank on sensitive topics, yet more inclined to offer false information that may lead to identification (see Higgins et al., 1987). Concomitantly, the new medium has fuelled and facilitated to an unprecedented degree the fragmentation of the self - individuals participating in MUDs, MOOs[1] and discussion groups regularly adopt multiple, often contradictory, identities, personas and personalities (see Poster, 1990). For example, 20 per cent of respondents regularly pose as the opposite gender on the Internet (Strauss, 1996). 
Fourth, the Web is the ultimate global presence. This would seem to result in unprecedented unification and integration, yet as Bohm (1992) perspicaciously points out, the more closely we are related the more pronounced our differences become. This observation echoes Freud's thesis of "narcissus of minor difference" (Freud, 1953). In a sense digitization is the ultimate manifestation of this phenomena - sans the feeling dimension. Digitization breaks down whole or Gestalts (people, personalities, human beings) into millions of fragments, disconnected minutiae - and the Web takes this process to its apogee. 
Relationships between elements in a system - de-differentiation 
The theme here is the de-differentiation of traditional system boundaries. This process comprises the blurring, erosion, effacement and elusion of established boundaries (be these hierarchical or horizontal). These boundaries can be between political, social and economic boundaries. Examples include boundaries between high and low culture, education and entertainment, teaching and acting, politics and show business, programmes and adverts, philosophy and literature, fact and fiction, author and reader, science and religion, producer and consumer. It is the dissolution of established distinctions. 
De-differentiation and the Web 
The Web dissolves boundaries. Boundaries between nation and nation, home and work, intimate time and business time, between night and day and between individual and corporate. We will explore two distinctions that the Web is blurring: fact and fantasy, public and private. First, although hyperreality will be discussed in detail in the next section, it is important to point out that the distinction between reality and virtual reality diminishes on the Web. Fact and fantasy coalesce, the distinction between representations and their physical referents become increasingly blurred. As Web usage increases and more and more cultural objects are viewed on computer screens, there is likely to be a growing confusion of the representation with the original objects they represent (Besser, 1995, p. 67). When everything is a re-presentation how can one speak of an original? 
The distinction between private and public is also rendered especially problematic on the Web (e.g. Quitter, 1997). All activity (personal and commercial) in cyberspace is routinely monitored to a degree unimaginable in the "physical" world (e.g. Lane, 1997). A person's activities can be, and routinely are, catalogued in minute detail, and used to build intimate and revealing profiles of that person. People remain ambivalent to this monitoring, for, on the one hand it can help in channelling products and services which exhibit added value to the individual, while on the other, it can represent a flagrant breech of a person's privacy. Indeed, the Web blurs the distinction between private and public in such a way as to make it difficult to compartmentalize our lives in the same way as in the physical world. 
Nature of reality - hyperreality 
Hyperreality is the phenomenon wherein the artifact is even better than the real thing. Examples include the fantasy world of theme parks (Disney Land), virtual reality (role playing MUDs, MOOs and GMUKS[2]), soap operas (Third Rock from the Sun), films (The Lost World), and computer games (Myst). These are exemplifications of the what was previously considered a "simulation" or "reflection" becoming "real" - indeed more real than the real thing. Hyperreality engenders a general loss of the sense of authenticity - i.e. what is genuine or "real". 
Hyperreality and the Web 
The Web is hyperreality. For example, Steuer (1992) argues that surfers experience tele-presence - the extent to which a person feels present in the virtual environment of the Web - when they enter states of high flow. As others have argued (and observed) this can lead to "addictive" surfing, where the "normal" world is rejected in favor of the virtual and often "fantasy" world of the Web (see Katz, 1997). 
Perhaps a more dramatic manifestation of the hyper-real world created by the Web is the case of "bots" or intelligent agents. Agents are intelligent, autonomous, "human-like" computer programs which can help in a variety of tasks, such using, maintaining and optimizing your computer, navigating through a complex online file structure, and advising players in MUDs, MOOs, etc. They are virtual creations designed to pass as human beings. As the sophistication of these agents increases, people have been observed to develop emotional relationships with these "bots", often unaware that they are virtual creations (indeed the word robot is inappropriate for these entities: they are simulacra (see Bruno, 1987)). However, perhaps even more importantly, those who are aware that these agents are virtual, still find themselves emotionally engaged and treat them as "real" people. Foner (1993) documents the case of Julia, an agent of the Mass-Neotek family of robots. He recalls people's attitudes towards, treatment of, and emotional involvement with the robot as a real person. 
In conclusion, the Web represents a new context where human agents are replaced with virtual agents, and reality is superceded by hyper-reality. Baudrillard (1988) argues that the USA is now configured as a giant screen where the simulacra have become reality. This may be an exaggeration, but it is the "reality" of the Web. 
Nature of time and space 
The theme comprises how space-time is conceptualized, utilized and experienced. It is observed that in the postmodern world there has been a change from the archetype of linear progress, where the future is always something better than the past, to an archetype of circularity, where the past is continually recycled, reused, reinterpreted, reinvented. Similarly our experience of space has changed - the world has become a village, the universe a microverse. These changes have constellation around a general collapse and fragmentation of time and space. 
Nature of time and space in the Web 
Cyberspace is not a matter of "place" or indeed as some have argued "space" (see Rayport and Sviokla, 1994). The no-place of cyberspace is the instant - the eternal present were pasts and futures are continually recycled in "eternal recurrence" (Nietzsche, 1961). Recent space-time compression has become implosion in cyberspace. In the computer world of the Web the physical real is digitized and the digital becomes the real. Space collapses into presence and the present collapses past and future into an ephemeral now. For ironically as past and future becomes less important the present is experienced as ever more ephemeral (see Harvey, 1992). 
The Web enables online, 24-hour, 365-day buying, selling and consuming, with real-time delivery of certain products and services (e.g. news, software, share information). The Web facilitates the de-coupling of local time and local space (spatio-temporal dispersal), the de-synchronization of local schedules and the synchronization of global ones. Thus a wired person can work or teach a class simultaneously in Paris, New York and Tokyo - while living in the Alps. The Janus face of postmodern time is particularly apparent in cyberspace. On the one hand the Web as the ultimate source of instant gratification - "instantaneity" - while on the other, the Web is the ultimate titillation, where gratification is always deferred - one click, one instant, one hyper-text link away. 
Fragmentation and digitization of time and space allows recombination into novel configurations that transcend the traditional limitations of space and time. Thus, the Web is facilitating an explosion of virtual companies, where tele-working (where distance is negated), replaces local-working (where space and distance predominate - i.e. commuting distance, physical location, quality of the physical offices etc.). 
Values - paradox 
Postmodernism values the paradoxical (literally that which is "beyond belief"), the alien (the other), the eccentric (that which is "out from the centre" - the decentred). Thus the theme here is the questioning, and at time active subversion of the normal, the orthodox, the stable, the consistent. It manifests as the active seeking of the abnormal, the paradoxical, the dysfunctional, the excluded. It is the active embracing of the other - indeed of others. 
Paradox and the Web 
It can be argued that the Web embodies what the anthropologist Camaroff (1994) calls the "double visage" of contemporary social phenomena. The double visage concept argues that many contemporary social phenomena are not experienced in a unitary, unparadoxical fashion, but in a dichotomous, paradoxical manner. Thus, for example, the Web is experienced as both a liberator (it can liberate people from the confines of traditional time and space) and tyrant (it can be addictive, encouraging compulsive behavior). It is both constructed (people build Web sites, partake in discussion groups, etc.) and constructor (the Web changes the way we interact and the way in which we experience phenomena - including ourselves). 
Indeed, the computer virus is to computer programs what postmodernism is to meaning (in its deconstructional forms - e.g. Derrida, 1978). Both actively subvert the programmers, (authors') intentions - yet both rely on that which is subverted for their existence. The cyberpunk culture of the Web strongly embodies this paradox (see Hafner and Markoff, 1991). On the one hand, hackers routinely indulge in seemingly malicious destructive activity, while on the other hand, they actively promote the free flow of information. Theyare thus both good and evil, and are caught in the irony of making a living from selling information that necessitates a level of secrecy and ownership (e.g. Halbert, 1996). They are reflexively coupled to the world they oppose - the more they "hack" and create viruses they more people try to protect themselves and their information. 
Attitude towards meta-narratives -anti-foundationalism 
This theme comprises the general incredulity towards, and deconstruction of meta-narratives that claim to offer universal goals, rules, truths or knowledge - and the social institutions which claim to produce them. Examples of these meta-narratives include communism, capitalism, psychoanalysis, and positivism, not to mention a myriad other social, religious, political and scientific grand theories. Anti-foundationalism is general antipathy towards, and rejection of, orthodoxy (author-doxy) and the "establishment". The antidote to "theory of everything" (from the "theory of everything", to the "anything of theory"). Indeed in the project of dissolving all narratives and meta-theories into a diffuse universe of language games, postmodern deconstruction can end up in reducing knowledge and meaning to a "rubble of signifiers" (Harvey, 1992). Signifiers (text, images, sounds, etc.) no longer point to the foundational signified, but merely to the infinite regression of other signifiers. 
Anti-foundationalism and the Web 
The Web embodies anti-foundational philosophy of postmodernism in a number of ways. First, the Web effectively has no controlling center or hierarchy[3]. The medium is radically de-centered and heterarchical, peripheral and horizontal - no foundational body controls the medium. Second, the paradigm on which it is based is not the traditional one-to-many of traditional broadcast media, but a many-to-many model in which no "one" controls the message. Third, the medium is not stable - it is evolving at an unprecedented rate and in unpredictable directions - the "ground is in motion" (Emery and Tryst, 1965). Owing to the factthat there is no foundational control, no one architect, rather it is created by the millions of interactions of all constitutional elements, indicates that the Web embodies "emergent" properties of characteristics of complex systems (Prigogine and Stengers, 1984). Simply, the Web has no foundational cause, goal or indeed trajectory. 
Pulling the threads together 
Hillman and Ventura (1992) observe that in the modern world, there is an ongoing effacement of the distinction between psyche and the environment, between waking and dreaming, between the conscious and the subconscious, and when these important boundaries are blurred people start to lose a sense of themselves. We argue that the Web dramatically speeds up this process. The hallucinogenic realm of cyberspace embodies the sudden, hyperreal dynamics of the dream. The conventional rules of time, space, logic and identityare suspended, facilitating primary process thinking and experiencing (Freud, 1953). Cyber-technology acts as a vast Rorschach inkblot - but not a passive one, it is dynamic and (critically) reflexive. The surrealism, simultaneity, and instantaneous change that occur in a dream are embodied in the Web: the conditions of our subconscious are embodied in cyberspace. 
In a sense modernism is quintessentially a product of the rational, conscious mind.Postmodernism is the invasion of the subconscious. The cyber-technology of the Web is facilitating the confluence of the two. Thisview may in part explain why, on the one hand, there has been such resistance to and vitriol directed against postmodernism (e.g. Bloom, 1987), and on the other, the passionate attempts to dominate, regulate and control the Web (e.g. Scheller, 1995). Unregulated cyberspace is a frightening place because in it we meet "our others"; postmodernism is a disturbing movement because in it we look ourselves in the mirror - and find we are not there. 
Conclusion 
The Web is a confusing place. Postmodernism is confusing movement. We argue that the Web is perhaps the dis-embodiment of postmodernity. Moreover by employing the frameworks and themes that postmodernism offers, our understanding of the Web, its problems and potentials, is enhanced. In this article we have reviewed certain key themes which characterize postmodernism, and explored the Web through these themes. 
Notes 
1 Multi-user dimension or dungeon (MUD). A multiple-user electronic virtual world that is ongoing, comprising an electronically assembled group of people (physically disembodied and virtually re-embodied) and bots, interacting in cyberspace. MOOs (MUDs-object oriented) are the more technologically sophisticated successor to MUDs. 
2 A GMUK (graphical multi-user konversations or "habitats") is a multimedia chat environment - effectively a cross between a MOO and a chat room. 
3 Although any one body or organization does not control the Web, there are certain players who perform pivotal administrative roles. For example Network Solutions (www.netsol.com) controls top-level domains. However, due to downloading corrupt zone files on July 18, 1997 to other ISPs (Internet Service Providers), there are widespread (and vociferous) calls for the process to be decentralized. 
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