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WHAT IS A “VIRTUAL MACHINE™? Suppose
you wanted to put a seesaw through a
wall so that a child in one room could sit
on one end and a child in the other room
could sit on the other. One way of doing
it—the obvious, physical way—would be
to cuta horizontal slit through the wall and
place a stiff plank halfway through the slit.
But suppose the wall was impenetrable.
You could achieve the same effect by cut-
ting the plank in half and attaching each
half to an electrically powered hydraulic
tipper-upper device butted up against the
wall, connected to its mate on the other
side by a purely informational “feedback”
link. As one side went down, information
describing its course would control the
raising of the other side at just the right
rate. You’d have a virtual hole in the wall
and a virtual solid plank. A virtual hole
doesn’t have all the causal properties of
a real hole. You can’t shine light through
it or squirt water through it, for instance.
It has only all the properties needed for a
certain application.

Virtual machines are of great utility to
the scientist, but who else might want to
use them? Since they are as versatile as our

ANYONE ADDRESSING the nuclear arms race
and its consequences must begin by rec-
ognizing the diversity of the motivating
forces. There is, to begin with, the tech-
nological trap. Each power develops weap-
ons that make the other’s obsolete; each,
anticipating this, strives to develop weap-
ons that protect it from that obsolescence
and provide an advantage instead. The re-
sulting dynamic is sustained by economic,
bureaucratic, and military interest. Public
and private employment, the bureaucratic
purposes of those guiding the race, the fi-
nancial interest of the weapons firms, the
professional interest of scientists and engi-
neers, and competition among the armed
forces are all generated or sustained by the
arms race. This is the powerful combina-
tion of forces President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower warned us about more than 20 years
ago. We must be on guard, he said then,
“against this acquisition of unwarranted
influence, whether sought or unsought, by
the military—industrial complex. The po-

| KNEW ELIZABETH BISHOP'S POETRY very
well before I ever met her, and I always
knew the poems better than the woman. I
had early been drawn to the timbre of the
voice in her first two books; I had met her
once or twice in literary groups, not the
best place for breaking through shyness
and differences in age and reputation.
Much later, in the early 1970s, I offered
heraride from New York to Boston, where
we were both then living. We found our-
selves talking of the recent suicides in each
of our lives, telling “how it happened” as
people speak who feel they will be under-
stood. In the course of this drive I forgot
to take the turnoff at Hartford and drove
as far as Springfield without noticing. This
conversation was the only one approaching
intimacy I ever had with Elizabeth Bishop,
and almost the only time I saw her alone.

I had felt drawn, but also repelled, by
Bishop’s early work—I mean repel in the
sense of refusing access, seeming to push
away. In part, my difficulties with her were
difficulties in the poetry, of Bishop as a

powers of imagination, they can be used
for anything imaginable. We can make
new musical instruments that depend on
“physical principles” that we make up for
the occasion. We can make fantastical vir-
tual environments populated with virtual
creatures of our imagination. (Yes, I know,
the early fruits of electronic music and
“adventure” computer games are not in
general inspiring works of artistic genius,
but, then, the first tunes played by drag-
ging a bow across a string were probably
not all that prepossessing either.)
Another gift to the imagination from
computer simulations is their sheer speed.
Before computers came along the theore-
tician (in psychology, for instance) was
strongly constrained to ignore the pos-
sibility of truly massive and complex
processes because it was hard to see how
such processes could fail to appear at worst
mechanical and cumbersome and at best
vegetatively slow. Of course a hallmark of
thought is its swiftness. Most Al programs
look like preposterous Rube Goldberg ma-
chines when you study their details in slow
motion, as it were, but when they run at
lightning speed they often reveal a dex-

tential for the disastrous rise of misplaced
power exists and will persist. . .. We should
take nothing for granted.”

There is a certain reluctance in this
tactful age to speak of the financial mo-
tives for the arms race. Can anything so
dangerous, so catastrophic, be motivated
by financial interest or personal gain? But
the financial analysts and like scholars in
New York and elsewhere are not so inhib-
ited. They are currently and eagerly telling
their customers and clients of the corpo-
rate prospects stemming from the large
current increases in the arms budget.

There is another, more general, and
vet more influential force sustaining the
arms race. This is the belief, strong in the
United States, much cited in oratory, that
we are defending an economic, political,
and social system. Because our institu-
tions are under assault from socialism and
communism, we need a large and grow-
ing commitment to weaponry, at whatever
cost or danger, to protect them. The pro-

young poet finding her own level and her
own language. But in part they were diffi-
culties I brought with me, as a still younger
woman poet already beginning to question
sexual identity, looking for a female geneal-
ogy, still not yet consciously lesbian. I had
not then connected the themes of outsider-
hood and marginality in her work, as well as
its encodings and obscurities, with a lesbian
identity. I was looking for a clear female tra-
dition; the tradition I was discovering was
diffuse, elusive, often cryptic.

I want to acknowledge the marvelous
flexibility and sturdiness of her writing,
her lack of self-indulgence, her capacity
to write of loss and of time without pa-
thos and with precision. I want to pay this
homage and go on to aspects of her work
which I have not yet seen discussed. In
particular I am concerned with her expe-
rience of outsiderhood, closely—though
not exclusively—linked with the essen-
tial outsiderhood of a lesbian identity;
and with how the outsider’s eye enables
Bishop to perceive other kinds of outsid-

terity and grace that appear quite natural.
This can often be a dangerous illusion of
verisimilitude, but at least elbow room has
been created for the imaginative explora-
tion of gigantic models of thought and
perception.

No one is more in need of this elbow
room than philosophers. It is a sobering
but fascinating exercise to canvass the his-
tory of philosophy for occasions on which
philosophers have mistaken their incapac-
ity to imagine or conceive this or thatasan
insight into a priori necessity. It has often
been remarked that inconceivability is our
mark—really our only mark—of impos-
sibility, and philosophers often claim that
something is necessarily nonexistent by
observing that they cannot conceive of it.
There is no way out of the hubris implicit
in such a claim. What we can’t conceive,
we can’t conceive, and what better grounds
could we have for deeming something im-
possible? But at least we can improve our
position by trying harder. We can make
a deliberate effort to find ways around
the obstacles that our current conceptual
scheme has placed like walls around our
view of the possible.

liferation of arms and the pursuit of ever
more arcane and dangerous weapons are
our ultimate line of defense.

But the arms race does not strengthen
free institutions or free enterprise. On the
contrary, it is gravely weakening our eco-
nomic and social system. And if or when,
in some moment of error, anger, or panic,
this race goes out of control—if there is a
nuclear exchange, large or, as some now
imagine, limited—what is called free en-
terprise or capitalism will not survive. Nor
will free institutions. All will be shattered
beyond recovery. So equally, of course, will
be what is now called communism. Capital-
ism, socialism, and communism are all so-
phisticated social forms relevant only to the
advanced world as it has now developed.
None would have existence or relevance in
the wreckage and ashes and among the ex-
iguous survivors of a post-nuclear world.
This is not a matter of easy rhetoric; in-
volved are hard facts that no one, after se-
rious thought, can escape.

ers and to identify, or try to identify, with
them. I believe she deserves to be read
and valued not only for her language and
images, or for her personality within the
poems, but for the way she locates herself
in the world.

It is only now, with a decade of feminist
and lesbian poetry and criticism behind us,
and with the publication of her Complete
Poems, that we can read Bishop as part of a fe-
male and lesbian tradition rather than simply
as one of the few and “exceptional” women
admitted to the male canon. Too often, the
“exceptional” or token outsider is praised
for her skill and artistry while her deep and
troubled connections with other outsiders
are ignored. It is important to me to know
that, through most of her life, Bishop was
critically and consciously trying to explore
marginality, power, and powerlessness, of-
ten in poetry of great beauty and sensuous
power. That not all these poems are fully
realized or satisfying simply means that the
living who care that art should embody these
questions have still more work to do.



