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Tbis tbesis examines the evolution of the hternet into a rnass medium. The focus in this 

examination is the domestic (home) environment. Tbe thesis provides insigbt into the ways in 

whicb non-professionai, "ordinary" users interpret, domesticate and creatively appropriate the 

Internet by integrating it into the relevance structures and activities of their everyday lives. 

The theoretical argument developed in the thesis draws on social constnictivism, critical 

theory of technology and cultural studies to constitute the user as an active and significant figure 

in the social shaping of the intemet. It identifies everyday life as the main terrain of user 

activity. It offers a perspective on the place of technology in everyday life and the home 

combining insights from phenomenological sociology and critical theory. 

The empirical work reported in the thesis looks for creative appropriations of the 

Intemet in the daily life of users' homes. The objective has been to grasp the logic of the 

relationships users establish with the internet from their standpoint in the actualities of their 

everyday lives. How and why does the internet become dtawn into subjects' systems of 

relevance and activities? How is its use related to their social and biographical situations? What 

are the emp~wering potentialities and the alienations sternming form dornestic Intemet use? 

On the bais of in-deptb interviews and "tours" of the home and cornputer space of 21 

respondents, several types of relationships to the new technology and patterns of inscribing it 

into the spaces, activities and interactions of the home are identified. The study demonstrates 

that domestic users engage in a complex signifyhg process rendering the technology place and 

function, meaning and value. They generate a repertory of use practices tbat obtain wider social 

currency and corne to represent a formative strand in the social shaping of the Internet. Drawing 
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on theory of language, these reoccmhg practices are referred to as "use genres" arising in 

typical situations. 

The different user-technology relations and Intemet use genres discemed in the everyday 

practice of the 21 respondents are examined with a view to the degrees of empowement and 

alienation implicit in them. It is argued that such a discriminating evaluation represents an 

important instance of consciousness raising and broadens the field of action and choice open to 

ordinary people with tegard to the Internet. 

The thesis concludes that the empowe~g  use genres initiated by everyday users 

tepcesent a basis for advancing a critique of the reality of technological development from the 

perspective of the possible. This is a constnictivist critique outlining and actively pmuing a 

democratic counter-project for the shaping of the Intemet as a technology and communication 

medium. 
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The thousands of people who buy a health magazine, the customers in a 
supermarket, the practitioners of urban space, the consumer of newspaper stories 
and legends - what do they make of what they 'absorb', receive and pay for? 
What do they do with it? 
(Michel de Certeau, 1984, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 3 1) 

At the tirne 1 fmt heard the words "Intemet" and "cyberspace," in the early 1990~~ they 

were aiready the key words of a mythology. There already existed an ample stock of media and 

academic texts discussing the new technical and social phenomena these words stood for. My 

initial reaction was one of pure fascination with the technology and fiusvation with the 

inadequacy of my own knowledge and skills. A few months later, taking a course in new media, 

1 had the chance to read and hear quite a few imaginative accounts of what computer 

networking was going to do for people. And somehow, almost unwillingly, 1 found myself 

pestering the teacher with the recurring question: Who is going to pay? 1 did not mean that in 

any deep political-economic sense. My puzzlement was simply about who would be interested 

in experimenting with these technical marvels if iheir employers were not paying for their 

connection to the network as is usually the case for professionals and academics. 

From where 1 stood in the early 1990s this sounded like a sensible question. It seemed to 

me that both the media and the academic discourse regarding the Internet demonstrated a 

curious inconsistency. These discourses swanned with sweeping predictions of how computer- 

mediated communication would transform every facet of Society. But at the same time, the 

image of the Internet user iurkuig behind those predictions was quite speciîk: In the case of the 

mass media this was the "computer geek," the young, dynamic, middle-class North Amencan 

male, or more rarely, female, excited by everything conceming cornputers and knowledgeable 

about them. In the case of the academic discussions, the implied user typicaiiy was a university 
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student or professor, a computer professional or a semi-professional hobbyist. It can be argued 

that these images indeed represented the fmt generaîion of Inteniet users. The problem for me 

stemmed h m  the fact that the picnue of the future of ttie medium and its social definitions 

circulated at the time were based exclusively on the practices of these early user groups. The 

emphasis on surfmg, game-playing, socializing on chat channels and inventing alternative 

personae in MUDsl dong with more "serious" applications enacted by professoss, students and 

other types of knowledge workers characterized the emergent public understanding of the 

Intemet. It was tacitiy assumed that the rest of society would follow suit dong these lines, 

captivakd by the new possibiiities and with no worries about the additionai bu. 

Something clung false tome in these readings of the medium. Not having grown up with 

cornputers and balancing a fragile budget, 1 was experiencing the burden of time, rnoney and 

effort needed to acquire computer and Internet equipment and skills. 1 was aiso quite doubtful 

that many people - like myself - juggling work, family and whatever social life remains possible 

- would find time and be willing to sit in front of the computer to play Dungeons and Dragons, 

converse oniine with complete strangers, and purposelessly search the Internet or even, as it 

became the case later, surf the Web. 1 cauld clearly see the changes global computer mediated 

communication was bringing into the work of graduate students (like myself) and academics as 

well as to similar cakgories of information workers. But i was also aware of the fact that the 

general population did not hold jobs where processing information and knowledge represented 

the value-adding element that would justify the investment to be made in computer networking. 

'~dti-user domain or dimension; a text-bascd virtuai environment wherc usas can uik and interact with each other. 



Over the course of the next few years North American staiistics demonstrated a growing 

rate of Intemet adoption.2 With al1 the prevalence of educated and higher-income users factored 

in (see Industry Canada, 1999b; US Department of Commerce, 1999). this still meant that many 

non-professionai people were going online, buying cornputers, and paying subscriptions to 

Intemet Service Providers (ISPs). The very notion and practice of the ISP was evidence of the 

fact that the general population was buying into computer networking in both the figurative and 

the literal sense. But why? Were they lured by the media hype, brain-washed by advertising and 

scared by the alleged consequences of computer and Internet illiteracy for their own and their 

children's future? Were the flashy pages of the boorning World Wide Web attracting them 

beyond reasonable cost-benefit consideration? What were they doing with it? 

1 could not accept that the thousands of people bringing an Internet connection into their 

homes were merely dupes, infatuated by the media, political and educational hype. British 

cultural studies notwithstanding, my East European experience with brain-washing (albeit less 

skillful than the one performed in the marketing of the Internet) had taught me the power of 

popular resistance and sheer comrnon sense. So, if the masses of new intemet users were not 

dupes, they should have been putting the network in some operations of their own. 1 wanted to 

know what these applications were and whether the social institutionalization of the Internet, in 

its capacity as a technology and a communication medium, was taking them into account. So, 1 

felt ready to embark on my dissertation inquiry. 

Thus, 1 defined the type of Intemei user that 1 wanted to investigate as the "simple 

customer" (Latour, 1987, p. 137), technology's Other, the man and woman not holding expertise 

and vested interest in the Intemet. 1 further specified my definition of this user as someone who 

*Sec for example AC Niclsui. The C d i a n  Intemet Survq, 19%. 1997. 1997 (quoted in ïndusuy Canada, 1999a) Statistics 
Canada's Houxhold intemei Use Suwey, 1997 and I998 ( q u d  in Industry Cana&, I999b), ihe US Dcpamnent of 
Commerce. National Telecommunications and information Adminimuion ( 1995,1998,1999) Falling Through the Net rrpons. 



taps into histher own resources to acquire a computer and pays for the Intemet connection to a 

commercial (or non-profit) provider. 1 was aware that this category was pretty broad, but it 

served my purpose at the tirne: to exclude the early adopters - cornputer professionals, 

academics and hobbyists - and to see who the rest were and what they were there for. 

The terrain at which 1 wanted to meet the so constnicted user was hidher home. The 

penetration of computers and modems into individual homes, in contrast to cornputerizaiion and 

networking at the work place, was, and still is, a relatively recent development. It bas taken on a 

palpable scale in most western countries only in the 1st  few years.3 At present, however, a 

domestic orientation is clearly declared by the Intemet industry. Marketing addresses the family 

home as the ultimate recipient of btemet services and products. As an overspill of tele-work 

and teleeducation (taking educational courses at different levels over the Internet), an interner 

connection gets installed in more and more households4 thus increasing the exposure to the new 

medium of spouses, children and other family members. In this process, driven by the powerful 

push fiom telecornmunication, computer hardware and software companies, the Internet 

graduaily takes a stable place in the home and in the daily routines of its inhabitants dong with 

the telephone, television, audio and video equipment, etc. 

Has communication research been adequately oriented CO this growing phenomenon? 

While research on the introduction and adoption of computer networks in production, education 

and other kinds of organizationai contexts has k e n  keeping up with the dynarnic developments 

3 ~ o t  utample, an excellentiy developad nsearch program initiated by European communication scholan and supportcd by the 
European Commission -the European Media Tecbnology and Everyday Life Network (EMTEL) - includes a wi& range of 
snidies on the integration of various media technologies into the everyday hves of usm in several European countries. When I 
viewcd the program's web site in 1997, szill no projcct focuang on the Intemet was nported or planned. (This m b  site is n a  
oniine any more.) In this respect. Canada offers a ripe research ground 

4~ccording to Statistics Canada, in 1994,258 of Canadian households had home computers; one third of those bad modems. 
Statistics Canada's Household intemet Use Survcy. 1997 and 1998 reportcd that 39.8% of Canadian households had cornputen 
in 1997, and 45.1% in 1998. nie peneaation of the Ini*nct in Canadian homes for these years was respectively f72% and 
24.8% (Statistics Canada 1999). 



in these senings (Fulk & Steinfield, lm ka, 1992; Sproul & Kiesler, 1991, to narne only a 

few), precious little research bas been done on the adoption of networks in the home. While 

journalism, advertking, marketing and popular education produce numerous messages enticing 

the home into adopting and using the internet, scholarly research has been slow to take an 

interest in the experiences of people with this medium in domestic contexts until recently. 

Indeed, to examine the internet in the home seems aimost antithetical to the bias of the 

new medium and everything that has been so fascinating about it to communication and culturai 

analysts. Cyberspace, iollowing Gibson's (1984) evocative image, has been perceived as a 

synonym of disembodiment, displacement, free floating, transcending spatial limitations and 

playful engagement with disembodied others in vistuai worlds. The home, on the other hand, is 

the epitome of anchorage, of place, of locale, of materiaiity and routine. Thus communication 

researchers have been keenly interested in looking closely at online social phenomna 

recognizing in the intemet a qualitatively new environment for social action and interaction 

(representative of this approach are Reid, 1991; Corell, 1995, Jones, 1995 and 1997 and Smith 

& Kollock, 1999). Studies such as these constitute a strand of internet research that mats the 

medium as a culture in its own nght. And as Hine (1998) has pointed out, with al1 the vaiuable 

insights that these studies have provided, they stopped short of making it clear how online 

interactions impact and fit into the offline lives of participants. 

The living individuals behind the online personae, especially in their capacity as home- 

based users, have only recently become objects of more careful examination. An impressive 

example of a thorough study of domestic internet use is the ongoing HomeNet field trial carried 

out by a research team at Carnegie Mellon University (HomeNet, 1999). Starting in 1995, the 

team recruited a sample of more than 100 households in the Pittsburgh am,  supplied them with 

cornputers and Intemet access and monitored their evolving Internet use over a period from one 



to two yem. The researchers have collectai data through a variety of methods including 

questionnaires administered before, during, and after one year of use, standardized tests, 

electronic logs and individual and group interviews. This study has been one of the fmt, as far 

as 1 am aware, to try to establish "what the public is actually doing with the Intemet" (Kraut, 

Mukhopadhyay, Szczypula, Kiesler, & Scherlis, 1998, paragraph 4). The HomeNet researchers 

have meant this question in a statisticai sense, The thrust of their project has been to capture 

quantitatively what intemet applications the subjects participahg in the trial utilize and to what 

extent. They have also looked for correlations between Internet use variables (for example hours 

connected to the intemet) and variables characterizing the social and psychological status of 

individual users and families (for example loneliness, interfamily communication, etc.). 

The findings coming out of the HomeNet field uial have led researchers to argue that the 

public is actually utilizing the intemet for interpersonal communication more than for anything 

else despite the excitement surrounding the World Wide Web. Ultimately, they have argued, the 

Intemet is a "social and emotional technology," and that it "sustains social networlrs" 

(HomeNet, 1999, paragraph 5). Yet at the same time, the HomeNet data have also been 

interpreted as demonstrating that extensive internet use may have negative social consequences. 

Kraut, Patterson, Lundmark, Kiesler, Mukophadhyay and Scherlis (1998) have concluded that 

greater use of the intemet is associated with declines in the size of users* social networks, 

declines in communication within the family and, for certain categories of users, declines in 

social support. Heavy users of the Internet, according to the same authors, experience increases 

in loneliness and symptoms of depression. The results of the HomeNet field triai continue to 

pile up and the research team's definitive conclusions are stiil in the making. 

Another strand of quantitative Intemet research cm be recognized in the rapidly 

proliferating marketing studies of the domestic Internet "audience." Market researchers have 



mhed to provide information for the growing e-commerce enterprise (see for example 

CornQuest, 1999a. b). These studies aim to capture the characteristics and the use habits of 

home Intemet users and, on that b i s ,  to give advertisers and e-commerce managers concrete 

directions about how to maximize the effectiveness of their appeal. 

A notably rnissing piece from the map of Internet research has been the qualitative study 

of domestic contexts.5 We have not even started a s h g  the questions about what al1 these 

intemet services mean to domestic users: "What do they make of [italics added] what they 

'absorb,' receive and pay for? M a t  do they do witb it?" (de Certeau, 1984, p. 31). And equally 

interesting: what is it that domestic users search for but do not find in the electronic cornucopia? 

There are several rasons why 1 think filling this gap is important. in the home, the 

physical e n y  point to the network, we can observe the user as a socialiy situated individual and 

interpret his or her Internet-related behavior with a view to the larger picture of his or her life. 

How is internet use articuiated to th practices that constitute family and community life? Does 

it help establish meaningfui relationships between the individual and the entities of the larger 

social world? The social and culturd rote of the internet that many have pondered upon can be 

grasped and evaluated correctly only by a careful examination of this immediate level of 

engagement of people with the medium. 

Another reason why the domestic context calls for qualitative investigation is the fact 

that it represents the backstage on which the appropriation of the new communication system by 

self-motivated users takes phce. How is the relationship between acceptance and cesistance to 

existing technological and cultural forms played out in the everyday lives of these users? Do 

S ~ n  exception is the study mrried out by Bicr, Gaüo. Nucklos. Sherblorn and Fennick (i996) on pasanal empowennent 
thmgb borne internet use by Iow-incom fadies. The projcct pvided resources neccssary for "ideai" home uiieniei use to 
six low-incorn famiiies and studied thcir bcbaviour for a ycar thmugh ethnographie wthods. 



users themselves initiate new technical and cultural forms anchored in the medium? Silverstone 

and Haddon (1996) have argued that if we are interested in understanding the complete cycle of 

the social shaping of any technology, we should include user appropriation as an important 

moment of it. 

The invention of alternative functions and meanings, unforeseen by designers and 

service providers, is particulacly vibrant at the present relatively early stage of the social shaping 

of the Internet. Later in the process, business and political interests could be expected to impose 

irreversibl y their preferred interpretations of the medium on the user population. Alternative 

possibilities initially evoked by users may die out if they do not fit into the dominant mold. 

Identifjmg and documenting these possibilities at the present moment can pmve to be of 

historical and political importance. 

But not simply a sense of responsibility to Intemet history has motivated the project that 

will be presented in this thesis. The study of the meanings and what 1 will c;iH later "use genres" 

invented by ordinary users can provide the bais for altemative imagining of the medium, a 

critique of the real with the possible (Lefebvre, 1991). What should the medium be like? What 

features should it have if the applications and meanings discovered by users are to be taken 

seriously and at an equal level with the visions and interests of engineers, managers and 

marketers? Such a reflection can conaibute to a democratic process of bottom-up, grassroots- 

up, building of the new communication medium as a sociotechnical system. 

Several theoretical perspectives on media and technology proved helpful offering a stock 

of productive concepts for my inquhy. These include but are not limited to social construction 

of technology, critical theory of technology, culturai studies of media and phenomenological 

sociology. The mode1 of domestication of commodities developed by Silverstone, Hirsch and 

Morley (1992) and further elaborated by Silverstone and Haddon (1996) provided a useful 



micicile-level theory that guided my empirical study of Internet use in the home. While I have 

tried hard to remain tme to the original content of these concepts and theories, 1 have ais0 

appropriated them substantively with a view to my own interests and goals in this project. 

In Chapter 1 of the thesis 1 elaborate a conception of the user as an agent in the field of 

technological development and new media shaping. In order to achieve this, 1 weave together 

the constructivist (Pinch & Bijker, 1987) notion of interpretative flexibility of artifacts, 

Feenberg's (1991) theory of subversive rationalization and democratic transformation of 

technology, the concept of alternative reading of texts proposed by cultural studies, and a 

perspective on technology as language that 1 develop drawing on Voloshinov's (1929J1986) 

Marxist linguistics. 

Chapter 2 takes on the task to suggest an understanding of everyday life, and the place of 

the home in it, that combines the insights of phenomenological sociology (Schutz & Luckmann, 

1973) and cnticai theory (Lefebvre, 197 1, 199 1). Phenomenological sociology offers vduable 

insights in how the everyday lifeworld of the acting subject is experienced and how hurnan 

action is constituted with regard to the structures of the lifeworld. In this way, 

phenomenologicai sociology provides access to the standpoint of the thinking subject moving in 

and manipulating his or her physical and social environment in pursuit of his or her own 

projects. 

Critical theory, for its part, has the explicit goal to distinguish structures of the social 

world existing outside the immediate experience of the thinking and acting individuai, but never 

the less crucial in determinhg the Limits and possibiiities for hislher thinking and action. 

Drawing on ideas h m  both these distinct schools of thought, 1 attempt to show the dual life of 

technology as an object in the lifeworld on one band, and as an embodiment of social relations 



of a systematic order, on the other. Tecfuiology in the home can be seen agaiast this baçkdrop as 

both an invader and captive, a colonizer and colonized. 

In Cbapter 3, 1 lay out the methodology employed in designing and carrying out my 

empirical smdy of internet use by non-professional domestic users. The snidy has an 

ethnographie charmer in that it anempts to understand users' tecimological practices from their 

own point of view leaning on their own narratives and examining the arrangements and artifacts 

constituting users' personal Intemet-related spaces. The extension this methodology brings to 

earlier ethnographies of media consumption (see Moores, 1993) consists in the examination of 

the electronic interiors carved by respondents' Intemet use in the memory of their cornputers. 

Chapter 4 considers the pmess of becoming a domestic Intemet user. It exposes the 

home Intemet connection as a complex network comprised of hwnan, technical, cognitive, 

cultural and ideological components. Examinhg closely the centrality in this network of what 1 

cal1 "the warm expert," I demonstrate how subjective images of the Intemet ernanating from 

users' own experience cross the border of the subjective world and enter the current of social 

sense-making of the medium. 1 propose a typology of differenr user-technology relations fomed 

in the pmess of becoming and king a domestic user. Each of these relations, 1 argue, places 

' the user in a differently constituted force field of empowerment and oppression and calls for a 

different strategy with regard to retaining autonomy and control vis-à-vis the Intemec. 

The point of stabilization of the home Intemet connection in its c a p i t y  of a 

heterogeneous socio-technicd network is marked by tL discovery by the user of one or more 

personally meaningful applications of the medium. Chapter 5 examuies the nature of these 

applications that 1, borrowing from Voloshinov (1929/1986), term " M e  behaviour genres of 

the Intemet." 1 demonstrate the relationship between these genres and specific aspects of the 

user's social-biographical situation. Underlying these diverse genres of intemet use, 1 contend, 



is the user's own situated rationalization of the technology that might be at odds with the 

dominant rationality of the medium. A democratic building of the intemet needs to be oriented 

to these user-initiated genres and consciously render the means for their realization, whether or 

not they fit into profitable business models. 

Chapter 6 focuses on the integration of the intemet connection into the spaces and 

routine interactions of the family. It looks at the ways in which family members use domestic 

space and time to inscribe the medium into the systems of values underlying their collective life. 

The internet enters differently the job characteristics of different family members and opens new 

dimensions to their interactions. Meanings and functionalities of the intemet are traaslated into 

sets of niles and responsibilities that constitute the microregulation of the technology in the 

domestic realm. Thus with regard to the foreign technological object, placing becomes 

appraising and timing is taming. 

in the final chapter, 1 discuss the capacity of the internet connection to articulate the 

dornestic space to more distant regions of the social world. 1 am particularly interested in the 

different modalities in which users constnict their involvement with others over the computer 

network. 1 question the productivity of two dichotomies established in the scholarly debate 

conceniing these issues, that between virtual and real cornrnunity on one hand, and public and 

private space on the other. 1 discover a continuum of social forms traversing the narrowly 

private consumptive perception of the medium and the committed participation in robust online 

groups with their own collective cultures and identities. 1 argue that the important question with 

a view to the social stiaping of the Internet is not so much whether virtual communities are 

genuine, but rather whether the medium can extead users' social reach in terms of both 

howledge of others and action with them. Can the electronic network make social institutions 

and organizational bodies more visible and accessible? Can it support networks of sociabiliiy 



and solidarity of the kinds needed by users stmggling to take control over different life 

circumstances - the unemployed, the sick, the abused, the retire4 the silenced, the lonely, the 

dislocated, tbose devoted to a cause, etc.? A consumption-oriented mode1 of the medium 

ignores such questions. A quest for "genuine" community overlwks them. 

Generally. the goal of this study is to bring to the fore the heavy signiîjing work 

involved in being a domestic user of the internet. 1 want to capture the nwnerous small ways in 

whicb people dealing with technology in everyday life make choices between autonomy and 

subordination or some subtîe combination of the two. 1 want to counter the grand narratives of 

cornputer networking with a host of Little stories like those people tell each other every day. 

Grand narratives teach us what is going on. Little stories give us ideas about what to do in 

particular citcwnstances. I find Iittle stories empowering. 



Chapter 1 

Conceptuaiizing User Agency: !Mo-pragmatics and Critical Constructivism 

In this chapter 1 will present the understanding of the relationship between technology 

and society that will underlie my examination of the uses of the Internet in domestic contexts. 

Drawing on some prominent trends in contempocary social studies of technology, I will attempt 

to constmct a conceptual framework able to accommodate the user as an active and significant 

figure in the shaping of a communication technology, such as the Internet, and the new social 

institutions growing around it. 

Speaking about the user, 1 refer to the "ordinary man"6 (de Certeau, 1984) and woman 

who plays no role as a professional (engineer, programmer, designer, etc.) andfor decision- 

maker in the industrial, commercial or service sectors developing computer-networking 

technology. This ordinary user has been traditionally seen as the person to whom technological 

innovation arrives last, but who never the less often represents the "target" of innovation's 

products. Many will recognize in himher the "adopter" of innovation studies. Hefshe is 

identical with Latour's (1987) "simple customer" (p. 137) who receives technological artifacts 

packaged as a "black box" and is often actively discouraged from examining its content. Critical 

studies of technology typically define him/her as the powerless victim of technological 

domination. Due to the chosen perimeter of my study, 1 will also refer mostly to users who 

6 ~ n  ihe dedication of his book Tiu Pmctice of Everydoy Life, de Certeau (1984) wrote: "To the ordinary man. To a common 
h, an ubiquitous character walking in countless thousands on the mets. In invoking here at the ouwt of my narratives the 
absent figure who provides both their beginning and theV neccssity, 1 inquire into the desire whosc impossible objm he 
Rprescnta 



access the Internet form their homes rather than form their place of work when different from 

the home. In contrast with most of these condescending representations of the user, 1 will try to 

constmct himher as an active contributor to the shaping of technology. To do that, 1 wül have 

to identify sources of influence located with the user, that is, to disceni the "power of the 

powerless," if 1 may appropriate a phrase coined by Vazlav Havel7 (1985) in a different context 

and in relation to a different object. 

The Social Consîruction of New Communication Technologies 

The theory and research of social constnictivists (see Bijker & Law, 1992; Hughes, 

1987; Latow, 1987, 1993; Pinch & Bijker, 1987) dong with the work of social historians of 

technology (Marvin, 1988; Williams, 1974) has demonstrated convincingly that new 

technological systems emerge in a process of negotiation and stniggle over meanings and 

material shapes involving a myriad of "relevant social groups" (Pinch and Bijker, 1987, p. 30). 

The central premise of constnictivists is that al1 technological artifacts exhibit "interpretative 

flexibility" (Pinch and Bijker, 1987, p. 27) which provides the bais for contestation among the 

social actors involved in the innovation process. 

In a close parallel with the theory of social construction of science, the constnictivist 

approach to technology argues that technical artifacts can be seen as contingent products of the 

activities of social actors rather than as inevitable consequences of scientific achievements 

andor autonomous technological development. The developmental process of technological 

artifacts is conceived as an "aiternation of variation and selection" (Pinch and Bijker, 1987, p. 

28) that can be most adequately represented by a multidirectional model. This model shows that 

the successfui variations in technological development have not been the only possible ones and 
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suggests that contingency and choice rather than forces of technical necessity, such as physical 

laws, chart the course of technological history. 

Interpretative jlexibility. 

The concept of interpretative flexibility is an expression of the central constnictivist 

belief that there is not just one possible way or one best way to design an artifact. Artifacts are 

flexible in ternis of interpretation, which makes the pmcess of their design multidirectional. 

Different social groups have radically different interpretations of the same technological artifact. 

This circumstance gives rise to technological controversies: different interpretations, prablem 

and solution formulations contend for universai acceptance. Social factors and not intrinsic 

technical properties of the artifact decide whose interpretation and correspondhg design will 

later stabilize and corne to be seen as the best or even the only possible one. 

Thus, it is not purely technical criteria that shape the content and properties of a new 

technical device. It is the interaction between social actors. Hence, it cannot be concluded that a 

definite design is naturally better than its contestants. There are no purely techical, i.e. rooted 

in natural laws, criteria for making a choice. Al1 choices in the technical sphere are normatively 

and politicaily dnven in one way or another. By advancing this conclusion consuuctivists 

contribute to the demystification of the social and political character of allegedly technologically 

rational choices (see Feenberg, 1993a). 

Under different names, the recognition of technologies' interpretative flexibility has 

surfaceci in social analyses of technology performed under a whole range of theoreticai 

orientations. For example Moores, (1993) from the perspective of British cultural studies speaks 

about the "multi-accentuality" (p.103) of satellite W across different households and 

neighborhood cultures. From the same perspective, Haddon (1992) cornes across different 



"consumer experiences and readings" (p. 83) of the microcomputer as an artifact Turkle (1984) 

concludes, on the basis of a psychological study of different user groups, that the cornputer is an 

"exemplary constnicted object that different people and groups can apprehend with very 

different descriptions and invest with very different anributes" (p. 320). Not the least, Zuboff 

(1988) demonstrates the interpretative flexibility of new information and communication 

systems in her study of their applications at the workplace. "lt is here in the realm of choice that 

technology reveals its indeterminacy. Though it redefines the possible, it cannot determine 

which choices are taken up and to what purpose" Zuboff states (p. 388). 

Feenberg (1993a) has pointed out that the technological indeterminism suggested by 

constructivists has clear political significance: "in a society where determinism stands guard on 

the frontiers of democracy, indetenninism cannot but be politicai" (p. 306). Thus, according to 

Feenberg, technology proves to k a scene of social stmggle. "Clearly, it is no great leap for the 

SST [Social Shaping of Technology] approach h m  seeing technology as a socid product to 

seeing it as political," Mackay and Gillespie (1992, p. 689) concur. Bijker (1993), in response to 

criticisms accusing constnictivism of morai indifference and lack of co~ection with political 

practice (for example Winner, 1993), has argued that the pervasively socially construcied 

character of technology indicates a multitude of opportunities for shaping and reshaping 

technology (and society). Most importantiy, "the deconstructive capacity of recent work can be 

effectively used to show interpretative flexibility, to suggest alternative technological choices, to 

debunk the sociotechnical ensembles constnicted by the powerful" (Bijker, 1993, p. 130). More 

concretely, Bijker points out that constnictivism could be particularly helpful in the study of 

nontraditional design contingencies. It can inform public understanding of science and 

technology and stimulate citizens' participation in the process of democratic control of 

technology. 



Relevant social groups. 

The notion of relevant social p u p s  is central to the constmctivist project and represents 

one of the main instruments for translating the logic of technical decisions into the logic of 

social interaction. It focuses attention on the social actors involved in the process of selection 

among nwnerous technical possibilities. 

Relevant social groups by definition are: 

institutions and organizations (such as the military or some specific industrial 
company), as well as organized or unorganized groups of individuals. The key 
requirement is that al1 members of a certain social group share the same set of 
meanings, attached to a specific artifact. (Pinch and Bijker, 1987, p. 30) 

Thus, consumers and users form an obvious relevant social group, or groups, because the 

technology or artifact they are using has a meaning for hem, albeit not necessarily shared. 

The constructivist notion of relevant social p p s  has been criticized for king 

dangerously pluralist and for giving the impression that al1 social groups can be equaiiy active 

and equaily influential in making technical decisions (Winner, 1993). "What about groups that 

have no voice but that never the less will be affected by the results of technologicai change? 

What about groups that have ken  suppressed or deliberately excluded? How does one account 

for potentiaiiy important choices that never surface as matters for debate and choice?Winner 

asks (p. 369). 

A careful examination of the definition proposed by Pinch and Bijker (1987) in the Light 

of these critical remarks shows that the concept of a relevant social group does not preclude 

interpretation and application in the direction pointed by Winner. At the sarne tirne, it is m e  

that it does not possess enough sensitivity to bring to the fore the differences in tesources and 

power that different participating (and not participating) social groups have access to. 



Does tbis mean, however, tbat the social constnictivist mode1 will necessarily conceal as 

much as ir reveais as Winner (1993) insists? The notion of a relevant social group is innovative 

in that it opens a conceptual space where the contribution of diverse social actors can be 

accounted for. It suggests the possibility that technological artifacts, technologies and with them 

the ensuing social relations might have been otberwise had the meanings and plans of different 

social groups prevailed. Although this notion may not provide a direct means for discerning the 

enduring social stmccures and the deep-seaîed political biases that can underlie the s p e c m  of 

technological choices (which is an important moment of Winner's critique of technology among 

others), it offers an insight in how some enduring technical structures have come to king and 

points to possible sources of change. 

Structure and agency. 

Another serious problem critics find with constnictivist theory concerns its inadequate 

(to some) account of structure and agency. Constmctivists, in Winner's (1993) view, disregard 

"the possibiiity that there may be dynamics evident in technological change beyond those 

revealed by studying the immediate needs, interests, problems and solutions of specific groups 

and social actors" (p. 370). The point is that the constructivist project pays no heed to the basic 

social conditions tbat underlie the activities of technology making, to deeper cultural and 

economic factors, or in other words, to the constraining dimensions of social structure. In a vein 

similar to Wimer's criiicism, feminist scholars (see Cockbum 1992, 1993; Berg & Lie, 1995, 

G U  & G h t ,  1995) have accused consmictivism of rendering women invisible and gender 

irrelevant in the technology-shaping process. By focusing exclusively on emergent networks of 

social actors hvolved in the development of a particular technology, constructivist analysis 

posits women as non-actors because indeed they are empiricaüy absent as a relevant social 



group from this process. The enduring f e e s  of the social system into which that technology 

is taking shape including male dominance and pauiarchy thus remain out of the circle of 

problems to be addressed. 

if one looks back into the programmatic essay of social constructivism, one will find that 

the examination of the wider socio-political context in which technical decisions are made is 

reserved for a later stage of the constructivist research program. After the relevant social groups 

have been identified dong with their perceived problems and solutions at the earlier research 

stages, the content of a tectinological artifact bas to be related to the wider socio-political 

milieu, the constructivist plan stipulates. "Obviously, the socioculniral and political situation of 

a social group, shapes its noms and values which in tuni influence the meaning given to an 

artifact" wnte Pinch and Bijker (1987, p. 46). 

Later constructivist research fiowever has concentrated on the concrete activities of 

representatives of social groups involved in the creation of new artifacts and has paid only 

marginal attention to the broader socio-political context. It has seldom explicated how the 

structural conditions of a relevant social group have affected its interpretations and choices. The 

need to explicate the structural consuaints on the contingency of technical development has 

been recognized by Bijker in his later work as a key requirement for constructivist analysis. 

Bijker (1993) proposes the concept of "technological frame" - "the cultural system in which an 

artifact is set, including exemplary artifacts, as weii as cultural values, goals, as well as 

scientific theones, etc." (p. 123). The frame of reference is constructed and sustained by 

interactions in the relevant social group. "lt provides the goals, and thoughts and tools for 

action. It is both enabiing and constraining" (p.123). Even after the introduction of this more 

comprehensive category however, it rernains unexpiained how a technological frame, for its 



part, is grounded in less dynamic socio-economic and political conditions of existence of 

relevant social groups. 

A general interactionist perspective transpires even more clearly in this definition and 1 

would argue that this micro-orientation comprises the actual problem of the relevant social 

group concept. Implicitly, this concept presupposes direct interactions among the rnembers of 

relevant social groups and among these groups as collective actors. Such a mode1 works well 

when the historical process of development of a particular artifact is to be captured in its factual 

detail. It inarguably broadens the historian's horizon in terms of taking into account the 

relationships of diverse categories of actors and their confiicts and negotiations compared to the 

research tradition focusing exclusively on the lonely inventor and the research lab. At the same 

time, this perspective silently commits the fault of substituting the interactional for the social. 

There are social reiationships that never get actualized in the interactional process in which a 

technology is shaped. Never the less, such relationships fom the bedrock delimiting who is 

considered an actor in a particular situation and who is not, what is possible for actors to think, 

say and do in the process of negotiation and selection of technical solutions. 

The interactionist perspective is also responsible for the inadequate attention paid by 

constmctivist researchers to the d e  of users in technology shaping. Users are hard to perceive 

as a social group that shares a common fiïîme of reference because of their dispersed state of 

existence, diverse cognitive resources, interests and ideologies. Users inhabit numerous 

invisible eveqdqy-life situations. They have no establisbed fonuns or ctiannels for interaction 

with each other and the designers of the technologies they employ. In contrast, researchers, 

engineers, managers, government representatives, etc. form distinct professional networks. They 

share cognitive and cultural frames of reference acquired in the course of their education and 

subsequent participation in a community of practice. Their proposais, negotiations and overail 



involvement in technology shaping leave a palpable trail on paper and in technicd prototypes. 

That is why their activities can be easily captured by the interactionkt optics, while the activities 

of consumers or users escape it. 

The character of the technologies chosen for investigation aiso plays a nile in 

determining the scope of the constructivist researcher. Some technologies are employed 

exclusively in organizationai contexts (the automatic lathe, the blast-fumace). Typically, their 

use is strictly regulated by formal and vocationai rules of production. In contrast, other 

technologies (the microwave, the walkman) penetrate everyday-life and enter a diverse and l e s  

stmctured array of settings. A second distinction can be made between technologies with a high 

degree of openness for interpretation (the automobile, the computer) versus technologies 

ailowing for fewer alternatives with regard to function and application (the telescope, the 

vacuum cleaner). It will be logicai to propose that technologies that are employed in formal 

organizationai settings and those relatively low in openness are less conducive to user 

involvement and hence its capturing by research. On the other hand, technologies that penetrate 

everyday life and invite a diversity of interpretations more often become an object of user 

creativity. When a technology chosen for investigation possesses this combination of 

characteristics, it will represent a favorable object for conceptualizing user agency. As the 

Intemet fulfils this condition, it calls for a broadening of the research scope beyond the 

traditional innovation agencies that may exhaust the range of the relevant social groups in the 

case of a professional and less open technology. 

To sum up, two main deficiencies of the constnictivist approach prevent it from 

becoming the sole framework for conceptualizing user agency in the case of the intemet. The 

fifst shortcoming consists in its lack of sensitivity to the power and resource differentials among 

relevant social groups and its respective inability to problematize the macro dimensions of 



technological change. The second problern Lies in the fact that the interactionist focus misses the 

fonns of involvement in tecbnology shaping of less organized and culturally uniform groups 

such as users. in order to overcome these limitations the helpful concepts proposed by social 

constmctivists need to be incorporated into a different analytical firamework -one equipped for 

both appreciating and transcending the level of imrnediate interaction among the actors involved 

in the social construction of technology. 

Cntical Tlieory of Technology 

A theoretical approach to the problem of human agency in the technological sphere that 

builds on the insights of social constnictivism and promises to overcome its recognized 

limitations is the critical theory of technology proposed by Feenberg (1991). This work is 

particularly well positioned to advance the constmctivist project with respect to a more accurate 

account of agency and stnicture. 

Theoretical sources of the critical theory oftechnology. 

The Critical Theory of Technology (CTT) rests on the basic premise, shared with social 

constnictivism, that naturd laws and purely technicd pinciples by themselves do not determine 

the shapes of technology. It is social forces that play the decisive role in technological 

development down to the level of concrete design choices. Feenberg (1991) makes this clairn 

the starting point of an examination of the cbaracter of technological rationality. Interests and 

priorities of social agents, he contends, live under the ailegedly neutral shell of technological 

rationality. This rnakes technology one of the instruments that insure the systematic domination 

of certain social groups over others. 

Modern forms of domination, Feenberg (1991) argues, are based on a variety of social 

activities including tectinologicaily mediated ones. Hence, the democratization of society 



requises radical technical as weli as politicai change. The main task of a cntical theory of 

technology is to explain how modern technology can be redesigned to adapt to the needs of a 

freer society. 

Some limited readings of Marx, Feenberg O ~ S ~ N ~ S ,  attribute to him instmenialist 

views such as: technology is neutral, technology developed under capitalism can be put in 

service of the values and purposes of the proletariat. Others consider Marx an economic 

determinist: it is enough to change the form of ownership over the means of production and a 

better more democratic society will result. Fenberg Ends in Marx's Capital a more 

sophisticated understanding of technology that he calls ''the design critique of technology" (p. 

34). According to it, "technological progress achieves advances of general utility, but the 

concrete form in which these advances are realized is determined by the social power under 

which they are made and insure thar they also serve the interests of that powerl' (p. 34-35). 

Technology therefore is not neutral. As far as particular interests have shaped it, it carries a class 

bias and helps to entrench capitdist power. At the same time, technology can take different 

shapes when put under the conml of different social interests. On this account socialism must 

change the very machinery of production and not just its ownership because class biased 

technological design would reproduce social domination. 

Building on Marx's design critique and Lukiics's (1971) concept of reification, Marcuse 

(1964) has shown that the apparently neutrai technological rationality, which reduces human 

agents to parts of the industrial machine, is in fact politicai rationality. It is an instrument for 

imposing and legitimating domination over human beings. In this way, Feenberg (1999) points 

out, Marcuse's critique of rationality provides "a generai framework for a discussion of the 

condensation of technical and social functions" (p. 70). Marcuse was the first to mat rationality, 



including technological rationality, as a social phenomenon and thus opened its concrete forms 

to sociological examination. 

in Foucault's (1977, 1980) work Feenberg fuids a necessary concretization of such a 

sociological study. Foucault examines various practices of social conirol subsumed under the 

concept of "rnicrotechaiques" (quoted in Feenberg, 1991, p. 70). Som of these microtechniques 

are materialized in machines, architecture, or other devices, 'Wius technology is just one among 

many similar mechanisms of social control, al1 based on pretensions to neutrai knowledge, al1 

having asymrnetrical effects on social power" (p. 7 1). 

Both Marcuse and Foucault did not attempt to suggest irrationalism as an alternative of 

rationaiity, Feenberg (1991) maintains. They sought alternative fonns of rationality that can 

oppose the dominant one. Marcuse saw the possibility for a qualitative change of society in the 

reconstruction of its technological base with a view to different ends: "The new ends, as 

technical ends, would then operate in the project and the construction of the machinety and not 

only in its utilization" (Marcuse, 1964, p. 232). This suggested the need of a new science, a new 

form of rationality that would translate values in technicd terms as elements of the 

technological process. Foucault (1980), for his part, asserted that the dominant form of 

rationality is not the oniy possible one. It is just one possible form among others. Foucault 

claimed that the imposition of a rational order gives rise to "subjugated knowledges" (p.81, 

quoted in Feenberg, 199 1, p. 77)' which can become the basis for positive social change. in 

Marcuse's and Foucault's notions of alternative rationalities one can see the mots of Feenberg's 

own concept of "subversive rationdization" (Feenberg, 199 1, p. 92). 

Constmctivism in the sociology of science and technology informs Feenberg's (1991) 

theory by providing numemus concrete examples that demonstrate the flexibility of new 

technical designs and the extent to which their final shape is determined by the cultural logic of 



particular human actors. The design problems and solutions offered by different relevant w ia l  

groups actually represent a number of alternative rationalizations contending for an actual 

materialization in the new technical device. The contestation among these rationaikations and 

not a neutral technicai criterion determines the final outcome. 

From the work of aii these theorists Feenberg (1991, 1995) derives his idea of where the 

locus of resistance to dominant rationaMy shouid be looked for. Foucault and the constcuctivisrs 

help him recognize the numerous micro scenes where modern individuals come in touch with 

technological systems as workers, users, clients, etc. In such points diverse technicai 

micropolitical practices emerge: "Technical micropolitics involves forms of concrete political 

protest that aim to transfocm particular technologies through pressure fcom the grass mots 

activities of users, clients, victims" (Feenberg, 1995, p. 37). This is one of the most insistent 

messages of the critical theory of technology, namely that technology is a scene of social 

struggle, a parliament of things. The technological controversies discussed by constnictivists in 

Feenberg's (1991, 1995) interpretation gain in politicai and even civilizational significance. 

They are seen as the exernplary cases of a technical micropolitics that holds the potential for a 

general transformation of society's technical base. 

This bnef sketch of the main building Stones of the critical theory of technology is now 

supposed to serve as a platform for identifying these components of the theory that can inform 

the search for user agency. 

Operational autonomy versus subversive rationalization. 

Opening meaningfd space for buman agency in the technological sphere for Feenberg 

(1996) cequires reforrnulation of what he caüs the "technocracy thesis" (p. 34). Feenberg fin& 

the origins of this thesis in Weber's (1958) theory of rationalization according to which 



modernity is characterized by the increasing role of calculation and control in social Life, a trend 

leading to what Weber called "the iron cage" of bureaucracy (quoted in Feenberg, 1996, p. 34). 

The technocracy thesis is the idea that by embracing a rational social order "hwnan beings have 

become mere cogs in the social machinery, objects of technical control in much the same way as 

raw materials and the natural environment" (p. 34). From this perspective, it appears that the 

only possible resistance to bureaucratie technical control can take place on an ircational basis 

and at the expense of progress and material pmsperity (such as for example ceturn to nature, 

escape in art, refusal to accept the boons of civilization). 

Feenberg (1996) seeks to give the technocracy thesis a non-deterministic formulation 

rooted in what 1 see as a bbcritical constnictivist" interpretation of technological development. in 

this interpretation technology can take alternative routes of development leading to different 

social consequences. This ambivalence of technology can be sumrnarized in two principles: the 

pcinciple of conservation of hierarchy and the principle of subversive rationalization. 

The principle of conservation of hierarchy is realized through the operational autonomy 

of the powerful, that is, through their capacity to make technical choices that reinforce and 

legitimate their dominant position and guarantee them technical initiative in the future. The 

important difference between this principle and the original version of the "technocracy thesis" 

consists in the recognition that alternative technical solutions exist. It is not the natural victory 

of the fittest of them that determines the course of technological change but a systematic value- 

and interest-laden choice made by the technocratic elite. 

It follows that the basis for resistance to techocratic domination need not be sought in 

any non-technological realm and its technoIogicaüy innocent characters. Rather, resistence 

consists in the practices of questioning the technical choices made by the powerful and 

proposing technical alternatives. The capacity for subversive rationalization lies in the bands of 



individuals who inhabit a technical system. Such individuais are "immediately engaged in 

tecbnically mediateci activities and able to actualize ambivalent potentialities previously 

suppressed by the prevailing technological rationality" (Feenberg, 1996, p 45). This "subversive 

rationalization" holds the promise of democratization in the technological sphere. 

The relative autonomy possessed by the dominated inhabiting the technological system 

Feenberg (1991) calls "masgin of maneuver" (p.86). This autonomy works within the systern to 

redefme and modify its f o m ,  rhythms and purposes. it is the source of subversive 

rationalizations. Subversive rationalizations originating from the margins, Feenberg (1996) says, 

"may be reincorporated into strategies someiimes in ways that restructure domination at a higher 

level, sometimes in ways that weaken its controi" (p. 48). 1 will cal1 the first type of response to 

the system to practices and definitions developed at the margins "appropriation of the 

appropriators." This response represents an adaptive and exploitative strategy employed by the 

powerful in order to appropriate the fruits of the creativity of the margins and dissolve the 

tensions that threaten to undemine the system's hierarchicai order. An example of this approach 

can be found in the successful co-optation by corporate enterprise of ideas generated by the 

alternative technology movement in the 1970s (see Slack, 1984). We are witnessing many 

simiiar attempts on the terrain of the Internet - for example the appropriation of the practice of 

W a l  communities initiaied by users for the purposes of product marketing and custorner 

loyalty building (see Werry, 1999). 

Re-incorporations of marginal rationality that weaken domination remain the actud hope 

for democratizing technology. m e n ,  how and why may such re-incorporations occur? Feenberg 

(1999) points to three possible mechanisms: technological controversy, innovative dialogue and 

creative appropriation. Technological coniroversies "draw attention to violations of the rights 

and heaIth of those a€fecteà by a technologicai enterprise" (p. 127). The resulting public 



pressure calls forth new technical solutions taking into account the demands of the victims. 

Innovative dialogue brings together the lay and the expert and initiates a pmess of continuous 

revision of tecbnology in which technological design incorporates different values and cornes to 

reflect a broader range of interests. An exemplary practice is participatory desip8 With creative 

appropriation, new dimensions of a technology are opened up and widely recognized thanks to 

the spontaneous inventiveness of its users. Such is the case of turning computer networks into 

media for human communication as opposed to their original rationally envisaged function 

restricted to excbange of fdes and resowces (Leinier et al., 1997). 

FinaHy, Feenberg's (199 1, 1999) tbeory relates subversive rationalizations to the variety 

of human contexts in which technology is implicated. Dominant ratianality under the conditions 

of capitalism is organized around a value system grounded in the context of capitalist 

production. in  this value-system, the maximization of profit takes the leading position. 

Reification conceals the fact that ths is only one among many systems of values and makes it 

appear the essence of rationality itself. Consequently, capitalist technical rationality constnicts 

technological objects with privileging f eams  îhat support and reinforce this normative 

orientation. Other possibilities, other features corresponding to cenual values characterizing 

different contexts of existence are either completely eliminaad or suppressed in capitalist 

techological design. However, when a technology is put into practice, it re-enters actual Living 

systems of relationships and must be integrated wicb the concrete natural, technical and social 

environmene that supports its functioning. This environment may be organized by different, 

often competing, value systems. This opens the possibility for other social interests and values 

to intemene in the process of realization and to teconstitute the actual and potential features of 

'ln panicipatory design. workers and enginecfs collabonue in teams to design iechnoIogies for panicular wo* settings. It 
rcprescnts a user-cented appm& to idormarion system dcvclopmcnt that oripinated in the Nocdic counaies wiih the idea of 
empomring workm in technologizcd aivironments bath indiwdually and collectively (sec Schula and Namioka, 1993). 
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the technology from the perspective of an aiternative, "subversive rationality" (see Feenberg, 

1999, p. 173-183; 187-189). 

The concept of affordances used in technologicai design studies represents an 

appropriate illustration of this idea Mordances refer to what a technicai environment offers 

relative to the person or group perceiving or recognizing that quality of the environment 

(Gibson, 1979, p. 127, quoted in Mynatt et al., 1998, p. 130). This concept suggests that people 

and groups situated in different social and activity contexts may be able to recognize different 

affordances in a technical system or device. I will find another formulation of this idea of 

transformation through actualization anchored into the defining logics of local social contexts in 

the theoretical contribution of Marxist phifosophy of language in one of the following sections. 

To sum up, the simple customers or ordinary users whose agency 1 am trying to 

conceptualize are significant players in Feenberg's scheme outlined above by virtue of their 

contact with and participation in technological systems. These systems can never exhaustively 

define the conditions of existence of the subjects involved. People generate interpretations and 

applications of technological systems that often diverge from the ones originally inscribed in 

them. These are not irrational modifications as the dominant ideology may see them. Rather, 

they reflect a practice of rationalization rooted in alternative sets of values and interests. On this 

basis, users, clients and victims of technological systems engage in technological controversies, 

innovative dialogues and creative appropriations that aim at reforming technology with more 

humane and democratic aims in mind. Note that these are not practices of negation, of avoiding 

engagement with technology, but oaes that attempt to draw on unaccentuated or dormant 

technological potentialities in order to address the needs ignored by mainstream technological 

development. 



Raymond Williams: technology, institution and cultural fonn. 

Opening a bracket hete, 1 would k e  to point out that the critical constnictivist approach 

to technology and the possibility of its democratic transformation has an early predecessor in the 

area of communication studies in the face of the British cultural theorist Raymond Williams. In 

his book Television: Technology and Cultural F o n ,  Williams (1974) discusses in detail the 

social shaping of the paradigrnatic communication technoIogy of his tirne - television. Corning 

fmm a critical theory perspective, Williams is aware of the inherited inequalities in terms of 

power and resources available to the social actors involved in the process. At the same tirne, he 

leaves open the possibility for alternative uses of the new technology initiated by subordhate 

social groups. "Technology opens new dimensions for those perceived as objects, public, 

market; ... tiiey are exposed to certain uncontrollable opportunities" Williams (1974, p. 74) 

maintains. The viability of these alternative uses and cultural forms, Williams insists, will be 

decided in continually renewable swial action and stniggle. 

An important distinction Williams (1974) makes in bis discussion of television's social 

history is the one between a (communication) technology, its institutions and its cultural forms. 

This distinction escapes accounts originating h m  sociology of technology and much 

philosophy of technology for various epistemoiogical reasons. 1 find this distinction very useful 

for the anaiysis of communication technologies in particular because it provides insights into the 

layered complexity of a communication technology's integration into the social system. It also 

points to more sources of variabity in technological development and its effects, which means 

it suggests more arenas of stniggle and possible change. 

The social institutions anchored on a technology are the structures of mies, resources 

and recwsive practices (see Giddens, 19û4) that have to grow around a technology if it is to 

acquire a ~ i ~ c a a t  social presence. By cultural forms emerging on the basis of the new 



technology of television Williams (1974) meant the new genres of television content 

production, but also the aew stmcture of the viewing experience - its constitution as a flow 

rather than as discrete instances of exposure. 1 find both these aspects of the notion of culnual 

form necessary as they are closely related and represent the site on which the pduction- 

consumption relation is played out. in this sense television cartoons produccd to entertain 

children represent a cultural form, but so does the domestic pmtice of using television for 

babysitting. Computer games constitute a cultural form anchored in computer technology, and 

so does school boys' cornputer-game talk (see Haddon, 1991). With this formulation in hand, 

one can easily recognize the pssibilities for user activity at the level of cultural fom. At the 

level of institution, user activity miinifests itself in regdative controversies and user 

interventions in politicai processes related to technohgical system' operation in society. 

The events taking place at these additional amas for user activity - institution and 

cultural form - reflect back on the technical problems and solutions that experts perceive and 

tackle. The development of the World Wide Web into an advertising and service-providing 

medium, for example, has oriented the efforts of engineers towards problems üke signal 

compression, secwity coding, graphical interfaces, etc. 

Technology us Ta: The Logacy of Brirish CuUrrrrrl Sirrdies 

The school of thought originating Erom the work of the Media Group at the Birmingham 

University's Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, drawing on the rich theoretical 

contribution of Raymond Williams, stmed its inquiry with issues related to the cultural f o m  of 

television and other mass media. The stucües of mass media audiences performed by the 

members of the Birmingham group recognized the power of readers as active decoders of media 

texts, who wili not necessariîy accept the preferred ideological meaning encoded in the text by 



its author. Importantly, the scholars working in this tradition saw the readers as sociologically 

grounded subjects whose semiotic involvement in a dialogue with the media is shaped by their 

socioeconomic and cultural position. The cultural studies researchers were comrnitted to 

establishing a careful account of the balance between the reader's freedom and media power. 

They pointed out the limits of the range of alternative readings available to audience members 

and the social and ideological forces that impose consüaints on the latter: "Polysemy must not... 

be confused with pluralism. Connotative codes are not equal among themselves. Any society 

tends ... to impose its segmentations, its classifications of the cultural and political world upon 

its members. There remains a dominant cultural order.. ." Hall (1973, p. 13) insisted. 

In subsequent empirical snidies undertaken by Morley (1986) and other members of the 

Birmingham Media Group, the importance of the contexts in which media content is consurned 

came to the fore (see Moores, 1993). Researchers' attention was drawn to the role of the 

"everyday microsettings" (Moores, 1993, p. 34) in which television reception takes place. Their 

efforts were directed towards understanding the connection between actions performed and 

meanings generated within these microsettings and the wider structural formations of society. 

Projects like these gave birth to a trend of reception ethnography within the cultural studies 

paradigm. The stated aim of this research was to see things "from the virtual standpoint of 

actual audiences" ( h g ,  1991, quoted in Moores, 1993, p. 35) and for this purpose, it had to 

explore the situational contexts in which media were used and interpreted. 

The stock of ideas developed by the Birmingham group was later applied to technologies 

(mostly of communication) and the involvement of users in these technologies' interpretation. 

As noted by Mackay and Gillespie (1992), it doesn't take a great leap of imagination to extend 

the cultural studies approach to the consumption (use) of technologies. The social 

constructivists' notion of interpretative flexibility already points in this direction. Rather thaa 



media messages, in this case technological artifacts can be perceived as polysemic texts encoded 

by designers, developers and advertisers and calling for active decoding on the part of users. 

Here tw, striking a balance between freedom and consuaint is crucial to the analysis. FUst and 

foremost it has to be discovered how much freedom for reinvention and appropriation different 

technologies offer to users. The relative openness of a technological system for interpretation is 

an important measwe of this. Turkle (1984). for example, has argued in her study of diverse 

user communities, that this interpretative flexibility (note that Twkle does not use this term) is 

remarkably great in the case of the personal computer. The openness of the machine allows for 

numerous readings determined to a greater degree by the personality of the user rather than by 

any technical characteristic feature of the artifact itself. 

Working from within the cultural studies paradigm authors have analyzed 

communication technologies such as radio (Moores, 1993). television (Silverstone, 1994), 

satellite television (Moores, 19%) and home computers (Haddon, 1992) identifying divergent 

interpretations generated by users. Moores (1993, 1996), in particular, has been explicidy 

conunitted to ethnographic methodology. Some of the concepts proposed and applied as 

analytical tools in the work of these researchers can be of relevance to an ethnographic study of 

the Internet. This refers to the elaborate model of domestication of new media and 

communication technologies developed by Silverstone and his colleagues (Silverstone, Hirsh & 

Morley, 1992; Silverstone, 1994; Silverstone & Haddon, 1996). This model is equipped to 

capture "both the general and the specific dimensions of the ways media and communication 

technologies are accepted and by extension resisted or rejected" (Silverstone & Haddon, 1936, 

P. 44). 

Along with its numerous helpful components that 1 will discuss in more detail in 

following chapters, Silverstone et aL's (1992) model shows a number of limitations as far as the 



analysis of Internet use is wncemed. These scholars choose the concept of consumption as the 

d-embracing label of what happens when a new communication technology enters the home. 

This choie can be cfiallenged at two levels. First, seeing the home predominantly as a centre of 

consumption fails to recognize the chaaging functions of this unit in a pst-industrial society. 

Increasingly, the home is being charged with productive functions, such as work and education, 

and most recentiy - tele-work and tele-education, activities representing moments of the social 

process of production in the classical sense. Thus, new communication technology is often 

adopted with specific productive applications in rnind. It entecs the home as a working tool, 

rather than as a recreational item. 

Secondly, the cultural experience generakd by the use of interactive communication 

technologies in the home àiffers substantively from those brought about by broadcasting media 

and escapes the characterization of consumption. I would argue îhat contrary to broadcasting 

media, interactive communication technologies have demonstrated their potential to serve as 

tools in a symbolic productive process involving an active exchange between the household and 

the outside world: the weaving and sustaining of social networks and meaninfil relationships 

of sociability, in which individuals participate as active creators of cultural and politicai values. 

In the case of the Interner, users often beconme providers of content not just for a closed group of 

fnends, but also for the public at large as exempiified by the proliferation of personal web sites 

wiih various purposes. 

Consumption, 1 would argue afier de Certeau (sec de Certeau, 1984, p. 30-31). 

obfuscates the idea of the active and productive role of the user, of the inventiveness with which 

he or she enters the commerciaiiy offered pmduct into operations of his or ber own. That is why, 

1 will foUow de Certeau's example and wiU chwse to work with the concept of use rather than 

consumption. 



The cycle of consumption understood in its classical sense wouid inevitably reproduce 

the operational autonomy (Feenberg, 1991) of the economically powerful, Le. their privileged 

position in choosing the shape of technology most profitable to themselves and imposing it on 

the test of society with minor compromises (eventuaüy brought about by marketing studies of 

consumer preferences). Consumer creativity wouid be only taken into consideration as far as it 

maximizes profit. 

To be able to envision potentiai sources for a democratic transformation of technology, 

the cycle of consumption should be, at least theoretically, transcended. Users, situated in their 

homes, should be perceived in their threefold capacity of consumers, producers and citizens. For 

that matter, such a view would be in accord with the way people normally see themselves. The 

home is not only a centre of consumption but also one of the main sites of everyday life 

understood as the reproduction of the total social subject and involving an intricate web of 

relationships and the creative activities that sustain them. 

To reiterate, 1 believe that in order to be able to reveal how users do or could possibly 

play a role in the formative pmess of a new communication technology, its institutions and set 

of cultural forms, the overarching concept of consumption should be replaced by the more open 

notion of use. Use subsumes consumption of both technology and content, but it also implies 

that not al1 f o m  of use and not for d l  analyticd purposes shouid be seen as consumption. 

Technology as Lmnguage 

At this point, probably because of the haunting passivity overtones that couid be sensed 

ia the concepts of consumption, reading and interpretation serving as central building blocks of 

the culturai studies* fmework, 1 am tempted to take the metaphor of "reading" one step 

further. 1 will undertake an exploration of the idea ''what wouid it be like if technology, and in 



particular a complex communication system like the intemet, is conceptualized as language?" 

This is to say that users will not be seen only as readers, generating their own interpretations of 

the technical text. They will be thought about as speakers, performing speech acts in which they 

appropriate the technical medium in order to achieve their own objectives in and ont0 the world. 

Benston (1988) proposes this view of technology observing that technology can serve as a 

language of social action: "The technology available at any specific time provides a range of 

options for acting on the world .... these options function rather like words in a language" (p. 

18). Benston applies this metaphor to argue that contemporary technology represents a language 

created by men, which limits the action options available to women. 

1 would like to pursue this metaphor further and explore its implications for the analysis 

of user agency in the technological sphere. What are the grounds for utilizing an analogy 

between technology and language? First, as media researchers have observed, it is the specific 

property of media objects that distinguishes them h m  al1 other technologies and domestic 

artifacts, to "join the private world of the home with larger public worlds beyond the front door" 

(Moores, 1993, p. 9). But isn't joining the private world of the individual consciousness with 

the symbolic public worlds existing beyond it one of the primary functions of language? In this 

sense language is the meta-technology of communication and as such can serve as a general 

mode1 for understanding any concrete communication system. 

On the other hand, similarly to language, complex technological systerns are culturaily 

established formal structures of means and d e s ,  or as de Certeau (1984) puts it, "ensembles of 

possibilities and interdictions" (p. 98) that the user actualizes in hisher individual (concrete) 

operations. in this way, complex technological systems exhibit the same double-level agency 

that language does - the f o m  and functions of the system invented and established by an elite 

or an anonymous cultural producer becorne an object of manipulation by practitioners who have 



not produced them. The practitioner or user actualizes only some of the possibilities inscribeci in 

the system, moves them about and invents others - as in new, unexpected figures of speech. 

Thus, de Certeau observes, "Charlie Chaplin multiplies the possibilities of his cane: he does 

other things with the sarne thing and he goes beyond the limits that the determinants of the 

object set on its utilization" (p. 98). This entails a third point in the analogy: acts of use, like 

speech acts, are at the same tirne a utilization of the system and operations perfomed on it. 

Furthemore, acts of use are characterized by an "everyday historicity" (de Certeau, 1984, p. 20) 

in that they are inseparable from their ciricumstances and hence from the contexts of existence of 

the subjects who perform them. 

De Certeau (1984) provides an exarnple of applying the model of language to the 

analysis of a domain of non-linguistic operations such as the city. 'The act of walking is to the 

urban system what speech act is to language or to the statements uttered," he maintains (p.97). 

With this proposition, 1 believe, de Certeau lays the foundation of a general pragmatics, a study 

of the actualization of formal systems by users under particular circumstances. Following the 

line of analysis charted by de Certeau, 1 would argue that the act of use is to the technologicai 

system what the speech act is to language. 

But once one has embarked on the path of bomwing from linguistics, another 

theoretical contribution stands out with its relevance to the analysis of technological systems - 
the framework developed by the Russian linguist Voloshinov (1929/1986) in his work Marxism 

and the Philosophy of Language. 

In this book, Voloshinov (1929/1986) criticizes the Saussurian approach to laoguage, 

which he terms abstract objectivism, for creating a false dichotomy between language as a 

system (langue) and its implementation (parole), or in other words, between statics and 

dynamics in language. Perceiving language as an absuact system of stable n o m  organized 



dong an intemal logic of their own, this approach cannot account for the multiplicity of 

meanings carried by the word and the constantly changing and socially conditioned nature of 

these meanings. 

At the same time, Voloshinov (192911986) objects also to the antithesis of Saussurian 

linguistics - the Humboldtian tradition that sees language as the continuous flow of the 

individuai creative speech acts produced by speakers. This tradition, according to Voloshinov, 

demonstrates individual subjectivism in its treatment of language. It postulates the individual 

psyche, the imer world of the speaker as the source of linguistic activity. Language serves only 

as material for objectification of this inner world of experience (see p. 84). Thus, a dualism 

between the inner (the content of internai experience) and the outer (its expression in language) 

elements and the primacy of the former is taken for grantcd. This view of linguistic activity, 

Voloshinov argues, is fundamentally untenable because "there is no such thing as experience 

ouiside of embodiment in signs" (p. 85). The experiential, expressible element (the inner world 

of the speaker) and its outward objectification "are created out of one and the sarne materiai" (p. 

85). Furthemore, Voloshinov States, the motive force, the organizing element of linguistic 

expression doesn't lie in the psyche of the individuai, but in the social world. This is m e  at two 

levels. On one hand, each utterance is determined by its irnmediate social situation, by the 

speaker's actual position vis-à-vis the social environment; and on the other, the speaker gives 

verbal shape to hidher inner experience form the point of view of the comrnunity to which 

Mshe belongs. 

Voloshinov (192911986) proposes a dialectical synthesis transcending both schwls of 

linguistic thought tbat he criticaüy analyzes. For him, "the actual reality of language-speech is 

not the abstfact system of linguistic f o m ,  not the isolated monological utterance, and not the 

psychophysiological act of its implementation, but the social event of verbal interaction 



implemented in an utterance or utterances" (p. 94). Each event of verbal interaction is itself a 

moment in the continuous process of verbal communication, which, for its part, is ody a 

moment in the continuous, dl-inclusive generative pracess of a given social collective (see p. 

95). 

Thus Voloshinov (192911986) brings to the fore the complex hierarchy of levels of 

social activity in which the individual event of verbal interaction is situated. Following from this 

multi-layered interdependence, a central problem for his study of language arises: the problem 

of the connection between concrete verbal interaction and the extraverbal situation - both the 

immediate situation and through it - the broader situation: "Language acquires life and 

historically evoives precisely here, in concrete verbal communication, and not in the abstract 

linguistic system of language forms, nor in the individual psyche of speakers" Voloshinov 

maintains (p. 95). 

From this central thesis Voloshinov (192911986) derives his didectical order of studying 

language including: (1) the forms and types of verbal interaction in connection with their 

concrete conditions; (2) forms of particular utterances, of particular speech performances, as 

elements of a closely linked interaction - Le., the genres of speech performance in human 

behaviour and ideological creativity as determined by verbal interaction; (3) a re-examination, 

on this new basis, of language forms in their usual linguistic presentation (see p.95-96). This 

order, he argues, reflects the "actual generative pmcess of language" (p. 96): 

Social intercourse is generated (stemming from the basis); in it verbal 
communication and interaction are generated; and in the latter, forms of speech 
performances are generated; fmaliy, this generative pmcess is reflected in the 
change of language foms. (Voloshinov, 1986: 96) 

EIaborating on the so identified "genres of speech performance in human behaviour," 

Voloshinov (192911986, p. 96) maintains that the type of structure of these "little behavioral 

genres" (p. 97) is detennined by their coming up against the extraverbal milieu and against the 



words of other people. In this sense, the structure of genres cm be accidental and unique. 

However, when social custom and circumstances have fixed and stabilized certain forms in 

behavioral interchange to some appreciable degree, one can speak of specific types of stnicnire 

in genres of behavioral speech: 

Each situation, fsed and sustained by social custom, commands a particular kind 
of organization of audience and hence, a particular repertoire of little behavioral 
genres. The behavioral genre fits everywhere into the channe1 of social 
intercourse assigned to it and functions as an ideological reflection of its type, 
structure, goal and social composition. The behavioral genre is a fact of the 
social milieu: of holiday, leiswe time, and of social contact in the parlor, the 
workshop, etc. It meshes with that milieu and is delimited and defmed by it in al1 
its internai aspects. (Voloshinov, 19291198, p. 97) 

These liitie behavioral genres bring forth typical forms of utterances and their corresponding 

linguistic f o m  thus contributing to the historical generative process of language and its 

constant evolution. 

This selective reading of Voloshinov's (192911986) Marxism and the Philosophy of 

Languuge does not do justice to the significance this work has for linguistic theory. Actually, 

most of its central, specifically linguistic, arguments and conclusions are entirely missing from 

the account offered here. My purpose in examining Voloshinov's theory of language has been to 

identify those elements and logical lines in it that could be productive in the analysis of 

technology. The particular goal is to envisage, if not develop. a dialecticd understanding of 

technology and its diachronie evolution that takes into account the generative significance of the 

pmess of technology use. Volosbinov's model, 1 believe, can take us farther than the Linguistic 

modeIs employed by de Certeau (1984) that draw on speech act theory and pragmatics. 

Voloshinov's (192911986) model is specificaüy focused on explaining the process of 

language change as a sociological process involving countless socially situated speakers, 

practitioners, or users. In Voloshinov's interpretation language evolution exhibits a dud 

character. On one hand it is determined by the material necessity associated with the bais of 



social life including structures of inequality and domination. But at the same time, it is also 

driven by ideologicai meanings and values held by social groups of language practitioners. 

Brought to the level of consciousness and normative reflection, these laws of this process can 

become free necessity (see Voloshinov, 192911986, p.98). Therefore, while in de Certeau's 

(1984) tenns the activity of users is expressed in subversions of the system that, for its part, 

remains by and large the same, in Voloshinov's (192911986) model practitioners' activity 

cesulis in pressures on the system leading to its graduai change. 

How is this analytical model to be applied to the study of (a) technology? What 

relevance can it have for a system (or systems) whose substantive nature, social function, 

historical evolution and meaning are so different from the system of language? 1 will stm 

answering these questions by a simple thought expriment. 1 will substinite the word (and 

respectively the idea of) language in Voloshinov's analysis with the word (and idea of) 

technology. 

One will irnrnediately notice that rough analogies cm be drawn between the two 

contrasting approaches to the study of language criticized by Voloshinov (1929/1986) and some 

of the influential contemporary approaches to the study of technology, even if the opposition 

between the latter is constimted differently. An evident correspondence exists between 

technological detennlliism and Saussurian linguistics (the way Voloshinov presen ts i t). Both 

represent forms of stucniralism conceptualizing technology, and respectively language, as 

autonomous systems organized in accordance with their own intemal laws. The use of these 

systems is viewed as a separate and subordinated sphere, typicaily demonstrating compliance 

with the d e s  of the formal system. On the other hand, the Humboldtian tradition (again 

according to its exposition by Voloshinov) of subjective individualism bares some, if not utter, 

similarity with the instrumentai approach to technology. The instrumental perspective finds the 



motive and smctunng force for developing and using technologies inside the human subject(s). 

It sees the resulting technical artifacts and practices as an objective acrualization of internai 

hwnan needs (see Feenberg, 1991, pp. 4-5 and 14-15). The fact that human needs and the means 

for their satisfaction are creaied out of one and ihe same maierial, to recall Voloshinov's insight 

(p. 85), eludcs instrumentalist accounts? 

Constmctivist interpretations of technological development can be seen as sharing the 

principal lines of Voloshinov's (l!lS9/ 1986) semiotic analysis of language, and particularly the 

idea of the multiaccentuality of the sign (technologicai in the case of the constructivists and 

linguistic with Voloshinov). Technologies, for the cons~~ctivists, are not just bctionaily 

organized structures of physical components very much in the same way as for Voloshinov 

language is much more than a sequence of physical signals. Both the Word and the Tool are 

ideological by vinue of the fact that they have intrinsic social value. Let us recall the 

constructivists' insistence on the artifact having a meaning for a particular social group. The 

word is a sign that reflects and refracts social existence, according io Voloshinov, and the same 

can be said about a technical twl. 

This refraction of existence in the sign (word or toot) is decennined by "an intersecting 

of differently oriented social interests within one and the same sign community ... by the class 

süuggli." (Voloshinov, 1929/1986, p. 23). The reference to social interests and finally class 

struggle aüows us to discover in his framework traces of the same insights with which critical 

theory of technology in its criticai consenictivist variation developed by Feenberg (199 1, 1995) 

adds pa te r  sensitivity to the structural realities of a given society to the constructivist picture. 

%igoukjan psychology is one xhf of ihought ihat offers an elabarate modtl of ihe relationship b e w n  cultural 
cnWMuncnt, rtpresented by twls on one hand and language on the der ,  and individual consciousncss. The d e  of the prim 
mover is catcgoncally assignai to the culmaJ cnvironmcnt. I n t d n g l y .  the contemprary cxponents of the Vygoisban 
tradition cquate language and twls (technologies) in their iheorttical consmcts refening to bath these entities by the 
subswning tam " m d i a t i d  means" (sec Wcnsch del Rio & Alvam, 1995). 



Ideological hegemony of the more powerful social groups decisively cornes into play in tbe 

proçess of assigning meaning to a word or twl. Alternative meanings produced by subordinate 

groups are never the less an important variable in this process that can be justiy perceivd as 

belonging to the culturai dimension of class struggle. 

Another aspect in which Voloshinov's (192911986) theory points a way beyond 

constmctivist andysis is the aspect of technology use. As 1 argued earlier, constructivist studies 

remain predominantly focused on the production side of technology louking mainly into settings 

where technologies are king created. Everyday use and its implications however are not 

featwed as prominentiy as one would expect in the constmctivist research agenda. In contrat, 

Voloshinov's model, adrnittedly because of the character of its object - n a W  language - 
empbaizes the constmctive role of daily use of the language system and makes the careful 

examination of the diverse f o m  of utterances produced under particular social circumstances 

the centerpiece of bis research program. 

Applying Voloshinov's (192911986) model to technology, the actual reality of 

technology would be found in the concrete acts of its use, and more precisely, in the social event 

of technologically mediated interaction between the user, or practitioner, and hisher 

environment. Such an event is not isolated, but on the contrary, inseparably embedded in the 

"continuous, dl-inclusive process of a given social collective" (p. 96). mat is why in the sphere 

of technology tw, as in the sphere of language, one of the central problerns to be investigated 

would be the problem of the connection between concrete events of technologicaiiy mediated 

interaction between user and environment and the extmtechnological situation - both the 

immediate situation and through it - the broader situation. 

This leads us to the phenomenon of Little behaviour gerues, each of which is "a fact of 

the social milieu: of holiday, leisure time, and of social contact in the parlor, the workshop, etc., 



... rneshes with that milieu and is delimited and defined by it in aU its interna1 aspects" 

(Voloshinov, 192911986. p.97). It is my contention that analogous behaviow genres can be 

observed in the technological sphere where they take on a particular importance. Use genres, in 

this sense, are cotenninous with the cultutal forms associated with the use of a (new) technology 

that Williams (1974) identified. In their everyday Life, sociaily situated subjects put technologies 

into use with a view to the concrete circurnstances of k i r  interrelationship with the 

environment, physical and social. In the course of time, social custom and circurnstances 

contribute to the stabilization of certain forms of technology use to some appreciable degree. In 

these instances one can speak of specific types of structure in genres of technology use. 

Applied to the area of communication technology this would be to Say that new generic 

forms arise not only on the production side of the communicative system anchored ont0 a new 

technology (such as for example soap operas or newscasts in the case of television), but on the 

use side as well (for example typical uses of the telephone such as sustaining long-distance 

farnily bonds; checking up on kids by their working mothers, etc.). The meanings that different 

social groups assign to a technology emanate to an important degree exactly from these genres 

of technology use, ratber than king constructed in wme purely cognitive process of abstract 

reflection. On the other band, the stabilization of some of these genres and dying out of others is 

intertwined with the respective pmcess of invention, selection and stabilization of concrete 

technological forms. It is a fonnative strand in the constant generative process of technology. 

Social groups of diverse khd and statu are involved in creative invention of genres of 

technology use that are delimited and defined by these groups' immediate social milieu. 

Brought to the level of consciousness and normative reflection this involvement can become 

free necessity. 



Summaty 

Three central points for a research program follow from this conception of technology 

âevelopment extended to include the process of use: The first stage is creating a typology of the 

use genres pertaining to a particdar technology in relation to the specific social situations in 

which they arise. The second stage includes examination of the course of selective stabilization 

of some of these genres, their normalization and reinforcement by supporthg technical f o m  as 

a course determined by power structures and involving ideological hegemony. The third stage 

aims at identifjing possibilities for retaining a richer specuum of use genres. Typicaily, this is a 

question of incorparating in technological f o m  the creative activity of different user groups on 

the bais of the recognition of the siniareci rationaiity of the use genres they initiate. Users 

thernselves need to be involved at ail stages of this research program in their capacity of 

knowing and acting subjects. 

The first of the above tasks bebngs to a level of inquiry that 1 will cal1 socio-pragmatics. 

It consists in describeing how diverse user groups put into use a particular technology and 

looking for the logic and rationaiity of the resultant use genres in relation to the parameters of 

these groups' specific social situations. The remaining two tasks constitute a critical- 

constructivist level of inquiry which explains how the observed use genres, and most 

irnportantly the ones that stabilize in social custom, interact with the development of the 

technical system under consideration, how they get translated into configurations of technical 

components. At the same tirne, it needs to be uncovered how these use genres and 

correspondhg technical configurations fit into the big picture of a given society at a given time. 

The critical-constructivist level of inquky has as its final goal the generation of guidelines for 

more inclusive technological development. Reiunied to ordinary users, the products of this 



research would help make users' participation in the generative process of technology a free 

necessity. 

By combining these two approaches - socio-pragrnatics and critical constnictivism - the 

numerous microsettings of technology use, which are themselves embedded in the 

macrostnictures of society, can be accounted for both with a view to their dependence on 

technology - that is the way in which they are transformed by the introduction of new 

technological mediations - and to their capacity to leave their impnnt on technology's shape. 

The latter aspect appears to be quite significant to conceptualizing agency in the technological 

dornain, especiaily with a view to a more refined understanding of the degree of freedom and 

determination in the relationship between human agents and their technologies. 

in the following chapters of this thesis 1 will make an effort to start implementing this 

research program by looking at the typical terrain populated by ordinary users - everyday life - 

and specifically, one of its centrai sites - the home. First, 1 will elaborate a detailed conception 

of everyday life (as the reproduction of the total social subject involving an intricate web of 

relatioaships and creative activities) and the place and role of the home within it. Then, 1 will 

enter ihis terrain in order to come to know fmt-hand some of the comrnon heroes who bnng the 

new Intemet technology into their homes and engage in the complex signifymg proçessl0 of 

ascribing it place and function, meaning and value. 1 will try to understand the choices of these 

users against the backdrop of the specific social situations they find themselves in. In this way, 1 

hope to be able to grasp the rationality of the emergent Internet-use genres and to uncover their 

Unplications to the generative process of technology. 

'q bomw this tm h m  Kristcva's (1973) essay ' n i e  Sysrem and the Speakmg Subjcct" in which she advances hirihcr the 
linguistic theory of the Bakhtinian school IO which Voloshinav bclongs. 
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Chapter 2 

Everyday Life and the Home: Tecbnology in Everyday Life 

in this chapter, my goal will be to define the terrain and the specific perspective of my 

exploration of the intemet. The concept of everyday life is evoked in my analysis in order to 

distinguish the position of the user of technology, and specifically the intemet, h m  the 

organizationai contexts in which development, design and production of technology takes place. 

These contexts are to a large degree centered on the technology itself, while everyday life is 

centered on the human king that lives it. Everyday life cannot be reduced to the private sphere 

and the processes of consumption. The analytical power of the concept of everyday life lies in 

its capacity to embrace diverse types of activity in multiple senings (Lie & Sorensen, 1996). 

The design, development and production settings are themselves populated by people 

living their own everyday lives in which the technology they contribute to creating occupies an 

important but never constitutive place. But it is not the designers' and constructors' experience 

of new technology in their everyday lives that will occupy me here. My aim is to analyze the 

place that the intemet takes in the everyday lives of "simple customers"~~ (Latour, 1987, p. 137) 

and the ways it both affects these lives and is affected in the process. 

Among the multiple sites of everyday life where simple customers can be found, the 

home holds a particular importance, especiaiiy in the case of the intemet. The way the medium 

is coashucted now, it presupposes the home as the physical entry point to a global network of 

'tlatour's (1987, p. 137) describes the "simple customr" as king the user who receives a technological artifact packaged as a 
"black box" and is often actively discouraged h m  examinhg iu content. 
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cornputers, content and people. In this e n 0  point, we can observe the user as a socially situated 

individual and interpret his or her Intemet-related behavior in relation to the larger picture of his 

or her life. Both home and everyday life are complex empirical and conceptual constructs. 1 will 

examine their multiple dimensions in order to be able to elaborate an adequate understanding of 

their interaction with technology. 

As noted by Waites (1989), the cornmonplace phrase "everyday life" has had a complex 

history in social science and has taken on different meanings under the roof of different social 

theories. It would be an excniciating task to follow al1 the lines of reasoning and attempt to 

resolve the debates focusing on everyday life. 1 will limit my excursion into the study of 

everyday life to two main schools of thought dealing with the concept of everyday life - 

phenomenological sociology represented by the work of Schutz (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) 

and critical theory represented by Lefebvre (1971, 1991) and Heller (1984). Secondly, I will 

discuss two attempts at synthesis of the valuable tenets of both the phenomenological and 

critical tradition undertaken respectively by Habermas (1984) and Smith (1987). In these two 

theoretical frameworks, the phenomenological tradition serves as a means for conceptualizing 

an acting and thinking subject, situated loçally in an immediately experienced world, while the 

critical tradition supplies the means for transcending the actually observable individual world 

and understanding the higher-order social relations that organize it. 

What 1 h o p  to gain from this theoreticai survey is a concept of everyday life that will 

allow me to embrace the full scope of the terrain at which users becorne involved in the 

generative process of technologyl2 and to discem the characteristic mechanisms of this 



involvement. Tbis wiU subsequently help me draw a precise map of where to look and what to 

pay attention to when 1 investigate concrete cases of internet use. 

1 would hypothesize that users appropriate and reinvent technology by way of their 

everyday living (and here the analogy with language Uiuudes again) and not by a scientific- 

technological practice, that is by conscious engagement with issues related to scientific 

p ~ c i p l e s  and technological design. In Schutzian tenns this means that most users appropriate 

technology without stepping out of their everyday Lifeworld into a different '%nite province of 

meaning" (Schutz & Luckrnann, 1973, p. 23) such as the 'bscientific-theoreti~al attitude" (p. 24). 

Rather, technology (the Internet) becomes creatively employed as a tool in mastering different 

socid-biographical situations with a view to the actorhser's pragrnatic interest. At the same 

time, a communication technology incorporated into the strucms of the everyday lifeworld 

alters the experience of the social world as well as the horizon for action. But saying al1 this, 1 

am already evoking Schutzian vocabulary, which needs to be understd as part and parce1 of 

his system of phenomenological sociology. 

The SchuZrian Everyàuy Lifeworld'J 

The work of the Austrian sociologist Alfred Schutz pmvides a rich and meticulously 

developed conceptual vocabulary to think about wbat he cdled ''the everyday life-world" 

(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 3).L4 Schutz constructs a mode1 of the various structures of the 

everyday lifeworld that can serve as an analytical twl for describing and understanding the 

significance of the numerous t~.ansformations that these structures undergo as a result of the 

131 use thc spehg "lifeworld" as one woni ibniughout this thesis. Note tfiat the spelling of the term us& in Schutz & 
Luckmann (1973) i s  "Lifc-world" 1 have pnscrved ihi spetüng in direct quoiations h m  this book 

'%us book repmnts an anthology of Srhua's thwght prcpand and publishcd aftw his death by Thomas Luckmun. 



arrival of new communication technologies and media. Concurrent with these transformations 

are changes in subjects' horizons for action and experience of their own place and power in the 

social world. Schutz's conceptuai apparatus will help me also to grasp the logic of the 

advamement of the intemet and in particular its adoption and appropriation in the home fiom 

the standpoint of the domestic user him- or herself. 

Schutz defmes the evetyday lifeworld as "the region of reality in which man [sicJLS cm 

engage himself and which he can change while he operates in it by means of his animate 

organism*' (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p 3). The everyday iifeworld is the terrain on which man 

experiences other people (fellow-men) and communicatively constitutes a common sumunding 

world with them. The everyday lifeworld is "man's fundamentai and paramount reality" (p. 3). 

Furthemore, in the attitude of common sense, or in Schutz's terrn - the "natuml attitude" 

(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 4), the everyday lifeworld is taken for granted. Everything man 

experiences within its limits is "unproblematic until further notice" (p. 4). The everyday 

lifewodd comprises not only nature as it is experienced by the subject, but also social and 

cultural entities. It includes material objects and events, but also meaning strata "which 

transform naturai things into cultural objects, human bodies into fellow-men, and the 

movements of fellow-men into acts, gesnues and communications" (p. 5). In other words, the 

everyday iifeworld is the immediate mateciai and social reaiity in which the subject is immersed, 

but not as it is seen by an outside observer, cather as it presents itself to the subject himherself 

through the pnsm of an inherited (and itself unquestioned) cultural system of meanings. 

Of particuiar importance to the project that 1 am developing in this study is the fact that 

the everyday lifeworld in Schutz's definition, in its totality as naturai and social world, is the 

'%e problem of gcnder bias in language will recur throughout this chapter as many of the sources I have used pndate the 
awamtas thac is now the nom in scholarly witing and publishing. 1 will stick with the original languag of the works from 
which 1 draw. 
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arena, as well as what sets the limits, of human teciprocal action. "The iife-world is above a l l  

the province of practice, of action. The problems of action and choice must, therefore, have a 

central place in the anaiysis of the iifeworld" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 18). Importantly, 

the lifeworld is thus a reality which we modify through our acts and which, on the other hand, 

modifies our actions (see Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 6). 

Our actions in and upon the everyday lifeworld are shaped by our understanding of it 

("to the degree necessary") given to us in our "stock of knowledge." Tbis stock of knowledge is 

comprised by ail our previous experiences, including our immediate experiences as well as 

those transmitted to us by our "fellow-men" (above al1 parents, teachers and so on). Our stock of 

knowledge provides us with the reference schema necessary for our explication of the world. 

Brought into relation to this schema, the objects and events that confront us in the lifeworld are 

placed into a set of typifications; we experience them as mountains and Stones, trees and 

animals, etc. (see Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 6-7). 

Several of Schutz's (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973) concepts regarding the everyday 

lifeworld will be discussed in what follows with a view to their relevance to this study. Schutz's 

models of the spatial, temporal and social arrangements of the everyday lifeworld provide a 

useful basis for examining the transformations of the everyday lifeworld of a person brought 

forth by technological mediation. Furthemore, Schutz's notions of situation and relevance 

structures provide a way for gaining a systematic understanding of local action contexts as îhey 

ptesent themselves to the acting subject. The relevance that the internet acquires for users in 

their particular action contexts lends itself to a thorough examination and explanation tbanks to 

this conceptual apparatus. 



Spatial arrangement of the lifeworld. 

Schutz distinguishes between two main spatial dimensions of the everyday lifeworld: the 

world within actual reach and the world within potential reach. The "world within actual reach" 

(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 37) is the sector of the world which is accessible to the subject's 

Unmediate experience, it embraces actually perceived objects and objects that can be perceived 

through re-focusing of attention. This is the place where the person finds himherself, hidher 

actual "here" and starting point of orientation in space, the "Zero" point of hidher coordination 

system. 

Sectors of the world that were once in the subject's actual reach compose the province of 

his/her "restorable reach" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 37), experienced as such due to the 

belief (idealization) that what was once done, can always be done again. Thus, this province 

îranscends the sector within actual reach and represents a dimension of the world within 

potential reach, confirmed as such by the experiences of the past. Another dimension of the 

world of potential reach is characterized by orientation toward the future. This is the province of 

the lifeworld that has never been in the subject's reach but can be brought within it. Therefore it 

constitutes the "world within anainable reach (p. 38). This province, or zone, of the lifeworld 

is particularly interesting to the present study because it is bound on one hand by the "grades of 

ability" (p. 39) given to the subject that are physical, technical, socio-stnictural, and on the other 

- by hider  own biographical situation and the hiecarchies of plans for action derived fmm it. 

Thus, the world of anainable reach will be quite extended for the business executive 

who Lives and acts in the time of air travel and from the standpoint of someone who has 

important plans to realize in a distant part of the world. Applied simultaneously to the subject 

and hisher feliow-men, this system of spatial arrangements becomes an important aspect of 

social relations. As Schutz points out, it "enters into the differentiation of intimacy and 



anonymity, of strangeness and familiarity, of social proximity and distance ..." (Schutz & 

Luckmann, 1973, p. 41). This relationship is valid if taken the other way around too: the social 

differentiation according to intimacy and anonymity, is an important aspect of the subjective 

experience of the spatial organization of the tifeworld. A city that 1 have visited and am familiar 

with feels closer no matter where it is located; a good fnend whom 1 know well feels closer, 

meaning also within potentially restorable reach, no maiter how far away from me her life 

circurnstances have taken her. 

With regard to action, these dimensions of the spatial arrangement of the lifeworld take 

the shape of differentiated "zones of operation" (p. 41). Simply put, within the world of actual 

reach and as a subsection of it the= exists a zone which the subject can influence through direct 

action - the zone of operation. Fwther, Schutz draws a distinction between the "primary zone of 

operation" - the province of non-mediated action and the "secondary zone of operation" and the 

corresponding "secondary reach" (see p. 44) - the province of mediated action which finds its 

limits in the prevailing technological conditions of a society, and which is king dramatically 

enlarged with the advance of technology and its penetration into the everyday lifeworld. Schutz 

clearly recognizes the broad variation of secondary zones of operation within the limits of a 

single society. Social structures and the position a subject occupies within them determine 

differential access to the technologically possible. 

Temporal arrangement of the lifeworld. 

The three most important aspects of the ternporality of the lifeworld are 

"permanencelfiaitude," the 'Tied course of temporality/'fmt things fmt,"' and 

"bistoncallitylsituation" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 50). These aspects denve h m  the 

permanence of the world on one hand and the subjects' finitude within it: 



1 b w  that there are b i t s  to my duration. The relevance system of the natural 
attitude is derived fiom this: the manifold, mutually interwoven systems of hope 
and feu, wants and satisfactions, chances and risks that induce men to master 
their lifeworld, to ovecome obstacles, to project plans and to carry them out. 
(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 47) 

Thus the knowledge of one's finitude is the foundation of the subject's projects within the 

fraffiework of his/her life-plan. 

The second aspect - fixed course of temporality - derives from the intersection of 

subjective tirne (stream of consciousness), biologicai time (the rhythm of the body), world time 

(the seasons) and social time (the calendar). The incongruence of events in these different 

dimensions imposes on the subject a time structure within which helshe has to arrange the 

temporal course of her affairs according to degrees of urgency, that is, postpone one thing and 

concentrate on another in each particular moment. 

The succession of events in the outer world is imposed on me in my corporeal 
rhythm and in the social calendar .... Al1 of the "uniniportant'* interludes, partial 
acts, etc. which for example 1 can pass over in my daydrearns, are necessarily 
elements of my Life in everyday situations in which nature and society, including 
their temporal structure, give me "resistance." ... The imposed, fixed course of 
the temporal structure affords a plan for the day alongside the life-plan 
determined by my finitude ... it depends importantly upon the principle of "first 
things fmt," the fixed courses of events in everyday existence. (Schutz & 
Luckmann, 1973, p. 48-49) 

Finaily, historicallitylsituation refers to the realization that one is bom into a particular 

historical situation which is only a moment of the historicallity of the social world, but which 

one cannot exchange foi another. 

These three aspects define the "unalterable limits" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 49) 

circumscribing the taken-for-granted basis of one's dealings. They work together with the spatial 

aspects of the lifeworld to define the "province of the practicable" (p. 50), that is, the 

representation in one's stock of knowledge of the zone in which one cm act. Importanrly, this 

province is limited both by the ontologicaliy unmodifiable structures of the lifeworld and by the 



'7ecbnologically practical" (p. 50) as it appears in one's particular historicd and biographical 

situation. 

The social arrangement of the lifeworld: Zones of anonymity. 

1 experience other men in various perspectives and my relation to them is 
arranged according to various levels of pmxhity, depth and anonymity in lived 
experience. The breadth of variations in my expeience of the social world 
extends from the encounter with another man to vague attitudes, institutions, 
cultural structures and bumanity in general. (Schurz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 6 1) 

Schutz (Schutz & Luclunann, 1973) describes the social sinictures of the lifeworld, 

those involving other human beings, starting form the most immediate experience of an ûther 

with whom 1 share a sector of iifeworld's space and time at a particular moment. When 1 tm my 

attention to the Other and grasp hidher existence before me in spatial and temporal immediacy, 

a "Thou-orientation" (p. 62) is established. When the thou-orientation is reciprocal, that is - 1 

turn to you as you do to me - a "we-relation" is established. The people falling into the zone of 

my actual reach are termed "fellow-men" (p. 62). This category refers to the people with whom 

one is in a face-to-face encounter. 

We-relations are established at different levels of nearness, de@, engagement, 

coordination, mutuality, or in sum - immediacy. The we-relation with any concrete other in any 

concrete situation is determined also by our existing stock of knowledge and the "typifications 

of men" (Schuiz & Luckmann, 1973, p.63) that it contains. At the same time, this stock of 

knowldge is created and further expanded by each concrete we-relation we engage in. In each 

we-relation the intersubjectivity of the lifeworld is developed and continuaily c o n f i i  as the 

üfeworld is not a private or an additive construct, it is the "world of our common experience" 

(p. 68). Within the world of our common reach, 1 cm test the adequacy of my interpretative 

schemata by refening to the objects in our common surrounding. 



Pursuhg furthet the different "gradations of immediacy" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 

69) found already in the we-relation, or face-to-face encounter, Schutz moves into more remote 

zones of the social world, those populated by "contemporaries." This tenn refers to "those other 

men with whom 1 do not actually have a we-relation, but whose life falls in the same present 

span of world time as mine" (p. 69). Our experience of contemporaries is qualitatively different 

from that of fellow-men. This difference consists in the dramatic decrease of the "abundance of 

symptoms through which the conscious life of the other is accessible to me" (p. 69). Therefore, 

contempomies are experienced as b'types" (p. 75) to which certain attributes, certain function 

and behaviouc is ascribed. These types display various degrees of anonymity, which again, 

becomes the variable according to which the world of contempomies is stratified: personal 

types, functionary types, typifications of social collectivities. The anonymity of a typification is 

inversely proportional to its fullness of content, which, for its part depends on the origin of the 

typification - was it inferred from immediate experience of an earlier fellow-man; or was it a 

learned generalization of social reality, 

The degree of anonymity of an individual social type, in the end, depends on how easily 

the relation constituted through it can be changed into a we-relation. 'The sooner 1 can 

immediately experience the typical characteristics of someone as properties of a fellow-man, as 

components of his conscious life, the less anonymous is the typification in question" (Schutz & 

Luckmann, 1973, p. 81). 

Thus the immediate encounter with a fellow-man and the mediate experience of a highly 

anonymous social type represent two poles between which there are many intermediary forms. 

At this point an analogy between the spatial and the social structures of the everyday lifewodd 

becomes obvious. The structures of attainability and cestorability charactechhg the spatial 

arrangement of the lifewodd can be recognized in the subjective experience of the social world 



as well. Based on this complex graduation of immediacy constituted by the various degrees of 

restorability and attainability of a once-existent or achievable we-relation, the structure of the 

social relationships between contemporaries emerges. 

At least two questions come to mind with a view to this elabocate gradual movement 

from immediacy to anonymity of the experienced social world. F i t ,  it would be an interesting 

mental exercise to reflect on how different technologies and the respective media of 

communication affect the social arrangement of the lifeworld in terms of variations in its degree 

of anonymity. Does television make the institutional reality of politics less anonymous to me by 

presenting the faces and characters of the candidates in a parliamentary election? Does a 

telephone conversation with a representative of the taxation office bring this institution into a 

closer degree of immediacy? 

It is clear from the outset that media are impiicated in a reçharting of the zones of 

anonymity of the experienced social world. Mass media, for example, enlarge the number of 

types of contemporaries of whose existence 1 know in general, that is, whose existence 1 can 

infer on the basis of my knowledge of the social world as reference points of typical social 

functions. Thus, a question to be addressed in the analysis of the expeciences of Intemet users 

would be how this medium restructures the social world perceived by users. What 

transformation does it induce in the smictures of immediacy and anonymity? 

"The sooner 1 can immediately experience the typical characteristics of someone as 

properties of a fellow-man, as components of his conscious life, the less anonymous is the 

typification in question" Schutz States (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 81). Anticipating the 

analysis of the empirical data of this study, 1 will posit here that the configuration of the 

difFerent levels of anonymity of typifications will be affected by a new technology (medium) of 

communication increasing the ease with which relation constituted through an individual or 



collective social type can be changed into a relation of a lower degree of anonymity and 

ultimately in a (quasi) we-relation. Entering a process of mediated communication with 

representatives of social institutions and collectives cannot but reduce the degree of anonymity 

of these previously abstract social entities. This fact bas lead analysts to ascribe the Internet a 

potential to overcome social distances and barriers very much dong the lines of the logic which 

led McLuhan (1964) to envision a "global village" (p. 93) created by the media of broadcasting. 

Looking at the actual experiences of users in later chapters 1 will attempt to establish, and 

possibly qualify, the validity of such claims. 

In surnrnary, the Schutzian (Schutz & Luckrnann, 1973) structure of zones of anonymity 

organizing the social world is fundarnentally determined by the probability and ease of mutual 

transformation between the we-relation (immediate face-to-face experience of a fellow-man) 

and the they-relation (the grasping of a contemporary by the means of typifications). This 

structure is interesting to my analysis with a view to the reorganization it undergoes as a result 

of changes in the mechanisms (implicating communication media) of transformation between 

these two different relations. My hypothesis is that by changing these mechanisms, a new 

communication medium contributes to important restructuring of the social world experienced 

by the subject (user of the medium), hisher perception of hislher own place in it, and 

consequently, hisher capacity for action vis-A-vis this wodd. 

Situation. 

In every moment of conscious life, I find myself in a situation. In its concrete 
contents this situation is indeed enciiessly variable: on une hand because it is 
biologicaiiy articulated, so to speak as a "product" of al1 prior situations; on the 
other hand, because it is relatively "open," that is it can be defined and mastered 
on the basis of an actual stock of knowledge. it is unalterably "delineated" by the 
embedding of inner duratirin in a tmwending world time and as a consequence 
of the inseparability of the body into a structure of the Me-world which is 
imposed on the experiencing subject. (Schutz & Lw-, 1973, p. 100) 



The course of life is a series of situations. The situation is partly "imposed," partly 

b'feasible" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 114) for the individual to define - these are two 

related dimensions of every situation. Elements of the situation that are imposed on the subject 

or otherwise unalterable include the ontological structure of the world, the stnicture of the 

subjective experience of the lifeworld; biographical irnpcints, Le. the specific prior history of the 

situation; the biographically articulated stock of habitua1 knowledge of skills, of practicd 

knowledge, and knowledge of recipes. 

To be able to act in a situaticin, I must detemine it (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). The 

imposed elements of the situation automatically enter into its determination, but the situation is 

also open and 1 have to detennine the "open elements" (p. 114). Fundamentally, Schutz daims, 

the open elements of a situation can be expiicated without iimit. Every situation has an "infinite 

inner and outer horizon" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 114). This means it can be explicated 

according to its relation to an uniimited number of other situations and experiences, its history 

and future (outer horizon) and at the same time it is internally divisible without limit. Practically 

however, wery situation is only lirnitedly in need of explication. The plan-determined interest, 

which is derived from the hierarchy of plans in the course of life, limits the necessity for the 

determination of the situation. 

The situation needs to be determined only insofar as it is necessary for "mastering" it 

(Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 115). The plan-determined interest selects the "open elements" 

of the situation which are to be determined in more detail against the background of the 

predeterrnined elements and limits the pmess of explication to that which is practicaily 

necessary. The determination of the open elements of the situation occurs also with the help of 

the stock of knowledge brought into the situation. Depending on the levels of this stock of 

knowledge involved in the determination of a particular situation, situations cm be classified 



into "routine situations" (p.115) - only habituai knowledge is drawn upon, the situation is 

unproblernatic. In contrast, "problematic situations*' (p. 1 16) contain open elements that have to 

be consciously correlated with my stock of knowledge. New elements of knowledge have to be 

acquired or existing ones have to be brought to a higher degree of clarity. 

The plan-determined interest determines the choice of the elements of the situation to be 

determined and also the point at which the exposition can be broken off (Schutz & Luckmann, 

1973). The plan-determined interest is included in the situation and is to a certain extent "swept- 

dong" (p. 115) by the situation and modified. On the other hand it is incorporateci in a hierarchy 

of plans. This means that it is subjectively experienced as a task or goal with a certain level of 

urgency. This urgency derives from the system of priorities in the course of life, which is 

ramified in subordinate systems for the course of the day, for work and leiswe, for everyday 

reality and also for other provinces of meaning. 

Relevance srructure: imposed and inrrinsic relevances. 

The plan-detennined interest organizing each situation is also responsible for 

determining relevance structures - that (object, feanire, concept) which is experienced as 

relevant in a paaicular situation (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). The plan-determined interest at 

hand orients the subject's attention towards different aspects of the situation with a view to the 

"mastering" (p. 116) of that particular situation. Thus, different areas of the subject's knowledge 

as well as objects and properties of bishier materiai and social environment corne to the fore as 

relevant. Schutz distinguishes four regions of decreasing relevance, or "zones of relevance" 

(Schutz, 1970, p. 11 1). First, this is the part of the world within our reach which can be 

immediately observed by us and aiso, at least partly, changed and reananged by our actions. 

This is the "zone of primary relevance" (see Schutz, 1970, p. 112) that requires an optimum of 



clear and distinct understanding of its structure. in this zone we apply know-how, the technique 

and the ski11 and also the precise understanding of why, when and where to use them. 

Second, there are the fields mediately conaected with the zone of primary relevance, but 

unlike it, not open to our domination. These fields - "zones of minor relevance" (Schutz, 1970, 

p. 112) - can provide "ready-made tools" (p. 112) for the accomplishment of our goal, or 

estabiish conditions affecting the implementation of our plans. 

Third, there is the zone(@ which for the time king have no connection with our interest 

at hand. These are the relatively irrelevant zones which we can simply take for granted and not 

be concerned with unless significant changes occur in them that can create risks or new 

opportunities with regard to our interests and plans. The fourth zone is the field(s) of "absolute 

irrelevance" (see Schutz, 1970, p. 112). No possible change occurring in these fields can - so we 

believe - influence our objective at hand. These zones or regions of various relevance, Schutz 

emphasizes, are not sepmted from each other with clear-cut borders. On the contrary, they 

penetrate each other and overlap creating intermediate transitional areas. 

Characterized from a different perspective, relevances can be subdivided into systems of 

"imposed" and systems of "intrinsic," or "volitional" relevances (Schutz, 1970, p. 1 13), which 

again, in daily iife, are intermingled with one another and never found in a pure state. The 

intrinsic, or volitional, relevances are the outcome of our spontaneously chosen interests and 

goals, those that are within our control. Along with them another system of relevances exists - 
one that has been imposed on us by events and situations over which we have no control. This is 

the system of "irnposed relevances" (Schutz, 1970, p. 114). 

One such system of imposed relevances is produced by the relevance structure prevailing 

in the social group or culture of which the individual is a member. Given its culnual hierarchy 

of values, every social community establishes its own hierarchicaliy ordered "domains of 



relevance" (Schutz, 1970, p. 115). These domains of relevance are culturally transmitted from 

one generation to another and are often institutionalized. While it is m e  that the nature and 

order of these sociaiiy constituted domains of relevance is in a continuous flux, the individual, 

in every particular moment, acts in a social world providing a particular structure of domains of 

relevance and has to orient hindherself upon them. 

The notion of relevance will be evoked in my further analysis of Internet use with a view 

to questions conceming situations and plan-detennined interests which draw the Internet into 

the zones of primary relevance of subjects. It will be interesting to determine the type of 

relevance - intrinsic (volitional) or imposed - that this medium obtains for residential users. 

Ascribing intrinsic relevance to the medium c m  be seen as a central moment of its creative 

appropriation. Furthemore, 1 see in Schutz's notion of intrinsic and imposed relevance an 

analytical tool to be employed in the investigation of the microdimensions of power in everyday 

life. 

Another interesting question to be addressed refers to the Internet's potential to affect the 

balance between intrinsic and imposed relevance in everyday situations. Could it be the case 

that the new medium offen users possibilities for transcending the narrow horizons of socially 

imposed relevance and dixovering aspects of daily situations that are relevant and exploitable 

with a view to intrinsically determined plaas and interests? Or, on the contrary, the new medium 

could be Functioning as yet another vehicle for imposing sociaily established relevances on the 

subject. To the degree to which if supports the pursuit of intrinsically detennined interests and 

goals, it will demonstrate a Liberatory potential; it WU contribute to the democratization of 

everyday Me. And on the contrary, if imposed relevances are M e r  reinforced by the medium - 

then its capacity to enforce the existing social order (including the hierarchical order of domains 

of relevance) wüi be revealed. Sorting h g h  the collected empirical data 1 will use the 



concepts of imposed and intrinsic relevance to characterize the different relationships users 

establish with technology . 

Social-buigraphical simation and its pertaining structure of relevances. 

Schutz, in my reading, meant the concept of situation as the Unmediate here and now of 

the acting subject who &fines the unit of time and space hdshe inhabits at each particular 

moment on the b i s  of the interest and goal selected as a priority: "it is the province of what is 

open to me now to conmi" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. I l  1). in this micro sense, my 

situation at tbis moment is detennined by the prioritized goal of producing a piece of text which 

is supposed to pave the way towards completing my thesis and thus represents a minuscule 

component of my hierarchy of plans for the day, the year, and my life as a whole. This situation 

is biographically articulated because my p s t  actions performed in prior situations - enroHing in 

an academic degree program, chwsing a dissertation topic, studying the literature on this topic, 

chwsing a supenrimr, etc. have brought me to this point. Elements of the situation that are 

imposed on me include the nature of a piece of text (it has to be conceived and articulated in 

writing by its author as opposed to growing out of a seed that the author buries in the soi1 or 

some other mode of coming to existence), the language in which 1 am writing, the requirements 

of my d e p e  program, the character of the literature 1 am drawing on, etc. 

Open elements of this situation, elements that are feasible for me to determine are those 

particular ideas and links between hem that 1 will choose to consider andlor express in my text; 

the exact words 1 will use, tbe breaks 1 wiil decide to take, the possibility of niniing this text into 

a conference paper, etc. My computer is àrawn into this situation, it gains what Schutz (1970) 

c a s  "minor" (p. 1 1 1 ), but 1 would rather refer to as "secondary," relevance. The computer is 

not a focal element of my situation at hand - my plans and subsequently my attention are not 



focused on the computer or computer technology itself. But at the same time, 1 find in it a usefui 

ready-made tool for accomplishing my primary goal. In this case 1 don't need to know h w  my 

computer works. 1 only need the skills of typing, formatting and saving text which I have 

acquired at some previous point and whicb make the computer (in its word processing function) 

a "ûansparent" technology to me. My computer/computer technology as experienced in this 

situation belongs also to the system of relevances imposed on me. In the social group of actual 

and aspiring academics where I belong, producing yow text on a computer is a matter of 

convention. By the same token, the computer is constituted by this p u p  - with regard to its 

typical values and derivative goals - primariiy, although not exclusively, as a word-processing 

machine. 

This situation is quite different from the situation 1 found myseif in half an hour ago 

when I experimented with an Internet based conferencing systern trying to create a forum, a 

vimal club, where 1 could meet with my group of high-school friends. My priority at that 

moment was the goal of maintainhg my membership in a community almost lost because of 

distance. That situation dm had its cluster of imposed elements such as the geographical 

distance between my friends and 1, my miaily and biographically articulated need to be in 

toucb with them, etc. My computer and my internet connection then represented a situational 

aspect of volitional, intrinsic relevance. 1 was orienting myself to it willingly and consci~usly in 

my search of meam for mastering the situation. By doing ihis 1 was creating a minuscule 

precedent of constiniting the computer as an emotional, community-sustaining, social machine. 

With a view to my foiiowing analysis of internet use, 1 would like to propose a second 

concept of situation rising above the microscopie, to a higher level of generalization. 1 feel 1 

need a concept that refers to larger uaits of s p a c e h e  and a corresponding higher level in the 

hierarchy of subjective plans and interests. Schutz himself distinguishes between "the basic 



temporal structures of inner duration in which the meaning of. .. experiences becomes 

constituted" on one hand, and on the other "a superimposed signification level of temporal 

articulation" with a broader scope (see Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 56). 1 wodd Like to 

reserve Schutz's notion of social-biographical situation for these broader temporal spans of 

everyday life whose meaning is constituted against the background of categories formed 

intersubjectively and established within the "relative-natural world view," the culturally 

constructed structure of meanings and values. These categones are socialiy imposed on the 

individual and interiorized by himiher. Examples of such categories are the fonnal structures of 

chiidhood - youth, maturity, old age; unemployed - unskilled worker - skilled worker - 

professional; poor - economically cornfortable - rich; disabled - in poor health - healthy; al1 the 

variations of manied life and family, etc. These are, Schutz maintains, "historical formations of 

meaning-bestowing categories" experienced in the natural attitude as taken for granted 

articulations of the course of life" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 56-57). 

This notion of social-biographicai situation will represent the backdrop against which 1 

will try to make sense of the individual Intemet-related experiences of the respondents in my 

study. Different aspects of their situations (which in principle can be explicated without limit) 

will be drawn into the foreground when determining the relevance of the Intemet to their lives. 

Thus 1 will not be confied to predetermined social attributes that may be considered 

responsible for Internet adoption such as level of education, occupation, income, gender, etc. 1 

will be able to gain insight into a wider variety of situationai factors that make the new medium 

relevant and attractive to users. 

Correspondhg to social-biographical situations of this higher level are interpretatians 

and projects whose scope of meaning is the course of life. In my present social-biographical 

situation, 1 am a graduate student, my major project is to fuiish my thesis and get a job. But 



h m  another perspective, 1 am a middle-aged woman, mother and wife, daughter to my parents, 

member of my community and social networks, and 1 have on-going projects related to meeting 

the responsibilities and enjoying the pleasures pertaining to these aspects of my situation. 

Transposing the logic of Schutz's exposition concerning the immediate situation, that I 

will cal1 "the situaiion at hand," 1 will posit that at any time of her life a person fmds herself in a 

social-biographical situation. This situation can be described in conventional social categories 

such as the ones listed above - refemng to economic, occupational, family, health, etc. status 

and d e ,  stock of cultural and experiential knowledge. But at the same time this situation is 

relatively open and can be explicated without limit, or indeed within the limit of the plan- 

detennined interest for that unit of time. 

The temporal articulation of the course of the day, and the temporal articulation of the 

course of life, exist together in a ceciprocal relation (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). On one hand, 

the biographical articulation is superimposed over the rhythm of the day - as in the case when 1 

refl ect on past periods of my life or when 1 project plans of a greater scope for the future. On the 

other hand, reflections and projects spanning longer durations are inserted into the inner 

duration in the scope of the day: 1 have to spend this day writing as 1 have to ensure the 

completion of my thesis, a project spanning a longer period. 

TU sum up, taking up an existing arnbiguity in Schutz's notion of situation, I have 

introduced a distinction between situation at hand, the micro-level of pragmatic orientation, at 

this particular moment in the person's immediate zone of operation, and social-biographical 

situation. The latter represents a signification level of temporal articulation with a broder 

scope, a higher-level juncture in the hierarchy of plans differentiated vis-à-vis the socially 

available types of biographies on one hand, and the individudiy constmcted plan for one's life, 

on the other. 

O 



By introducing the second interpretation of situation, 1 make a few assumptions that are 

at odds with action theories contrasting plans to situated action as for example Suchman's 

(1984). 1 grant the individual a potentiai for conscious reflection and planning of a life course 

that, to me, is synonymous with personai efforts (no matter how effective or viable) to be in 

control of one's own life. However, this potentiai too exhibits a fundamental situatedness. Plans 

that individuais make for the course of their life at every particular moment are rooted in their 

specific, both socially and individually articulated, social-biographical situation. 

Like situations at hand, social-biographical situations obtain their specific systems of 

relevance that can be analytically divided into zones of primary and secondary relevance, 

relatively irrelevant and absolutely irrelevant. The two types of relevance - intrinsic and 

imposed - are of particular importance here as they represent temporarily more stable structures 

compared to the systems of relevance with a view to the situation at hand. 

Relevance, knowledge and power in the social world. 

in a 1946 essay entitled 'The Weil-informed Citizen An Essay on the Social Distribution 

of Knowledge" (see Schutz, 1964, p. 120), Schuiz presents an example of an inquiry into issues 

of social distribution of knowledge and power in relation to the notions of imposed and intrinsic 

relevance. He starts from the premise that the presence of an Other within ow zone of actual 

reach, that is the sharing of the same zone of actual reach with an Other always results in a 

certain number of imposed and (shared) intrinsic relevances. No matter how close our common 

goals may be, there are always intrinsic relevances for one partner that are not inuinsic 

relevances for the other, raîher become imposed relevances for hirnher. But the more the other 

becomes anonymous and the less his place in the social cosmos is ascertainable to the partner, 



the more the zone of c o m n  intrinsic relevances decreases aad that of imposed ones increases, 

Schutz maintains. 

Modem society is characterized by extending recipnical anonymity of social partners. 

Our mial  siniation is to a lesser &gree detennined by relations with feilow-men (individual 

parmers within our immediate and mediate reach) and more by highiy anonymous types of 

contemporaies. Our &gree of control on the social relationships we establish is reduced to a 

minimum. Most of the determining social relationships in which we are hpticated extend 

beyond ow immediate zone of operation. An important consequence of that is our being, at least 

potentially, subject to "remote control" (see Schutz, 1964, p. 129). Anonymous agencies that we 

know little or nothing about impose relevances on us. Modem technologies of communication 

and mass (remote) destmction contribute significantly to this state of affairs. This is how Schutz 

describes the situation of the subject in modem society: 

Our own social surrounâing is within the reach of everyone, everywhere; an 
anonymous other whose goals are unknown to us because of his anonymity, rnay 
bring us together with our system of interests and relevances witbin his control, 
We are less and less masters in our own right to define what is, and what is not, 
relevant to us. Politically, economically and sociaiiy imposed rdevances beyond 
our conml have to be taken into account by us as they are. Therefore, we have to 
know them. But to what extent? (Schutz, 1970, p. 239) 

Looking for an answer to this question, Schutz constructs three ideal types representing 

different levels of knowiedge: "the expert," "the man on the street," and "the weil-informed 

citizen" (Schutz, 1970, p. 239). 

The expert's knowledge is restricted to a limited field but within that field it is clear, 

distinct, systematic and based on warranted assumptions. The man on the street has a working 

knowledge of many fields tbat are not necessariiy coherent with one another. "His is a 

knowledge of recipes indicating how to bririg forth in typical situations typicd results by typicai 

means" (Schutz, 1970, p. 239-40). This knowledge is vague, superficial but still sufficient for 



the practical purposes at hand. In rnatters not connected to practical purposes, the man on the 

street accepts his sentiments and passions as guides and establishes with their help a set of 

convictions and unc1;irified views which he simply relies on as long as they do not interfere with 

his pursuit of happiness (see Schutz, 1970, p. 240). 

The well-infonned citizen takes an intermediary position between these hvo ideal types. 

He does not aim at possessing expert knowledge. At the same time, "he does not acquiesce in 

the fundamental vagueness of a mere recipe knowledge, or in the irrationality of his unclarified 

passions and sentiments" (Schutz, 1970, p. 240). He strives to arrive at "reasonably founded" 

opinions in fields which, as he knows, are at least to some extent of concem to him although not 

bearing upon his purpose at hand.16 

The man on the street is prewcupied exclusiveiy with his zone of primary relevance. He 

accepts imposed relevances as given elements of the situation and does not question their origin 

and structure. The expert is absorbed by a single particular system of imposed relevances - that 

of his area - which he has embraced as his own intrinsic relevances. He is ready to assign to 

another expert every problem that lies beyond this system. The well-informed citizen does not 

have a predetermined domain of relevance. At any moment, he finds himself placed in a 

position belonging to an infinite number of possible frames of reference. He restricts the zone of 

the irrelevant to the minimum as he realizes that it can be imposed tomorrow as a p r imq  

relevance, it may nini out to be "the home of the anonymous powers which may overtake him" 

(Schutz, 1970, p. 242). in every situation, he has to choose his interest and to investigate the 

zones of relevance adhering to it as far-reaching as possible in order to form a reasonable 

I6AU a types kcep h o w  together in each one of us with respect 10 diffcrait anas of knowledge. 
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opinion and chwse a course of action. For that purpose, he has to lwk for information and 

know ledge . 

Although Schutz (1964) does not consider this theme in his essay, it cm be argued ihat 

the media of information and communication are deeply involved in the formation of the 

different types of knowledge existing in society. Traditional mass media have proven their 

importance in disûibuting and enforcing recipes indicating "how to bring forth in typical 

siiuations typical results by typical means" (Schutz, 1970, p. 240). A prominent example of ihis 

function is advertising. They have also been occasionally successful in bringing to the attention 

of the man on the street unsuspected zones of relevance lying beyond the scope of his 

imrnediate reach - as in reporting national and international events that may affect the 

imrnediately expecienced world of the subject. 

What will be the role of the Internet vis-à-vis the three types of knowledge Schutz 

(1964) discerns in society? Will it be the source of a new recipe paradigrn replacing the 

presently dominant foms of mass communication? One can imagine "the man on the street" 

(Schutz, 1970, p. 239) reüieving ready-made how-to procedures that he does not need to 

understand with a few clicks of the mouse. Or wiii the Intemet be a new stimulus and 

instrument in the hands of the weii-informed citizen for forming reasonable opinion in diverse 

situations and resisting ''the anonymous powers which may overtake him" (Schutz, 1970, p. 

242)? Wiil it expand the scope of relevances perceived by users in their everyday lives? Wiil it 

numire the well-informed citizen or the man on the street in a user?l7 The implications of tbe 

Intemet for the social distribution of knowledge wiil be one direction of analysis of the 

empirical data of this study. 

''The answ to this question dcpends critically on what kinds of cultural f o m  and content W emergc on the Intemet ancl 
how the medium wiU bc pcmived by different user groups. 
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Fmm the "Head Worùi'' to the MateMl W o r k  Ma~xist/CriliEul Perspectives on Eveg&y 

Lifc 

Henri Lefebvre: the misery and power of everyday life. 

Lefebvre (1991) started his inquiry into the quotidian (everyday iife) with the conviction 

ihat he was developing a Marxist sociology. He contrasted his approach to the preoccupation of 

Marxist pbilosophers and thinking people in general with the political drama of that time acted 

out in "higher spheres" (p. 6), such as the State, parliament, policies, etc. Lefebvre's interest was 

in the "humble everyday base" (p. 6) of politics; in matters related to food, housing, rationing, 

wages, the organization and reorganization of labour. Lefebvre was at pains to grasp and 

articulate in a definition the "difficult to define and yet essential and concrete 'something' that 

'just a quarter-of-an-hour alone* with a man from a distant or extinct culture would reveal to us" 

(p. 7). In conuast CO descriptive historians and ethnographers however, Lefebvre's goal was to 

develop a critique of this elusive something. He could not be satisfied with the detailed accounts 

of the application of modem techniques in everyday life, for example. He wanted to discover 

"the reai social process beneath an accumulation of technological detail" (p. 9). 

Lefebvre's (1991) critique set off from the premise that (1) technical sophistication of 

everyday life through the introduction of gadgets works simultaneously towards the deprivation 

of everyday iife of previously valued properties - something had to be given up (especially by 

peasants and working-class families) in exchange for the gadgets of technical "progress;" (2) 

modem technical progress realizes a critique of everyday "from within" (rather than ihrough 

dreams, poetry, art). This is the critique of "the reai by the possible" (p. 9). This is a criticism of 

technology and society h m  the perspective that there exists a wide range of alternative 



possibiities. Much of "what is humanly possible" (p. 233) to achieve through teclmical pmpss  

in actdity is pmluded by the choices made by the powerful.i8 

But before everytbing e h ,  what is everyday life for Lefebvre (1991), where is it to be 

faund? The obscur@ of tbis notion, Lefebvre daims, stems form the fact that bourgeois society 

(capitalism, mdernity) differentiates and separates from each other previously blended 

elements of human Me - work and leisure, individual and community, public and private 

consciousness and spheres of octivity. But that is exactly the reason why the concept is of a 

special sociological value: everyday life involves al1 these discrete elements; it is their unity and 

their totality, and "it determines the concrete individual" (p. 31). Everyday life, in the end, 

stands for: 

"what is left over" after al1 distinct, superior, specialized, suuctured activities 
have ken singled out by the analysis, and must be defined as a totality .... 
Everyday life is profoundiy telaîed to ail activities, and encompasses them with 
al1 their differences and their conflicts; it is their meeting place, their bond, their 
common ground. And it is in everyday life that the sum of total relations which 
rnake the human - and every human king - a whole takes its shape and its fom. 
in it are expressed and fulfilled those relations which bring into play the totality 
of the reai, albeit in a certain rnanner which is aiways partial and incumplete: 
fiiendship, comradeship, love, the need to commu~cate, play, etc ... . The 
substance of everyday life - "human raw matenai" in its simplicity and richness - 
pierces through al1 alienation and establishes "disalienation." (Lefebvre, 199 1, p. 
97) 

The critical study of everyday life, then, becornes a vast inquhy lookuig at professional 

iife, f d y  life and leisure, public and private activities, in t e m  of their rnany-sided 

interactions. The goal is to e x m t  "whai is living, new, positive - the worthwhile needs and 

fulfiilments - fiom the negative elements: the aiienations" (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 42). 

The central notion serving as a tool for performing a critique (as opposed to mere 

description) of everyday Me for Lefebvre (1991) is the Marxist concept of alienation. The 

' h i i  idea k in kt very similar to Feaibag's (1991) argument in his Criticai nicory of Technology (sec Cbapter 1). 
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source of alienation is the commodity relation in which the product of worker's labour acquires 

independent existence and comes back to confront the worker as an aiien power. Productive 

labour, the essentiai activity in which man's powers are realized, becomes extemai, alienated 

h m  the worker, govemed by an autonomous extemal agency which he, the worker, cannot 

even know. This results in a relationship of the worker to his own activity as something which is 

alien and does not belong to him, a relationship of self-estrangement, of loss of active human 

will and spontaneous creativity. Thus, estranged labour reduces man's conscious king to a mere 

means for his physical existence, depriving his life of what is essentially human (see p. 59-63). 

Lefebvre (1991) discusses the f o m  of alienation in political life, where the State takes 

on a power superior to the life of society. Leisure and recreational activity can aiso be alienated 

to the degree to which they are constituted as distraction, compensation for work, and escape. 

Social organization takes over this allegedly spontaneous need and its related activities, directs, 

shifts and modifies it in aiienating forms. 

No form of life or activity however can be touted as inherently aiienating, Lefebvre 

(199 1) claims. Complexes of heterogeneous activities making up people's everyday lives have to 

be examined in their historicai concreteness. The notion of alienation has to be applied to 

concrete situations in everyday life. Oniy on this basis the distinction between what is "life- 

enhancing" (p. 82) (opposite to alienated) and what is alienated cm be made. This is the task of 

the "critique of everyday tifel' (p. 83) - to promote a critical and self-critical consciousness, 

higher than "the consciousness exerted when we rnake the occasionai uncomplicated choice" (p. 

83) of action in everyday life. 

The tesult of such an investigation is, Lefebvre (1971) concludes, a "sort of contrasting 

diptych" (p. 35), where the fmt panel represents the misery of everyday life and the second 

panel portrays the power of everyday life (see p. 35). This double-sidedness of everyday life, the 



bifwcation in its character wül persist in further criticai studies and deserves a closer look. 

Lefebvre provides a long list of illustrations for both sides of the quotidian. Its negative content 

revolves around the tedious tasks and humiliations to which the working class is subjected by 

vime of capitalkt social relations - preoccupation with bare necessities, abstinence, hardship, 

and suppressed desire. The positive content stems form the ability to create "hm the solids and 

spaces of everyday life, to make something lasting for the individual, the community, the class, 

the reproduction of essential social relations ..." (p. 35). 

At the hem of this distinction between the positive and the negative content of everyday 

Me is Lefebvre (1971) extended notion of production, which, I would argue, represents one of 

his most important insights. He draws on the early work of Marx to challenge the narrowly 

economist notion of production and to endow it with a "more forceful and wider significance" 

(p. 30). In this interpretation, production is not merely the making of products: 

... the term signifies on the one hand "spirituai" production, that is to Say 
mations (including social tirne and space); and on the other material production 
or the making of things; it also signifies the self-production of a "human king" 
in the process of historical self-development, which involves the production of 
social relations. Fially, taken in its fullest sense, the term embraces re- 
production, not only biological (which is the province of demography), but the 
materiai reproduction of the twls of production, of technical instruments and the 
social relations into the bargain ... (p. 30-3 1) 

The notion of production thus acquires its fullest significance as the production by a 

human king of hisher own existence. Everyday life emerges as the sociological point of 

interaction and feedback between al1 the different types of production. From ihis perspective, 

then, even if an individuai's involvement in the process of social production taken in its 

economic sense is marked by alienation, still a whole range of diverse productive activities 

remain open at the level of everyday life for hidher free and mative engagement. F o m  of 

aüenation may have encroached on some of these activities (for example leisure) as weli, but 



that is exactly where the "critique of everyday life" enters the picture as a method for critical 

evaluation of social and individuai practices and a search of directions and sources for change. 

It is very difficult to compare the Schutzian concept of the everyday Lifeworld with 

Lefebvre's (1971, 1991) materialistic critical concept. In the fmt case the everyday Lifeworld is 

an ideal construct, an attitude, a standpoint from which the subject perceives and acts. Its 

süuctures are ontologically unalterable, no matter that they can take on different content in 

different histoncal times. In this sense, the Schutzian concept of the everyday lifeworld makes 

no claim to suggesting directions for change at the individual or social level. Its very essence is 

its taken-for-grantedness. 

In Lefebvre's (1991) version, everyday life represents palpable dynamics of matter and 

energy, and most importantly, of "human raw material" (p. 97). It is one definite section of the 

material social world seen from the perspective of and chosen as a focus by an observer - the 

section which represents "the meeting place of al1 human activities, their bond, their common 

ground" (p. 97). In Schutzian terms, this can be recognized as the zone of "working."~9 Here we 

reach a point where the phenomenological and the criticai studies of everyday life strike an 

implicit agreement - everyday life is the terrain at which the individuai is an actor physically and 

mentally involved in producing, in its widest sense, the social world and hidher own self. 

Schutz is interested in how this terrain is experienced h m  within the acting individual's head, 

while the critical materiaiist scrutinizes this terrain from outside, after having abstracted it h m  

al1 "distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities" (p. 97). The phenomenological 

perspective is geared towards understanding and description, the critical materiaiist perspective 

'%oie that Schutz's definition of working is spccific. It incluck human actions whicb gear into the world by M i y  
movemeots: 'The wide-awake self intcgrates in its working and by its working its prcsent, past ami fume into a specific 
dimnsion of time; it d z e s  itself as a totaiity in its workùig acts; it communicates with otbcrs h u g h  woking acis; it 
organizes the diffant spatial perspectives of the wodd of daily iife through workhg acts" (Scbutz 1970, p. 126). 



is geared toward evaluation and change. The phenomenological account gives primacy to the 

active materiai and syrnbolic construction performed by the individuai and defines social reality 

as its outcorne. The criticai materialist recognizes an outer and typicaiiy anonymous force - 

social relations such as the commodity relation - as organizing and dominating the living 

process of everyday life. 

1 argue that both these perspectives are necessary for understanding the complexity of 

everyday Me. Examining users' experiences with the Intemet 1 will apply the phenomenological 

approach in order to discover how the new medium interacts with subjects' everyday lifeworlds. 

1 will attempt to establish its relevance in particular social-biographical situations. 1 will also 

look for the transformations of the content of users' everyday lifeworlds brought about by the 

medium. At the same tirne, 1 will employ Lefebvre's (197 1, 199 1) critical method in order to 

identify the characteristic alienations Intemet users get exposed to. 1 will examine in-depth the 

productive work, taken in Lefebvre's extended sense, perfomed by users through and around 

the Intemet. in the process of this work, 1 believe, users create meanings, spaces, social 

relations. They build up themselves as human beings in new ways and imponantly, they produce 

the Intemet as a medium of social communication. On the basis of the version of this medium 

that 1 find in users' everyday lives 1 hope to be able to advance a critique of the real with the 

possible, dong the lines suggested by Lefebvre. 

Agnes Heller: particularity versus individuality. 

An original conception situated in the Marxist tradition but accentuating subjectivity as 

the hub of everyday life has been advanced by the Hungarian philosopher Agnes Helier (1984). 

As Helier herself admits, her project has been inspired by phenomenologicai philosophy 

(Husserl, Heidegger) on one hand and Marxism (Marx, Lukics), on the other. Its logic runs in 



many ways parallel to Schutz's, and yet differs in king materialisticaiiy grounded. Heller's 

concept of everyday Me involves subjective consciousness (and attitudes) as a principal 

component, but unlike Schutz's "everyday lifeworld," does not represent an attitude! itself. It is 

"the objective fundament of evecy social action, institution, of human social life in generai" (p. 

xi). 

Sifting thrwgh the idiosyncratic categoriai system employed by Heiier (1984), one 

uncovers an elaborate structure of evecyday Life comparable in consistency and detail to that of 

Schutz but premised on the materialistic notions of individual and social reproduction. In 

Heller's definition, everyday life is "the aggregate of those individual reproduction factors 

which, pari pasu, make social reproduction possible" (p. 4). Everyday life is constituted of the 

activities in which the person objectifies hidherself in many forms. In the process of these 

activities a constant feedback between the subject and the (objectively existing) social world 

takes place. "He shapes his world (his immediate environment) and in this way he shapes 

himself" (p. 6). 

On one hand, the person grows into a ready-made world and accommodates intemally to 

this wodd's requirements by learning how to use things and institutions and how to follow 

customs, that is by acquiring an average competence vis-à-vis the system of objects, habits and 

institutions of society. On the other, the complex of everyday activities of the person includes a 

causative component as weil - "making to grow" (Heiier, 1984, p. 7). Each subject represents a 

component of the world in which others are bom: his personai experience is expressed when he 

transmits his world to others. The subject is objectified through communication and work, 

through symbolic and mateciai products. Thus everyday iife can be once again defined as ihe 

objectifications of the person that take place in his immediate environment. AU objectifications 



of the person in higher f o m ,  such as science, art, religion, mords, etc., are dependent on the 

objectifications taking place in everyday life. 

Heller's (1984) conception shares with Schutz's phenomenological account the 

reakation that "Mm aiways perceives the world into which he is boni in a certain perspective 

which has himself as origin; and in terms of this same perspective he seeks to manipulate it. The 

process whereby he discovers the world centres round his self' (p. 9). From this pdcularistic 

viewpoint stems the particularistic motivation at the centre of which is the desire to preserve 

oneself as a unique human being, in Helier's t e m  - to preserve one's particdarity. Unlike 

Schutz, Heller does not attribute ontologicai unaiterability to the particdaristic attitude. She 

sees it as inevitably limited and hampering man's self-identification with humanity, that is with 

a higher order of existence. 

To the "particularistic person," one moved pcimdy by particularistic motivation, Heller 

(1984) juxtaposes "individuaiity" (p. 15). The notion of individuality is developed on the bais 

of Mm's (1844) Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts and refers to man's being a bbconscious 

species-being" (discussed in Heller, 1984, p.17) meaning that his life is an object for him. Man 

recogmzes himself as man, as belonging to a species, and hence treats the spcies-king as bis 

own essentiai being. Because of this, bis activity is free activity. 

As a consequence of alienated labour, man's species essentiai activity - work, becomes 

an outside, alien force to him and thus is ~duced  to a means for preserving his particular 

existence. In this way the particular, the alienated person is born. In this matment of the role of 

dienation, HeUer's (1984) argument regarding aiienation is indebted to Marx's conceptuai 

system and runs in close parallel with that of Lefebvre (1991). In a simila way, she consmcts a 

dichotomy, an opposition at the level of personality between the particularistic, alienated 

person, the person stniggling for individuai survival in isolation fiom his fellow-men md 



individuality, the person who relates to himself as a species-king. Persons who have achieved 

individuality see themselves "form the point of view of species-king, from the point of the 

actual stage reached in the development of the species at a given time. They perceive 

themselves as objects of their own conscious activity and realize that they should not make their 

being, the forces of their being, "nothing more than a means of satisfying the needs of their 

existence" (Heller, 1984, p. 17). 

Thus, Heller (1984) gives the name "individuai" to the person for whom his own life is 

consciously an object of reflection and action. The individuality orders (within the given 

conditions and possibilities) his everyday Life on the basis of his conscious relationship with the 

species-king. The individuai is the person who "synthesizes within himseif the contingent 

singularity of particularity and the generality of the species" (p. 20). 

Therefore, in Heller's (1984) conception, the standpoint of the naturai attitude becomes 

an object of critique as an expression of dienated existence, as particularity. The transcendence 

of this standpoint, its substitution for a standpoint grounded in species-king is the criterion for 

disalienation and acquisition of autonomous choice in matters of daily life. The means of this 

change of viewpoints is critical consciousness - the act of consciously relating to the species- 

essence which is determined by the desire to actualize, expand and develop one's human 

potentialities. 

Because everyday life is defined by Heiier (1984) as objectification of the person, a 

process in which the person as a subject becomes "extemalized" (p. 47), it is also the territory 

par excellence for the appropriation of "species-essential objectivations [sic]" (p. 118). Pemns 

must appropriate objectivations in order to objectify themselves under their guidance (see p. 

118). Speciesessential objectivations are the consequences of extemaiized, objectivized- human 

activity which confront each particuiar person as a given and thus represent referential orders 



extemal to the activities of the person who activates k m  wMe appropriating them. These 

objectivations, objectivations "in-itself' [p. 1 19), are essential for the existence of society. They 

represent a neçessary precondition for al1 human activity, They include t h e  different 

interconnected constituents: (1) tmls and products (human artifacts), (2) custom, and (3) 

language. The realm of the in-itself is the reaim of necessity. 

The objectivations "for-itself' (HeUer, 1984, p. 120), on the other hand, represent a 

sphere of objectivation that is appropriated as a matter of free volition and reflection. It 

ernbodies the crystallization of previousl y willed and reflected acts. Human consciousness and 

intention play a leading constitutive part in them. They include the spheres of art, science, 

philosophy, etc. Objectivations for-itself embody and express human k d o m .  

Finaily, in relation to these two types of objectivations, Heller (1984) introduces the 

categoy "king-for-us" (p. 120). It means that a state of affairs, a content, or nom, becomes 

internalized and refiected upon by the subject as adequate, and thus becomes an element of 

hidùer conscious practice. Thus the alienated everyday life is the d m  of the in-itself where the 

person is guided by the species-essential objectivations in-itself to which he/she merely submits. 

Non-alienated everyday life, on the other hand, is the d m  of the for-us where objectivations 

in-itself have become the object of reflection and a dual adequacy - to mith content and n o m  

and to the anthropologicd singularity of the actor - has been estabiished. 

Going back to the problem of personaiity witb these categones in mind, Heiier (19û4) 

asserts that individuaiity relates in a relatively free fashion to the species-essential objectivations 

in-itself which he receives as damm of everyday life. Hdshe makes bis own existence an object 

of reflextion and intention asking himherself the question "How shodd 1 Live?" To answer rhis 

question the individuai brings values and insights achieved in the sphere of objectivation for- 

itself to base upon M e r  relationship wiih the objectivations in-itself. He/she constructs a 



worldview to guide hisiber everyday life. In that way, individuality can be seen as the being-for- 

itself of personality. The degree of development anained by individuality is the yardstick of 

personal freedom at any particular the. When the so attained worldview is intemalized and 

successfully deployed in practice, everyday We h o m e s  "king-for-us" (p. 12% an action 

terrain for a humanized personality. 

Thus Heller's (1984) critecion of non-alienated everyday üfe is tied to the viability in a 

particular society of the superior type of personality that she labels "individuality" - a person 

who consciously reflects on hisher own king in relation to the ideals and achievements of 

hwnanity and respectively conducts hisher evevday life in a fashion that actualizes hisiher 

essentially human noms and potentialities. To what extent this type of personality will be 

represented in a &en society depends on the social relations organizing it and the degree of 

alienation they produce. 

Heller's (1984) account of everyday life differs from that of Schutz (Schutz and 

Luckmann, 1973) in that it involves a measure of interaction between being-in-itself (the 

everyday Lifeworld that is taken for granted in the strict Schutzian sense) and being-for-itself 

that compares to the theoreticai attitude in Schutz's terminology. While for Schutz the 

theoretical attitude represents a completely separate finite province of meaning, for Heller it is, 

or at lest  can be, part of everyday life. People cm dnw on achievements in social knowledge 

(objectivations for-us) in order to understand and re-organize theu everyday lives. This is the 

path of disalienation - liberation of the person h m  social necessity achieved through the 

realization that there are higher possibilities open to a human king than mere survivai. 

There is a degree of idealization in Heller's (1984) treaûnent of the sphere of 

objectivations for-itself, that is, science, art, mords and religion. This sphere is posnilated to 

embody human freedorn, presumably £tom the forces of nature, blind following of custom and 



non-reflective noms inscribed in language. The specific forms in which dienation can pervade 

this sphere, such as ideology for example, are not recognized. Heller works with an abstract 

notion of knowledge devoid of power bias and touted as the necessary prerequisite for man [sic] 

(and mankind) to be able to step from the realm of necessity into the reaim of freedom. 

Despite this, Heller's (1984) study of everyday life offers useful insights into everyday 

life. Noteworthy, for example, are the cornmonalties Heller finds between the world of objects, 

language and custom as constituents of the sphere of species-essentiai objectivations in-itself. 

She points to the fact that these entities are closely intertwined. Language and custom are 

involved in making sense of and using tools and implements (technology). Furthemore, tools, 

language and custom share certain properties, one of which is their ability to signify, that is to 

represent ideas andor practices. As Heller's example goes, the signification of the plough is that 

we use it to hm over soil. The geshue of bowing to someone (a custom) signifies greeting, 

respect or even subservience. More importantly, and here we get close to the analogy between 

technology and language suggested in the previous chapter, Heller argues that "a custom or an 

implement can be polysemantic as much as a word" (p. 125). Voloshinov's (192911986) concept 

of polysemy refers here to the different social functions which the custom or implement cm 

perform, the different rneanings they can acquire. 

Al1 three forrns of species-essential objectivations in-itself exhibit a considerable level 

of inertia and act as a conservative force in social life. They serve as referentiai systems 

imposing certain means and d e s  that individuals have to orient to in order to objectify 

themselves in socialiy relevant ways. At the same the ,  the three forms of objectivation are not 

immune to change. Change is continuaiiy being brought about in these objectivation systems by 

wnie of new experience, new demands and needs, new methods of production and distribution, 

etc. What Heîier describes as the essence of everyday life - species-essentiai objectivations in 



itseif king appmpriated by the person in the process of hidher objectification and reproduction 

- is concordant with Voloshinov's (192911986) idea of language as a system versus speech as 

use practice and de Certeau's (1984) more embracing concept of systems king put to use by 

practi tioners. 

The transcendence of objectivations in-itself, the liberation fiom the dictate of social 

necessity imposed on the person by the pre-given structure of these objectivations can be 

achieved, form HeUer's (1984) perspective, through criticai distancing and reflection based on 

social knowledge (objectivations for-itself). However, Heller does not demonstrate sufficient 

sensitivity to the diversity of social knowledge and the power relations detennining its structure. 

This deficiency will be overcome through later conceptions of standpoint and situatedness of 

knowledge such as those pmposed by Smith (1988) and Haraway (1995). 

With a view to my further investigation, 1 would like to highlight the normative 

dichotomy of particularity versus individuality that Heller (1984) introduces. in my analysis of 

users' practices 1 will attempt to find whether the Internet reinforces particularistic (isolated, 

self-centred, consumptive) existence or on the contrary: does it support the development of 

individuaiity - a person aware, open and responsive to shared values of community and 

humanity? 

Tow- O Synthesis: Lijèworld and System 

Several attempts at creative synthesis of the insights of Schutz's phenomenology and 

critical theory have striven to elaborate a multi-focai optics combining the analytical powers of 

both perspectives. Habermas (1984) has identified the limitations of the Schutzian everyday 

lifeworld in its "culturalistic abridgment" (p. 138) of social reality. According to Habermas, 

Schutz's interpretation of society comrnits the faiiacy of "hermeneutic idealism" (p. 148). This 



internai perspective, through the eyes of the actor, "screens out evecyttung that inconspicuously 

affects a sociocultural lifeworld from the outside" (p. 148): "From the perspective of subjects 

who are acting communicative~y, no alien authocity can be hidden behind cultural symbolism" 

(p. 149). 

However, as authors in the Marxist critical tradition have argued, there is more to society 

than what acting subjects directiy perceive, interpret, communicatively negotiate with each other 

and pwsue through their motivated actions. In fact, subjects' goal-directed actions are shaped 

and coordinated also through "functionai interconnections that are not intended by them [the 

subjects] and are usually not even perceived within the horizon of everyday practice" 

(Habermas, 1984, p. 152). Lefebvre's (1971) diptych of the power and the misery of everyday 

life is generated exactiy by this state of affairs. On one hand the diverse activities of individual 

people making up everyday life constitute something rnuch bigger and more powerful than any 

individual product taken by itself - sociai organization, materiai and spiritual culture. On the 

other hand, the imperatives of this same social organization come to overpower individuai wills 

and enslave human beings in relationships unintended, unwanted, and often incomprehensible 

to them. 

Different thinkers take different avenues toward representing the relationship between 

the two components of the so emerging conceptuai dichotomy. For Habermas (1984), these are 

the notions of System and Lifeworld and the process of progressive colonization of the latter by 

the former. Smith (1987) matches the Habermasian uncoupling of System and Lifeworld with a 

"bifurcation" (p. 84) of her own - on one hand, a world directly experienced from oneself as 

centre, and on the other, an extemai organization of social relations - L'concerted sequences or 

courses of social action impiicating more than one individuai whose participants are not 

necessarily present or known to one another" (p. 155). 



There is however an important àifference in how Habermas (1984) and Smith (1987) 

interpret the relationshipiinteraction between System (external organization) and LXeworld. 

Habermas (1984) perceives the two entities as embodiments of qualitatively different types of 

rationality with the forms of system aggressively invading the lifeworld and seizing its 

traditional territories. For Smith (1987), although (abstract) social relations cannot be 

immediately discemed by actors in the everyday world, they are constiiuted through the 

activities and rationalities unfolding within it. For her part, she fin& the paradigm of this 

reciprocal constitution in Marx's analysis of the commodity relation and his theory of alienation: 

It takes only a little imagination to see that al1 such [social] relations are present 
in and produced in the organization of activities at the everyday level as well as 
entering the everyday into relations that pass beyond the control of individuais 
(p. 134). 

Smith's (1987) sociological project calls for the examination of the everyday world as 

problematic, which represents a tuming around of the Schutzian definition of the lifewodd as 

unproblematic. The problematization of the evevday world, as performed by Smith, represents 

an effort to bridge conceptually and practically the split between the immediately experienced 

local, subjective world and the social relations to which it is articulated: 

The problematic of the everyday world organizes inquiry into the social relations 
in back of the everyday worlds in which people's existence is embedded. It opens 
up the possibility of exploring these relations as they really are, of discovering 
how they work and how they enter into the organization of the local historicai 
settings of our work and exkrience and of o~encounters with others. (Smith, 
1987, p. 134) 

The goal of Smith's sociology is thus to create "a knowledge that is 'for us,' that will explicate 

the social determinations of our own lives and experience" (p. 153). Such a sociology must 

provide for subjects the means of grasping the social relations organizing the worlds of their 

experience. These social relations can be disclosed fully only by a specialized investigation such 

as sociology. But this inquiry, although involving the special skilis of the sociologist, must be 



understood as a CO-operation between her and those who want to understand the social matrices 

of their experience. It is a form of b'consciousness-raising'l (p. 154), airning to fmd the objective 

correlates to wbat had seemed a private experience. Note that Smith recognizes the need to 

appreciate, involve and build on existing local knowledge of everyday actors when practicing a 

scientific-theoretical investigation of their condition from the perspective of sociology. This 

distinguishes her idea of knowledge for us from the universal validity that Heller ascribes to 

theoreticai modes of knowing - objectivations for-itself. 

In this way, 1 would argue, Smith's (1987) conception overcomes the deficiency of the 

other approaches considered in this chapter while integrating the strengths of each of them. At 

the beginning of her story of everyday life is the infinitely rich subjectively centered and lacally 

experienced (Schutzian) lifeworld of the thinking and acting individual. This lifeworld is 

articulated to a structure of social relations (System in Habermasian sense), concerting the 

actions of multiple individu& h m  a position external to their lifewortds and thus organizing 

the subjective experiences in accordance with the imperatives of the "abstract mode of ruling" 

(Smith, 1984, p. 81). This mode of ruiing, for its part, is itself produced not in some specialized 

distinct cornpartment of society but in the everyday practices of numerous thinking actors. 

The way towards liberation from such imperatives subordinating the lifeworld by 

robbing human actors of their autonomous will is the way of joining a speciaiiied reflective 

practice (sociology) with the local competency of the inhabitants of subjective lifeworlds. The 

resdt of such a combination will be a "sociology for" a particular type of human actors sharing 

similar experiences and subjected to similar forms of oppression. It will help these actocs 

understand their own particular situations in relation with the abstract principles of niliog 

organizing it. In this version, coming to consciousness through critical reflection is as m c i d  as 

in the mode1 proposed by Heller (1984). It involves taking a theoreticai attitude - constituting 



the concrete lifeworid(s) as problematic. The advance consists in the fact that the howledge 

involved does not onginate from universai species-essential objectivations for-itseif but from a 

dedicated effort at illuminating this particular situation and its specific articulation to the 

abstract system of domination. 

Taking an example from Smith's (1987) sociology from the standpoint of and for 

women, 1 will strive to develop an analytical approach for generating knowledge from the 

standpoint of and for simple customers of the Intemet. It will be a joint product of my 

informants' lxal  knowledges and my own theoretically informed epistemology. The goal will 

be to discem both the forms of empowerment and the dienations brought about by the 

penetration of the Intemet into everyday life and, in this way, to articulate the possibiiities and 

the limits of conscious choice in Intemet use. 

Technology in Everyàay Life: A Crirical Phenornenology? 

in this section, 1 will consider the place ascribed to technology in the different 

conceptions of everyday life 1 have reviewed. What kind of relationship existis between 

technology and everyday life according to the authors discussed here? And subsequently, what 

are the implications of different technologies that have found their way into everyday life? From 

a causative perspective, 1 would like to know whether everyday life changes to accommodate 

the various technologies penetrating into it from the specialized spheres of science and 

engineering. And vice versa does everyday life itself induce transformations in technological 

systems and artifacts and what are the mechanisms of such transformations? 

From a normative perspective, the question is how the effects of such changes can be 

evaluated vis-à-vis the normative dichotomies discemed by Marxist critiques of everyday Me: 

when are these effects alienating and when are they lifeenhancing and empowering. Obviously, 



this series of questions is prompted by my interest in user agency. If everyday life is the terrain 

of non-specialized activity of human beiags objectiwg and reproducing tkrnselves, then it is 

also the terrain of the users of technology. That means, it is a terrain where human acîorç 

objectüy themselves drawing upon and appropriating socially given technical means (as one of 

the speciesessentid objectivations in-itself) witb a view to their own situated plans and 

motives. It will be logical then to expect that tecùnology, king one of the social spheres of 

objectivation, is both formative to users' action and transformed by it to a certain extent. 

W U  we be able to see on this terrain how users make "innumerable and inftnitesimal" 

(de Certeau, 1984, p. xiv) transformations geared towards adaptation of technological systems 

to their own situated interests? Or, will we observe how System (or the social relations of 

ding) embodied into tecbnical devices organize the innumerable and infinitesimal acts of 

everyday life and subordhate hem to formal rationality, M e r  alienating hurnan actors from 

their products of aH kinds? In other words, the task of this section will be to elabrate an 

account of the technology-everyday life relationship that is both phenomenologically and 

critically informed. 

Technology in the phenomenological lifeworld. 

I will use a little help from nide's (1990) Technofogy cuid rhe Lifeworld to specify the 

rok of technology in determining the content of a subjective everyday lifeworld in the Schuuian 

sense. Ihde's (1990) phenomemology of human-technology relations distingushes four types of 

such relations. 

The first type, what he calls "embodiment relations" ( d e ,  1990, p. 73), refers to the 

case where kcbnology is taken into subjective experience as a means of perception of the world 

thus transfomhg the subject's percepal and M y  sense: "in Galileo's use of ttie telesrope, 



he embodies his seeing through the telescope thusly: Galileo - telescopc - Moon. Equivalently, 

the wearer of glasses embodies eyeglasses technology: 1 - eyeglasses - World" (p. 73). The 

technology is between the seer and the seen in a position of medation. But the refetent of the 

seeing - that toward which the sight is directed is on the other side of the optics. If the 

technology posses technical characteristics allowing the user to see through it in the literal and 

figurative sense, or afîer a necessary learning process through which the user's capabiliiy of 

seeing through the technology is acquired, it becomes a part of the way the user ordinarily 

experiences hidher swroundings. An embodiment relation between technology and user is 

established: My glasses are "taken into my own perceptual-bodily self experience thus: (E 

glasses) - World" (p. 73). ihde draws attention to an essential arnbiguity existing in this 

relation: it has a necessary "magnification/reduction structure" (p. 74). Embodiment relations 

simultaneously ma@& and ampli@ or reduce and place aside (screen out) what is experienced 

through them. The moon obsewed through a telescope is a different entity from the moon 

crowning the night sky perceived by the naked eye. The person experienced through the 

telephone is brought to me across a big distance at the expense of king reduced to a voice. 

ihde (1990) terms the second type of human - technology relations "hermeneutic 

relations" (p. 80). They involve technology into the representation of something that can be read 

off the technological medium. The subject's attention is focused on the technicd artifact iiself, 

be it written text or map, but what is seen in it is the reference to something beyond itself - a 

landscape described in words or cartographie symbols, for example: "the chart itself becomes 

the object of perception while simultaneously refemng beyond itself to what is not immediately 

seen" (Ehde, 1990, p. 82). In this case the transparency of the technology is hermeneutic rather 

than perceptual. It requires knowledge of how to read the instrument, the text or whatever kind 



of technological representation the subject is dealing with. ihde describes formally this relation 

as 1 - (technology-world) (p. 86). 

A third type of relations disthguished by Ihde (1990) is what he calls "alterity relations*' 

(p. 97) in which technology is experienced as an Other or quasi-Other, i.e. an animated king 

different from myself. Examples of this type of relation are idolization of artifacts in religious 

practice, and more recently - involvements characteristic for humancomputer interaction such 

as playing a game againsr the machine, blaming the machine for failing you, etc. The 

formalization employed to distinguish this relationship is: "1 - technology -(world)" (p. 1071, 

indicating that the world in this case remains in the background and technology emerges as focal 

entity with which 1 momentarily engage. 

Finally, ihde (1990) recognizes a fourth type of human-technology relations which 

differs from the previous three in that it does not implicate technology directly in a conscious 

process of engagement on the part of the hurnan. ihde refers to this type as "background 

relations" (p. 108). Technologies falling into this type of relations comprise a context of daily 

practice without king drawn into the foreground of action. Automatic and semiautomatic 

technological systems such as lighting, heatiag and cooling systems exemplify this type of 

relation. We live in their midst without consciously attending to them and often without 

realizing to what extent our existence is conditioned by them. 

1 will use this detailed analysis of human-technology relations to go back and re-examine 

the structures of the everyday lifeworld laid out by Schutz (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) and 

reflect on how technologies are involved in constant transformation of the concrete lifeworlds of 

the subjects who use them. Let US stm witb the world within actual reach of a technologicaüy 

equipped subject living in the contemporary technology-rich saiiety. What is now accessible to 

our imrnediate experience from the point ''Zero" position of our actual body includes multiple 



technologicai objects with which we stand in a hermeneutic relation, that is objects representing 

something beyond themselves. The most typical examples would be the books on my shelf, the 

photographs in my album, the thermometer on the balcony, the computer printout 1 received 

h m  the insurance office, and of course the ubiquitous television set. Through these technical 

representations we can perceive things that are distant or past in the here and now of Our actual 

reach. The implications of this ability are equaiiy important for the formation of our stock of 

knowledge and our action plans. 

Nowadays, in our zone of actual reach we also find a growing number of technologies 

allowing not just perception of remote naturai and social objects and relations, but also the 

manipulation of such objects and relations. That is, our "secondary zones of operation" (Schutz 

& Luckmann, 1973, p. 44) are extended explosively by new technologicai means tbat enter our 

p h a r y  zones of direct action. The embodiment relation identified by Ihde (1990) as (E 

technology) -world at the perceptuai level takes on a deistic sense. Things that 1 do within my 

primary zone of operation - dialing a number, talking in a microphone, typing on a keyboard, 

etc. translate into actions gearing into the world far beyond my doorstep, affecting distant 

objects and people. Thus over the telephone, 1 can pay a bill, get a loan, break up with my 

boyfriend (or fight with my husband), help my child with his homework. My networked 

computer allows me to download a file t'rom a mmote semer, request a book from the tibrary 

and give advice to my friend overseas. More and more, ow zone of actual reach coma to 

resemble a control tower h m  where we can perceive distant objects and social entities by 

reading hem off technicai representations- 1 (technology-world) - which extends our zones of 

actual and potential reach. We can also exen action upon distant objects and people t h u g h  

tectinological levers - (1-techno1ogy)-world - which extends our secondary zone of operation and 

our province of possible operation. 



If we rrcd the amplification/reduction structure of the buman-technology relations Ibde 

(1990) proposeci, we wiii have to introduce a qualification on what seems to be an 

unquestionable growth in power for action. F i t ,  our mediated actions are CO a p a t e r  degree 

shaped by the technologies involved and second, th structure of these technologies determines 

the speçifics of the oçcurring amplifiçation/reduction. 1 am able to order a library book from my 

place of residence or work (amplification of scope of action) but 1 will have to adopt the 

categories of classification imposed by the libray database and forfeit the chance to receive 

guidance by a human assistant through an interactive exchange (reduction). 1 am able to give 

support to my distant friend (amplification) but 1 can do it only in the fom of electronic text, 

Sùe will not receive cornfort fmm my voice and encouragement ftom my touch (reduction). 

Sometbing that Ihde (1990) fails to explore but which emerges as an important issue 

related to the structure of amplificationtreduction implicit in technological mediation of 

perception and action is the question of how exactly the uade-off between amplification and 

reduction is constituted. It is true that I am interested in amplifying my scope of action by 

paying rny bills online, but the reduction 1 incur - the lack of contact and guidance from a 

human bank clerk - is far from king an objective necessity imposed by technical possibilities 

done. It is inscribed in the technological system by design performed un&r the objective of 

reducing the human work force involved in banking services. The reduction 1 suffered in 

supporting my friend is brought forth by the limited capacity for human emotional contact 

designed into a system whose primary function is the exchange of research and business 

information. 

Technology intewenes powerfully in the temporal arrangements of the everyday 

lifeworld most notably with regards to what Schutz has caiîed fixed course of temporality - the 

principle of first things fmt. Although the search for hfe-prolonging treamnts is on-going, the 



fact of human finitude vis-&-vis the permanence of world time rernains unchged. So does in 

principle the histoncal situation in which one is bom - time-machines remain a matter of 

fantasy. The fixed course of temporality however has been an aspect of the lifeworld effectively 

addressed by technological invention and perfection. The phenornenon of waiting in wtiich 

Schutz finds a typical expression of the incongruence between subjective t h e  on one hand and 

biological time, world time aad social time on the other is undergoing substantive 

transformations. 1 do not need to wait any more for my sugar to dissolve in the glas of water if 1 

want to drink sugar water - an example Schutz (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) used about 40 

years ago. I can simply use instantly dssolving sweetener, a technological product eliminating 

the waiting time. if I want to ski, 1 do not need to wait for the snow to fa11 but can take the plane 

and go to a part of the world where it snows now. I do not need to comply with the rhythm of 

social time and the biological time of my fellow-madwoman: my professor is asleep at 2 a.m. 

(social tirne) and 1 cannot immediately share with him the brilliant idea that dawned on me, but 1 

can send him an e-mail message following my spontaneous impulse and Stream of 

consciousness at the moment. I can take work (writing, accounting) from my Company home in 

a computer file and do it on my computer at the moment 1 choose (subjective time) after the 

office is closeci (social time). 

In al1 these cases what 1 do is using technology to bring biological time, world time, 

social time in closer conformity with my subjective the .  In a sense, ihis can be interpreted and 

experienced by the actor as an increase in personal freedom, spontaneity and control, or in other 

words as ernpowerment and di~aiienation.?~ These new technologicalIy created possibilities 

-% the 0th hand, however. 1 have to wait until tlre web page 1 have quested h m  a remoie servcr downloads ont0 my 
cornputa. Thus it should bc micd that while resolving somc inmngnicncia bcrween subjective and wodd. biologicai or social 
tirne, tcchnoiogy aeafcs oihcrs. 



seem to address a pressing need for democratization of everyday life. Alberto Melucci (1989) 

characterizes this need - in matters of tirne - thus: 

the need to escape from external constraints and to acbieve a level of self- 
determination of both complete life cycle and daily iife. The need to establish a 
new rapport between inner time and social time creates a demand for reversible 
time, for autonomously chosen and regulated units of dwation unburdened from 
the rhythm of clocks and calendars. (p. 178) 

Let's take the example of information technologies introduced with the promise of 

delivering education and training at any time, independently of the stage a person finds herself 

at in her life cycle. You may not be young and mobile (ûaditional social expectations related to 

enrollment in a university or training course) any more. you may be doing something else in the 

course of your day, but you still can take distant education program supported by various 

information technologies. 

The feeling of freedom and empowerment that stems from these enlargements of one's 

action zone in ternis of space and time drowns technoiogical critiques and renders us oblivious 

of the reductions entailed. We lose the immediate sensory experience of objects, deprive 

ourselves of face-to-face contact with people, get caught in sequences of operations and waiting 

tirne periods irnposed by the technical equipment, and ironically, ovenvhelmed by the new 

possibilities suggested by this equipment, we often fail to exercise our imagination to envision 

possibities of our o w .  Tbis is a subtle form of reduction bat, as 1 will argue later, c m  be 

brought to light through the critique of what is real versus what is possible proposed by 

Lefebvre ( 199 1). 

Importantly, a remark Schutz (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) hirnseif felt aecessary to 

include in his discussion of the variations of technical possibility given to members of every 

particular society should be heeded: A distinction should be made between the degree of 

extension of operation (and of reach) that is possible due to the condition of technological 



knowledge in society and the one that is typicdy accessible and employable by typical petsons 

in daily Me. Social structures demonstrate typical distribution of the prospects of access to what 

Schutz cailed bbextensional factors" (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 44). This state of affairs 

must be considered "in the empirical analysis of ihe Me-world of the Eskimo, of the modem 

Amencan, etc. even if it need not be considered in the fomal analysis of the structure of the 

life-world in general" (p. 44). in cnticai tenns, this is the problem of unequai access to 

technology. in the Schutzian analytical system, unequai access is related to differences in the 

everyday Lifeworld experienced by people occupying different positions in society. Thus, the 

horizons of potential reach and the limits of zones of operation and provinces of the practicable 

Vary according to social position. However, it will be noticed immediately, that the social 

categones of people who lack the bonus of the amplifications technology bnngs forth, do not 

become subjected to the reductions involved. 

Technological mediation, and particularly information and communication technologies, 

similarly recasts the structures of anonymity spanning the most intimate we-relations and the 

most distant they-relations. The concepts of actual reach, restorable reach, attainable reach, zone 

of operation, province of the practicable, etc. can be applied to characterize the different kinds 

of relations that can be established between Myself and ûthers. Communication media spming 

distance contributes to the restorability of old and attainability of new we-relations by allowing 

me to access the conscious life of an Other even if only in an curtailed fashion. Similarly, they- 

relations, relations with types of people 1 have never met can be fdled with additional content 

with the help of communication media Examples of that are mass media images of various 

social groups brought to me by introducing a particulx peson belonging to that group. 1 

expenence the previously anonymous type of the striking Ontario teachers or Bosnian war 

victims, for instance, in more concrete humau detaii reading a newspaper article or watching a 



television program about them wtiich mimics remotely a we-relation. The anonymous type of 

the "computer expert," for example, can be brought closer to life for me if 1 p s t  a question in a 

computer-oriented newsgroup and receive an answer from the programmer Joe Doe written in 

his own words, in his own subjective time. In this imaginable quasi we-relation, Joe Doe wou1d 

have also experienced the anonymous type of the computer dummy through the individual 

characteristics of myself - my Ianguage, my shared frustration, etc. 

Applying lhde's (1990) typology of human-technology-world relations in tbe case of the 

social world, we can explore the amplifications and reductions involved in mediated 

communication. We will notice an interesting merger berween the embodiment relation and the 

hermeneutic relation in acts of mediated interactive communication. When 1 relay to an Other 

my state of mind using a technology, what I do is enter an embodiment relation with the 

technulogy: (1-technology) - social world. This can take the form of writing, speaking in a 

telephone tube, shooting a video, etc. The response of the sther comes to me through a 

henneneutic relation: I - (technology-social world). The end result is that from my here and 

now, that is from within my zone of actuai reach, 1 can initiate social contact and become the 

addressee of response, or somebody else's initiation. The amplification of sociability that comes 

with this represents a qualitative leap. Restorability of we-relations, attainabiiity of new such 

relations, access to richer content regarding social types. transformability of functionary types 

into individuai types, etc. grows exponentially. 1 can gear further into the social world and in a 

wider variety of ways. mat is, my means of social production, understood in the wide sense 

suggested by Lefebvre (1991), grows in diversity and power. 1 c m  objectiQ myself in new 

forms and for new purposes. 

Along with it, however, 1 have to sustain multiple reductions - of intensity and 

spontaneity, of reciprocity, etc. Technology becornes an extension of my social self on one hand 



and a representation of the social world on the orher. Respectively, both my means of self- 

expression and the codes in which the social is represented to me have to be adapted to the 

structure of the mediating technology (and the social institutions and practices growing upon it). 

Thus 1 have to express my love for my distant mother through the single medium of my voice 

amplified by the telephone/telecommuaication system over a period of tirne constricted by the 

high cost of the long distance call. The human detail that adheres to the type of the striking 

teachers through the newspaper report is, 1 realize, sifted through the typicai discourse and 

organization of news production and dissemination. These reductions, we could hypothesize, 

can become sources of technologically produced dienation: oppressive and manipulative 

practices can grow out of them overshadowing the possibility for empowerment. One example 

of such aiienation can be found in uses of personal information, information created by the 

person himherself over a technologicai medium, for purposes other than the ones intended by 

the person. In this case, andogously to what happens in the cornmodity relation, the product of 

human activity confronts its creator as an externd alien force. 

Down to this point, technology was examined in ifs capacity to contnbute to the 

formation of subjective everyday lifeworlds in principle. The question of how and why 

technology would actually be drawn into a subjective lifeworld and become one of its formative 

components was not raised. Neither was it asked whether technology remains a constant, an 

ontological given, throughout ifs interaction with subjective lifeworlds. To set out laoking for 

answers to these questions, we have to recognize that technology is always encountered by 

acting subjects as an element of their specific social-biographical situation. The degree to which 

it acquires relevance to subjects and is orienteci to by them is determined by the subject's 

pragmatic interest with a view to mastering the situation. 



Let US recall that intrinsic relevances are ?the outcome of Our chosen interests, 

established by ow spontaneous decision to solve a problem by ow thinking, to attain a goal by 

ow action, to bring forth a projected state of affairs" (Schutz, 1970, p. 113). Imposed 

relevances, on the conuary, are the outcomes of our being not only "centres of spontaneity" but 

also "passive recipients of events beyond our conml" (p. 113) that occur without our 

interference. hposed relevances are not co~ected witb interests chosen by us. Having no 

pwer to modify them by our spontaneous activities, we have to take them just as they are (see 

p. 114). In an attempt to join the anaiytical forces of phenomenological and critical tbeory, 1 will 

suggest tôat imposed relevances at the levels of both the situation at hand and the social- 

biognphical situation point to the phenornenon of dienation. Intrinsic relevances, on the 0 t h  

hand, are the substance of autonomy and spontaneity, albeit their scope meets its lirnits in the 

social structure and culturally available systems of meanings, goals and desires. 

At the leve1 of the situation at hand, then, technology, in this case the compuier, belongs 

to my zone of secondq relevances as an imposeci relevance - institutional convention obliges 

me to resort to it as a writing tool in order to produce my text in an institutionally acceptable 

form. Fmm the perspective (standpoint) of my social-biographical situation, computer 

technology represents an imposed relevaace in the sense that computerltechnologicai literacy is 

a requirement for me if 1 wish to master my situation as an aspiring academic, no matter that 1 

have never had the spontaneous interest in word pracessing. At the same time, as an object of 

academic speciaiization chosen freely by myself (out of the culturally available repertoire of 

academic specializations in my field), information technology stands in an intrinsic relevaace to 

my present social-biographical situation. 

Imposed and intrinsic relevances can be analytical markers for differentiating between 

user oppression on one hand and on the other, user spontaneity and reflexive choice vis-à-vis 



technology in everyday life. When technologies are imposed upon the acting subject as 

necessarily relevant to a certain kind of activity by a power stnictu~, institutional nom or 

uncritically accepted social convention, technology (dong with the forces it represents) govems 

everyday Life producing alienation. In the cases wben technology is recmited by the user herself 

as intrinsically relevant to a meaningfii activity oriented toward a chosen interest, a creative 

appropriation is taking place. The act of such an appropriation redefines the nature of the 

technology at hand. 

Thus, drawn into diverse social-biographical situations as a matter of intrinsic relevance, 

technology acquires new practicai definitions. It becomes implicated in new systems of action 

and generates new ways of acting, new "behavioural genres" (Voloshinov 192911986) relative 

to the status quo at the moment preceding the innovation. The subjective meaning attached to 

the technology by the individuai at the centre of the particular social-biographicai situation 

expands the specmm of the potenual meaning of the technology. Whether and when this 

potential meaning will infiltrate the objective meaning of the technology, the meaning that the 

majority, or at least a significant number of members of society agree upon, is to a great extent a 

matter of (1) degree of typicaiity of the particular social-biographical situation and (2) the 

degree of social power associated with ihis social-biographicai situation. 

Technology as system. 

Analyzing everyday life in modern capitalist society, which he chose to label "the 

bureaucratie society of conuoiied consumption," Lefebvre (1971, p. 68) recognized the 

"programming" function of technology in everyday Life. For him, the motor car - a paradigrnatic 

technology in contemporary society - "'directs behaviour" in various spheres from economics to 

speech. It imposes laws and fosters hierarchies in everyday life, produces social fonns and 



institutions that use it and that it uses (see p. 101-103). To the extent that the human agents of 

everyday life accept and submit to the laws imposed by objects like the motor car wueflectively, 

their relations with objects and with each other via those objects are alienated. 

A whole critical tradition of social studies of technology led by Marcuse (1964) and 

including labour process theorists such as Braveman (1975, c1974) and Noble (1984) and 

philosophers of technology -Winner (1977), Leiss (1990) and Feenberg (1991, 1999) among 

others - has demonstrated the disciplining, action-directing function of technology. These 

theorists have seen in technology an instrument for organizing human action under the 

imperative of capitalist class relations. That is, technology is a medium translating abstract 

social relations of capitalism into concrete human relations and actions. Coming form a 

different perspective, the sociologist of technology Latour (1992) has found "the rnissing 

masses" (p.225), the previously failing account of how social practice gets coordinated, in the 

compulsions produced by technology. 

Joining this line of argument in tecbnology studies with Habermas' (1984) mode1 of 

System and Lifeworld, Feenberg (1999) has pmposed that technology be recognized as a 

"coordination m e d i ~ m " ~ ~  (p. 176) in the sense in which Habermas (1984) describes money and 

power. Technical control exerted through and by devices, Feenberg (1999) asserts, introduces 

instrumental rationality characteristic for S ystem into the lifeworld of acting subjects. Technical 

rationality operationalized as productivity and effectiveness becomes reified and organizes 

action eiirninating the necessity of iinguistic negotiation (which is constitutive of the 

Habermasian lifeworld). Feenberg goes on to insist that even if there are grounds for 

2 1 ~ t  wms to me that one ummc cxamplc of such a recognition c m  be found in Manuel Castelis' (1996, 1997, 1998) tnlogy 
The Infinnarion Age. In this grand narrative of the 'ùetwork society" Casteiis prfom a curious blurring betwcen System and 
Medium in the Habumasian sense. Cornputer networks become bath a mcdium of social coordination and the System itself as 
fheir logic pemivcly determines the actintia of social rtors and the relations among the latter. 



recognizing technology as a medium of systematic coordination of social action, technology still 

has to be critically questioned on its own grounds - something that is missing from the 

Habermasian treatment of System. Technology does not embody universal rational principles as 

Marcuse (1964) has convincingly demonstrated. The sociaily shaped design of technology 

determines in the end what kind of social relations technology as coordination medium wiU help 

to establish and sustain. 

1 would like to suggest tbat technological design is coterminous with the structure of 

amplifications and reductions that a particular technology introduces into the lifeworld. At the 

same time, it is obvious îhat the decisions on what shodd be foregrounded (arnplified) and what 

can be left out (reduced) are a matter of system of relevances - socially established (relative- 

natural attitude) or personal - of those who create and use technology. Systems of relevances, on 

the other hand are intimately connected with social-biographical and socio-historical situations 

and hierarchies of interests and plans. This translation exercise demonstrates that technology 

cm be easily seen as emerging from the lifeworlds of designers and users and then taking on an 

organizing role into these same lifeworlds as well as the lifeworlds of countless others. 

Importantly, in order to penetrate and organize a newly encountered lifeworld, technological 

design has to be decoded dong the lines of this lifeworld's system of relevances. Some of its 

functionalities will intnide on the subjective lifeworld in the fom of imposed relevances but 

other features will resonate with its intrinsic relevances. 

Therefore, examinhg the place of technology in the everyday life of thinking and acting 

subjects, the Habermasian uncoupling of System and Lifeworld has to be dialectically negated. 

System and lifeworld, coordination and communicative understanding, abstract social relations 

and local action contexts, dienation and spontaneity, have to be recoupled. This wiU mean to 

recognize that instrumental and communicative action are most of the tirne two constitutive 



vectors of the same physical act performed by a subject; to keep in mind that dienation 

comprises both expressiodobjectification of the person and estrangement; to remember that 

imposed and incrinsic relevances are present in any action-situation. Smith's (1987) work points 

to an elegant way to implement this reçoupliag: 

The very ordinary presence of the objects of our daily lives, chairs, tables, are ... 
socially organized in our everyàay practices and organize their concerting. The 
terms for sociaily constituted objects are anchoreci in and anchor a social 
organization of actual pmtices in and through wtiich table becomes table ... (p. 
124) 

But if this is so, if objects, technology included, are constantly reconstituted by the 

practices they organize, then different or changing situations of human action represent a source 

of objectlartifact/technology mutation and change. On this basis, 1 will argue that the meeting 

between technology and different social-biographicai situations resembles the meeting between 

technology and different cultures. Subjects in different social-biographicd situations 

reconstitute the structures of amplification/rieduction properties of a tcchnology with respect to 

theù specifiç systems of relevance. What entails is a different subjectively experienced and 

acnialized technology design and a different brand of use genres anchored on it. Different 

categories of users objectify themselves differently through principaüy the same technology thus 

inducing variation in this technology as an object. Once this is recognized, the analogy with the 

evolution of language inûudes with a new power. What escaped the Habermasian (1984) 

interpretation of the interaction between System and Lifeworld was the phenornenon recognized 

by de Certeau (1984), Voloshinov (1929/1986), Bakhtin (1984). If it is tnie that System 

continuously colonizes the Lifeworld, the opposite is aiso taking place - the Lifeworld 

encroaches on System, undermines and changes it. 

Nistory of technology has show that aew technical inventions have traveled sometimes 

a long way before they could met  the system of relevances that would cesonate with the 



potentialities of their design. Iriitial designs have been transfonned under the pressure of typical 

interests and action plans. People sharing similar social-biographical situations have been 

discovering different "&ordances" in new technologies. According to Gibson (1979, p. 1271, 

"affordances refer to what an environment offers - relative to the person or group perceiving or 

recognizing that quality of the environment" (quoted in Mynatt et al., 1998, p. 130). 

Technologies have k e n  experienced as affording actions geared toward mastering of various 

social-biographical situations. As such, they have acquired intrinsic devance for the respective 

persons and groups. As cntical examiners of technologicai innovation have demonstrated, 

however, the structures of power in a particular historical social formation have given 

preponderance to designs suiting the dominant systems of relevance. 

How often has technological design responded to the relevances of powerless social 

groups? Not very often for sure. But even though such avenues in the evolution of technology 

may not have been reaiized, they have been there, and still are - in the case of the htemet - able 

to offer a basis for a critique. A critique of what is real against what is, or has ken, possible. 

The task of identifyng alternative possibilities in the evolution of the internet 

necessitates directing one's research interest to spaces and instances in everyday life where the 

creativity of users' engagement with technology can be observed most directly. Among the 

various backstages of human behaviour, that is, settings or situations where the social actor can 

forgo fonnal d e s  and align one's actions with one's system of intrinsic relevances, the home 

emerges as a particularly good candidate for closer investigation. Home is that position in 

everyday life which the individual experiences as one's own. It is a "protected place at one's 

disposal where the pressure of the social body on the individual does not prevail, where the 

plurality of stimuli is filtered, or, in any case, ought to be" (de Certeau, Giard & Mayol, 1998, p. 

146). Hence, taking technology home means endowing it with personal functionality and 



significance, subordinating it to the pragmatic interest of mastering one's situation. Home, 1 wiil 

argue in the next section, can be viewed as the base of the powerless where rationalizations of 

technology alternative to those imposed by the dominant ideological order take place. 

ConcepluarlKing the Home 

Everyday space, as Heller (1984) notes, is anthropocentric. It is organized from the 

spatial perspective of the subject at its centre. The categories of left and right, near and far, up 

and down represent the relative dimensions of everyday space. Among these relative categories 

organizing everyday space for us is the concept of home. in a way, home can be perceived as the 

physical locus where everyday life can be observed in its most representative form. From there 

cornes the temptation for many researchers to identify everyday life with the activities 

performed in the home. The notion of everyday iife that has been presented in this chapter is 

much more cornplex. It has been my attempt to appreciate the place of this notion as a 

systematic component of a variety of social theories. Consequently, now that 1 tuni to the notion 

of the home, I would like to constitute it against the background of these sarne social theories. 

Helter (1984) defines aptly the relation between home and everyday iife: 

integral to the average everyday life is awareness of a fmed point in space, a fm 
position from which we "procee d"... and to which we retum in a due course. This 
fm position is what we caü "home.". . . "Going home" should meaa reNtning to 
that firm position which we know, to which we are accustomed, where we feel 
safe, and where our emotional relationships are at their most intense. (Heiler, 
1984, p. 239) 

In Scbutzian terms, I beiieve, home can be described as a familiar zone of operation, a 

set of recurrent unproblernatic situations explicated in accordance with a system of mostiy 

intrinsic relevames. The feiiow-men and women with whom I share the home are in an intimate 

we-relation with me, a relation constantly reproduced, easiiy restorable and attainable. With 



these people 1 share common intrinsic relevances and we recurrently confm for each other the 

validity of our grasp of the surrounding world (see Schutz's, 1964, essay 'The Homecorner'*). 

Czikszentmihaly and Rochberg-Halton (1981) suggest a definition of 'home' that 

emphasizes its role as a site of identity-formation. For them, the home is a "space for action and 

interaction in which one can develop, maintain and change one's iden tity.... The home is a 

shelter for those persons and objects that define the self; thus it becomes, for most people, an 

indispensable symbolic environment" (p. 144). 

Related to the critical understanding of everyday life as the terrain of the reproduction of 

the person as a whole (Lefebvre, 1991; Helier, 1984), is an interpretation of home as both a 

source of emotional support and solidarity and an economic unit and resource system. In this 

sense, Silverstone speaks of the (1994) "domestic." The domestic, he claims, is "the site and 

source of out activities as consumers and dso as citizens ... and through consumption, 

paradoxicaily but plausibly, it is becoming increasingly significant in the modem public life" (p. 

50- 1). 

Thus, the domestic can be seen on one hand as the sphere of imrnediate we-relations and 

communicative interaction maiung up what is often called "pnvate life" as opposed to the 

public realm of Gesellschaft - the market and bureaucratically adrninistered formal 

organizations akin to the notion of Systern. In this capacity, the domestic serves as a smail realm 

of &dom, spontaneity and authenticity, a "kind of balancing mechanism providing rneanings 

and meaningful activities to compensate for the discontents brought about by the large 

structures of modem society" (Berger et al., 1974, quoted in Weintraub, 1997, p. 21). 

On the other han& dong an alternative axis of distinction between public and private, 

the private realm, and by implication the domestic, cm be characterized as the atomized capsule 

of individual existence and particdaristic interest focused on self-preservation, physically 



isolated and alienated fonn the political community. From this perspective the private is tied to 

the development of the home into an autonomous consumer unit and a retceat from the public 

realm of community (see Tomlinson, 1989). 

The atomic unit of the "homeçenterod society" bewailed by critics such as Kumar 

(1995, p. 155) and the emotionally intense domain of non-instrumentai relationships and refuge 

from the constraints and pressures of formai institutions (see Morley, 1992, p. 105; Weintraub, 

1997, p. 20) are thus two alternative images and, actually, two of the multiple sides of the home. 

It can be noted that these distinctions follow principaüy the same fault lines as the System- 

Lifeworld and paticularity-individuality dichotomies at the hem of which is Marx's concept of 

dienation. Which one of these sides would be reinforcd by the arrivai of a new technology, in 

our case the Intemet connection, into the home? Will the lifeworld of the home be invaded by 

the systems of market and bureaucracy through the medium created by the new communication 

system? Or, will the narrow particularistic capsule of self-preservation centered existence in the 

home be opened up for higher concerns and involvement in public life? These are open question 

for empirical investigation and topicai issues for political debate to which academic research 

should be adequately ociented. 

In her study of computerization of indusirial organizations Zuboff (1988) argued that 

information technology is characterized by a "fundamental duality" (p. 9). It has the capacity to 

"automate" and to "informate" (p. 10). To automate means to replace the human body and the 

human mind with a machine and thus disempower tbe worker. To informate, on the other hand, 

is the capacity of computers to "introduce an additionai dimension of reflexivity," to produce "a 

voice that symbolically renders events, objects and processes so that they become visible, 

knowable and shareable in a new way" (p. 9). With the penetration of the smart machine 

(Zuboff, 1988), and the srnatt network into the home, a simiiar dilemma emerges. Computer- 



network technology has the potentid to isolate the home - to reinforce bad privateness as 

discussed above. But it can also associate it with the public wodd of citizenship and community 

in new ways by rendering this world new symbolic visibility and accessability. My empirical 

study will have the task of identifmg the demonstrations of this dual potential in the daily lives 

of particular people. 1 will attempt to uncover how home internet users make an active effort to 

define and perform the choices available to them in assigning a place and role of the smart 

network in their homes. 

in this coanection, 1 find it necessary to examine also the potential and the actual role of 

the home as a place of resistance and creative appropriation. Relative to the human actor, home 

represents an interior as opposed to exterior, or environment. A vivid illustration of this can be 

found in the life stories collected and analyzed by Bruner (1987). He notices a recurrent figure 

in the "psychic geogmphy" constructed by his narrators: For each of them home is "a place that 

is inside, private, forgiving, intimate, predictably safe. The 'real world' is outside, demanding, 

anonyrnous, open, unpredictable, and consequently dangerous" (reprinted in Mackay, 1997, p. 

108). The movement from home into the outside world is accompanied by a svuggle to create 

for oneself "hometilce" special places - allowing, permitting and teaching. Bruner says of one of 

his story-tellers: "It is as if Car1 manages the 'real world' by colonizing it with 'special places' 

that provide some of the privileges of homewu (reprinted in Mackay, 1997, p. 109). 

Discussing the interplay between the powerful and the powerless, de Certeau (1984) 

acknowledges the capacity to create "an 'interior,' a place that can be delimited as its own and 

serve as a base from which relations with an exteriority ... can be managed" only to subjects 

with will and power "a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution" (see p. 35-36). From a 

%bis observation points to thc pssibüity suggcsied carlier in this chapter for a pcocess of iwo-way colonization nuullng 
betwcen System and Lifcworld 
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phenomenological perspective however, the thinking and acting subject, regardless of hidûes 

actual suciai position of power, always constniçts a base of h i skr  own, no matter how 

physically ephemeral it could be. 1 contend that this base is identical with what in the nanual 

attitude we call "home." Home is the locus in which the powerless can withdraw and elabrate a 

strategy vis-à-vis her environment. 

Bell Hooks (1990) offers a powerful confimation of this role of the home in her analysis 

of the symbolic production and self-reproduction of segregated black people, particularly 

women. Houses, she writes, were women's special domain "as places where al1 that t d y  

mattered in life took place - the warmth, the comfort of shelter, the feeding of our bodies, the 

nurturing of our souls. There we learned dignity, integrity of king, there we learned to have 

faith" (p. 42). These homes were sustained by black women who had to go and work outside the 

home serving white people - an oppressive Other, a system of domination. But then, afier a hard 

day of work on the terrain of the Other (to recall de Certeau's vocabulary), these women came 

back home "to make life happen there." Hooks goes on: 

Historicaiiy, African-American people believed that the construction of a 
homeplace, however fragile and tenuous (the slave hut, the wooden shack), had a 
radical political dimension. Despite the brutal reaiity of racial apartheid, of 
domination, one's homeplace was the one site where one could ffeely confront 
the issue of bumanization, where one could resist. Black women resisted by 
making homes where ail black people could suive to be subjects, not objects, 
where we could k affhmcd to our rninds and hearts despite poverty, hardship 
and deprivation, where we could restore to ourselves the dignity denied us on the 
outside in the public world. (p. 42) 

Therefore, throughout their history, African-Amencans have recognized the subversive 

value of homeplace and the importance of having access to such a place. Domestic space has 

been a crucial site for organjzing, for forming political solidarity in the context of black 

liberation struggle. The structure of homeplace as a site of resistaace has been deçied by black 



people's stniggle to "uplift themselves" as a people and resist racist oppression and domination 

(see Hooks, 1990, p. 47). 

Abstracted from this concrete historicai experience is a general understanding of 

resistance as "opposition to king invaded, occupied, assaulted and destroyed by the system" 

(Hooks, 1990, p. 42). Exactly in th& sense home was experienced as a site of resistance in 

totalitarian systems where public spaces were inescapably dominated by State ideology and 

command. Home was the place numinng alternative mord values and critical thinking in the 

face of an outside world constnicted as an all-embracing brainwashing and disciplining 

apparatus. 

These maybe extreme social contexts illuminate a side of the home which, 1 believe, is 

important to appreciate aiso vis-à-vis less total forms of system domination. in the final account, 

home is 'Wiat place which enables and promotes varied and ever changing perspectives, a place 

where one discovers new ways of seeing reality, hniiers of ciifference" (Hooks, 1990, p. 148). 

As one of the central sites of everyday life, home is the place where objects from the 

exterior, products of a market system, messages of political and commercial propagandists, 

technologies originating from the domains of indusy and science are taken in and used in the 

course of everyday life and as a matter of subjective motivation. Within this space, the ordinary 

men and women elaborate their distinct styles or ways of using of the macro order of society 

reflected in this society's artifacts. indeed, one can agree with de Certeau (1984) that these 

creative ways of operating, reniain dispersed and fleeting fiom a macro perspective and do not 

crystallize into a visible product of theu own: "The television viewer cannot wcite anything on 

the screen of his set. He has ken  dislodged h m  the product; he plays no role in its apparition" 

(p. 3 1). But then again, isn't the subjectivity of the user as an autonomous human king resisting 

assimilation the ultimate product of these ways of operating? She may not be producing 



anything exchangeable or capitaiizable in the narrow sense of the term and under the rules of the 

market system, but she is still producing in Lefebvre's (1971) extended sense - a space, an 

identity, a genre, a culture. 

The examination of such home-spun genres (ways) of using a new technology (the 

Intemet); the possibility and the reality of their proliferation and socialization; and finally the 

question concedng the consequences they breed for technologicai design and 

institutionalization represent the focus of the empiricai study to be reported in the following 

chapters. 

The patterns of Internet use observed in the empirical material will be analyzed and 

evaluated in light of the concepts and normative dichotomies that emerged from the theoretical 

studies of everyday life and the place of technology in it reviewed in this chapter. 1 will address 

the foilowing questions: 

What kinds of transformations do Intemet users' everyday lifewodds undergo? 

What are the isolating and what are the associating properties of the medium? 

Does it contribute to increased aiienation and "bad" privatization of domestic life 

or does it create new opportunities for sociaiization and participation in the life 

of various communities? 

Does Intemet use result in subordination of the home to econornic, political and 

cultural domination or in its revitalization and empowerment? 

Do users passively accept technological fonn and content or do they demonstrate 

resistance and creativity? 



Are we-relations ia the home undermined by the new medium or is the medium 

involved in new forms of reinforcing these relations? 

Are gender inequalities exacerbated in domestic practices of Intemet use or are 

gender gaps in technological and communicative cornpetence closing? 

In the next chapter 1 will present the research methodology that guided the investigation 

of these questions. 



Chapter 3 

Research Design 

Grown-ups love figures. When you tell them that you have made a new friend, 
they never ask you any questions about essential matters. They never Say to you, 
"What does his voice sound like? What games does he love best? Does he collect 
buîterfiies?" lostead, they demand: "How old is he? How many brothers has he? 
How much does he weigh? How much money does his father make?" Only h m  
these figures do they think they have leamt anything about Km.. . . 
But certainly, for us who understand life, figures are a matter of indifference. I 
should have liked to begin this story in the fashion of the fairy tales. 1 should 
have liked to say: "Once upon a tirne there was a Little prince who iived on a 
planet that was scarcely bigger than himself, and who had a need of a sheep . .." 
(Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, 1943, The Little Prince, p. 20) 

I n ~ u c l i o n  

In this chapter 1 describe and reflect upon the research design that 1 devised and 

employed in studying the inteption of the Intemet into the everyday lives of domestic users. 1 

explain the conceptual mode1 that served as the bais upon which 1 approached the gathering of 

data about the activities in which the medium was implicated and about the meanings and 

consequences of these activities for the people who performed them. 1 discuss my methodology 

in the context of the controversies spurred by the tradition of media audience ethnography that 1 

have chosen as my methodological paradigm. 1 explain how 1 went about recruiting participants 

in my study and take the reader through the process of collaborative construction of meaning in 

which my respondents and 1 were jointly involved. Then, 1 share the challenges, puzziements 

and interim despair associated with the qualitative data analysis that 1 caded out, 

1 give the story a happy end pointing to a thematic structure emergent out of the 

confusing murmuring of everyday practices (de Certeau, 1984, p. 200) to which 1 had tumed my 

ear. 1 admit that this structure is not the only one that can be used to make sense of the everyday 



practice of ordinary Intemet users. 1 recognize in it the marks of my theoretical bias and interest. 

Yet what 1 find valuable in this thematic stnicture is that it is a product of the joint effort of 

myself, a carrier of a set of scholarly discourses, and my respondents, the everyday practitioners, 

spinning around the Intemet operations and interpretations of their own. 

f ie  Research RPitionale 

In a 1987 essay, Cowan proposed a network concept related and yet different from that 

advanced by actor-network theorists such as Law (1987), Callon (1987) and Hughes (1987) in 

the same programmatic collection that spelled out the social constnictivist approach to 

technology. Instead of the novel technical ariifact, Cowan placed the consumer at the center of 

the network. Her effort was to start undetstanding that network from "the consumption junction, 

the place and the time at which the consumer makes choices about competing technologies" 

(p.263). Cowan (1987) wanted to know how the network looked from the consumer's point of 

view. She believed that this consumer-centred version of an actor-network would work better in 

explaining the success or failure of given artifacts. The consumption junction represented for 

her "the interface where technological difision occurs" and also "the place where technologies 

begin to reorganize social stnictures" (p. 263). 

Although she recognized the consumer as a "person embedded in a network of social 

relations that limits and controls the technological decisions that she or he is capable of making" 

(p. 263), Cowan (1987) did not chart ways of exploring this particular network of social 

relations in its capacity to affect the shape of technologies. Because of her emphasis on 

diffusion, and hence positive consumption decisions, she chose to defme consumers "in terms 

of the artifacts about which they are making choices (as for example, 'a prospective purchaser 

of a washing machine') as well as by other appropriate socioeconomic variables ..." (p. 263). 



Thus the social network in which consumers are embedded was reduced to those elements, and 

links, which contributed to the positive consumption decision vis-à-vis a given artifact. Despite 

intending to look at the network through the eyes of the consumer, Cowan actually constructed 

it from the perspective of the market researcher. Note ber remark: "Market researchers and 

advertising agencies are quite accustomed to this form of categonzation; sociologists of 

technology might do well to adopt the practice" (p. 264). 

The consumption junction perspective that 1 would like to propose here aims at pursuing 

the unexplored potentialities of Cowan's (1987) idea of consumer-centred network of relations. 

1 believe that instead of defining the consumer (user) in tems of the artifacts offered to him or 

her by the market, we should do the opposite - define the artifacts becoming available at the 

market in terms of the consumers - the specific social-biographical situations of diverse users 

and user groups in which these artifacts find application. To reverse the task this way would 

mean to set out answering those seemingly simple-minded questions that de Certeau (1984) 

raised in his book The Practice of Everyday Life: 'The thousands of people who buy a health 

magazine, the customers in a supermarket, the practitioners of urban space, the consumer of 

newspaper stories and legends - what do they make of what they 'absorb,' receive and pay for? 

What do they do with it [italics added]" (p. 3 l)? De Certeau was vividly aware that the analysis 

of production, distribution and difision of culnual products and artifacts had IO be 

complemented by the andysis of these products and artifact as parts of the "repertory with 

which users cary out operations of their own" (p. 3 1). 

To implement this particular project, we need to imagine the consumer/user in hidher 

everyday Me, as the point '%m" of hisiher own coordinate system, at the centre of hisiher 

system of interests and relevances and most importantly - in action. 

In fact, the person Living hisiher everyday life is immersed in a network of activities at 



the most immediate level of experience and simultaneously in a collateral network of social 

relations that spans beyond the immediately experienced, as Smith (1987, 1999) has pointed 

out. An artifact, a cultural product or a new technology acquires meaning and relevance, and 

hence comes to be defined, with regard to these overlapping networks of activities and social 

relations. Once entered into the remotest margins of the subject's zone of relevance (this is what 

advertising and promotion usually a h  ai), it gradually works its way toward the centre of îhis 

activity network. in the cases when an artifact acquires centrality in a person's activity network, 

it obtains the power to reconstruct thai network. However, note the two-directional "subject- 

object" dynamics that Leont'ev (1978) points to. In activity (in use) an object (an artifact as 

well) is transferred into its subjective form, and vice versa - this subjective form is 

"objectivized" (p. 50) in the process and product of activity.2 Are these subjective forms of a 

technology - the Internet - consequential to its social evolution? On the bais of Voioshinov's 

(1929J1986) mode1 of the generative process of language, 1 contend that they are. As Suchman 

and Jordan (1988) insisted, the design of an artifact is oniy ever completed in use. 

Throughout the study that 1 will describe in the following chapters, my main interest fias 

been to identify the variety of "subjective forms" that a new technology - the Intemet - takes 

when it gets drawn into diverse systems of activities characteristic of distinct socio-biographicai 

situations. The repertory of new "liitie behaviour genres" (Voloshinov, 1986, p. 97) that grows 

on the basis of this objectifîcation in activity of subjective interests and motives represents an 

active force in the transformation of technology away h m  its designer envisioned and intended 

character. This emergent repertory is at the same time a strand in the transformation of culture 

U~eont'ev (1978) writes: "But what is human life? It is the totaiity, more precisely the system of aaivitics nplacing one 
another. in açoivity therc docs taire place the transfa of an object into its subjective form. into an image; also in activity, a 
transfer of activity into its objective mulis, into its products is brwght about. Taken h m  this point of view, activity appears ar 
process in which munial aaasfm between the ples 'subject-object' are accomplished. 'in production the pcrsonaliiy is 
objectivized [sic]; in need the thing is subjectivized [sic],' nokd Marx" (p. 50). 



related to new technology. 

Yet, investigating and cataioguing these new subjective forms and behaviour genres 

wouid remain a merely descriptive exercise if no heed is paid to the dynamic of empowennent 

and dienation inherent in the appropriation of the Internet. The most important discovery to be 

ma& is whether and how people stniggle to preserve personal autonomy and control over their 

lives, to master thek situation, in the face of a technology representing an epitome of the 

universalizing and generalizing relations of d i n g  (see Casteiis, 1996, Smith, 1987, 1999) of 

contemporary capitalist Society. How is the relationship between resistance and acceptance 

played out in the everyday lives of Intemet users? 1 will seek the answer of this question by 

looking into what de Certeau, Giard and May01 (1998) cailed "ordinary culture" (p. 255) - "the 

subtle combinatory set, of types of operations and registers, that stages and activates a making- 

do vaire-avec], right here and now, which is a singular action linked to one situation, certain 

circumstances, particular actors" (p.256). Thus 1 will look for acceptance and resistance at the 

level of microscopie daily acts and arrangements - using software, following hyperlinks, joking 

on a chat line, moving the computer from the living room to the basement, etc. 

The study reported in the following pages is grounded in an image of the internet user as 

an active practitioner of hisiher everyday life that is, for its part, made up of a network of 

activities correspondhg to the user's sociai-biographicai situation and aimed at managing, or in 

Schutz's terms, mastering this situation. The Intemet, as a new communication technology and 

mediuni, becomes relevant to some of the goals and activities performed within different social- 

biographical situations both at the level of imposed and intrinsic relevance. The interaction and 

mutuai transformation among these types of relevance wiil be one of the lines of my anaiysis. 

1 wül attempt to capture the meanings and dennitions that the Intemet obtains vis-à-vis 

various activities performed by users. De Certeau's (1984) question 'What do ihey do with it?" 



wiU be answeced in its double subjectivation-objectivation sense. Thus, users' appropriations of 

the medium will be seen as adding social functionality to it and in this way demonstrating and 

expandiug its multiaccentuality. It will be of particular interest to me to uncover those 

affordances discovered by users that stem from the invinsic relevance of the Intemet to their 

social-biographical situations and empower them to master or change these situations in a 

desired direction. Fially, 1 wiii attempt to advance a critique of the "real," industrially fostered 

sbape of the Intemet from the perspective of "what is possible" (Lefebvre, 1971). This would 

mean to extrapolate the observed little behaviour genres initiated by Intemet users not to a larger 

general population but to the institutional process of Intemet-building. What should the medium 

be like, what features should it have if the applications and meanings discovered by users are to 

be taken seriously and at an equal level with the visions and interests of engineers, managers 

and marketers? 

Based on such a reflection, a bottom-up, grassroots-up, building of the new 

communication medium as a technological and social structure can be started off. 

The construction of my research framework began with the choice of the main character 

of the Intemet story 1 wanted to tell. 1 defmed the type of Intemet user that 1 wanted to 

investigate as the "simple consumer" (Latour, 1987, p. 137)- technology's Other, the man and 

woman not holding expertise in the ways of the Internet. 1 further specified my definition of this 

user as someone who taps into hisiher own resources to acquire a computer and pays for the 

Intemet co~ection to a commercial (or non-profit) provider. This specification of the user 

category 1 wanted to study aimed to exclude the early adopters and the people (most typically 

information technology professionais and acadernics) for whom the use of the Intemet was 



immediately related to eaming income and profit. 

The terrain at which 1 wanted to meet the so constnicted character was Wher  home. in 

this case, 1 decided to operationalize the relative phenomenological notion of home (see Heiier, 

1984) as an inside, a temtory which the practitioner of everyday tife experiences as farniliar, 

safe and manageable, thmugh the actual homeplace of my characters. Granted, not everybody's 

homeplace is equivaient to this relative notion of home. There are people without a home 

anywhere; people with homeplaces experienced as the direct opposite of the notion 1 am 

employing here, and of course people who feel at home somewhere else, not at the place where 

they sleep, rest and reproduce. Recognizing ail this complexity, 1 made a conscious decision to 

bracket it out in the narne of the reai focus of my interest. For the purposes of my research, 

which aimed at tracing the activity of the user, 1 was detennined to look at cases where home (a 

safe and familiar terrain, a base where the person feeis in control) and homeplace (the place of 

residence) coincided. The very set up of my meeting with respondents presupposed such a 

coincidence. 1 was asking Internet users to accept me, a complete stranger, in their residence, to 

show me their interior, to tell me their Intemet stories. To be able to accept the role of the host 

in a situation like this requires self-confidence, a feeling of safety and a substantial degree of 

control over one's domestic time and environment. 1 am aware that people who did not feel that 

way in their homes were practicaliy excluded from the study.24 

The essential third choice, the choice of method was the easiest to make. 1 felt that my 

quest for subjective meanings and my cornmitment to the user's standpoint necessitated the 

employment of a qualitative methodology. 1 found an appropriate methodological paradigm in 

tbe estabtished strand of media studies often refemd to as "audience ethaography" (Morley, 

24~eiter (1999) reminds us aloo thu people who work long b m  to make the ends meet, that is the low-paid, in her words - 
impovcrishcd - workiag class people can h d y  a f f d  IO spcnd time participaring in studies like this. 



1992) or "prion ehograpby" (Moores, 1993). Tbis research tradition originated from 

British cultural studies and represents a strategy for capnuing the contextualized audience 

activity in reading, or àecoding, media texts. Seittr (1999) identifies several distinctive features 

of th is  so caiied "ethnographic" researc h orientation in cornparison to the long-established 

functional tradition reigning in the field of mass communication research. According to her, the 

mearchers who pioneered the ethnographic audience investigation were interested not so much 

in observable behaviour, but in structures of rneaning produced by the audience. They found it 

important to examine the contexts of media reception. They sought to establisb rapport with 

their respondents and treated language as discourse raîher than as a means for exchange of 

positive, unequivocal information as in the case of eliciting clear-cut answers to stan-ed 

questiomalles. 

The characterization of audience ethnography articulated by Moores (1993, 1996) and 

Morley (1992) is similar. These authors also foreground natural senings, context, holism and 

subjects' own viewpoints as definitive of the way in whicb ethnographic audience research 

projects are framed. Projects of this kind, Moores (1993) explains, took to heart Hobson's 

( 1982) cal1 on media theorists to acknowledge the medium's place as "a part of the everyday iife 

of viewers" (quoted in Moores, 1993, p. 42) and not to isolate the text from the conditions of its 

reception. 

in short, this tradition adopted the "simultaneous cornmiunent to 'real' situations and 

grasping the understanding of informants" that, according to Hakken (1999, p. 46), separates 

anthropological ethnography h m  Modernist science. Ii however did not always Eve up to the 

requirements of classical ethnographic methodology. Some of the projects cited as 

representative of this tradition have been based on brief periods of contact between researcher 

and subjecis in the fonn of an in-depth, open-ended, semi-strucnired interview (see Seiter, 1999; 



Gillespie 1995). The lack of long-term participant observation, considered a hallmark of 

ethnography, has raised questions whether this kind of research genuinely deserves to be called 

ethnography at ail. For example, Gillespie (1995). who bas provided an exemplary case of long- 

term participatory ethnographic study of media use by Punjabi youth in Southall, England, 

insists on reserving the term "ethnography" for research that involves long-term immersion. 

'The 'native' view envisioned by classicai ethnographers is hardly to be grasped through a 

series of one-off 'in-depth' interviews or bief periods of observation" (p. 55) Gillespie 

charges.3 Nightingale (1989) has gauged the audience ethnography trend against the widely 

accepted definition of ethnography given by respected anthropologists such as Marcus and 

Fisher (1986). According to this definition ethnography is: 

A research process in which the anthropologists closely observes, records and 
engages in the daily life of another culture - an experience labeled as the 
fieldwork method - and then writes accounts of this culture, emphasizing 
descriptive detail. These accounts are the pnmary form in which fieldwork 
procedures, the other culture and the ethnographer's personai and theoretical 
reactions are accessible to professionals and other readerships. (p. 18) 

Nightingale (1989) fin& few of these canonical practices making up the "ethnographic 

process" (p. 55) in audience research projects that have k e n  labeled ethnographic: "Not only do 

they not set out to provide an account of an 'other' culture, but in many of them the only contact 

with the 'other culture' is an interview or the reading of a letter" (p. 54). Commitment to 

recording and providing descriptive detail is also conspicuously absent from them, Nightingale 

complains. 

Identifjing my methodologicai stance with that of audience ethnography and employing 

short-term interview and observation techniques (which will become clear later in this chapter), 

25~nihropologist David Hakken (1999). for his pan. has idemificd a sintilar pmblem in "ethnographic" pmjeçts in the field of 
information system dcvelopmnt Hakkcn is aitical to nich "appropriations of ethnomphy" wLre engagement with informanu 
tends to tic "shoricr term, possibly involving aacndancc ai sonu n&gs and doing some intmiews" (p. 43). 
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1 realize that the genuineness of my "ethnography" is questionable h m  this classical 

anthropological perspective. Yet, I believe ethnography remains the closest conceptual 

framework against which my methodology cm be defined and understood. What is carried over 

h m  etbnùgraphy into the kind of research design that 1 bave consmcted is aot so much a 

canonical set of techniques but rather a specific engagement between researcher and 

respondents. 1 have been committed to fmt, studying a nwally occurring practice.26 second, 

interacting with my informants in their naturai settings, îhird, grasping their understanding, and 

finally, maintainhg an open dialogue with them. Like Schreder (1999), 1 see this latter 

condition as  belonging to the core of media ethnography. This dialogue, Schder  States, 

represents an interactive human encounter in which contextualized meanings are exchanged 

through language. 

It should be noted also that the situation created through my research design - a home 

visit - is much more "ceai" (and therefore ethnographically valid, as Hakken, 1999, has 

suggested) than an allegedly "participant" observation conducted by a researcher on a 

householà's everyday life would have ken. Given the private character of domestic life in 

Western culture, as Moores (1996) has rightly obsewed, to expect us to "lve alongside our 

informants 'immersed' in the mutines of a family or household group, is in most cases 

unrealistic" (p. 31). Participant observation in domestic senings, 1 believe, would be also 

disrupiive and distorting to the fabric of family everyday life. This life is closed to outsiders by 

defrnition. Or more precisely, outsiders are given one acceptable role in famiiy daily life - tbat 

of, in the best case, a welcome visitor. (And this is precisely the role that 1 chose to play vis-à- 

vis my respondents.) 

26~nlikc somt of the studies citd in the introduction where cornputers and internet conneciion was provided io subjects by the 
rrsearciias, aii my mpondents had bmught the medium ioto their ho- ihemselves. 
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Do these inirinsic properties of domestic contexts irnply that they bave to remain forever 

sealed off from ethnographic research? 1 think this is a rhetorical question the answer to wbich 

depends to a large extent on ethnography's readiness and potential to expand its self- 

identification beyond canonic principles for the sake of penetrating non-typical terrains. 1 find 

encouraging signs of a new more toleran; and exciting conceptualization of ethnography in 

Marcus's (1995) idea of mobile, multi-site ethnography. This kind of ethnographic pcactice 

arises, according to Marcus," "in response to empincal changes in the world and therefore to 

transformed locations of cultural production .... Empiricaily following the thread of culturaI 

process itself impels the move toward multi-sited ethnography" (p. 97). This ethnography also 

represents a response to the need to track complex objects of study throughout society. 

Following the cultural process of a new medium's social shaping, 1 have found in my 

theoretical investigation that the home, the domestic context, represents a cnicially important 

site of cultural production. The penetration and examination of this site, in fact of the multiple 

domestic sites populated by Intemet users, requires ethnographic mobility, ce-thinking of old 

and invention of new ethnographic techniques. 1 cannot claim that the validity and reliability of 

such a new set of ethnographic techniques would be beyond questioning. But 1 am convinced 

that in order to upgrade these techniques to the status of a uvsted method, the research 

community has to apply them in practical research situations. Thus 1 see my own project as one 

such methodological experimentation. 

Aiceady at the stage of recruiting respondens, 1 had to start imagining and modeling my 

% a matter of fact, this is the sam anthropologist on whose (Marcus and Fisher. 1986) definition of ethnography 
Nighangalc (1989, citai above) bascd her critique of audience ethnopphy. in bis 1995 artide Marcus refers to media snidies 
as "one important amna in which multi-sital ethnopphy has emcrged" (p. 103). 



relationship with respondents. 1 invested conscious effort in elaborating an encounter strategy 

that would ensure reciprocity and some degree of reduction of the characteristic power 

differentiai between an academic researcher and a human subject. Although 1 did not expect my 

economic and even social status to be higher than that of my respondents, 1 still was going to 

play the role of the lemed person vis-$vis them. 1 had the background of my academic 

education and the promise of a prestigious academic degree awaiting me in the future that could 

potentiaily represent a source of ineqdity. Ultimately, the very game of the scholarly research 

that we were going to play together gave me the power of interpreting their stories in a written 

document and for a larger audience while the echo of their judgment of me and their 

interpretations of my performance was to remain limited to their own personai worlds. While 1 

had no opportunity to change the macro rules of ihis game, 1 wanted to do my best to make its 

micro procedures fair and equitable as much as possible. Thus 1 took steps to expose myself in a 

way similar to the one 1 expected rny respondents to expose themselves. For that purpose, I 

created a web site where 1 posted the call for participation in my project (see Appendix A). In 

this cd1 1 briefly explained my research interest and emphasized that 1 wished to leam from 

domestic users how they were actudly using the Internet and what it did for them - a matter in 

which they themselves were the most knowledgeable experts. 1 was not going after "objective" 

technical or theoreticai knowledge that they might have of the medium. 1 was asking for simple 

descriptions of their subjective everyday experiences involving the Intemet at the practical and 

the semantic level: What do you do with it and what does it mean to you? 

1 also found it important to underline that by responding to my call people would ôe 

ieaching me and helping me leam wbat 1 wanted to l em,  as well as finish my degree. Upon 

reflection, 1 think that this particular element of my definition of the situation in which my 

respndeats and myself were to be involved offset to a significant degree the power advantage 1 



as a researcher was bowd to have in an interview process. They were extending their generosity 

to me, doing me a favour that 1 was appreciating with gratitude and humility. 

1 also included in the site a page describing myself as a professional, through my 

academic curriculum vitae, and as a human being. To accomplish the latter, 1 wrote a short text 

representing a definition of my own social-biographical situation. 1 described myself as an East 

European immigrant to Canada, daughter, mother, and graduate student still battling for ground 

in my new environment. Although 1 have not asked the people who responded to my cal1 to 

share their impressions of my self-description, it is my belief that some of them at least decided 

to participate because they couid relate to my situation - be it as a working mother, a newcomer 

to the country, someone with a precarious social status, someone in need of assistance, etc. 1 

also made it clear that this project was of a purely academic nature. By implementing it 1 was 

seeking to satisfy my own scholarly interest and not the commercial interest of any particular 

Intemet business which could have ken  easily the case given the seeming similarity between 

what I was studying and market and audience research. Exposing my actuai social position and 

sincere interest in king infonned by the participants in my project, 1 think, 1 managed to go a 

long way toward reducing the possible anxiety my respondents couid have had if the situation 

was perceived differently. By talking to me they were communicating with a person pursuing 

meaningful goals rather than an institution seeking to objectify them for a purpose they could 

not perceive or understand. 

After 1 put up my project pages on the university web sewer, 1 went on to attract 

potential participants' attention to my c d .  My natural target was Intemet users in the Vancouver 

area as they were within my potential reach in terms of distance and expnse. 1 posteci short 

announcements with a reference to the project web site in Vancouver and British Columbia 

newsgroups. 1 came in contact with the board of directors of the Vancouver Community Net 



(VCN) serving, among its other functions, as a low-price Intemet service provider, and reached 

an agreement witb them that they would put a short announcement of my study on their 

homepage. 1 also asked ftiends and coiieagues to search through their social networks and try to 

recruit participants in my study. 1 published ads in two local community newspapers. 

The r e m  from these attention-attracting tactics was uneven. i received a few responses 

from people using the Vancouver and British Columbia newsgroups, but most of them were 

professionally involved with computers and/or the intemet and thus did not qualify as "simple 

customers" (Latour, 1987, p. 137). in the end, only one respondent was recniited through this 

channel. The Vancouver Community Net announcement was much more productive and a total 

of nine respondents were recruited from among the VCN clients. These people were typically 

low-tech users in the sense that the Intemet features they had access to through the VCN were 

quite limited and exclusively text-based. Most of them had known close to nothing about 

computers and networking at the beginning of their VCN experience. Through the mediation of 

friends and colleagues, 1 was able to recmit 12 respondents of different levels of cornputer and 

network proficiency and equipment. The ads published in the newspapers renuned nothing. 

1 prefer to think about what 1 did as visits to and dialogues with fellow-men and women 

in overlapping sectors of our everyday lives. With a view to the scholarly goals of those visits 

and dialogues however, 1 will have to step into the discourse of social science and cal1 them 

procedures for data collection. These data collection procedures, as 1 originally planned them, 

included four complementary and partly overlapping components. Each of these components 

was meant to allow for a different view on the same object - the cluster of activities and 

relations implicating the home Internet co~ection. 



First of dl,  1 wanted to hear the stories of my respondents regarding how and why the 

Intermet comection arrived in their home and how its use graduaiiy took shape Isee Appendii 8: 

Interview Rotocol). The mode1 underlying my interview protocol presented the intemet 

connection as the point of intersection of several heterogeneous networks. The physical network 

included the household's computer and wiring, plus the other domestic objects to which it had a 

relationship, the Internet provider and the conditions for access among many others small but 

crucial technical elements. The information network was constituted by the sources of 

information avdable on the internet to which the family memôers turned. The social network 

spaaneù al1 the people, organizations, feal and vimal collectivities and loose formations with 

which the household was linked via the Internet. The activity network was knit by the 

interrelated actions that the household members performed on and through the Internet (my 

expectation here was that they wodd represent components of diverse activity systems such as 

work, play, leaniuig, socialization). Tbe semantic network included the meanings praduced iuid 

expressed in relation to the internet - its perceived role, value and sigmficance. Juxtaposing the 

structures of these networks at the individual and the family level, 1 expected to be able tu 

discern patterns of domestic Internet use tbat would later be interpreted in their capacity of 

definitions of the Internet as a communication medium from the side of the domestic user. 

Second, 1 wished to see and examine and experience those spaces in the respondents' 

homes where heir computer and Internet use took place. That was what I called the tour of the 

computer and Internet related spaces in the respondents' homes. An important feature of these 

tours was the fact that the users themselves were my guides explainhg how these networked 

niches in the home were graduaiiy camed, in what relationship they stood to the rest of the 

domestic space and how they organized activities and relationships in the home. 

Third, 1 asked to be taken on a tour of the "computer space" constituted by Internet-use 



practices, that is, the traces of Internet use deliberately saved in th mernory of peoples' 

cornputers or, as it sometimes huned out to be the case, in their accounts on the provider's 

server. in the language of networking interface programs these were typically bookmarks, 

favourites, address books, mailboxes, etc. Tbis particular procedure allowed me to examine the 

electronic artifacts created by users as they rnoved in and consciously manipulaied the substance 

of cyberspace. Note the difference benveen this approach and the examinaiion of log files, cache 

files and other traces that users leave unconsciously as they move in and manipulate cykwpace. 

The electronic artifacts 1 examinai had a rneaning for users. They represented tokens of 

intensts, activities and relationships in which people were involved as knowledgeable actors. 

Finally, where possible, 1 canied out short pup-interview sessions in which I asked 

respondents' family members to talk about the intemet use in their home. In practice, finding 

other farnily memben at home during my visits was rarely the case no matter that 1 always 

asked the main respondents to invite other members of theü households to participate in the 

interview. in the few occasions when that happened, the participation of family members took 

place on an ad-hoc basis: a spuse, or a child would join the conversation for a short period of 

time to contribute comments concerning the main respondent's use practice and to provide a 

general outline OP his or her own internet experiences. in the remaining cases information on 

family members' use practices was usually received indirectiy from the main respondent's v e M  

account and the examination of the family computer space, when k computer happened to be 

used by other family members as weii. 

The conversations (interviews) with main respondents and family members were audio 

iaped. Both audiotaping and note taking were performed during the two kinds of tours - of the 

real and the virtual spaces constituted by Internet use. The audiotapes were later transcribed 

verbath and analyzed. Only two interviews were camed out diffetently. One took place in a 



cafeteria, as this was the choice of the respondent. The other was conducted through e-mail: the 

interview protocol was sent to the respondent and she e-mailed her answers back. The two tours 

were not possible in these two instances, however, the respondents were asked to give a verbal 

description of their homes' Internet related spaces. My use of the data produced by these two 

interviews is very limited. 

Most of my visits started with an informal exchange in which the main respondent and I 

negotiated details such as where exactly our conversation was going to take place - in the iiving 

m m  or the kitchen, whether we would have coffee or tea, etc. In many cases we talked about 

our personal and family history, how he or she came to live in that location, what the 

neighbourhood was like, etc. Then, we moved to the more smctured conversation starting with 

the respondent's reading and signing the infonned consent form. After the fom was completed, 

1 could tum on the tape-recorder and begin with the questions of my interview protoçol. in most 

sessions this strucnued, researcher-directed format was only followed for the Fust 10-15 

minutes of the conversation. Thereafter, the roles usually changed with me responding with 

queries and requesting additional explanations on the bais of what my conversational partner 

had said. The function of my questions and comments was indeed to direct the flow of his or her 

talk to topics and issues of interest to my research. 1 was at the same time careful to ensure 

enough rom for rny conversational partners to suggest issues and questions for exploration 

stemming from their own systems of relevance. 

The tapes have captured this complex negotiation of the course of the dialogue. My 

respondents wete most of the tirne aware that 1 was supposed to sit in the drivers' seat, that it 

was my goals that the conversation was intended to serve. And yet, they took their chances to 

initiate change of direction, or switch to a narrative mode when they felt strongly about 

something or wanted to present a coherent interpretative account of an experience. I, for my 



part, stniggled to stay on topic while at 'the same t h e  tolerating and even encouraging 

digressions that anise my curiosity and tapped into unanticipated areas and issues. In retrospect, 

1 have to admit 1 have cut short quite a few potentially revealing digressions. At several points 

of the transcripts, 1 caught myself silencing the respondent, unable to recognize what promised 

to be an hsight or an enriching detail of his or her story. Unfomuiately, it is impossible to 

recreate these moments. Even if you can, in principle, phone, e-mail or even meet the person 

again and ask for further explanation, the momentum of the narrative is lost. In the speech genre 

of the "active interview" (see Holstein and Gubrium, 1995) that 1 was invoking, knowledge is 

not elicited from people, it is discovered in the process of exchange and can also die with it if 

not properly handled. These failures admitted, 1 tried to practice a whole register of voices - 
from mildly authoritative - directing and demanding where 1 could sense a need for structure in 

my partners, to almost passively accepting and uncritically encouraging back channel responses 

where my pactners had stories of their own to tell. 

After we finished the interview, we usually moved to the computer where the respective 

basement m m ,  closet or kitchen corner, whatever happened to be the case, was briefly 

exarnined and discussed. Then, we wouid tum on the computer and start the virtual tour of the 

cornputer space of the user and his or her family. The main benefit of this procedure was that it 

aliowed the respondent's verbal account of his or her Intemet use to be confmed and specified. 

Secondly, users' techrucal skills and challenges could be discussed in a hands-on context. 

Conirary to my expectation that the users wouid have introduced a personalized order in their 

computer space, from which 1 would be able to read theù use patterns, this was actually 

observed oniy in the cases where the users were, as 1 initially thought, technically inclined. The 

r a t  of the vimid tours revealed a rather disorganized picture of imposed technical feanrres on 

one band, and on the other, users' refusal to take these featwes into account and arrange theù 



computer interior in accordance with them. 1 was able to make beîter sense of this difference 

when 1 celated it to respondents' internet stocies later in my analysis. It turned out to be an 

indicator of two quite distinct types of relationships that users were focming with Intemet 

technology. 1 wiii discuss these relationships at length in the next chapter. 

A shortcoming of the procedure of the virtual tour of the user's computer intecior was the 

lack of a techniçal tool for capturing the successive screens that the user and 1 were moving 

through. Although 1 audio taped their talk as they led me through their computer space, later, it 

proved to be very difficuit to interpret the transcripts without access to the visual images (the 

particular computer screens) the verbal explanations were refemng to. 1 asked some respondents 

to send me the lists of h i r  bookmarks and address book entries by e-mail, but this did not solve 

the problem because establishg the link between an indexical verbal comment ("this is," "as 

you see," "here are") to the concrete item it was pointing to rernained a matter of guessing. 

1 still believe that methodologicaliy the vimal tour was a valuable procedure. It gave 

respondents the chance to vaiidate and concretize their narratives. Looking at bookmarks and 

contact addresses they were reminded of significant expenences and could recreate them in 

remarkably vivid form. Thus the electronic artifacts - ephemerd and yet material traces of past 

events - served as "utrails of cnunbs," as one of the women in my study put it, tracing my 

respondents' trajectories in cyberspace. In future research employing this procedure 1 would take 

c m  to equip myself with a screen-capturing device, preferably synchronized with the tape 

recorder, so that the link benveen the verbal explanations of the respondent (guide) and the 

visual content of the tour could be preserved. 

Closing my research design outline, 1 have to mention the failed pie. In my original plan, 

1 had included a pracedure where 1 would ask the respondents to cut a pie cepresenting their 

internet use into slices propociionate to the frequency with which particular types of activities 



such as (1) work, (2) leaniing, (3) socializing, social relationship building and maintainhg (4) 

consumption (ordering products, paying büls, etc.) and (5) entertainment characterized their use. 

1 had hoped to be able to identify types of relevance and corresponding user types with regard to 

these activities. 

Indeed, in some cases users could methodically slice the pie and assign percentage 

measures to the frequency of the different types of use. More often however, the different types 

of activities enlisted above collapsed into one another, leaving the user unable to disentangle 

leamhg from entenainment, socializing h m  work, etc. The puzzlement with which most 

respondents approached the task of cuning the pie convinced me that the typology of activities 1 

had devised had no personai meaning to users. It was particularly difficult for them to do a 

quantification of the frequency of their use dong the different types of activities. That is why 1 

decided to abandon this procedure and to try to extract categories of use out of respondents' own 

accounts instead. Indeed, this was a strategy better suited to the phenomenological underpinning 

of my research. As my later data anaiysis demonstrated, most of the time people were tuming to 

the Intemet in response to specific aspects and problems of their social-biographicai situations 

(isolation, dispersed social networks and communities of interest, etc.) and not in pursuit of 

some highly rationalized goal pertaining to a clearly definable sphere of activity. 

The Respondents: Social-BiogrephiEal Sitirations 

The group of people who volunteered to take part in the research - the self-selected 

sample of simple customers of the Intemet - was ratber diverse. Looking at participants' socio- 

demographic characteristics, there was only one point of relative convergence - they were 

mostly people of modest income: the annuai income of their families feli between $20,000 and 



$50,000 (Canadian).zg The remaining socio-demographic characteristics were widely divergent. 

The respondent group included 10 women and 11 men of different marital status, both single (6 

women, 3 of them raising children; 4 men) and living with a partner (4 women, 7 men; al1 but 

one of these couples had children); people aged from 22 to 73; a range of educationd levels - 
from hi& schwl to graduate degree; people with different employrnent situations (see 

Appenâix C, Table 1 for a socio-demographic and social-biographical feanires of respondents). 

Socio-demographic diversity was a desired feature of this group with a view to the exploratory 

nature of the research. The goal of this project was not to establish a relationship between a 

particular socio-demographic position and the medium of the Intemet, but rather to uncover 

what elements of different social-biographical situations make the Intemet rebvant to people. 

Note the distinction between the notion of position and that of situation that is made 

here. Position refers to the practice of classifying subjects with regard to theoretically pre- 

established systems and hierarchies of relations in society as this is done for specific puposes 

by social scientists, economists, marketing agencies, etc. Situation suggests a subject-centred 

perspective with regard to action. Appropriating the Schutzian concept of situation, 1 see the 

users of the internet as interested actors struggling to master a particular suciai-biographical 

situation and, in the process, facing the need to acquise new knowledge and mort  to new means 

for action. Thus the internet becomes relevant for people in the context of diverse situations and 

their corresponding action courses. What are these situations? Are they randomly variable, or do 

they share cenain common features? What aspects of the btemet as a communication medium 

do they bring to the fore? What kinds of practices involving the Intemet originate from hem? 

a point of derence, consider Statistics Canada specified "low-income cut-off lines" (or "poveriy lincs") for 1996. For a 
big Canadian city Lbese ~IE mpectively: 4member bouxhold - $32.238; 3-mcmbet housebold - $26,133; 2-mmiber 
houschold- $21.41 5; 1 member houschold - 17,132 



Are these practices taken into account in the institutionalization of the Internet? These are the 

concrete questions that 1 wiil address in my interpretation of the data in following chapters. 

The verbath transcripts of the interviews were entered into the qualitative analysis 

software QSR NUD.IST. This software allows in-depth scnitiny of every chosen element of a 

transcript (word, phrase, sentence, paragraph, etc.) and its categonzation with regard to a 

predefmed andor emergent set of concepts (anaiyticai categories). It m e r  supports the 

comparative examination of excerpts originating from different interviews (or genedly, 

documents) subsumed under the same category as well as the search for relationships between 

and among categories. 

1 used NUD.IST to analyze al1 individual interview transcripts. 1 dissected each 

îransccipt into excerpts addressing different topics (as intended by the respondent) or related to 

concepts that interested me. 1 classified al1 these excerpts under different "nodes" or categories 

derived from their topics. 1 had a preexisting taxonomy of topics, the discussion of which 1 had 

elicited through my interview questions. 1 also identified a multitude of new topics initiated by 

the respondents that emerged from the interviews. Thus at this stage, 1 pcrformed a qualitative 

content analysis of the transcripts assigning excerpts to topics: what the respondents talked 

about (see Appendix D for a list of themes). As a matter of fact, this analytical procedure left me 

with an intimidating number of different topics that demonstrated very few points of 

convergence. This was a temfying moment of my research. 1 could not figure out what 1 could 

find in this body of data other than a number of disparate individuai stones. The experience of a 

disabled single woman communicating with a support group via the Intemet, the hobbyist-like 

engagement with the medium of a retired mechanical engineer e-maihg children and friends, 



the Internet research of a nutrition consultant, etc., seemed to have close to nothing in common. 

My mode1 of the btemet co~ection as a point of overlap of several heterogeneous 

networks - physical, social, informational and semantic - felt too artSicial to provide a bais for 

re-assembling the various subtopics emerging out of respondents' talk into a meaningful 

structure. My typology of activities underlying the piecutting exercise was not supported by 

respondents' experiences. 1 felt like an archeologist in the middle of a rich excavation, 

smunded by thousands of small fragments of artifacts, but having no idea about which pieces 

belonged together and what was to be put together out of them. 1 was in need of a different logic 

of making sense of the interviews, other than my original model. 

After the fust wave of panic subsided, 1 decided to leave my fragmented excavation for 

the time king and go back to the whole and intact transcripts of the individual interviews. 1 read 

each of hem carefully this tirne looking not for labels that could be attached to selected 

fragments, but rather for the underlying structure of the narrative. At this stage I had to recall 

Mishler's (1986) discussion of narrative analysis and the lessons learnt h m  Propp's 

(1928/1968) study of the morphology of Russian fairy tales. I focused my attention on the 

different components of my respondents' btemet narratives and how these components worked 

together to produce a coherent story. From this perspective then, 1 could distinguish several 

recurring tums. First, in response to my request to tell me the story of how tbey came to know 

about the intemet and how they brought it into their homes, my respondents were actually 

producing an account that 1 later cailed "becoming an intemet user." Common for most of these 

accounts was the presence of the character of the person who helped my respondents, then new 

users, to come to grips with the new technology. The accounts typicaiiy culminated with a 

discovery - the discovery of one or two important and personaily meaningfui applications of the 

medium that justified its continued employrnent. An interesthg twist of the narrative at this 



point was the introduction of "because" clauses that comected the discovery with aspects of the 

respondent's social-biographical situation at the moment: "because 1 was isolated," "because 

after my retirement," etc. 

The integration of the new technical device and the practices growing around it in the 

space, time and relationships of the famiiy was another distinguishable component of my 

respondents' narratives. It was a story of the stmggle for control over the process of change, and 

respectively conservation, in the home set off by the new medium. The communication with 

people and groups outside the home through the Intemet represented yet another süuctural 

component of respondents' narratives. 

It would be inaccurate to say that this narrative structure had emerged spontaneously out 

of rny respondents' course of story telling. My questions had contributed significantly to people's 

recollection of particular sequences of events and focusing on particular aspects of their internet 

use. And yet, as 1 pointed out before, they were not diligently repducing the model of their 

expenence 1 had charted in advance and based my questions on. The structure of their narrative 

was taking shape as a collaborative achievement of the respondents and myself. He or she was 

replying to the questions present in my interview guide in a selective manner, picking those that 

he or she preferred to elaboraie on, branching into sub questions that 1 couid not bave raised and 

completely ignoring others. Thus unlike Propp (1928f1968) who found that "ail fairy tales are of 

one type in regard to their structure" (quoted in Mishler, 1986, p. 85)' 1 cannot claim that 1 have 

uncovered a universal underlying structure of the intemet-use experience. My bounded claim is 

that the respondents and 1 had managed to constmct a framework comprised of those tbemes 

and concepts brought by me form the literature that resonated with users' actual meaningful 

experiences of the internet. 

After 1 discemed these structural components of respondents' narratives, 1 could use 



them to bring organization into the fragments that my anaiysis had created and to make sense of 

the commonalities and differences these fragments exhibited. Thus, for example, what the 

disabled single woman and the retired mechanical engineer had in common was that they both 

had received their outdated computers from close friends for free and had counted on the 

faithful assistance of those friends throughout the process of learning how to use the technology 

and what to do with the medium. Where their experiences differed was in how they felt about 

befriending others on the internet and what they held appropriate behaviour with regard to such 

relationships. 

The four overarching themes that E formulated as a result of this movement between 

content analysis, structural analysis and comparative synthesis sire as follows: (1) "Becoming a 

domestic Internet user," that is, building the home Internet connection as a network of technical 

(hardware and software), social and cognitive elements and relationships; (2) "Situating the 

virtual," referring to the discovery by the user of these specific itffordances of the technology 

that make it an effective tool for tackling and sometimes mastering his or her particular social- 

biographical situation; (3) "Making room for the Intemet," meaning integrating the medium in 

the spaces, activities, interaction and value systems of the family home; and (4) "Virtual 

togethemess," dealing with the networks of relationships transcending the home that are weaved 

and sustained with the help of the new medium. I consider these themes at length in the 

following chapters. Under each of them 1 look for sources and expressions of user choice and 

activity with regard to the Internet. In each of these areas, 1 argue, the new medium stirs and 

transfomis the preexisting arrangements of domestic everyday Life. At the same tirne, by 

iaterpreting, deliberating and making action choices in each of these areas in the course of their 



everyday lives, users participate in rendering the medium its shape. 



Chapter 4 

Becoming a Domestic Internet User 

... the presence of a given kind of behaviour is the result of a sequence of social 
experiences during which the person acquires a conception of the meaning of the 
behaviour, and perceptions and judgments of objects and situations, al1 of which 
make the activity possible and desirable. Thus, the motivation or the disposition 
to engage in ihe activity is built up in the course of leaming to engage in it and 
does not antedate this leaming process. For such a view it is not necessary to 
identiS, those ''traits'* which "cause" the behaviour. instead, the problem 
becomes one of describing the set of changes in the person's conception of the 
activity and the experience it provides for him. 
(Howard S. Becker, 1953, "Becoming a Marihuana User," p. 223) 

in the conclusion of his article "Becoming a Marihuana User," Becker (1953) writes: 

'This analysis of the genesis of marihuana use shows that the individuais who come in contact 

with a given object may respond to it in a great variety of ways. If a stable fonn of new 

behaviour toward the object is to emerge, a transformation of meanings must occur in which the 

person develops a new conception of the nature of the object'' (p. 242). In this chapter 1 set out 

to anaiyze the process of becoming a domestic Internet user combining Becker's social-process 

approach with the idea of "actor network" (Law, 1987, Cailon, 1987) applied to the individuai 

user's internet connection. 

in the stocks rny respondents told me about their encounters and early expenences with 

the Interner it could be noticed that the domestic internet comection had ken  graduaily built up 

both in terms of equiprnent, skiJis and conception of its nature and usefulness. It had emerged as 

a '%eterogeneous network" (Caiion, 1987, p. 93) of technicai, social, cultural and cognitive 

elements that users were putting together throughout the course of everyday life. in the 



foiiowing anaiysis 1 wiii anempt to identify the various components or "actors" participating in 

this network and explain how and why the connections among them arose. 

First 1 wiii discuss briefly what relevance the home computer had for users before they 

had hooked up to the Intemet. 1 wiU show tbat a deep-cutting cornputerkation of the public 

worlds of work and education and the ideology of the "information society" accompanying it 

had compeiied non-professional people to open their homes to computer technology. 

interestingly, the quality of the technical devices present in these homes was pretty low as 

typically the computer had been handed down to these users at no or minimal cost by friends 

and relatives. On this basis, 1 identify an emergent social stratification among computer and 

Intemet users calling for transcendence of the binary mode1 of "haves" and "have-nots" in 

discussions of equity of mess  to this technology. 

Second, 1 will take a close look at one of the central characters in the social process of 

becoming a domestic Internet user and a critical node in the actor-network making up the home 

Internet comection. 1 cal1 this character the "warm expert" and reflect on hisiher significance 

for the social shaping of technology. 

Finaily, 1 propose a typology of user-Internet relations connecting my empirical 

observations with the taxonomy proposeci by Ihde (1990) and discussed in Chapter 2.1 go on to 

examine the structure of amplifications and reductions of user autonomy and power for action 

implicit in these relations. 1 am particularly interested in the degrees of critical reflexivity and 

agency vis-à-vis the Internet (as technology and medium) available to users in these different 

relations. 



Tne Home Cornputer 

The computer was the fmt element to make its way into the future user's home. It 

usuaiiy had goaen there dong the line of a productive activity such as work or study performed 

in the outside world. Most of the iime, the need to use a computer (its relevance) was extemaiiy 

imposed by a certain organization, or the expense for buying one was justified by the 

expectation of increased eficiency in an income-yielding activity. Thus it was the dominant 

rationality of productivity and efficiency built into computer technology that was smuggling the 

machine in the homes of people in this lower-middle class social bracket. 

We had the computer already. My wife had bought it for her research, she was 
doing her master's at [University]. (Thedore) 

1 went into business for myself for a few years. 1 had already a computer - a 286, 
it wasn't good enough for auto-CAD at that point. So 1 bought a 486 - at that time 
it was the best and today it is already old and out of date. So, 1 had everything 
already there, 1 only needed to add a modem. 1 got the modem when 1 got onto 
Cornpuserve. (Reiner) 

[What were you doing with your computer before you got the Intemet?] Writing 
letters, word processing. 1 did some work in security business for a while, 1 did 
the basics - selling security products iike cameras. So 1 did bookkeeping and 
record keeping. (Jane) 

Taking the computer home usually had meant taking work home from one's job-site or 

W n g  the home into the primary site of paid work. Thus it can be argued that the practice of 

"extending"29 work tirne and work activities and importing them into the space of the home 

is no longer limited to professionals with higher education and college and university students 

as used to be the case a few years ago.30 It can be observed in the case of workers with lower 

%is tcnn is bomwcd from a snidy of homcarnpiucr usm in Nonvay carricd out by Aune (1996) and applied here with 
modifications. 

mThe typical extcnder is an adult. wilh a collcge or university degme, if snie is not still a snident. Slhe is a famüy person. To 
be available to the family is the main nason given for bringing work home" (Aune 1996: 103). The "extenders" in Aune's snidy 
used the cornputa prcdomùiantly for work- or study-relaied tasks. 



education and status as well. In my respondent group this category was represented by a 

homemaker who had done book-keeping work for a security-device distribution fm, a 

technician who had had an independent consulting business, a proposal specialist who wanted to 

be able to do writing and editing for her employer from home. The computerization of the home 

is a direct refiection of the sweeping computerization of production and education taking place 

in the world outside. Cornputer technology acquires imposed celevance in the everyday Lives of 

broader social circles. 

For another group of people, the imposition of the computer as relevant to their situation 

had a more or less ideological nature. "When we got the computer first, it was basically for the 

kids and for us to be upgraded, to be technically upgraded," Sophie explained. 'To be 

technically upgraded" stood for an effort to keep up with technology even when no irnmediately 

instrumental applications of it could be found in the home. Similarly, Martha, a meat-wrapper 

for Safeway, felt compelled to "upgrade" herself with computer equipment and skills in light of 

her job-related injury that made her look for occupational alternatives. Her exposure to 

computerized equipment for weighing and labeling at work, and the general discourse of the 

"computer age," had Ied her to look in that direction. The computer was presenting itself to her 

as a source of job opportunities, even if still vague: "And 1 took a basic programming course a 

year or two before that. 1 thought in this computer age 1 better stay in touch" (Martha). 

For a third group of users in my study the computer was handed down by a friend or 

relative who was upgrading his or her own equipment at work or at home, or bad access to a 

computer of depreciated value that could be given out for free. 

Being retired 1 basically try to minimize my expenditure on and mund the 
computer. 1 started with an MX which was free. Someone was throwing it out. 
Then 1 bought a second-haad 286, three years ago and then quite recently, this 
year, a friend of mine who is a computer programmer brought a mother board for 
a 386 and put that in the computer. So now 1 have a 386. Al1 1 needed to go out 



and buy was a hard drive - 1 didn't have enough mernory, so 1 bought a hard 
drive. (John) 

This practice points towards an interesthg mechanism of social diffusion of computer 

technology. The machine, although in a more or less outdated version, becomes available to 

people in the social networks of computer- and computerized professionals. Non-professionals 

and "poor relatives" take up the computer waste and put it into uses of cheir own. Thus a second 

kind of extension - extension of the field of social penetration of computer technology can be 

observed. Notably, in some of the cases in this last p u p ,  the explicit motivation for accepting 

the Free computer had been its communication function. 

My brother had just upgraded his computer. My brother works, he is an actuary, 
so he uses computers al1 the time.. . So, he was upgrading and he offered me this 
computer. He had offered it to me 3 or 4 times before and finally I said ok 
because 1 had heard - 1 have had arthritis now since 1992 - that tbere was a site 
on there on which 1 could meet people with arthritis. So 1 said, here is my chance 
to use the Intemet for something that would be useful to me.. .. rd seen hem, 
computers, in the library and 1 was sort of intrigued but 1 could never find how 
they could be of any use to me. 1 am not into leaming something that is not 
useful. (Gany) 

For Ellen, a former editor with a disability preventing her from working at the time of 

the intewiew, the home computer gained relevance when she became house band due to her 

iiiness: 

1 was already farniliar with the Intemet through my work but 1 didn't actually 
have a computer at home until 1 became house bound. It was a while before 1 
could even be able to think about the Internet. It was just about two years ago. 
My friend came and he said "1 'm going to set you up on the Intemet, and i'm 
going to show you how to use it and this specific function was different from 
when 1 used to work. The main purpose was in order for me to be able to connect 
to a support group. (Ellen) 

So, EUen's received an old Macintosh from her friend and got an Intemet comection 

through the local Community Net, also for free. Predictably, Ellen's equipment, as weU as tbat 

of the other people in this group, was far from king top of the line. Interesthgly however, these 

inhabitants of the margins of the computerized world seemed to find rationales for engaging 



with computers (and the Internet) that were deviant from the dominant programs for action 

(Latour, 1992) embodied in the machines. These diverse appropriations will be examined in 

more detail in the foilowing chapter. 

Let us now look into the types of motivations that led the respondents to make the step 

fmm an isolated (stand-alone) computer, a machine for word-processing, bookkeeping, game- 

playing, etc. into the Intemet. Why did they want to bring home a new communication medium? 

How did the Internet as a technology gain relevance for the people intewiewed? 

Despite the fact that the respondents in this study were not computer or internet 

professionals, quite a few of them had experienced an outside institutional pressure to hook up 

to the Internet from home. This was most notable in the cases of those who were involved in 

college or university education. There were also others who felt the need to be able to transfer 

files between their office and their home (Dana, Rita), or to do work- or study-oriented research 

on the Intemet from home (Sophie, Vera, Dorris, Sandy). In these cases, one could discem a 

repetition of the pattern caphued by Aune's (1996) "extender" metaphor. The Intemet 

comection at home was seen as relevant in the context of the relations between worWeducation 

and family life. It was brought in as a mechanism for "extending" the worWeducation space, or 

maybe in this case for blending that workleducation space with the home space: 

The Internet came next because 1 was in nursing [college program], ... and they 
strongly recommended it as a research resource, for looking up al1 kinds of 
different things we'd need to do in nursing ... 1 thought 1 just could use the one 
[connection] at school to deal with the addresses that were assigned to us at 
school ... But he [her husband] said that the reality was that it's easier to use it 
from home, from the comfon of my own home, and he was right, because as 
soon as 1 was done with classes, 1 wanted to corne home. (Sophie) 



Another type of motivation, not necessady separate from the instrumentai one, had to 

do with a more abstract exploration interest.31 In the sense in which 1 employ the category, the 

"explorer" is a user whose early motivation to hwk up to the Internet is not predominantly 

instrumentai and institutionaüy imposed as in the case of the extender. For this type of user the 

Intemet acquires a non-utilitarian cuituraiiy imposed devance. 

Why 1 wanted to have an account? Because the Intemet is something of fashion, 
there is a lot of talk about the Intemet and 1 can see some business possibiiities. 
The excitement to have something new was tbe prinrary reason. 1 wanted to try 
everything - surfing, the discussions, al1 those businesses that were going online. 
(Patrick) 

1 guess initially 1 was attracted by curiosity only. It was so much in the news, in 
the media hype and whatever. 1 guess you want to see what is reaily going on. 1 
think one of my sons said once: "If you don't have it, you feel like an outcast. 
You don't know what is reaily going on. If you don't have e-mail, who are you?" 
So curiosity was at the beginning, but then 1 reaiized - hey, there is something 
really good happening. (Reiner) 

A third type of motivation to install an hternet connection at home - most often driven 

by "the desire to deal with e-mail" (Don) - could be characterized as rendering the medium 

intnnsic relevance: 

Then a friend started telling me about the Intemet. He had a son in Calgary and 
another one in Montreal and he told me how every night he got e-mail letters 
from them and he would e-mail back. And 1 said: "How do you do that? How 
much does it cost you?" And he said: "It doesn't cost me anything. Would you 
like to try it?'So he came and hooked me up with CompuServe. (John) 

Users such as Garry and Ellen, quoted above, also fell in this category. They were orienting to 

the Intemet as a matter of free volition looking for non-conventional solutions to personai 

pmblerns and needs. 

31~wir, describes the "explorer" as anothcr idcal-type of cornputer user characterizcd by a combination of type of activity one 
pafonns wiih the computer and style of wok nie type of activity in the case of the explorer is a mixture of bath work and 
leisun. Hisher style of work is "exprcssive," mcaaing niat Wsbe (but most oftm he) is involved with the computer as more 
than a tool. For the "explorer" the compulcr itsclf becomes a goal (sa? Aune, 1996:102-3). 1 am adopting Aune's categories 
hm leaving oui thtir two-dimensionality. At this stage of my analysis, 1 nod hem appmpriate for chatacmizing types of user 
motivation for adopting the Intema. for bringing it homa 



What was cornmon for most of the people across the t h e  categories discemed in this 

section (with the exception of Rita and Carol) was their caution not to make unnecessary 

spending on the computer/lnternet equiprnent and service - not having or expecting substantive 

tangible profit from it - because of their relatively rnodest disposable income. Yet, there were 

marked differences in how the reasonable level of expenses was perceived depending on the 

kind of motives people had for bringing information tecbnology into their home. The divide ran 

dong the Lines of fmt, type of motivation for using the computer and the internet (imposed or 

intrinsic); second, age; and findly, a third factor that 1 will cal1 "relationship with technology." 

The complex interplay among these factors was in the basis of the households' "mord 

economy" (Silverstone et al., 1992, p. 17) when it came to determining the extent of resources 

that could be dedicated to acquiring and sustaining an Intemet connection. 

Intrinsic computer and Internet adoption motivation did not lead people to invest 

substantively in up-to-date equipment. Age was one factor determining whether the intrinsic 

motivations for both Internet and computer acquisition would lead to older and less powerful 

equipment and slower connection. Older people in the studied group typicdly had been 

reluctant to expend on powerful equipment. With younger people the factor that 1 have labeled 

"relationship with technology" seemed to have an expressed influence over the kind of 

equipment acquired. 1 will examine this factor in detail in one of the following sections. 

The tangible outcome of these differendy pattemeci motivations was a difference in the 

levels of power and speed of the equipment instaüed in the home. Thus a continuum between 

low-tech users and high-tech users codd be discerneci. 

Low-tech users put up with a limited access to the Intemet in terrns of both t k  and 

features and, often, navigated much more curnbersome interfaces than those with up-to-date 

equipment, software and service. This difference resulted in two quite distinct kinds of Intemet 



use experience (the most decisive factor being the presence or absence of a graphical interface) 

and ultimately in different conceptions of what it meant to be a domestic Intemet user. 

Previous discussions about the issue of access to the Internet have worked with a binary 

mode1 - a person either has access to the intemet or not. At this more advanced stage of the 

social diffusion of this technology, the question what kind of access is available to a user or a 

category of users needs to be raised more insistently. The answer to this question could orient 

the practical shaping of the intemet on the part of site and service designers. 

The inequality in technical equipment poses also the problem of the new gaps emerging 

among people who have access to the Net. A whole new social stratification seems to be 

emerging among Intemet users themselves. There exist high-tech dong with low-tech users and 

both these categories, as weU as the myriad of intermediaty States between hem, find 

meaningful uses of the medium, as 1 will show in the following chapters. However, the course 

of technical and institutional development of the Internet is king charted by commercial and 

political players with regard to the high-tech users only, or predominantly. Low-tech &signs 

and technical solutions, one example is textual browsers, are not pursued. This marginalizes 

Intemet users with older equipment and slow connections and limits the range of meaningful 

applications to which they can put the new medium. Respectively, the cultural forms designed 

on the presumption of low-tech devices remain underdeveloped and even become obsolete (for 

example the withdrawal of users from community nets). 

I argue that if the internet is to be developed as an equitable social resource, the actual 

circumstances and substantive interests of low-tech users have to be taken in consideration by 

software and service designers on one hand, and content providers on the other. What sense 

would it make to develop flashy Web-based job-ad sites if unemployed users cannot afford the 

type of connection that would d o w  them to surf the Web? Ellen, the user with a disability 



refemd to earlier, for example could not access the Web because of technical limitations and 

respectively could not fmd the information regarding maiments of her disease that she was 

looking for desperately. Anoiher aspect of this high-tech bias of the medium was touched upon 

in the comment of one of my respondents who said that the BC jobs newsgroup had to be 

renamed to "BC computer jobs." How is the Internet serving parking patrollers, auto-body 

technicians and m a t  wrappers (aü represented in my respondent group) if the rnajority of the 

positions advertised h u g h  this medium are intended for computer professionals? The 

existence of low-status and low-tech users is not taken into account to the degree necessary. 

Content presented on the Intemet typically caters to usen occupying higher educational, 

professional, income and respective1 y tec hnical-equipment brackers. And this problem is about 

to be aggravated with the advent of e-commerce. This deficiency in application and content 

developrnent c m  infringe on vital democratic processes, allegedly supported by the new 

medium, when it is reproduced by public organizations such as government, unions, civic 

associations, etc. 

1 will reserve further exposition of this problem and discussion of the possible solutions 

to it for the conclusion of this thesis. At this point of my analysis it would be useful to 

remember that the weaving of the complex network of actors and actants constituting the home 

hternet connection bas barely begun with the arriva1 of the computer, the modem, the 

communication software and the hternet Service Provider's more or l e s  responsive telephone 

nuniber. in the foilowing two sections I wiU consider two other critical and quite complex 

compomnts of this network: fmt, the acquisition of the knowledge and skills necessary to 

operate the system and secondly, the emergence of a user-technology relation, or to paraphrase 

Becker (1953) -the acquisiton of a conception of the object that would make the practice of use 

possible and desirable. 



Neîworking Knowledge and Ski&: The Warm Expcrî 

The acquisition of a minimum of the necessary techniques is a crucial requirement if use 

of the internet is to continue and stabilize. My respondents had traversed a complex path to pick 

up such techniques (combinations of knowledge and skills) in both formal settings - an Internet 

course at the college, an instructional session at the iibrary - and within their own homes with 

the help of more experienced fxiends and relatives. Notably, even when the introduction to the 

Internet had been initiated somewhere else, the b4domestication" (Silverstone, 1994, p. 97) of the 

medium, its appropriation unfolding in one's own home, had been intensively assisted by a 

close friend. The computerhtemet literate friend or relative was a recwring character in al1 

respondents' domestication stories. 

This character appeared initidly in the mle of someone who precipitated the encounter 

between the user and the technology. This was the person who "started telling me about the 

Internet" (Don), or insisted that "if you don't have it, you don7 know what is really going on" 

(Reiner; see quotes above), or that the respondent should have it in order to be able to maintain 

e-mail communication with that friend or relative. in Jane's case that was her brother in 

Montreal who also gave her the modem; with Reiner, it was his son, etc. 

An even more important role that the fiiend's character played in these stories however, 

was one that 1 would like to cal1 the d e  of the "wwarm expert." The warm expert is an 

Internetkomputer technology expert in tbe professional sense or simply in a relative sense vis-à- 

vis the less knowledgeable other. The two characteristic features of the warm expert are that 

he/she possesses knowledge and skills gained in the System world of technology and can 

operate in this world, but is at the same Ume immediately accessible in the user's lifeworld as a 

fellow-man/woman. The warm expert mediates between the technological universal and the 



concrete situation, needs and background of the novice user with whom shdhe is in a close 

personal relationship. 

In Martba's story this roIe was played by a ftiend from a remote suburb who came to her 

house when she bought her new 486 and stayed there for a whiie helping her with her computer: 

"We played on the computer, we just played with it and he used a lot of metaphors."3' That 

friend was on CompuServe, so Martba too took a subscription with CompuServe. Subsequently, 

the correspondence with that same fiend would make one of the main streams in the flow of her 

e-mail. 

In Theodore's experience, the warm expert was a cousin (a professional "tech support 

person") Living in the US who visited like a missionary the homes of his dispersed relatives in 

North America and hooked them up to the internet. Theodore's modem and the idea about his 

fmt mailing list subscription came as gifts from that cousin. 

Garry took it upon himself to leam how to use his newly installed computer and internet 

connection relying on what be had heard at an introductory session in the libracy, and by trial 

and enor. However, when he crashed his computer shortly after he started his explorations, he 

had to call on a computer howledgeable fiiend: 

So there was a misconnection in the mouse and the pointer wouldn't corne up, so 
I thought it was something wrong and pressed every button on the key board in 
sequence trying to find out.. . And during that procedure 1 crashed the machine. 
That was the fmt thing 1 did. Luckily,' 1 have a fiend who is just super technical! 
He lives and breathes technicd things ... (Garry) 

John was oflen wdked through his computer problems on the phone by some of his 

expert friends. Sophie and her husband sometimes needed to call as far as California to receive 

personalized computer help h m  her husband's stepfather, a systems analyst. 

32~nfomioaiely, I did not apprrciate the importaocc of thi theme at ihc tirne of the interview and did noi ak Martha to explain 
what tbesc mtapbors w m ,  1 can only splate ihat these metaphors bad the ta& of translating the concepts of the 
tcchwlogical system into the caiegories of the lifcwordly stock of knowledge that mior and NteC had in common. 



In the case of Eiien, her friend gave her the computer dong with the idea to connect to a 

support group for her illness: "David was the one who heard about it and told me about its 

existence. Because 1 was so il1 that 1 couldn't ceally, wasn't in a state to do any research of my 

own." The same fnend held her hand in both the literal and the figurative sense in helping her 

leam what sequence to go through in order to get co~ected. Eiien's mental problems stemming 

from her medicd condition made the leaming process extremely painful, but both she and her 

friend persevered: 

So David would sit thete and show me: here you do this and this, and he had to 
go over and over it again. 1 was like a two year old. When 1 would write down 
painfully and slowly al1 the steps and had no idea what he was taiking about but 
only knew that 1 had to &te this d o m  and somehow there will be a moment - a 
day from now, or a week, or a month, when 1 will actually be able to follow it 
and to figure it out.33 (Eiien) 

Sandy hooked up to the Intemet from home foiiowing the advice of one of her 

professors. She was planning to drop his course because it required Intemet research. Sandy 

found it impossible to go to the campus computer lab given her part-time job, young child and 

family responsibilities: 

And he [her professor] provided a guy named Stanley who came over and helped 
me to get hooked up to the Intemet. Very nice, very nice guy, and since then 
Stanley and 1 have become friends. So we met at the university and he told me 
what 1 needed to have and then he said "Il1 come over to your place" because 1 
was confused. And he came, hooked me up and got me the software. (Sandy) 

With Stanley's help, Sandy leamt how to use a chat program: "1 think 1 phoned Stanley 

and he told me - by that time 1 had Netscape and a connection thing - so Stanley told me to go to 

ihis place caiied www.talkcity.com." Armed with this knowledge she went on to discover richer 

sources of technical help on the network itself: 

331 am convinceci that many healthy people would mgnize in this description their own fint Seps on the computer andior the 
Inceruet. 1 fecl compellcd to express special th& to my own David for holding my hand gently and paticntly and 10 Richard P. 
who kmw how io draw thc cables of my first pathetic home cornputer. 



Quite often, once 1 had that chat line hooked up, a lot of my help came from 
people in that chat Line like Roland who had a computer science degree. And he 
made it easy. ... There's a lot of people online and if you go into the computer 
chat rooms, that would do the same thing, you just have to ask for the help and 1 
think asking for the help and knowing where to go for the help is the hardest part 
online. (Sandy) 

John and Alex aiso testified that in the complex process of social learning of the Intemet 

not ody face-to-face but aiso "virtuai" interactions were involved: 

1 tried that [software] fmt and 1 got into some problems with it and somebody 
came back h m  Germany helping me with the solution to the problem in the 
newsgroup related to that particular program. And somebody sent me, without 
me even asking, an updated edit program better than mine was. Al1 of a sudden 
this thing appeared. 1 guess 1 must have asked some question that prompted hirn 
to do that. So it is amazing to me how friendly, when you get into specific 
technicai areas, how friendly the people are. (John) 

Even though Roland was only a virtuai presence for Sandy - she met him on a chat 

channel and had never seen him face-to-face - the relationship between the two of them 

illustrates the multiple strands that build up the tie between a novice user and a w m  expert: 

Roland's and mine relationship was mostly joking mund, but we at some point 
got quite deep into his relationship with his wife and my relationship with my 
husband ... Because his wife was very much like my husband - nag, nag, nag, you 
know. We talked about that. We talked about Star Trek, because 1 like Star Trek 
and he is a passionate Star Trek person. He had a Macintosh computer, 1 had the 
sarne. He is a computer scientist. He helped me a lot with my Mac. He was 
always finding stuff that 1 needed to download or go lwk at this or that. 
Sometimes we would surf web sites together, so we had Netscape up when we 
were chatting and he'd say "Go lwk at this site," and we'd go and see. At some 
point 1 decided to buy a new computer and 1 bought a ~ a i l y  good Mac and he 
was instrumental in helping me decide what Mac to get and what f eams  1 
needed. Just lots of technology stuff.. . He was into digital stuff - photography 
and movies, and ... He would make them, bum them on a CD ROM and mail 
them to me so 1 could see his family and stuff. 1 think he is just leaving his wife 
now. 1 haven't heard h m  him for a month and a half and 1 know that be is in an 
absolute chaos right now. (Sandy) 

At the time we spoke, less than two years after her initiai introduction to the Internet, 

Sandy was often calied upon to teach other people who wanted to set up their own Intemer 



connections at home. In her teaching pwtice she drew on what she had leamt from Stanley, 

Roiand and her own discovecies: 

Lots of people now get me to hook them up to the Intemet because they know 
that 1 hang out there. One of the first things that 1 download is a chat line 
program and 1 Say: this is where you go for help - and if they have a Macintosh 1 
will set it up so that they just go in there - in the Macintosh room. And if you go 
in there and ask for help there are hundreds of people that will help you - they'll 
tell you where to go and what to do. Then you form relationships with other 
people who have computers .... [ISP] has their own software but 1 don't 
recornmend people to use it - 1 recommend that they download their own. It takes 
more time to download it, but then they have leamt how to download software 
and they are not afraid of it. That's how Stanley taught me - "Don't use [ISP] 
software, Sandy, use your own software because you are in control of it." 
(Sandy) 

Martha, who was initiaily taught by her friend, also found herself on the other side of 

this ubiquitous process of informai mutuai teaching about the technology and the medium: 

... and it's the sarne that goes around, comes around. Whenever any friend, 
mostly women friends, whose husbands don't have the time to show them or 
dont know what this piece of equipment is in their home .... I'll go over for 
lunch, the made off is they get me lunch and 1 show them how to get around on 
the computer. And it's not like having to take a full course in how to use this 
software or that software. In fact 1 have been paid by a couple of students 
because the word got around that 1 could teach people how to use their computers 
and 1 end up king paid for computer tutoring. So rve corne quite a long way. 
CMda)  

Note the translation of higher order institutional t e m  such as "teaçhing," "leaming," 

even "using" to the level of the irnmediately experienced, to the situated indexicaiity of 

evecyday life: Martha "shows" women friends simply "what this piece of equipment is in theû 

home" and how to "get around" on the computer. The r e m  for this showing, as in a typical 

"gift economy" (Mauss, 1967), is lunch and, as one can imagine, the usuai kind of fun that 

(women) fciends have spending time together. Having been in the shoes of her present students 

not long ago and, of course, king their friend and caring about their feelings, Martha had an 

empathic understanding of the difficulties they faced: 



Everybody bas to start. People 1 am teaching often Say "this sounds stupid." ... 
But 1 teil tbem no, nothing sounds stupid. 1 remember having the same question. 
1 was wondering what to do. It is a sequence, and sequences are hard for people 
to grasp. There are so many different sequences to leam in order to use a 
computer. (Martha) 

bterestingly, the gender of the intemet teacher or champion who had helped my 

respondents with their first steps on both the computer and the intemet was in al1 cases male. 

However, the people in my study who had later become teachers and Intemet experts 

themselves were both women. indeed, they were divorced single mothers who at the moment of 

the interview, and for some time before it, had either worked part-time or had k e n  in some sort 

of a leave from work. in that sense, they had a family situation different from the Standard 

North Amencan Family pattern (see Smith, 1999, p. 159). They were in close to full control of 

their domestic time (unlike manied mothers) and also had relatively more of it than women 

working full-time and raising children by themselves typically do. With this quaiifjing 

circumstance in mind, it should be noted that traditional gender inequalities with respect to 

technology did not necessacily play themselves out in the practices of the people in this study. in 

fact, as 1 will show in Chapter 6, in the homes where women were taking leadership in Intemet 

adoption and use specific domestic arrangements and use genres involving the medium 

occurred. Thus women were laying their mark on the shaping of the medium. 

The learning experiences of new domestic users of the intemet recounted here thus 

exhibit a profoundly social character. The obverse of this social leaniing process that non- 

professional domestic users typically engaged in, was the pmcess of soçialization of petsonal 

knowledge of the technology and the medium. Fnends and relatives, and to some degree online 

helpers, had taught my respondents not only how to navigate the interface but also what they 

themselves had discovered the intemet was about. They were passing dong their definitions of 

the new technology crystaliized h m  their own expenence. As the cases of Sandy and Martha 



illustrate, the same had happened later, when some of my respondents had become capable of 

playing the role of the wam expert vis-à-vis less knowledgeable others. 

Examining the mechanisms of "socialization of subjective knowledge" Schutz writes: 

The general and fundamental presupposition for the acceptance of subjective 
elements of knowledge into the social stock of knowledge is their bbobjectivation** 
[sic]. This expression is meant to characterize, in general, the embodiment of 
subjective processes in the objects and events of the everyday life-world (Schutz 
& Luckrnann, 1973, p. 264). 

The ongoing process of everyday teaching others and learning from others thai my 

interviews expose suggests that subjective knowledge, or in conswtivist ternis, subjective 

meanings of the Intemet as a technology and communication medium are indeed "objectivated" 

in the objects and events of the everyday lifeworld shved by tutor and tutee. Thus even though 

users, as de Certeau (1984) has observed, cannot lay their mark directly on the shape of the 

technology that they put into use, they still have the power to "objectivate" their subjective 

knowledge of it. Other people in similar social-biographical situations, having similar problems 

to solve, pick up the discoveries made and passed dong by their fellow-men and women and 

spread them around. In this way, the particular category of everyday users produces its own 

culture of understanding and application of the medium. This practice, 1 contend, represents an 

important source of user activity in the generative pmess of technology. 1 will examine in more 

detail the characteristic fonns of such situated rationalizations of the medium in the following 

chapter. 

in her book The Second Se& Computers and the Human Spirit Turkle (1984) pioneered 

an investigation into the kinds of relationships that people from the fmt generation of personal 

cornputer owners (who bought and built small computers in the late 1970s) established with 



computer technology. She drew attention to the fact that even though many users were buying 

the machines with clear-cut instrumentai purposes in mind (word processing, record keepiag, 

etc.), "once they are in the home, personal computers get taken up in ways that signal the 

development of sornething beyond the ptactical and utilitarian. People buy an binstrumental 

computer,' but they corne to live with an 'intimate machinem'(p. 185). What made the machine 

intimate, according to Turkle, was the fact tùat its importance for users derived not so much 

from "what it might do" but from "how it made tbem feei" (p. 186). The home computer users 

of that generation tended to find in the machine a sense of transparent understanding and 

wholeness otherwise missing from k i r  lives, particularly at work. "Relationships with a 

computer becarne the depository of longings for a better, simpler and more coherent life" (p. 

174). 

The work of Margrethe Aune (19%) that 1 referred to earlier in this chapter, transposes a 

similar inquiry into the world of Norwegian home computer owners of the early 1990s. Aune 

distinguishes ideal types of home computer users on the biisis of "type of activity" they 

perfonned on their computers on one hand and "style of work," on the other. While "type of 

activity" refers to the utilitarian or instrumental dimension of computer use, "style of work" is a 

category describing the relationship of the user with hidher computer. The two styles of work 

discerned by Aune - "instrumentai" and "expressive" (p. 102) - bare close resemblance with the 

categories introduced by Turkle (1984): the "instrumentai computer" and the "intimate 

machine" (p. 185). 

Interestingly, Aune (19%) did find some users forrning an intimate relationship with 

their home cornputers indeed, but ihis relatioaship was in no way characteristic for aii or most 

of the people she studied as it was the case in Turkie's study. Users were demonstrating 

different profiles that Aune subsumed under several ideal-types. 



The users Aune (1996) called "extenders" (p. 11 1) were people who did not feel intimate 

with the machine. They perceived it as a mere tool. The "explorers" (p. 11 l), on the other hand, 

demonstrated an "expressive relationship to computer work" very much k e  the early adoptes 

studied by Turkle (1984). It was their own interest - stemming from need or pure curiosity - that 

made them buy a computer. Many of them had a "computer career" and had over time upgraded 

their equipment. Aune's explorers got absotbed in the technology and very intense in their 

computer work (see p. 1 11). 

When 1 üied to apply the instrumental versus intimate distinction to the group of internet 

users 1 studied, 1 ran into a nwnber of contradictions. The major obstacle in finding a neat 

correspondence between these previously proposed categories and the types of relationships 

with Intemet technology that 1 obsewed in my respondents had to do with one particular type of 

users. These people's relationship with the Intemet was very intense. They were deeply 

interested in the technology and strove towards transparent understanding of how it worked, but 

at the same time, they did not seem to be emotionally involved with it, nor were they interested 

in the technology for its own sake. By means of the Intemet they were pursuing particular 

interests and goals lying beyond the technology itself - in that sense the technology remained 

instrumental to them. At the same time, they invested considerable time and effort in keeping up 

with the latest technical developments and obviously found pleasure dong with some pride in 

that. It was characteristic for this type of users that they involved the Intemet in a whole range of 

different activities related to work, leisure, education/leaming, socializing, etc. No matter that 

most of them derived no immediate benefits from their computer and intemet use and their 

household incomes were modest, they stniggled to regularly upgrade their equipment. 

In contrast, another type of users remained in a stnctly instrumental relationship with the 

Intemet. The spectnun of their Intemet applications was much narrower than the previous 



group. They were preoccupied exclusively with the particular goal lying beyond the technology 

to which the technology was nothuig more than mere means. These people demanded a different 

kind of b'transparency" - transpmncy in the sense of not noticing the technology, not having to 

pay special attention to the tool. Failwe to find such transparency was a source of frustration to 

them but they were unwilling to invest time and money in upgrading either their equipment or 

their own skills for dealing with it. They admitted king too impatient and stated that they 

would never look into a program's help. Those who had old computers and low-speed 

connections were annoyed by the ensuing limitations, but insisted that their equipment was just 

fine for their purposes. Put simply, they did not care about the technology as such. Here is one 

representative statement for this kind of relationship to technology. The respondent had 

complained about "the amount of time that 1 have spent in frustration over the computer," so 1 

asked him to explain what the source of his frustration was: 

It seems to be quite simple: 1 don't know the terminology. 1 don't know what they 
are refemng to. 1 rernember my fmt question in that regard. They were referring 
to "default." 1 had a different idea of what default was. And it's like, 1 had to 
leam that from hours and hours of making mistakes. 1 find that quite frustrating. 1 
go to the help section and it doesnft help me because 1 dont know what they are 
referring to. And to be honest, 1 don't want to know the language. 1 just want the 
damn thing to work. (Gany) 

For a third kind of users the technology of the Intemet and the computer in general were 

exciting for what they were. The practical goals of their Internet use seemed to be overshadowed 

in importance by how the technology ''made them feel," to evoke Turkle's (1984) formulation. 

Here is a short excerpt of the explmations one such respondent gave me while he was leading 

me on a breath-taking tour of his computer interior: 

1 have Windows but 1 donft use it except for certain graphics applications. 1 use 
text and 1 find it extremely simple in DOS, and you'il see why. In fact it is 
extremely simple to use my machine but 1 have done some tricky things that 
other people just haven't. 1 can provide anybody with very simple little routines 
to do what 1 do. Most of my gimmicks people dont use but 1 love them ... There 
is nothing on my screen that 1 don't want on my screen now. It is clean and 



simple ... So, 1 have re-programmed the function keys to do certain keys, so to 
read the EV digest, 1 want List to corne up, so 1 would just press F9.. . . That's one 
of the beauties of DOS, that it's fast, you saw that it is fast - 1 wanted to press this 
button cight after this button, but 1 wasn't fast enough and it loaded the program. 
The beauty of this program is that [it] wiil only take about 100K ... (Merlin) 

Clarity, simplicity, beauty, tricks, gimmicks, love and hate defined the aesthetics of 

Merlin's computer and Internet use. His intensive preoccupation with re-programming, 

customizing, outsmarting the original software made him feel in control of his computer space 

('There is nothing on my screen that 1 don't want on my screen now.") It gave him a sense of 

autonomy and achievement. Interestingly, the 58-year old Merlin had started his computer 

career as an enthusiast in the late 1970s. He was coming from the same culture that Turkle 

(1984) had described in her early account. 

A similar relationship could be identified in the case of a young college student (Lamy). 

Partly disassembled appliances lay al1 over Larry's mm.  He took pleasure in investigating what 

was hidden undemeath their cover just for the challenge of it. 

In this way, three types of relationships between users and Intemet technology were 

emerging from my observations. 1 will initially label them "curiously instrumental," 

"indifferently instrumental," and "intimate" where the attributes curious, indifferent and 

intimate refer to how users felt about Internet technology itself. 

In my attempt to interpret these descriptive categories, 1 will invoke and adapt ihde's 

(1990) phenomenology of human-technology relations. Discussing the different ways in which 

technology is taken into the subjective lifeworld, Ihde posited four types of relations: 

embodiment relations, hermeneutic relations, altecity relations and background relations34 (see 

hde, 1990 and Chapter 2). 1 was curious to find out whether there existed any correspondence 

3elhis type of dations does not nprcsent a direction of my exploration in what follows. 1 have includtd it here for the sake of 
compltteness. 



between Ihde's scheme and the empirically observed relationships 1 just described, If 1 managed 

to discover such a correspondence, 1 would be able to apply the whole analfical system of 

cntical pbenomenology of technology that 1 tried to elaborate in Cbapter 2 to my empirical 

material. Thus I would be able to go beyond the siniply descriptive typologies proposed by 

earlier studies. 1 contend that such a correspondence indeed cm be established and intend to 

iiiustrate this in the reminder of the present chapter. 

In the case of the indiffetiently instrumental use of the Intemet, 1 believe, we cm 

distinguisb a manifestation of the emkdiment relation expressed by the formula: (I- 

techno1ogy)-wurld (Ihde, 1990, p. 73). The technology is between tbe seer and the seen, between 

the doer and the object of hidher action. The referent of the seeing and the doing is on the other 

side of the technological twl or system. Being able to see through the techmlogy and hence its 

transparency (recall the glasses example) is a aatural expectation of the subject in this relation. 

The indifferently instrumental users took computer and Internet technology as an 

extension of their perceptual and actional bodily self, in an embodiment relation. They expected 

the technology to be unobtmsive and not to divert attention andlor energy from the beyond- 

technology referent. That is what the exclamation: "1 don't want to know the language. 1 just 

want the d a m  thing to work" (Garry) stood for. For the people who found themselves in an 

embodiment relation with the computer and the Internet, the world was on the other side of the 

technology and lent iiself to more or less successful comprehension and manipulation depending 

on how smwthly the technoiogy was embodied. Interestingly, even the most poorly equipped 

and technically uninformed users seemed to have been able to work out, after some period of 

tirne, certain routine, even if awkward, ways of handiing the technology so that it ended up 

withdrawing from their attentioa and yet serving their pwposes. 



The group of the curiously instnimental users represented a different relation with 

technology that could be grasped by Ihde's (1990) "hermeneutic" forrnalism: 1-(technology- 

world) (see p. 86). Building on Ihde's definition of tbis relation, 1 propose that in this case the 

attention of the user was indeed focused on the technology, but not for its own sake, rather, for 

what it represented. And here, 1 depart from Ihde by investing a dual meaning in this statement. 

F i t ,  features and events of the world outside - a landscape (represented by a map or pichue), a 

fnendship (represented by an electronic message) - are read off the technological medium. But 

secondly, in a more global sense, technology and the world become inseparable: the world is 

seen as technologically defined and technology becomes a code for understanding the world. 

For these people what was important in their bternet use was not only what it allowed them to 

do but also how it allowed them to relate to the world. Here is the place to recall Martha's 

remark: "And 1 took a basic programming course a year or two before that. 1 thought in this 

computer age 1 better stay in touch," Siaying in touch with a highly technological and further 

technologizing world was the high stake that people in this category had in the intemet. Alex 

made this sentiment explicit this way: 

1 have an interest in cornputers in pcinciple and the Jntemet connection is a big 
inseparable part from this interest. This is an industry that is developing at a 
super fast rate, no other industry has ever grown at such a rate. In the coming few 
years there will be a huge boom - like for example the number of the people 
online has been doubling in 8 months. h t  year it doubled in 3 and a half 
months, speaking about millions of people ... (Alex) 

Along with the ever growing nwnber of people, there was a cising tide of information 

out there that Alex felt he had to deal with in order to remain in control of his life. For that 

reason, having the Internet co~ection was essential to him: 

1 like best the fact that 1 can ch- the information that 1 want - because it is a 
waterfall of information that can drown you very fast. This doesn't scare me 
because 1 can pick and choose and only get a very smaii percentage of it. 1 have 
determined my interests. Of course, 1 always leave some space for chance, 1 go to 
places where 1 can see news h m  an m a  in which 1 have some general interest 



and there 1 can find things of interest to me that 1 haven't specifically lwked for. 
But generaüy, 1 myself decide what 1 want and what 1 chwse. 1 don't wait for 
someone to chew it up for me. 1 like that a lot - you have a choice. (Alex) 

In Sandy's world, information technology had two quite different, but, paradoxically, 

related faces. Sandy worked in a highly computefized environment and was an object of 

technologicaliy mediated monitoring and conml throughout her working tirne: 

We sit 13-14 people into a, we call it, "pod" and a supervisor sits there and she 
can pull up on her computer everything that we are doing. So she just sits at her 
desk and watches all our Little, we call them, heads on the computer and we are 
measured and we have daily stats and online stats - how many calls we made, 
how many minutes we spoke to that person, how many sales we made, what's our 
wrap time - that's the time from 1 stopped talking to you and 1 take the next call. 
It Iogs idle time; we had this joke that it logs how long you pee for and how 
many times. Because really, it does. (Sandy) 

When she was king trained for this job, Sandy recalled, she was having nightmares 

about the computer chasing her dom the Street. She was temfied by the concept of somebody 

she could not see sitting behind a wall and knowing "everything" about her. She "didn't 

understand the technology" and at the same time "cared tremendously about the job." The huge 

pressure of the beginning by now had been relieved thanks to the good trade union at Sandy's 

workplace. Never the less, her relationship with technology at work remained the sarne - she 

was the object of it. In conmt, when she was at her computer and on the Intemet at home, 

Sandy was in charge: 

And 1 have set up this thing called My Yahw which is through the search engine. 
1 have it ali programrned to load up to things that 1 am interested in - stocks that 1 
own; and it teiis me whether the stock is up or down and headline news stories 
that 1 am interested in - and it loads those automatically. It loads weather report - 
1 check it every day; sports - baseball scores; 1 do my banking, 1 pay all my bills 
online now... . My chat program, my ICQ, stuff is neatly organized. The work is 
learning the technology, after that it's easy to organize. (Sandy) 

"Organiung is essential," Martha insisted too. A substantial part of her worid of 

interests and relationships with people was consciously structured into her bookmarks and e- 

mail folders. Having achieved a good command of the internet technology, Martha could 



navigate the world outside and order her relations with it in accordance with her felt needs, 

values and priorities. In this pmess she was not ody extending and enriching the content of her 

lifeworld; she was re-inventing herself. Thus, Martba had gradually become a resource person 

for many of her hiends and relatives. She had done research on film related jobs in Britain for 

her aunt, on the Gulf War syndrome for one of her brothers, on attention deficit disorder for ber 

local support group, etc. She was leaming that she actually enjoyed doing research and that: "1 

think 1 would be really good at researching. That's why 1 want to find a job in research. I am 

good at fmding things." 

She was also keeping up with technical developments in Intemet technology and 

indirectly associating, through an electronic newsletter, with a comrnunity of web designers in 

Vancouver: 

1 keep track of it because 1 think if 1 get into this sort of indusy, people have 
their companies on here, it's local, it's in Vancouver. It's a job potential, good 
way of collecting info on what's going on locally, people who are developing 
sites and making a lot of money out of it. 

The three respondents whose experiences 1 have used as an example of the hermeneutic 

relation with technology, unlike Garry whom 1 quoted earlier, did want to know the language of 

technology in order to be able to relate to the world it represented and constructed. Here is what 

Sandy had to Say in this regard: "I upgrade Netscape monthly. 1 have always been an al1 or 

nothing person - either you are in or you are out - there is no in-between in my Life. Yes, 1 totally 

understand what is going on in the technology now. 1 even studied the computer language." 

Knowing and speaking the language of intemet technology required constantly keeping 

an eye on the new technical developments which could become overwhelming. Not 

surprisingly, a big portion of these users' bookmarks and the newsietters and newsgroups they 

subscribed to were technicdy oriented. In tenns of software and hardware, aU of these people 

were constantly "upgrading." An interesthg "information overload" paradox could be observed 



in the practice of these users: In order to be able to better know, organize, control and master the 

world of information to which the Internet was giving them access, they needed to open the door 

for ever more information - about new programs. applications, upgrades, pieces of equipment, 

etc. 

Finaily, by his third type of human-technology relation - the alterity relation - ïhde 

(1990) seeks to characterize "the positive or presentential senses" in which hurnans relate to 

technology as a "quasi-other" (p. 98). In that respect, ihde observes, technologies emerge as 

focal entities that may receive the multiple attentions hurnans give the different f o m  of the 

other" (p. 107). This type of relation comes close to what Turkle (1984) meant by ber metaphor 

of the intimate machine - a machine or technology experienced in ways, and producing 

emotional reactions typically assoçiated with other human beings. The examples of this kind of 

relation, Merlin and Larry, found challenge in technology and appreciated its beauty. They 

strove to outsmart a program, to prove their own intellectual superiocity over a machine, to 

overcome its resistance, etc. 

These three human-technology relations do not exclude each other. They cm coexist to 

different degrees within the same empirical relationship between a user and an artifact. Which 

type of relation would be preponderant in every concrete case seemed to be a matter of 

biographically and situationally determined structure of interests and relevances. On the basis of 

the cases 1 have studied, 1 would suggest that people who found themselves in a comparatively 

stable and generally unproblematic social-biographical situation were more inclined to look at 

cornputers and the Intemet as means for achieving concrete well defined goals. For others, 

whose social-biographical situations were in flux or were fundamentdy problematic, it was 

more likely that a hemeneutic relation with the Intemet would be established. It may be the 

case that in such situations persons are in need not so much of concrete solutions of daily 



problems, but rather of new ways of knowing and manipuiating theù environment. That is what 

the Intemet technology taken into a hemeneutic relation aiiowed them to do. 

Fmaliy, the dterity relation involved playful expecimentation with the cornputer and 

btemet technology and testing of one's own curiosities and abilities. This relation had been 

fonned in the quite distinct situations of the young college student (Larry), on one haad, and in 

tbat of the long-unemployed 58-year old professional (Merlin) who sirnilarly needed a 

confirmation of his wits and skiils as well as escape. 

Amplifiations and Reductions 

Different forms of dienation stemming from the characteristic arnplification/reduction 

structures of btemet technology ensued for users standing in these three different kinds of 

relation with this technology. People standing in an "embodiment relation" with intemet 

technology seemed to suffer an immediate reduction in the range of approaches and possible 

operations that would get the task done. The technology providing an extension of their 

perception and action scope forced them to re-format that scope in not always desirable ways. 

Thomas for example, could gather information about his distant native country's politicai life 

from the Intemet. However, the fact that intemet protocols did not support the Amhadek wnting 

combined with the fact that he couid afford only textual interface to the World Wide Web, 

prevented him h m  receiving material in the language of his country of origin. He had to 

produce his program exclusively out of English language publications and be constrained to 

their perspectives and agendas. Don could announce a meeting of his voluntary organization's 

Board of Directors by sending a carbon copy of the same message to aii Board members which 

was a clear amplification of his communication power and efficiency. But at the same the ,  he 

had no way to get reliable feedback about who had actuaiiy received and read the message and 



who hadn't. On one occasion when Don decided to rely on e-mail for doing this kind of 

organizing, the person who was supposed to host the meeting did not receive the message and 

everything failed. Thus the flexibility of syncbronous human communication had to be given up 

and the flairs of a comrnunity were becorning dependent on a technicai system. Vera üked 

drawiag on online sources for her journalistic research but she was very wary of how much time 

she couid sometimes waste in the process wading through intruding Utelevant material. 

The struggle for control vis-à-vis Intemet technology for this type of users centered on 

ascribing the technology the right place into their lives and, more particuiarly, leaniing what 

tasks and goals it could help handling and what it was inappropriate for. Contrary to Reiner's 

son, who had said to his father "If you don't have e-mail, who are you?" Vera advised her ex- 

husband who was eager to get an Internet connection thus: "Consider how much you actuaiiy 

need it. Why would you get e-mail if you don't need it?" Part of the struggle was also 

determining what cm and what cannot and should not be given up in exchange for Internet time 

and vunial communication: 'There are friends on e-mail, but we don? correspond that much. It's 

ironic, 1 don't know why ... Because of time constraints, 1 don't have the time. There is a life that 

I have to live hem t w  - you have your social connections, your friends here. You just don't 

prioritize these e-mail connections as much as others," Thomas contemplated. 

The role the lotemet was playing in the lives of users in a hermeneutic relation with it 

was more pewasive. The ideology of the "computer age," "the information society," concepts 

like "millions of people going online every day" bomwed from influential public discourses 

about this technology underlay these users' perception of it. The people in this category 

dedicated conscious efforts to studying and understanding the Intemet with the purpose to be 

able to competently fmd their way around the "computer age" (Martha) they believed they were 

living in. Ironicaüy, as the information overload paradox suggests, the more they tried to be 



agents in the technologically mediated and constnicted world, the more these people were 

becoming consumers of technological products. The nature of the "hermeneutic relation" where 

technology was an interface, a code for interpreting the world and expressing oneself in it, 

involved a substantial degree of submission to the technological lead. Technology was 

appropriating its appropriators. 

But was this the whole story? Were these users victims of the powerful discourses and 

systemic imperatives of the network society (Castells, 1996)? Were the forces of alienation 

overpowering the forces of creative self-expression and individual control? The analysis of 

these users' practices does not provide a unilateral answer. For them too, everyday Intemet use 

was obviously a field of stniggle for a meaningful balance between personal autonomy and 

inevitable submission to prescribed niles. In fact, what was beginning ta emerge as a result of 

this struggle was a hard-eamed reflexivity. People were beginning to reflect on the mechanisms 

of representation of the world implicit in Intemet technology and content and the subtle ways in 

which these mechanisms both amplified and reduced personal control: 

But 1 look through the similar kind of stuff and it seems that it is very shallow, 
yes you got links but none of these links.. .. Well, 1 can go to MacDonald's and 1 
can be linked then to Burger King, Wendy's, etc., etc., and I am getting the same 
level. But 1 can go the rest of my Life tbere and never have a noucishing meid, but 
not even miss it ... (Don) 

You can go into the Arnerican Yahoo site and you can search a route - how to 
drive from one city to another by the least amount of miles - it gives you a map. 
Which is very limiting because it is biased, based on their criteria. On one hand it 
frees me up because 1 don? have to womy which way 1 go to Florida, but on the 
other hand, 1 havent leamt so much. And 1 am probably the only nerd who thinks 
about those things - most of them will pcint the map and drive to Florida. (Sandy) 

But, in fact, she was not aloae. Martba too was quite self-conscious as far as her Intemet 

use was concerned. She admitted that initidy she was "addicted," and insisted that now she was 

trying not to take it too seriously. "I waut it just to become a tool iike anything else, like using 

the phone." She repeated several times that the Internet is and should be "only a tool." Thus, 



Martha saw the restoration of the "embodiment relation," the r e m  to the 'technology as a tool' 

position, as the salvation from the ovewhelming experience produced by the hermeneutic 

relation. 

Don, the psychologicai counselor, expiicitly called for careful gauging of the 

amplifications and reductions involved in a technologicaily mediated understanding of the 

world in a statement cwiously intermingling everyday experience and the theoretical attitude: 

if we are tmly in an information age, then we are getting fully what we want. 
Now, question one is do we really need al1 that information, what is it really 
doing for our existence? Then another aspect, psychologically to me is this 
feeling where people are "Yes, we are taiking to people in bdia, we are talking 
to people ..." 1 say: Weii, are you really? Number one again, whoever's got the 
computer there is economicaily, socieeconomicaily, even educationdly just 
about in the same bracket - whether 1 am a Christian Baptist Korean or a super 
refomed Jew raised in Canada whatever, we are speaking white middle-class 
language. Not to say that it is wrong or right, but 1 don't know the smell and the 
sound and the sight of where you really live, 1 am in my little cubicle, with my 
nice little screen and obviously your screen is going to look d a m  close to my 
little screen. Are we again enclosing ourselves in a very nice data-filled bracket? 
My thing is, why do 1 need ail this data? Fd rather cnish a leave, smeil a leaf and 
may be not even have to cmsh the leaf - this is still the environment. (Don) 

Thus some users seemed to have started to relate to the Internet technology in a critically 

hermeneutic manner. Out of their intense preoccupation with the technology as an interface to a 

technological world, an awareness of the reductions and distortions implicit in this interface wm 

emerging. In fact, as can be sensed in Don's refiection above, the critique of technology was 

translating into a critique of the world that it helped reproduce in people's everyday lives. The 

cnticai juxtaposition of the possible and the reai (see Lefebvre, 1991), of the exciting illusion of 

equality and intercultural reach: "we are taking to people in india" and the reaiity of the narrow 

uniform middle-class "data-fded bracket" was aachored in the "nice Little screen" which was 

screening out ''the smell and the sound, and the sight of where you reaily live." 

1 conclude that achieving this critical-hermeneutic relation with technology in everyday 

life is a potential source of disalienation of users. It is a prerequisite for technology to become 



an instrument of critique of the real with the possible at tbe level of the everyday life of the 

ordinary men and women who get drawn into its network. The fluency that these users achieve 

with technology, combined with their criticai understanding of the amplifications and reductions 

built into it, allows them to imagine alternative technical and cultwal forms. Some of the users 1 

met with had developed home pages and communication forums of their own and for 

organizations they were active in. Tbus, in a smail way, they were stepping ont0 the stage of the 

new medium as actors. Their cornpetence was putting thcm in a position to teach and assist 

newcomers to the internet world as demonstrated by the phenornenon of the warm expert. This 

enabled them to disseminate their critical understanding of the technology dong with their skills 

in making a meaningful use of it. 

These observations do not lead me to a grand optirnistic theory of the internet as a 

vehicle of empowerment. Al1 I see in the practices of these users is the germs of a knowledge of 

the internet that is "for us" (Smith, 1987, p. 153). A knowledge that helps ordinary users grasp 

the social and technological relations organizing the worlds of their everyday experience and 

conceive of adequate means of resistance. In the following chapter 1 will continue the 

examination of the creative appropriations of the medium undertaken by users. 1 will attempt to 

demonstrate the fundamental situatedness of Intemet activities in users* everyday lives - a 

condition that generates both potentialities and limitations. 



Chapter 5 

Situating the Virtual: Little Bebaviour Genres of the Internet 

in this chapter 1 continue the exploration of the social pmcess of becoming a domestic 

Intemet user started off in the previous cbapter. Here, I examine in more detail that critical point 

in the pmcess where users discover important personally meaningful applications of the 

Intemet. 1 am looking for the emergence of what Becker called a "stable fom of new behaviour 

toward the object" (Becker 1953, p. 242; see aiso Chapter 4) that is responsible for the 

continuation of use. In constmctivist terms this can be seen ris the stage of stabilization of the 

domestic intemet connection as a technology with a clearly defined meaning, even if only at the 

level of personal experience and for a limited period of tirne. This stabilization of the intemet as 

an object of relevance for users, 1 argue, rests on a conception of the medium representing itç 

situated rationalization.3J 

"Situated rationaiization" is a concept in which 1 have blended and somewhat triviaiized 

Feenberg's (1991, 1993a, 1993b) idea of subversive rationalization, Haraway's (1995) concept 

of situated knowledges and Smith's (1987) notion of standpoint. The study that 1 report here, as 

pointed out in Chapter 3, follows the method of Smith's sociology h m  the standpoint of 

women in locating a subject who is anchored in a material and local world and engagai in 

hidher projects as a knowledgeable actor. My goal is to grasp the logic and rationaiity of the 

applications users find for the hternet h m  their standpoint in the actualities of their everyday 

lives (their social-biographicai situation): I want to know how and why the Intemet becomes 



drawn into the subjects' systems of relevance and activitiy? What 1 am hoping to uncover 

through this investigation is a repertory of uses of the internet that are meaningfui to people; 

applications that help users gain control over characteristic situations in their everyday lives. in 

such instances, users elaboraie locally rationai conceptions of the technology and ways of its 

application that correspond to the parameters of their individual situations. 

These situated rationalizations would be too rnicmscopic in scde and negligible with 

respect to the social genesis of the medium if they were isolated, random and inf"te1y diverse. 

The account offered in this cbapter suggests that this is not the case. 

Putting togetber cokrent narratives about their experience with the Intemet, my 

respondents felt compelled to provide a rationai explanation of why they vaiued their Intemet 

connection. In order to do that, they had to explicate aspects of their situations with respect to 

which their actions on and through the Internet made sense. Typical expressions of this 

rhetoricai move were "because" clauses immediately following the statement of their discovery 

of a personally attractive function of the medium. A survey of these "because" motives brought 

forward by respondents reveals a set of recwing situationai characteristics that made the 

intemet needed, useful and significant to users: 

(1) social isolation brought about by circumstances such as sickness, dysfunctionai 

marriage, single parenthood, retirement, unemployment; 

(2) dislocation or recurrent change of location; 

(3) globaiiy spread famiJy and social networks; 

(4) lack of intellectual challenge in current work; 

(5) uncenainty or dissatisfaction with current job; 

'%ypically worked out with UR k l p  and coiiaboraàon of other people such as the '%am cirpcrts" introduced in Chapter 4. 

170 



(6) sense of belonging to a dispersed community of interest, quite often - a community 

of suffering (such as rare diseases and adverse circumstances). 

In wbat follows, 1 will discuss each of these situational characteristics in relation to the 

practices it brings forth. The a-tiveness of the Internet, I suggest, offers a vantage point 

toward the buman condition in a globalizing pst-fordist capitalist society. Facing characteristic 

problems in their saciai-biographicai situations, users discover affordances in Tnternet 

technology that help hem re-gain some control over their lives. These are, then, the properties 

of the technology that users actualize on a systematic basis in the course of their everyday lives. 

By doing this they bring forth new and sometimes unexpected practices related to that 

technology. These "little behaviour genres of the Internet," as 1 would like to refer to them 

invoking Voloshinov's (192911986) tbeory of language, represent an important force in the 

dynamics of the generative proçess of technology. 

Isolalion 

Maybe the most graphic cnsis situation breeding loneliness and desperation was that of 

Ellen. About three years before our meeting, the 49-year old editor and free-lance writer had 

gotten sick with a rare, poorly understood and "devastating" iiiness which had had a debilitating 

effect un her social and intellecnial functioning and had made her house bound. On certain days 

Ellen, who is divorced, bas no children and no close relatives in tom, couldn't wak to the store 

to buy herself food, and often couldn't even go downstairs to check her mail for weeks. Her 

local friends were puzded and frightened by the change in her persondity and practicaily 

abandoned her, ai least for the fmt few months of her illness. In men's own words, sbe was "in 

cornplete despair, reaiiy in a very desperate situation and tembly isolated, feeling very lonely 



because nobody around including my doctor actually understood what 1 was going through and 

how much 1 was suffering from the illness." 

Against this backdrop, two years before our conversation, one of Ellen's local friends 

came to visit her and said: "1 'm going to set you up on the Intemet, and I'm going to show you 

how to use it." Ellen had known about the Intemet before she got il1 and even used to belong to 

a professional editors' list to which she connected from work. But the specific function that her 

f'iend was introducing her to now was "in order for me to be able to connect to a support 

group." Since then, the Internet had become a "life line" for Ellen: 

... and what 1 found was that it became a lifeline for me, literally a lifeline, 
because [emphasis mine] 1 was in complete despair, really in a very desperate 
situation and tembly isolated, feeling very lonely because nobody around 
inciuding my doctor actually understood what 1 was going through and how 
much 1 was suffering from the illness ...( Ellen) 

Sandy, a 35-year old telemarketer was first introduced to the Internet through a 

university course she was taking at that time - about a year and a half before the interview. She 

worked part-time and had a young daughter, so she found going to campus to use the computer 

lab too demanding and was planing to drop that course. Her professor advised her that she could 

actually connect to the Intemet and do her research from home and even put her in touch with a 

computer-enthusiast student who came to her house and set up her connection. Very soon Sandy 

"discovered" the chat lines and started visiting regularly a room where she couid find Macintosh 

help: ''the people in there wouid help you with al1 the technology stuff." Fulfilling the 

requirements of her university course, Sandy diligently worked through the different chat 

programs and channels until she found her way to a chat-place called talkcity.com. There she 

actually discovered how the Intemet was relevant to her life: 

1 went iato this room about parenting. Because [emphasis mine] 1 lived in such 
isolation, because my husband didn't ailow me to have any friends or anything, 1 
discovered this whole area. He thought 1 was wrîting essays for university and 1 
have a ripping good tirne [laughs triumphantly] meeting people in there and 



having a great t h e  talking to them. Just meeting people because 1 wasn't ever 
aUowed to do that. In my relatiooship with him he was very controlling and 
isolating. 1 lived with a lot of feus. And now 1 could just Lie to him about what 1 
was doing and meet people. (Sandy) 

Isolation and discovery were the two key words dominating Sandy's account of her early 

Intemet experience. While Euen's isolation was caused by a physicai illness, Sandy's 

confinement was produced by an abusive marriage. Liess intentionaiiy than Eiien, initially 

foiiowing the extemally imposed requirements of her university course, Sandy acquired the 

tmls and the skills to explore and redefine the educationai medium promotcd by her university 

as an emotionai medium. She found a medium that supplied her with social support and self 

esteem, so conspicuously missing in her original situation. This brought the end of Sandy's 

marriage - her online friends "held her hand" throughout the painful experience of leaving her 

husband - and the beginning of her stmggle to resume control over her own life: "1 think 

because 1 lived in such isolation and then aii of a sudden 1 was reminded that 1 was a real person 

[speaks emotionaiiy], with reai emotions, and real feelings and 1 was likable by people. Because 

1 was no longer isolated" (Sandy). 

Isolation, aibeit of a different form and origin, came up again as an element of Sandy's 

new situation following her divorce, which reinforceci the relevance of the Intemet. This time it 

had to do with her daily life as a single mother cautiously balancing her limited financiai means: 

Because [emphasis mine] once I get my daughter to bed at night, king a single 
mom now, 1 don't have a lot of social network availability because 1 don't have a 
lot of money - 1 am trying to pay for my b a s  here and this last year has cost me a 
lot of money, 1 have debts to pay. 1 can't pay a baby sitter so that 1 could go out 
and do something. So quite often 1 log ont0 the computer and read at web sites ... 
(Sandy) 

in the case of Jim, a 73-year old retired mechanical engineer, the Intemet acquired 

relevance in the wake of the transition between employment and retirement. Despite the f a t  

that this transition is considered a nanual moment of one's social biography, it produces 



isolation and loneliness never the less. First of ail, Jim returned to his youth's hobby - radio- 

controlled motor gliders - as a way to deal with the void created by the departure of his children. 

Later, the Intemet, mainly in its e-mail function, was recommended to him by a friend as a 

means for staying in touch with his children - his daughter and her family lived in Saskatchewan 

- and with his newly developed hobbyist network. Asked whether the Intemet had changed in 

any way his pattern of daiiy life, Jim explained that what had happened was more complicated: 

Because [emphasis mine] my life changed because of king retired. This filled 
something which 1 missed when 1 retired and that was daily interaction with 
people, the people at work, traveling to work in the car pool. 1 missed that a lot 
when 1 fmt retired and 1 usually go into the office every month or so. 1 find this 
[the Intemet] helps to have this connection with people through the Intemet - 
people on the mailing list and my friends, or unknown helpers, the general 
activity on the Intemet helps to fi11 a void that 1 felt when 1 fmt retired. (Jim) 

The capacity of the Internet to connect users with other people and to ailow them to form 

new relationships from within theu situation of king "house bound" - physically, sociaily or 

financially - had been the affordance discemed by these three respondents from theù standpoints 

in everyday life. A similar element of lirnited physical and social mobility could be detected in 

the situation of other users who did not explicitly describe themselves as house bound. Jane, a 

suburban homemaker was quite well integrated in her local cornmunity, however she had to 

spend her days in domestic routines, practically alone, because most of the people she would try 

to communicate with when she had "the tirne to think about contacting them" during working 

hours would be at their jobs and unavailable. E-maii with its non-intrusiveness and flexibility 

was a good tool for Jane to perform her part of the communication with people while ber 

children and husband were out of the house and she had her own tirne. Her addressees then 

could respond at their own convenience, most likely during the hours of the evening when Jane 

had to attend to her family's needs and was unavaiiable to take phone calls. 



Merlin, an unemployed 58-year old mechanical engineer had suffered a major dismption 

of bis established pattern of existence, or in Schutzian terms, his taken for granted lifeworld, 

when he was laid off from bis job in Montreal after having worked for a Company for 20 years. 

Merlin had been unemployed for 6 years at the tirne 1 visited him. His precarious financiai 

situation had forced him to sel1 his house in Quebec and move to Vancouver where he and his 

wife could live in the house of his in-laws for several months a year, and rent a smaii apartment 

for the rest of the year. Although Merlin tried to stay active in the local Association of 

Professional Engineers, his daily access to a professional cornmunity was practically cut off. 

After having worked as an engineer for more than 20 years, this had obviously been a heavy 

blow for Merlin. His job and the professional interaction it involved had k e n  an important part 

of who he was as a person. The Intemet had helped Merlin to try to overcome this enforced 

isolation from his professionai peers by joining a discussion list deaiing with electrical vehicles. 

His original motivation was to educate himself, to expand his undetstanding of the area. 

However, the Electric Vehicle discussion list aiso gave hirn symbolic access to a "semi- 

professional community, you don't need to have credentials to get in it," a pretty "grown-up 

group of people" as he characterized it, sharing knowledge and experience. Merlin used to 

download and read the digest of the discussion list every day and felt an old-timer in it, 

although, he admitted that he didn't contribute very often. He even visited the homes and shops 

of four iist members when on a trip to California. 

Merlin evaded explicit reflection about what the belonging to this community meant to 

him socially and emotionaily. Instead, he spoke about expertise in handling technical probtems, 

sharing stones of who built what vehicle, meeting some of the guys from the iist at exhibitions. 

A sense of the importance of his Internet involvements in the context of his situation was 



conveyed in a remark made by his wife.36 Answering my question about whether or not she 

approved of his everyday* almost full worlring the ,  preoccupation with his computer and the 

btemet, she said simply: "It's saved his sanity since he's lost his job. So, that's fine with me." 

b his Television: Technology and Cultural Fonn, Williams (1974) draws attention to 

the condition of "mobile privatization" characterizing everyday life in an earlier phase of 

industrial capitalist society and sees the technology of broadcasting as a resolution, at a certain 

level, of the contradictory pressures generated by this condition: 

This complex of developments included the motorcycle and motorcar, the box 
carnera and its successors, home electrical appliances, and radio sets. Socially, 
this complex is characterized by the two apparently paradoxical yet deeply 
connected tendencies of modem uhan industrial living: on the one hand 
mobility, on the other hand the more apparently self-sufficient family home. The 
earlier period of public technology, best exemplified by the railways and city 
lighting, was replaced by a kind of tectuiology for which no satisfactory name 
has yet been found; that which served an at once mobile and home centered way 
of living: a fonn of mobile privatization [italics in original]. Broadcasting in its 
appiied fonn was a social product of this distinctive tendency. (p. 20) 

The lives of the socially isolated people 1 talked to did not seem to match this 

description precisely. Fit of dl, these people were not sufficiently mobile - their automobiles 

could not take them to places socially denied to them. Secondly, they felt ambiguous about the 

self-sufficiency of the private homes in which their existence was circumscribed. They were 

ready and eager, each one to a different extent and different degree of rationalization, to made 

that privateness for human contact, community and broder social involvement. Their Intemet- 

based practices could be characterized as constituting an attempt at "immobile socialization." 

Users employed the medium for associating with other people and social entities without 

leaving, which represented a resolution, at a certain level, of the pressures present in their 

%1 have chom not to give pseudonym to the rrspondmts' spouses whom 1 have interviewai for two reasons. Fint. ï wouid 
üke to avoid the ovedoading of the text witb names and second, I want to kecp clear the relationship ktwecn tlie main 
respondent and the spouse. 1 refer to male spouscs as "husband" and f d e  spouxs as "wife." niac wcic no homosexual 
couples in the group of people 1 interview&. 



original situations. That was not necessarily the safe and inconsequential socializing at which 

critiques of computer mediated communication have been leveled (Borgmann, 1992; Posünan, 

1993; Kumar, 1995; Slouka, 1995). in many cases, for example with Merlin and Sandy, 

relationships established online had been followed up in face-to-face contacts. With Jim, the 

distinction between "virtual" and "reai" links had been less marked. He had been able to shuttle 

between involvement in actual events with his fellow-hobbyists and the electronic 

communication that sustained their organization. 

In general, users encountering the internet from within a situation of social isolation 

were fast to discover the socializing affordances embodied in the medium. These people defined 

and employed the internet as a social technology, as a solution to the problem of loneliness, 

helplessness and the loss of self esteem often related to that. Typically commanding limited 

resources, and as a result deprived of mobility in the physical as well as the social sense, these 

users found in the internet a handy and affordable means for transcending the Limitation of their 

social-biographical situation. Sometimes, as in Sandy's case, the internet provided the means 

for transforming this situation radically. At the sarne time, their king "out there," in 

cyberspace, the actions through which they geared into the virtual world - chaning, joking, 

sharing, helping and king helped, or in Sandy's playful formulation "rescuing" and king 

rescued - constructed the medium of the internet by rendenng it panicular properties that others 

would later (or sirnultaneously) "discover" or leam about and that would be deposited in the 

social stock of knowledge about this technology. 

Alex, a 36-year old jewelry designer, and his family (wife and son) left their East 

European native country in the wake of the f d  of the Berlin Waii. They had îived as refugees in 



London for 4 years before immigrating to Canada in 1996. For Alex and his wife cyberspace 

had provided vital information about the economic and social landxape of the new place they 

were settling and most importantly, about the job market. Alex had explored the Canadian 

jeweiry-making business through online indexes at the t h  he and his family were making a 

decision to move. Later, he drew on that information to fmd himself a job in Vancouver. Then it 

was his wife's turn to apply the strategies he had developed in finding employment as a 

proposal specialist. It had worked for both of thern. The new social terrain seemed to have been 

more easily peneûable because of the availability of its cham in cyberspace. 

The existing World Wide Web sites of newspapers from their native Bulgaria and of 

international news agencies allowed Alex and his wife to stay in touch with the imagined 

comrnunity (Anderson, 1983) of their small nation, even in the total absence of any mention of 

it in the mainstrearn news media of their new home country. The same practice of putting 

together a geographically and culturally fragmented identity could be observed in the case of 

Radul, a 36-year old auto body technician, originally from Rumania. He and his elderly father, 

also an immigrant to Vancouver, would regularly sit together in Radul's basement to read 

newspapers and listen to radio stations from their native town. 

This practice was comrnon in the cases of other immigrants in my respondent group 

(eight persons from Europe, three h m  the United States, two from Africa). One notable 

example of this phenomenon came from a respondent who was using the information about his 

native Ethiopia found on the Internet to produce a co-op radio program for the Ethiopian 

comrnunity in Vancouver. Theodore, a 45-year old parking patroller with a bachelor's degree in 

political science had been active in the founding of the Ethiopian National Congress, an 

organization meant to represent a united front of Ethiopians in exile "attempting to galvanize 

the opposition groups that are in Ethiopia." in the foilowing excerpt, Theodore describes how 



this political organization emerged out of the everyday life of Ethiopians in North Arnerica, 

s i thg  just like himself at the screens of their home cornputers: 

It was out of the EEDN - the Ethiopian Electronic Distribution Network. This 
professor in Ohio was pushing for the establishment of the Ethiopian United 
Front. Individuais on the iist started talking about this thing and said we shouid 
do something about it and so it started as a virtual organization and it 
transformed itself, there was a meeting in July of last year in Los Angeles - the 
initial meeting for individuals to get together and discuss this thing and then 
there was another meeting in 1997 October where the actual organization was 
proclaimed and established in Atlanta. 1 was in LA, but 1 couldn't make the last 
two meetings. (Theodore) 

For Theodore and the rest of the immigrants in my respondent group the Internet was a 

cultural and poiiticai technology pmviding them the means for presewing an important side of 

their identities. They could stay informed and, when they chose to do so, to be politically active 

Bulgarians, Rumanians, Ethiopians, etc. while living in a different geographical location. In 

their everyday lifeworlds their original States and culnues remained within attainable and 

restorable reach (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). Despite the novelty of the technology, one couid 

recognize in this practice a repetition of the history of old communication technologies 

cnatively employed by individuals and pockets of immigrants to sustain ethnic and cultural 

identities at a distance from their original localities. Early 20th century immigrants to North 

Arnerica, as Cohen (1990) has shown, did that with the phonograph and radio. Punjabi young 

people Living in England in the 1990s incorporated a combination of communication media such 

as television, videos and radio in the negotiation of their ethnic and immigrant identities (see 

Gillespie, 1995). The use of the intemet with regard to ethnic and national identity repeated, but 

also expanded the earlier practices based on other technologies in terms of mach and possibility 

for action. 

It was interesthg to contrast the experience of immigration in the age of the internet 

with that of earlier generations of immigrants as exemplified by another respondent, the 62-year 



old Reiner, a retired mechanical engineering technician of German origin. Reiner's account 

presents a vivid illustration of the situated rationalization of the technology. Explainhg how and 

why he began to use the Intemet, Reiner recalled.. 

So curiosity was at the beginning, but then 1 realized - hey, there is something 
reaily good happening! And as you probably realize, 1 am not an original 
Canadian, just like you are. 1 am from Germany. And at the beginning when 1 
first came here 1 was more of a Canadian than any Canadian probably. 1 said 1 am 
here now in Canada, forget about the past. And only later 1 reaiized, hey, there is 
something rnissing. My background is Geman. 1 was 28 when 1 came over. My 
background, my history is in Germany, my schooling is German. My wife is 
Canadian so we didn't speak German at home. 1 almost lost my German. It was 
so bad. When my mother was on the phone, 1 couldn't respond to her in German. 
So, 1 suddenly woke up and said there is someihing wrong ... So, 1 realized - this 
WWW, it is not just English, it is Geman, it's Russian, Chinese. And suddenly 1 
reaiize, hey, 1 am connected again to G e m n y !  Really, 1 am connected! 1 can 
read German newspapers. 1 liveù in Germany in Ausburg and 1 can read now (1 
just found it a couple of weeks ago) Der Ausburger General (Algemeine) with 
the local news of Friedburg which is the town where 1 more or less grew up. So, 1 
am at home again!! And 1 am reading another paper from Koblenz, where 1 went 
to engineering school and 1 lived there for 4 years, so 1 am still interested. So this 
is the biggest thing that the Intemet did for me! (Reiner) 

There is an irony in this cornparison. The most pst-modem of technologies is 

contributing to the persistence of typically modem sentiments and practices like these related to 

nationalism as a collective identity (see Anderson, 1983). Thus identity in the age of the Intemet 

seems to be indeed constructed through the computer screen as Turkle (1995) has pinted out 

but this is occdng  in ways quite different h m  those on which she has focused her account. 

My study found not electronic play lands such as MUDs, but rather cyber-projections of long- 

established social institutions to be formaiive to tbe personae of my respondents. The materiais, 

the languages, generaily - the resources on which people drew to constnict identity both online 

and offline did not appear to be as free floating and randornly accessible as pst-modern 

theorists (Tuticle, 1995, Stone, 1995) may have it. They remained sociaiiy and biographically 

rooted and as unequally distributed as ever before. 



Upon furîher reflection, a question arises about whether the very existence of cyberspace 

projections of "real" institutions is making the constructeci character of these institutions 

theniselves more easily recognizable and negotiable. Latour (1998) has pointed out that in fact 

"virtudity . . . is a materiakation of society and not a disembodiment of society" (paragrph 5). 

The digital images of social institutions, Latour argues, have pmvided us with a more material 

way of looking at what happens in society. They have made our social link visible in a much 

more simple and archaic way than before. Virtuality ailows us to see "building blocks of social 

order king re-invented anew," Latour claims (paragraph 8). But isn't this the same insight îhat 

inspired Zuboff (1988) to write about information technology in the production process: ".. . the 

same technology simultaneously generates information about underlying productive and 

administrative processes through which an organization accomplishes its work. It provides a 

deeper level of transparency [italics added] to activities that had been either partially or 

completely opaque" (p. 9). This observation led Zuboff to believe that information technology 

could "informate" (p. 10) the human actors and open to them a new level of reflexivity. 

Whether a new relationship between citizens and institutions was ernerging based on this 

increased transparency of social process is a question that certainiy applies to the experience of 

immigrants and imagined Canadians alike. An impulse to talk back to the online images of 

politicai and media institutions was clearly discemible in my respondents' stories. Thdore  

talked back critically to a mailing List distributed by the Ethiopian government (and lost his 

access to it as a result). G q ,  a 67-year old retired naval radio-operator, had turned the practice 

of taiking back to mass media and governmental sites into his main activity on the Intemet. 

1 was never writing letters like that before. Because e-maii has made it so easy to 
send a letter. 1 have often had thoughts about what had been said on the radio 
before. But now it is so easy for me to send a message tbat 1 just send it. 1 
sometirnes smoke dope and 1 dont think dope should be illegai. I have sent 
letters on e-maii through the Internet on that subject. 1 would never send tbat 



before, but now its SU easy! 1 have written to my MP, 1 got their addresses 
through the Intemet, the minister of health, the minister of justice (Garry). 

Sophie, a 35-year old nutrition consultant talked passionately about a heaith policy issue 

that she foiiowed fmm a CO-op radio show ont0 a web site suggested during the talk, and was 

finaliy left wondering how she could express her own feelings through the Internet: 

... and 1 was reading, and reading, and 1 thought 'This is awful!" Because who 
wants to read about this, who wants to h o w  about this, because what can we do? 
... Other than leave what you are doing now and go and [searching for a word] 
protest or whatever ... It takes a heck of a lot ... It is interesting, may be through 
ihe internet, you can protest, people can protest, and that would be easier, 
because it's a link to everywhere, right? And that's what they are trying to do with 
these web sites. (Sophie) 

The "it's so easy" sensation should not lead us, as analysts, to underestimate the 

significance of the impulse to talk back. We should consider whether "easy" is actually a code 

word for something else. People do not talk back sirnply because "it's easy" but because they 

have always had things to Say to the world of policy and rnass media. But these institutions have 

k e n  experienced as a separate sphere of practice to which ordinary people have had no access 

on the tenns of their everyday action. They have not been able to afford to "leave what you are 

doing now and go ..." as Sophie put it. The handiness of the Intemet access to these institutions - 

from amidst everyday life - now generates the feeling that they are within "aminable reach," 

that people, as citizens, can actuaily perform action ont0 them. Thus "easy" may actually mean 

"it is now possible for me to act politically from where 1 stand" and this is a very important 

attitude with regard to empowennent. However it is equally easy to see it fade away and get re- 

consûucted as a naive illusion. 

Some of my respondents thought that citizens' access to institutions of power was 

illusionary, that institutions would pay no heed to e-mail comments from ordinary men and 

women taüciag back to them on daily basis. But if this is the political reality, is there not a 

flicker of possibility here still? Institutions are modeling theu internet-based communication 



with the public on the the-tested pmtice of public relations. They present themselves by their 

web sites and tend to employ the interactive features of the new medium at best for deiivenng 

individuaiized information in response to searches perfomed by clients. At the same the, 

citizens seem to want their voices heard and taken into account now through the new 

functionaiities of the intemet. This suggests that there is indeed a democratic potential to the 

intemet - it's capacity to galvanize response and to conduct it back to previously one-way 

transmitters of powerful discourse. But in or&r for that potential to start materidizing, 

innovative social and political interfaces between citizens and political institutions should be 

imagined and implemented to match the technical interface already in place. 

Globally Spread Fundy and Social NetworRr 

When 1 f h t  moved to the States t was completely lost. 1 was in the rniddle of 
nowhere, in the middle of the cornfields. 1 knew nobody. 1 had nobody around. 1 
desperately needed human contact. You go there [to the university], you 
professor tells you to start studying this and that, to read this and that but 
everything else is just dead. (Myra) 

The speaker of these words was a 28-year old Albanian woman who had moved to the 

United States to pursue an acadernic degree. The void Myra was describing was not the sarne as 

in the situations of isolation discussed earlier. Myra was a member of the nomadic tribe of 

relatively young and educated people of different national backgrounds who v e n w  across state 

and cultural borders in their pursuit of a variety of personal goals. Yet at the level of everyday 

life, Myra and others like her still have a need "for human contact" in their here and now. 

Cultivating such contact however usually takes time, sometimes longer than the nomads 

actually spend in the same place. Note the pattern of living Myra sketches below and its 

"natural" match with the ubiquity of the Intemet: 

1 was lucky in some sense because most of my fnends from the time 1 studied 
and worked are now scanered around the world - doing PhDs and pst-doctorates 



here and there. As grad students or pst-docs they al1 have the access, so we keep 
in touch that way. Well, 1 have made a few friends on the Internet too. [Where 
are your old friends?] Sheffield, England; several in France; several in Italy; 
several in ûermany; in Russia, in Bulgaria; Japan; of course the States. They are 
no& only Albanians, 1 tend not to make a difference. 1 have been here and there in 
Europe usuaily for 3-6 months exchange, working at a university you get those ... 
1 made friends bere and there, basically a l i  over the world. (Myra) 

Like Myra, throughout their wandering, Alex and family had been leaving behind a 

scattered social network that could only be experienced as restorable and mainiainable through 

e-mail and online chat - parents in Bulgaria, cousins in Spain, friends in London, the USA and 

throughout Canada. 

The wish to stay in touch with one's globally dispersed extended family at the cost of a 

locd phone cal1 is a major impetus behind the adoption of the Intemet in the home. Thanks to 

the channel opened by e-mail, the loved ones seem to be in a constantly restorable reach. As 

research on the telephone (Rakow, 1992; Moyal, 1992) has suggested, women are the main 

beneficiaries of this new possibility because it is their job to maintain the farnily networks. But 

men in Intemet households, especially when they were the main users as was the case with 

Reiner, John, Don and Merlin, seemed to be getting more involved in this practice too. The 

question of what the communication within these electronically sustained family and broader 

social networks means to participants is worth an extended discussion. 1 will limit myself to 

putting forward an observation regarding the experience of electronic writing. Both men and 

women in my respondent group expressed in different ways a feeling of a dual liberation of their 

communication with close friends and relatives - from the cultural authority of the epistolary 

genre and the intrusiveness of the phone ring. 

[How do you comrnunicate with your sister in Toronto?] Well, since we have 
the internet I prefer the Intemet, it's easier, quicker, 1 can just sit down and write. 
1 have noticed that my writing is often very messy whkh it wouidn't be in a 
letter. It's interesting, because as you are typing dong, thinking and typing, and 
then you tend not to proof read too much here before you send it off. And it 
works like you just sort of, OK, next thing, right? But 1 don't mind writing 



letters, but once 1 have the Intemet, 1 prefer to use it. It is more like talking on the 
telephone, whereas writing d o m  with pen and paper is more forma1 somehow, 
really from learning this in school, whatever, you are very strict how to write ... 1 
don't know, may be this is where it comes h m ,  but 1 see that more as important 
in king correct in one's grammar, but on the Intemet it is more easy going, 
something - more lax about. 1 won? think twice about writing her something and 
just sending it off. (Sophie) 

My brother gave me the machine, but it has vastly improved my communication 
with my brother. He lives in south Vancouver. 1 never would think about 
phoning him if 1 hear a joke at the swimming pwl. And he would do the sarne 
for me. And we would never had done that before, never. We exchange little 
things, really not very important but it makes it much more exciting when 1 meet 
the person 1 have something to discuss with them and so go on fmm there ... Or, 
you are walking home after seeing [ftiend's name] at the pool and 1 thing, oh, 
I've got to tell him about this and 1 go on e-mail. (Garry) 

And 1 ialk more to my brothers now. If 1 have a question - like this one iine 
question - 1 probably wouldn't write to them. 1 might phone hem but the chance 
to get them at home is very unlikely because they are never at home, and then the 
time difference - they are 3 hours ahead ... That way 1 can just e-mail them and 
they can answer it whenever they want and it doesn't cost them anything. It is 
easy. (Jane) 

Along with the transcendence of distance, the second notable functionality, "clic king" 

with users' needs was the elernent of time management. People in contemporary society are not 

separated only by space, but also by conflicting schedules. E-mail provides more rwm for 

negotiation between "subjective time" and "social time1* (see Schutz & Luckrnann, 1973, p. 47). 

It produces moments of imaginai intersubjective tirne out of temporally separated but mutually 

onented (textual) actions. This worked particularly weli for Jane, the homemaker, who had "the 

time to think about contacting" fiiends during the working &y when people were at work and 

hard to get hold of. Jane went further to constnict a shared world with her distant friends and 

relatives by looking at their local newspapers on the web: "it is kind of fun to see their 

headlines." Sandy did the same for her fiiend's local weather. 

There was a whole range of conflicting evaluations expressed by my respondents as far 

as the noms of appropriateness and the overall value of this electronic social networking was 



concemed. Different ideologies and sensitivities get tied into these debates that sound similar to 

earlier negotiations and stmggles mund tbe definitions of other new technologies of 

communication, for example the telephone. 1s online chatting enriching or degrading; is sending 

multiple-recipient messages with jokes and other "cute junk" as one respondent called it, a 

reassuting form of phatic cornunication, or is it a de-personaiized and superficiai pseudo- 

contact? Considering, debating and settling such issues in their online relationships with others, 

users do important signifying work that contributes to the public understanding of the internet. 

LaEk of Intellecîual Challenge and Unccrtainty or Dissalisf~tion with Current Job 

Job uncertainty and dissatisfaction were other recurring aspects of respondents' sociai- 

biographicai situations that motivated their Intemet use. Having a job that is "boring and it takes 

absolutely zero intellecnial capabilities*' (Sandy), king "boxed in" (Theodore) in a job situation 

where the kind of the work was not gratifying but the pay was good, feeling in "limbo" (Martha) 

due to a work related injury and the unpredictability of insurance coverage and employment 

future, having been unemployed for an extended period of tirne (Merlin) - these were 

characteristic conditions that led people to look towards the Intemet for inteiiectual challenge, 

self-realization, shortcuts to employment information and potentiai business opportunities. 

Sandy, who was an object of pervasive performance monitoring by a computer al1 

through her working day, was responding by leaming and mastenng the technology of the 

Intemet so that it would serve her to arrange and feel in control of her personai worid outside 

her telemarketing pod. Theodore was drawing on Intemet sources to create his CO-op radio 

show. His program was "as close as it cornes" to bis field of study - politicai science - a field in 

which he never had the chance to work professionaiiy because of bis unresolved immigration 

status at the time. 



Martha, who had injured her shoulder working as a meat-wrapper at Safeway had 

developed a passion and skills for btemet "research" and was staning to envision for herself a 

future as a researcher and Intemet site developer. Sophie had voluntary made it part of her job as 

a consultant at a nutrition supplement store to search the Web for specific information on herbs 

in order to better help her customers. She and her husband were thinking of opening their own 

herbal store with an intemet connection where they could "educate" people dong with selling 

them products. Even Don who was otherwise making a conscious effon to remain cool and 

critical in the face of the common fascination with the Intemet, was keeping his connection 

alive for the purposes of job searching. Thus job searching and "research" were emerging as two 

centrai applications meaningful to my respondents that justified their continuing internet use. 

The notion of "research" is particularly interesting as it points to a potentially important 

change in the way everyday life activities are performed. Routine ways of doing things and the 

application of unquestioned common sense knowledge have been considered among the main 

deteninants of everyday life (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). In contrast, equipped with their 

Intemet connections, the people 1 interviewed seemed to approach their everyday life activities 

with a heightened awareness of the diverse choices and possibilities available. They were taking 

a questioning and reflective stance vis-à-vis theu environment and seeking to elaborate rational 

strategies for dealing with it. They were using the Internet to be creative, especially when such a 

chance was denied to them at their jobs. They were opening up new areas of meaningful activity 

in their everyday lives: Theodore's radio show, Martha's attention deficit disorder support group 

site (see below), Sopbie's customer education, etc., leaning on the Internet. 

The interest in "doing research" was the most clearly expressed in the field of medicine, 

health and phannacy. People were drawing on both medicai school sites and newsgroups 

discussions in their effort to figure out and manage their health problems. Research was 



performed on places to travel to, on apple trees to be planted in one's garden, on forage to feed 

tu one's cows, on historical events àrawn into current media discourse, on musical celeases, on 

locating long lost rnembers of one's farnily, on equipment and other items to be bought. AU 

these heterogeneous interests and actions can be subsumed under one trend - the effort to make 

informed and thus rationai choices about maners of daily action, including consumption: 

Another aspect 1 like - when I want to buy something - whatever it is, be it shws 
or books, 1 can actually get more information about products h m  the Internet 
than 1 cm receive h m  sellers, or a clerk in a store. 1 think 1 probably get more 
factual information because it has been presented to you in a written fashion. It is 
different when someone purs it on paper and when someone gives it to you 
verbally. You never know whether this person actually knows anything. So, that I 
find very helpful - knowledge about anything 1 would like to purcha se... 
information is very good for me. 1 can compare different offers on the internet 
and I fmd 1 am going to the store much better prepared and I know much more 
even than the clerk. (Reiner) 

For example, last week I needed a fax, 1 lmked here [on the Internet] what faxes 
there are on the market ... Instead of asking technical information from the store 
and the salesmen, who know nothing about that, 1 went directly to the web site, 
looked up ail things that I needed, downloaded them and chose exactly this fax, 
which helped me a lot because it saved me a lot of time searching the stores. It 
also saved me some money because 1 didn't decide to buy a more expensive fax 
given that this one would serve me just as well to do the same job (Alex). 

Three distinct manifestations of this condition could be found in the situations of Ellen, 

Garry and Martha. Meeting other people with the same syndrome online, Ellen could "put her 

situation in perspective" and start learning what to expect and how to deal with the most 

difficult moments from others who had already k e n  there; that is, she entered a process of 

socialization in her disease. At a later stage of her involvement, EUen was arnong the initiators 

of a sub-list, a group of people who went on searcbing for alternative treatrnents including 

herbai, traditional and spirituai elements. In fact, h m  men's account it sounded Like one such 

treatment the group had been able to find consisted in their mutual emotional support. But 



something more could be noticed in Ellen's leaniiag how to live with her illness. Her online 

relationships and the self-understanding she acquired through them gave her the strength to start 

working on the reconstruction of her local fiendships. Now she could reach out to people and 

teil them that despite the illness: "I am the same hiend you once had." 

For Martha, the rationaikation and subquent stabilization of her domestic btemet use 

happened in relation to a problem her son had as a child - his attention deficit disorder. Initially, 

Martha joined a chat room on this topic ai CompuServe. Later, when her Intemet "research 

skiiîs improved, she went on coiîecting information on the topic and putting it together for the 

purposes of the local parent support group she had helped organize. Martha's online and off-line 

activities helpfully complemented each other. She ended up becorning the web master of her 

local parent suppon group. She created a web site about attention deficit disorder featuring 

informative material found on the Web and publicizing local activities. Since the site was put up 

on the Vancouver Community Net server, Martha had ken  regularly receiving mail from 

parents in the area looking for information about the disorder and interested in joining the local 

support group. 

This weaving of the local and the global, the "vvimiai" and the "reai" through 

involvement in groups of common interest both online and face-to-face could be also observed 

in the case of Garry, who drew on discussions in the arthritis newsgroup to advise people with 

the illness as a volunteer for the local Arthntis Association telephone line. Jane was searching 

btemet sources for ideas to implement in her arts and crafts group at the local church. On one 

occasion she searched the Internet to help a fiend with information about support groups for 

male victims of sexual abuse. Theodore's radio program was infiuential in the life of the local 

Ethiopian community. 



Summary: Lütle Behaviour Genres of the lntemet 

In conclusion, 1 would like to go back to the perspective on the generative pmess of 

language proposed by Voloshinov (1929/86) in his Marxism and the Philosophy oflanguage. 

The speciai value of Volshinov's theory, as 1 argued in Chapter 1, lies in his dialectical 

conception of language as a system that determines what speakers can and cannot say but that is 

also susceptible to transformations originating fiom the social process of speaking. Brought to 

bear on technology, or more precisely on wliat 1 have called the generative process of 

technology, this perspective would allow us to see the Intemet sirnultaneously as a system that 

determines what users can and cannot do by vime of given design, but that is also susceptible to 

change in the process of use. 

Following Voloshinov's (192911986) mode1 further, we would come down to the 

phenomenon of the little behaviour genres. Each of these genres is "a fact of the social milieu: 

of holiday leisure time, and of social contact in the parlor, the workshop, etc.; meshes with that 

milieu and is delimited and defined by it in its internai aspects" (p. 97). For Voloshinov, the 

everyday speech acts that spur the evolution of the Liaguistic system grow from little behaviour 

genres arising in typicai situations. These situations, for their part, are determined by the larger 

pmcess of matenal social reproduction. 

Building freely on Voloshinov's (192911986) linguistic insights, it can be argued that 

users are indeed an active force in the generative pmess of technology but not in any random or 

voluntaristic way. Typical social-biographical situations in which subjects find themselves give 

rise to specific little behaviour genres including genres of technology use. Under certain 

conditions, such genres can induce changes in the technology itself. 

In this study 1 have been able to ident* a number of such genres invented by everyday 

users of the Internet: participation in online suppon groups; holding together a fragmented 



national and cultural identity; sustaining giobaUy spread social and family networks; political 

organizing from amidst everyday iife; talking back to institutions of power; rationalizing 

everyday activities; connecting local and global interest groups, etc. Most of these use genres 

have been widely known and discussed in the cyberspace literahue of the last ten years (for 

example the collections edited by Jones, 1995, 1997; Smith & Kollock, 1999). My effort in tbis 

chapter has been to reveal the link between these use genres and social-biographical situations 

typical of contemporary capitalist society. 1 have proposed a perspective on these genres that 

sees them as a product of situated rationaiizations of a new technology. 1 have also attempted to 

explain how - in these particular use genres - the technology of the Intemet has been bent to 

empower "boxed in" ordinary people to transcend certain limitations of theu situations and to 

open up spaces for meaningful individual and collective action and creativity. 1 contend that by 

these creative engagements with the intemet, ordinary users have performed important 

signifying work contributing to the public definition of the medium. 

A logical question to be asked in the face of such an observation is: do the empowering 

potentialities discovered by ordinary users find an adequate consideration in the political and 

economic processes shaping the internet. For this to happen, the little behaviour genres enacted 

by everyday users have to be translated into Intemet content and communication genres built 

into the technical and institutionai structure of the medium. The intemet has to provide spaces 

and accessible resources for doing the things that ordinary users find meaningful and 

empowering as for example the case of the local parent support group using the server of the 

Vancouver Community Net, the mailing lists for associating with people with similar problems 

and beliefs, etc.37 But, as Lefebvre (1991) has observeci in his Critique of Everyday Life, the gap 

37~atthew. the moderator of an amputce mailuig tist, started bis iist at a tim when he could use the quipmait of a local 
organization. He had an interesthg saga to id about wbat b a p p e d  after that organization withdnw its resources. Matthew's 
List was saved by its own participants who r a i d  mney for him to buy a computer. This didn't quite solve the recurrent 



between the "possible" and the "real" can remain wide open, especially if the empowering 

potentialities discovered by users resist transformation into profitable business models for the 

industries operating the Intemet. After dl, ftom capital's point of view "the important thing is 

that human beings be profitable, not that their lives be changed" (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 230). 

Recognizing the smcturai realities of the world we live in, however, should not prevent 

us from identiwing the possible that is desirable from the standpoint of ordinary users. This will 

represent a starting ground for the development of the type of critique that Lefebvre called for - 

"the critique of the real by the possible" (1947191, p. 9). A dernocratic counter-project for the 

shaping of the Internet as a communication medium can only be conceived of on the bais of a 

careh1 study and emphatic understanding of the situated rationality embodied in what the 

ordinary users of today are y ing  to do with it. in the absence of such a project, users will be 

forced to give up to the totalizing stabilization of the consumption possibilities (e-commerce, 

Web TV, etc.) foisted on them by the dominant economic and political rationality. 

In the conclusion of this thesis 1 will attempt to derive suggestions for civic action and 

public policy from the set of user-initiated use genres 1 have been able to identify. Before 1 do 

that however, 1 will examine another form in which user's interpretations of the medium are 

expressed. I will show how by choosing a location for the computer with an intemet connection 

in their homes domestic users perform a microregdation of the medium, which determines 

family-members' roles and rights with respect to it. Placement encourages and discourages 

patterns of use within the particular domestic "moral economy" (Silverstone et d., 1992, p. 17). 

pmblcms Mattbew nui into trying to cova the bills for his busy elcmnic communications chargeci by his intemet Service 
Rovidcr. 
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Chapter 6 

Making Room for the Intemet 

The title of this chapter plays on Lynn Spigel's 1992 book title Make Room for TV: Television 

and the Family Ideal in Postwar America. in her study, Spigel set out to find how over the 

course of a single &cade television became part of people's daily routines and how people 

experienced the arrival of television in their homes. "Routine events such as television viewing 

are part of the ofien invisible history of everyday life, a history that was not recorded by the 

people who lived it at the time," Spigel (1992, p. 2) maintains. in order to be able to recover this 

lost history, Spigel tumed to popular women's magazines from the postwar period saturated 

with representations of the new technology of television and the new practice of viewing in the 

home setting. These popular sources, Spigel believed, expressed a "set of culturai anxieties" 

about the new medium as they engaged the public in a dialogue conceming television's place in 

the home" (1992, p. 2). These dialogues had a formative role on how people made sense of 

television and its place in their lives. They contributed to the shaping of the way in which the 

new medium operated within the culture: bT'elevision spurred a host of debates in popular media 

and what was said about the medium in turn affected television's ultimate culturai fonn" 

(Spigel, 1992, p. 4). 

Engaging in this project, Spigel wished to complement traditional television "industriai" 

history that concentrated mainly on industry, regulation and technological invention with a 

social and cultural history of the medium. In this "other" history, Spiegel maintains, the role of 

women is centrai. ûpposite to their marginal position in "industriai" history, women had to be 



recognized as the main players in the integration of television into domestic life. Looking at 

popular magazines allowed this kind of television history to be written as magazines "gave 

women the opportunities to negotiate d e s  and practices for watching television ai home. They 

addressed female readers not simply as passive consumers of promotional rhetoric, but also as 

producers within the household" (Spigel, 1992, p. 5). 

Following Spigel's (1992) example, in this chapter 1 make an effort to uncover the 

contribution of consumers to the shaping of the Internet as a communication medium by looking 

at the immediate domestic context in which it becomes incorporated. "Making m m "  in this 

sense refers to integrating the new medium into the space, time activities and relationships of 

the home. Unlike the case of television in Spigel's study however, the appropriation of the 

intemet is not past history. It is possible for a researcher to observe this process as it unfolds in 

the present, in the space and time of real individuals, rather than restonng it from magazine 

texts. 

In what follows, 1 identifj three patterns of placement of the computer connected to the 

internet in the homes 1 studied. 1 have labeled them respectively: "the wired basement," "the 

family computer roorn9* and "the gate in the Living room." 1 discuss the different normative 

dichotomies representing the domestic geographic system with regard to which the location of 

the new technical device is determined. Like Spigel (1992), 1 discover a process of intensive 

cultural production within the household, a production that is consequentid for the public 

understanding of the medium. 

Tke Microregulation of the Internet 

The arriva1 of the internet in the home stirs up anxieties and respective negotiations of 

roles and d e s  of using it. It precipitates a pmcess that 1 would like to refer to as the 



microregulation of the medium. This reguiation involves making decisions about issues of 

placement, access, preferred, discouraged and forbidden activities on and through the intemet, 

allocation of resources, including the, space, money, attention, etc. 

Underlying the microregulation of the new medium is a set of values characteristic of the 

particular family: the "moral economy of the household" (Silverstone et al., 1992, p. 17). 

Silverstone et al. insist on conceptualizing the home in tenns of a "different kind of rationality - 

different, that is, from the rationality dominating the world of public affairs and the formal 

economy" (p.27). This alternative rationality, they suggest, guides the appropriation of 

commodities in domestic c u l m  - their domestication. Commodities (media and technologies 

included) are rehfined in accordance with the household's own values and interests (see p. 16). 

In theù elaborate mode1 of domestication of comodities Silverstone et al. (1992) have 

distinguished several dimensions of the process of making room for a new technology. Tbey use 

the tenn "objectification" to refer to the physical dispositions of objects in the spatial 

environment of the home: "objectification reveals itself in display and in tum reveals the 

classificatory principles that infonn a household's sense of itself and its place in the world" (p. 

22). The arrangement of physical artifacts making up a particular environment, Silverstone et al. 

argue, objectifies the values, the aesthetic and the cognitive universe of those identifying and 

feeling cornfortable with them. It also reveals the "pattern of spatial differentiation (private, 

shared, contested; adult, child; male, fernale, etc.) that provides the bais for the geography of 

the home" (p. 23). 

The integration of a new artifact into the existing fabric of physical dispositions of 

objects and into the patterns of spatial differentiation in a household requires creative 

engagement on the part of its inhabitants. As it became clear in the case of television, new 

technologies do not descend on the household dong with a precise description of theù 



appropriate place and smunding. Women, men and children living aione or together have to 

make more or les conscious decisions about whre the novelty belongs. Thus, even if users of 

new technologies do not literaUy write and pubiicize their own definitions of artifacts' 

meanings, they objectify these meanings by inscribing artifacts into an already rneaningful 

structure of objects. In this sense, Silverstone et al.'s concept of objectification stands for a form 

of "objectivation of subjective knowledge" as discussed by Schutz (see Schutz & Luckmann, 

1973, p. 264-286 and Chapter 2). 

The concept of "incorporation," another central component of Silverstone et al.'s (1992) 

domestication model, focuses on tempraiities (see p. 24). Although this term is applied by 

these authors broadly to cover 'kays in which objects, especiaily technologies, are us& (p. 

24), 1 interpret it as a reference to tbe temporal arrangements and patterns that anse around a 

new domestic artifact. The organization of time-sharing of the artifact among different family 

members and ihe way in which engagement with the artifact fits into the overall stmcture of the 

day of the individual and the household as a collective unit represent another type of code 

through which the social and culturai significance of that artifact is expressed. As Spigel has 

shown in her cultural history of television, the timing of housewives' engagement with the new 

technology of television has been at the mot of both the development of particular television 

genres (cultural forrns) and the redefining of the role of women within the home. This provides, 

1 believe, a strong example of the intricate interconnectedness and two-way dependence 

between subjective time and sacial time (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973) as they are smctured 

around a technological medium. 

"Houses are shaped not just by materials and tools, but by ideas, values and n o m .  They 

should not be regarded simply as utiiitarian structures, but as "designs for living" States Corlin 

(1982, p. 173, quoted in Dmcker, Tentokali & Gumpert, 1997, p. 46). Adopting the logic of this 



observation, 1 would argue ihat the placement of technology within the physical and temporal 

setting of domestic life represents a design for acting with technology and as such, it is an 

important aspect of the use genres that 1 have set out to investigate. In what follows 1 will 

examine the search for the proper place of the Internet that my respondents and their families 

had gone through. The general driving force behind this search had ken, as Silverstone (1994) 

has noted about television, the "struggle for control and identity, boîh by the household itself in 

its involvement with the world beyond its front door and by the individuals within it" (p. 103). 

Placing the computer connected to the Intemet had been a staiement of the acceptaMe and 

preferred ways of using the medium within each particular home, and simultaneously, it had 

reinforced the Intemet-related roles and competencies of family members. 

While in some homes among those that 1 visited the computer connected to the Intemet 

had found its more or less stable place, in others it was or had been until recently a wandering 

object. Across the àifferent homes there was no emerging convergence in the understandings of 

what the right place of the computer connected to the intemet actually was. Depending on the 

overall structure of the home (number of rmms and inhabitants), the types of activities 

associated with the computer, the identity of the main user and the degree of use by other family 

members, several patterns of spatial arrangement could be discerned. 

The Wùed Basement 

The spatial pattern that 1 have called "the wired basement" could be found in its most 

representative form in the case of Reiner, The room in the basernent of his single-family house 

that had been his office when he used to run his own business had become his computer and 

Internet m m .  Although his computer was not top of the line - it was bought for his business 

years ago - he had a cable hternet connection, one of the fastest available at the the .  The space 



had kept its business-like character, the bookshelves still stuffed with technicai guides, books 

and CD-ROM packages. Several clocb on the walls showed the time in different time-zones. A 

television set connected to a satellite dish outside that Reiier used to watch German news 

programs from Deutsche Welle was aiso in the room.38 

For Reiner, who had retired from his job at the relatively early age of 56 and had only 

run his own business for a few years after that, this room seemed to accommodate the need for a 

space for intellectuai, quasi-professional activity. It seemed to help him reproduce the pattern of 

going to work, withdrawing from the domestic space shared with others (in this case his wife 

and often the three little girls she used to baby-sit) and delving into pursuits of his own. He was 

going downstairs every day to attend to his interests in news, technical and political topics and 

German language programming. That is bow Reiner's wife sketched the intemet-use 

arrangements in their home in terms of personal versus shared time and space. Note also the 

vertical gender-zoning of space in the home: 

And also 1 find that it keeps him occupied and out of my hair. Because it was a 
bit changed after he retired and he was around quite a bit and now this takes 
whatever time 1 need to be aione and he is out of my way. And he needs that. He 
has an inquiring mind and it is very good for him. It is good for me too because 
he is busy with that,.. Now he cornes up at 8 o'clock and he sits with me and 
watches TV with me. (Reiner's wife) 

Reiner's wife had only abstract curiosity toward the intemet and somewhat of a 

dampened puzzlement as to what her husband was doing on the computer for al1 these hours. 

However, if the amount of time he was spendiag on the Intemet had ken  an issue at some stage 

of his usage, at the moment we spoke things seemed to have senled down. His wife could not 

completely understand his attraction to the computer screen, but had leamt to see the bright side 

3 8 ~ s  intense connectedntss was in sbarp contrat with the impcnncability of the physical boundaries of his estate. Lacareci on 
a 5-anes of fann land. his housc was protccted by a fence and guarded by lm quice fierce dog that scared me away at a safc 
distance h m  the door bel for a few embamasiing minutes afhr my anival. 



of it - it gave her the oppominity to enjoy her own "quiet time." She didn't exclude the 

possibility of becoming a user herself but right now, her hands were full with the job of close to 

full-time baby-sitting of three young children and her duties related to the house, the far~n,'~ and 

the garden. Her lack of tirne during the day and tiredness at night had kept her away from the 

Internet connection despite her feeling of king "a litiie bit left out." Passing messages to Reiner 

that he would then e-mail for her to one of their sons ;uid to a fciend was as far as she had gone 

in using the net. 

It is not quite the same as 1 would do it myself. My work stopped in 1966 so 1 
had no dealings with cornputers. 1 am just awe stmck, 1 am just amazed and 1 
would be even more amazed if 1 knew what was out there.. . (Reiner's wife) 

This state of affairs was, according to Reiner's wife, her "own fault" because al1 it would 

have taken would have been to ask Reiner to show her what to do. But then the time factor 

intervened again. And furthemore "thetbere are a lot of things for me to do before 1 sit down in 

front of the computer." 

The same pattern of division of space, time and computer/Internet competence between 

husband and wife could be observed in the case of another couple - John, a retired mechanical 

engineer, and his wife living in a single-family house in an affluent residential area. John had 

his computer and Internet hook up in a room on the ground floor where he also kept his 

technical literature, hobbyist magazines and motor-@der models. While Reiner's wife's lack of 

active interest in the Internet was nuanced with a certain sense of guilt, John's wife was 

completely cornfortable with the fact that she didn't want to have anythng to do with this 

technological marvel. She had the clear sense of inbabiting a sphere of knowledge and activity 

39~01h spouses reportai that afta he retirai Reinet had taken over h m  his wife the care for their animals. He expmsed 
admiration of h a  for having bcen able to carry on that wock dong with raising five chil& for al1 the yean he had ben 
employai. 
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differeat fiom her husband's. The themes of time and passive sitting in front of a screen as 

deterring factors reoccurred in her explanation: 

WIFE: No, 1 am not interested. 1 do other things. It takes too much tbne. 
JOHN. [Wife's name] is the gardener. 
WIFE: Can be quite t h e  consuming. 
JOHN: It's her hobby 
WIFE: John likes to sit more than 1 do. 1 iike to be moving. 
MARIA: You can leam a lot about gardening on the Intemet or maybe you prefer 
a book? 
WIFE: Oh, 1 pick it up as 1 go. My father used to like to garden. First of allI 
learnt it from him, and later neighbours exchanged plants and things like that ... 
Similarly to Reiner's wife, John's wife had quit her job as a secretiuy in the l%ûs to 

become a full time mother and homemaker. As John explained, she had never been an 

"adventurous lady." She always shied away from machines if she could. She never drove. in this 

home one could observe the same up-down gender zoning of space as in Reiner's case: 

1 go up there in the evening to watch TV only if it's something very interesting, 
Then 1 come down here until it's time to go to bed ... One thing thai puzzles me in 
this relationship is that she expects me to go up there and spend some of the 
evening with her, 1 ask her: "Why don't you corne down here to spend some time 
with me?" She doesn't want to do that. (John) 

Both these wives seerned to experience a kind of identity conflict when it carne to using 

the Intemet. Their sense of who they were and of their role in the home was incompatible with 

the idea of passively sitting in a chair in front of a machine, especially during the day. Their 

speciaity was the immediate physicai deaiing with domestic objects, people and plants. For 

these women, the time when they could afford some passive entenainment were the evenings 

when they felt pbysically and mentally tired. In the television set they found an undemanding 

and yet engaging source of pleasure. The pressure they put on their husbands to come and join 

them in television viewing was reminiscent of the cultural pattern established in the pst-war 

years of television king perceived as the hub of family togethemess (see Spigel, 1W2). Tbus, 

although after retirement husbands experienced a void in their daily life that they sought to fil1 



with intellectually stimulating and social activity resembling paid work, wives could never retire 

from theu domestic duties. They continued to perceive their homes as work places where 

indulgence in a detached fonn of activity was simply out of pla~e.~O Moreover, they didn't seem 

to suffer as severe a break down in their social connectedness as their husbands thanks to 

established patterns of socializing with neighbows. 

The wired basement was an exclusively male domain. Even if not always literally a 

basement in terms of architecture, it was characteristically a space where one person could 

seclude oneself for a lengthy period of time and attend to interests and pursuits of his own. With 

Reiner and John, the practice of "going downstairs" was a symbolic and relational substitue of 

going to work and their use of the intemet in a way emulated the "serious" activities they used 

to do at work. In the case of the 35-year old Noms, a single man with a part-time job teaching 

econornics who shared the home with his mother, the wired basement served as both his office, 

information-gathenng and entenainment centre.4' A transformed family den, it was pretty 

spacious and accornrnodated besides his desk a sofa and an old television set that Norris used to 

watch videos. Two more television sets were located on the upper floor and were used for 

farnily viewing. 

Yet a third version of the wired basement was Radul's ground floor farnily rwm turned 

into a cornputer/intemet and TVNntendo m m  for he and his son. Radul, 40, was an auto body 

technician originally from Rumania who lived with his wife and 14-year old son. Radul had 

bought his computer a year and three months before we met. 

%iorley (1986) has obsecved a similar anxiety related to wornen's television viewing. Ttelevision was problematic for women 
becaux it necessitated inactivity in a space consmied as both work and leisure. 

4"his description was vcrbally given to me by Noms. We met and talked in a college cafeteria Norris was eager to respond io 
my questions but excused himself for not king able to invite me to his home at the moment. I decided not to insist on paying a 
home visit in his case as 1 suspectai that nligious. custom or other considerations might be deterring this respondent h m  
acccpting me, a woman. in his bacbelor's premises. This may have bœn a p*udice on my part given rny ignorance about 
Noms's original culture - he is a Tanzanian of hdian descent who had immigrateci to Canada 20 years ago. 



Mostly, 1 bought it for my son, you know, to work or to play games, and after 1 
bought it, we said, oh, OK, let's try the bternet and see what's going on. 1 bad 
bad absolutely nothing to do with computers before that. (Radui) 

Since then Radui had h o m e  quite interestcd in computer games hiaiself and tbe 

Internet had tumed out to be a great source of new game programs. The computer was initiaüy 

instaüed in his bedroom but often the long downloads of games and other programs from 

shareware sites dishubed his wife who wanted to use the room for its main function - to sleep. 

Then, the family decided that the "TV room" on the ground floor of their the-level townhouse 

where their son and the neighbours' kids used to play Nintendo, wouid be a better place for the 

computer and its related activities. That is how that room had become a sort of (predominantly) 

male entertainment centre in the house. After supper Radul would "disappear," in his wife's 

words, to surf game sites, to download and play games. Radui explained: 

Because, 1 tell you honest, 1 didn't have this kind of toys in Rumania. That's one 
reason. 1 bought this because 1 said, OK, 1 wanna do my pleasure. [We laugh.] 1 
like it. 1 try to keep up with the generation of my son. (Radul) 

In response to my question about whether he felt isolated from his family when he 

withdrew downstairs to deal with the computer, Radul replied that his son wouid often join him 

there to watch television or play Nintendo. They didn't do much together on the Internet itself, 

but sometimes, after a new game had been downloaded, Radul would show his son where to 

click to install it and often they would explore the new games together. Thus Radui's relative 

leadership in computer and Intemet cornpetence and his sharing in bis son's interest in games 

served as a platfonn for a father-son bond anchored in technology from which the mother was 

practically excluded. 

On weekends the Internet helped to transform the wired basement into a piece of 

Rumania and thus provided a space for another intergenerational bonding - that between Radul 

and his father who also lived in the Greater Vancouver area: 



Because when my dad cornes here for the weekends, he just sits in and 1 put on 
the radio, the reai audio from Rumania and then he sits here hours and listens - 
music and news, and al1 that. Sometimes 1 like that too - some of the news, to 
listen how - And because we get the reai audio from my city, from Timishuara, a 
few times 1 even heard my ex-boss's name on the radio, and 1 feel like oh! - 1 got 
those -uh, the goose bumps. Because 1 feel you know, 1 go back in mernory, you 
know, because we worked together ... (Radui) 

Rumanian newspapers were bookmatked in Radui's browser and he would normaiiy go 

over the latest issues and download articles to take to his dad when he went to visit him during 

the week: 

He lived with us for 3-4 years after my mom passed away 5 years ago and then 
he moved to Burnaby, we found him like a bachelor - and now aimost every 
second day 1 go to see him. to bring him some food and then he phones me "OK, 
just don? forget to make some newspapers for me." He likes politics, that's the 
tnith, he Mes to be updated. 1 don't read the whole article. Just at the time when 
1 print them out what 1 think interests me, 1 read it. Not the whole thing because 1 
don't even know, there are so many politicians now and ail the time they are 
changing and 1 don't know what that guy did, or, 1 donPt know - [But your dad 
follows?] Oh, yea he understands that thing. He cannot read the English 
newspapers, he understands no English, nothing. Me and my sister put the money 
together to bring them here. But to ôe honest, fmm now on, 1 don't recommend 
to any old people to corne here. Now he started to be a little bit more mellow but 
before, he couldn't find it - you know. He watches the TV he doesn't understand 
nothing, he listens to the radio, then even the music here on the radio is not the 
same like, you know from - So 1 print hirn a paper, 1 make him happy. (Radul) 

Radul's wife (37 and working at a full-time job) would sometimes leave her preferred 

leisure space - the main floor living room - to go "do~nstairs'~ and participate in listening to the 

Rumanian radio stations. Other than that, she had no interest what so ever in the computer and 

the Intemet. Here, the wired basernent was a clearly delineated male leisure space without much 

pretense for "serious" work-like activity apart h m  Radul junior doing some homework on the 

computer. Radul, the father, admitted that his computer/lnternet engagement had nothing to do 

with his actual job and was just a strategy "to kill some tirne" and have some pleasure. As it was 

noted however, the Internet in fact played a significant part in his relation with his son and his 

father. It was not just an instrument for personal entenainment, but created - in the phenomenon 



of the wired basement - a space for enacting and meeting of male cultures characteristic for the 

three different generations represented in Radui's family. 

The Family Cornputer Room 

The family office/study was a different fonn of spatial arrangement of Intemet-related 

practices. It was a space shared by both husband and wife, and sometimes by more mature 

children. It had usually emerged as a designated space for in-home paid work, education, 

voluntary work and finaily, entertainment. It could be observed in larger home units where 

putting aside such a designated space was possible. The farnily study was a more equal, even 

though sometirnes contested terrain. There existed privileged users but others could lay claims 

on the space, the computer, and the Intemet connection as well. In ihese cases, farnily members 

worked out d e s  of access. The women in such families in my respondent group were typically 

educated above the secondary level and employed in jobs for which computer cornpetence was 

one, if not necessarily the centrai, prerequisite. 

The most clear-cut case of an equitably shared farnily computer room was presented in 

Don's home. Don was a psychological counselor working from home. He had his office and 

reception room where he worked with patients in the basement of his single-family house. The 

computer with Intemet connection was located in another room on the main floor. Don's wife, a 

bookkeeper employed outside the home, did some of her work and e-mail correspondence on 

that computer. His grown-up sons, 18 and 22, also used the compuier partly for work and partly 

for games and pursuits of their own interests in computer technology, sports and other leisure 

topics. 

Don would usudly have undisnirbed access to the Internet connection while the test of 

the family members were at work or school. In bis words, his main activity on the Inteniet was 



"searching for employment" which involved regular visits to job-advertisement and government 

sites. Along with that, he maintained numerous contacts with family and distant friends, 

coworkers h m  his voluntary community board, and with some patients. Both he and his sons 

spent some time ptaying computer garnes but priority would be given to the family member with 

a more 'serious' need for the computer and the Internet at any given moment. 

Theodore and his wife also shared a common computer m m  which had been set up 

initially so that Theodore's wife could write and do researcb for her Master's degree in 

psychology. After she had completed her program and started work for a governmentd 

organization, niedore had beconme the main occupant of the room. It was the place where he 

was gathering information on Ethiopian politics through the inteniet and putting together a 

program for a community radio station. This activity was Theodore's hobby, but was also a 

reahzation of his interests and skilis as a bachebr of political science. Theodore had never had 

the chance to work professionally in that field because of unresolved immigration status at the 

time of his graduation. instead, he bad taken a job as a parking pairoller which allowed him to 

effectively support his family. The computer m m ,  then, was a constnicted professional space 

for Theodore and the Internet was his access to a world of political information and action. 

Aithough his wife's graduate study had been the original remon for purchasing the 

computer and her student account had provided the initid access to the Intemet, her use of the 

medium had remained very limited.42 Their 8-month old baby was also an indirect user of the 

computer room space by v h e  of a few pieces of baby clothing hung to dry there. 

42~lthough t m and Id a plcawit shon convQSation with Tbcodorc's wife, she had not agfced to participate in my study and 
Theodare did not feel comfortabk to discusr her use of ifie lrucrnct in any concrue detail. Evcrything he felt he could say 
withoui violating his wife's privacy w: [Does your wift use tbe interner at dl?] "Seldom. Vcry dy+.. She knows bow Io use 
it but docsn't use it vwy much." ('hodon) 



The f a d y  computer m m  or offiçe in Rita's home was shared between herself and her 

husband who was a computer professional. At the time of the interview, Rita's husband had 

started his own business and the family study was his main working place. However, Rita, a 

chartered accountant working for a big locai Company, had a separate computer for her own 

needs that she could use at any time in the same space. The children in this affluent home, a 13- 

year old girl and a 9-yeat old boy, possessed their own personal cornputers each in her/his 

separate room and used them for homework and Intemet surfmg, e-mailing and games. This was 

the only family in my respondent group whose annuai income exceeded 100 000 Canadian 

dollars. They had a Locai Area Network in the house, high speed (ADSL) Intemet connection 

and individuai e-mail addresses. 

Spaiial Improvisations: Work versus Pleasure 

The idea of a computer room inside the home twk different physical and conceptuai 

expressions in single-adult homes. Sandy, a single mother of a 5-year old daughter employed in 

telemarketing, had set aside a bright rwm on the second floor of her house for her sewing 

machine, her books and her computer. "1 also sew here and read" Sandy explained. The 

computer room in her case was maialy a leisure space and yet it had an intellectual feel to it. It 

was the rwm where Sandy was not a paid worker or a house-keeper but a social person and a 

self-motivated researcher and leamer. Hem, she could pursue her own interests and passions, 

and in that sense, the m m  was her demarcated zone of personal freedom. Not long before our 

interview however, Sandy had expeiied reading as an activity from that mm.  The teason for 

that is only touched upon in the following quote and warrants f - e r  examination that wiii be 

provided in the next chapter. m a t  1 would like to emphasize here is an instant of 

microregulation of technology use through space designation and object placement: 



1 used to have the green armchair that is downstairs up here and 1 used to read up 
here at night. Now, because 1 decided that 1 dont want to see this man any more - 
the one 1 met online - for now, 1 took my chair downstairs and 1 separated them 
because otherwise the temptation for me to go on there and talk to him is t w  
great. With the computer here it is like a bottle in front of an aicoholic ... So 1 had 
to move my chair downstairs. 1 dont want to chat online that much any more, at 
least for now. I thiok 1 want to estabiish social relationships in the reai world 
instead of in the virtual world right now. (Sandy) 

Vera, a free-lance writer working from home and a recently separated mother of two 

children - 4- and 6 years old, organized her space dong functional and emotionai lines. In 

contrast to Sandy, Vera perceived her little office as "a really dreary mm." That was the place 

where she used to write non-fiction such as magazine articles, and the guide book on which she 

was working at the moment. She also did her bookkeeping and some e-mail there using the fast 

and powerful Pentium computer hooked to the intemet. in contrast, when she worked on 

projects involving free creativity such as writing fiction (a novel) she tended to use a notebook 

computer in her bedroom: "Because there is a lot more light and 1 can see the plants." in order 

to connect to the intemet from her bedroom through her notebook computer, Vera had to plug 

and unplug the telephone line as opposed to the permanent hook up that she had in the office. in 

terms of Intemet use, again, free interests and pursuits related to creative work, curiosity and 

correspondence with close friends would rather be performed in the bedroom than in the office. 

The office, on the other band, was open to her children who would play games at the "fabulous" 

computer there. 

Vera's case, where a home office existed in the strict sense as a place for doing paid 

work, demonstrates how the lines between (rnandatoty) work and leisure, imposed and intrinsic 

interests and activities are conceptually drawn inside the home. Like Sandy, she was 

demarcating a space for free play and creativity, but this space was extracted from the "dreary" 

site of paid work - the office. 



Elien, the 49-year old former editor disabled by a chronic illness, had set up her 

computer room (sbe referred to it as "my office") in a walk-in closet adjacent to her bedroom. 

EUen wouid squeeze in there when she wanted to communicate with her online support group, 

correspond with distant friends and relatives, or collect information about her disease from the 

Intemet. Ellen felt it important to be able to keep her imrnediate space neat and manageable 

("because 1 personaily cannot live in chaos") while recognizing that the outside world she was 

bringing inside her home t h u g h  the Intemet resisted any neat anangement. It was messy and 

overwhelming, particularly to a person with limited physical energy and a number of mental 

problems. Tbat is why Eiien wanted to be able to close the door of her officekloset and separate 

the peaceful, aesthetically organized interior of her bedroom from the piles of paper on her desk 

and the disarray of files on her smaii Macintosh. 

Garry, a 67-year old retired navai radio operator, also living aione, had set up his 

computer room "like a little radio station." The pattern of connecting one's ship to the world of 

often vital information carried by the radio waves had been adjusted to include the computer 

and the internet: "As you see, i've got my radios there and my short waves are there, my 

cornputers here, and under there is my keyboard and in here is my printer." Garry was pointhg 

to a neatly arranged set of pieces of equipment on and under his desk in a room adjacent to his 

dining m m .  Garry would corne here when he wanted to communicate with the outside. On the 

other hand, as he explained: "1 have a different room that is quiet and sunny and looks over the 

lawn and when 1 want to be aione and relax, 1 go there, but here, here is where the action is." 

The Gute in the Living Room 

The "gate in the living room" was a form of spatial organization obse~ed  in families 

with a shared computer and no extra space to be assigned the function of a computer/ïnternet 



room. Apart from this spatial deficiency however, there were characteristic features of these 

families' use practices that made the Iiving room look like the most appropriate place for the 

computer with intemet connection to be installed. These features included fmt, the openness, or 

interfarnily publicness, of Intemet use that was encouraged in these homes. Second, intemet use 

was enmeshed in a set of other activities taking place in the same room and at the same tirne. 

Finally, in these homes the computer and the Intemet were often used collectively or in the 

presence of other farnily mernbers. 

In Alex's farnily, both he and his wife were competent computer and Intemet users. 

Alex, a 35-year old jewelry designer bad developed an interest in computing as a matter of 

hobby and was the reai computer/lnternet fan in the home. His wife, a telecornrnunication 

engineer by background and proposal specialist for a networking software Company by 

occupation at the time of the interview, had more professionai knowledge in this area but was 

not so well versed in the ways and tricks of the htemet. Never the less she used the computer 

and the Intemet on a regular basis for both work and kisure. 

In the two-bedroom apartment where the family lived, the living room represented the 

only space, other than the bedrooms, where their computer with its manuals, disks and books 

could be installed. The computer desk was located across h m  the dining table and the 

television set. The television set, for its part, was placed on a wheel-table, which made it 

possible for television to be watched from both the sofa and the chair in front of the computer. 

This arrangement facilitated a seamless transition between routine daiiy activities and intemet 

use. Here is what Alex's daily Internet use would normdy look like: 

in the moming, 1 take a 15-20 minute break, E drink my coffee, [smoke] my fmt 
cigarette, 1 check my e-maii which cornes mainly fiom Bulgaria and Britain. 
Because 8 am here is 4 PM in Britain, and 6 PM in Bulgaria. If someone has sent 
something during the day there, it must have already anived. That's everything 1 
do, nothing else, 1 tum the computer off. in the evening, when 1 come back [from 
work], wbile we fiddle about the bouse. preparing dinner, this or that, my wife 



checks the e-mail fmt. ïhen, whea my son goes to bed, about 8-9 PM, I check 
the news... (Alex). 

Alex also said that often while he waited for a large file to download, he would turn his 

chair to the television set and watch TV. Television viewing and btemet surfhg and 

communicative use were in open competition for Alex's domestic tirne. In his account, the 

btemet had taken over time traditionally spent watching television. Alex thought that the 

integration of the new medium into the tife of the family had not taken away from the 

communication among family members: 

1 notice that the time in which most people would waich television, 1 spend on 
the Intemet. in that sense, the communication at home isn't changed very much 
because whether you sit by somebody's side in front of the TV eating chips, or in 
front of the computer looking at the Intemet and from time to time Say: "Hey, 
come and see what an interesting hing 1 found," 1 don't find much of a 
difference. The only difference is ihat the TV purs  it directly over you. If 1 
weren't on the Intemet, 1 would probably be watching TV because it is also a way 
to relax after work. Most people watch TV at that time. 

Alex's wife did not accept his view of the Intemet as being without consequences for the 

communication in the famiIy. According to her, television viewing presupposed more sharing 

between family members while the Intemet was "individually absorbing." She objected not only 

to extensive internet use but also to any tirne spent with the cornputer "one-to-one." She 

preferred joint activities on the computer such as multi-player games (she often played computer 

games with theu son), designing, etc. A good example of appropriate computer use for her was 

the collective creation of a Valentine card. Alex and their son had designed the card on the 

computer, she had cut it out and everyone was happy with their "interaction." 

Echoing the same basic concern for family togethemess, Alex felt compelled to explain 

that: "Tbere are many things that we do together as a family on the btemet - talking to people, 

showing things we have found to each other ..." 



Indeed, an examination of Alex's narrative reveals a lot of collective agency in bis 

Intemet use expressed through 'ive" and "oui' pronoms. He and his wife, for example, jointly 

developed and implemented a job-search strategy for her, drawiag on bternet resources. They 

had numerous farnily friends and relatives around the world with whom they talked and chatted 

over the internet in multi-participant sessions that they found a lot of fun. They listened to radio 

programs together, etc. Although the issue of whether the Intemet separated hem, drew them 

closer together as a family, or had no effect on their bond was fat h m  king resolved in this 

home, the very dialogue around it, as well as the positioning of the computer with the Intemet 

connection in the middle of a shared and multi-fwictional domestic space, suggested a possible 

style of use anchored in the value of spousal equity and collective activities. 

The family computer in Sophie's home had also been intentionally put in a place where 

it could be used by everyone: 

We wanted a place where everyone could have access to it and we figured, if we 
had a den, that would be a good place, but we dont, so the living room was 
where everybody could have access to it. Because we just have the one 
[computer], if we had more than one, it may have made sense to have it in a 
study, or a bedroom, but just the one, we put it, you know, centrai. (Sophie) 

Interestingly, the computer (hooked to the Internet) was occupying a television rack 

located centrally in Sophie's living room. It had literaily replaced the television set. The family 

had a small television set located elsewhere in the house that was used for watching videos but 

they did not subscribe to cable vision. However, in the practice of this famdy the computer had 

not corne to represent the successor hearth around which the family members would gather to 

enjoy time together as many advertisements picture it. Sophie, her husband and two sons, 11 

and 13-years old, took tums using the Internet, each for their own interests and pupses, 

according to a casual schedule determined by their work and school time, and not the least 



important, by the fee-schedule of thei. Intemet provider. This was a typical example of time- 

zoning (see Munro and Madigan, 1990) of a shared, or ''public" area of the home. 

Sophie, the main user of the Inteniet, snidied berbology from home by correspondence 

and the Intemet was essential for ber program-related research. She would also gather 

idormation to answer inquiries by customers of the nutrition supplement store where she 

worked part-time. Sophie would usually get on the computer to do her research in the moming 

when nobody was home and the access was ûee (their Intemet service provider charged for the 

time online between 3 and 11 PM): "When 1 am wotking on research, 1 prefer some quiet, but 1 

usuaiiy get that in the moming." Her sons would occasionally go online in the aftemoon, and 

her husband - after 1 1 PM. 

One important thing Sophie wanted to ensure was that she or her husband were home 

when their sons went on the Intemet. The location of the computer worked well in that respect. 

It was indeed centrai enough to ailow the parents to keep an eye on what their boys were doing 

in cyberspace even when they were busy with something else around the house. Monitoring the 

children's use of the paid tirne and the printer was one consideration: 

They'd like to download a lot of pictures and things and get them printed out, but 
we try do discourage them because ii is too expensive. 1 mean if they need a 
picture for a project or something like that, that's fine. But if they just want to 
hang it on the wail or whatever, they've got to kind'a watch that. (Sophie) 

The second, and more alanning reason for keeping an eye on the boys' Intemet use was 

pomography. Notably, Sophie's anxiety did not stem simply from the knowledge of 

pomography king available "out there" in cyberspace. She was mainly disturbed by the fact 

that pomography was actively and uninvitedly reaching into her home and intmding on her and, 

potentiaüy, her almost teenage sons' attention. One small-scale technology out of control 

experience prompted Sophie and her husband to start looking for preventive measures against 



the in-flow of pomography: "Because you can put in something very innocent and have quite 

swprising things corne up on the Intemet." 

What had happened to Sophie was that she entered "Toyota Previa" as a search term in a 

search eagine because she and her husband were thinking about buying one. AU of a sudden, 

she was confronted with a number of shocking "previews" of hard cote pomographic sites. The 

search engine, she thought, "must have misunderstood." Or, because she was in a car-related 

site, Sophie speculated: "maybe those [cars and pomography] go together, maybe people think 

they go together, 1 don't know." in any case, it was not only tw easy to get into these hard pom 

previews, it was confusingly difficult to get out: "cuz when you push 'back' you'd normally get 

out of the site quite easily, but this one just kept going with this horrid stuff." If the kids bad 

been looking at the computer at that moment, Sophie concluded, she would have been very 

unhappy. That was why she and her husband bought two different patrol programs and installed 

them on the computer. Only to be disappointed quite swn. The patrols, they found, were 

useless, "tw overbearing, tw knit-picky." Next thing Sophie knew, she couldn't gei into a 

herbology site. The CyberPatrol was coming up saying that the site was king protected. In the 

end, Sophie and her husband decided that they simply had to be present when the boys were 

online. 

Considerations of common access and monitoring children had kept the cornputer in the 

Living room also in Carol's case: "For the fmt year and a half 1 had it right here in my living 

rom,  so 1 could see it, so 1 could see what was happening." Their Pentium PC computer witb 

Intemet connection was used by Carol and her two sons, 11- and lrlyears old. Her husband, 

who was on his own Macintosh mostly for the purposes of his job as a movie producer, never 

figured out how to find his way to the Intemet: 

And he is a very intelligent man and very technicaiiy oriented but he could not 
master - and to this day he can't sit down on o u  computer and dial up the 



Internet. We didn't have Windows at that time. He just didn't seem to be able to 
grasp it - he just canna understand how everything can be in different places. He 
got left behind and he hasn't caught up yet. He just got too fnistrated. 

So, it feli upon Carol to foiiow their sons' exploits in cyberspace. Having the cornputer 

in the living r o m  and going on the Intemet herself helped her intercept a disturbing 

phenornenon: 

Now, after about half a year, 1 don't know exactly how it happened, but my son 
somehow got connected to some pornography sites and we started to get a lot of 
pomographic mail, and we still do to this day. 1 get 2 sometimes up to 7 pieces of 
pornographic mail every single day on my AOL account. It's a Line that says; "X- 
rated sites, open us up" and ceally horrible siuff. .. and I have that computer here 
in the living room and at one point my Il-year old downloaded pictures, dis- 
gusting [speaks with indignation] pictures, so 1 disconnected the Internet for 
about a week. They didn't know how I'd done it, 1 disconnected the phone lines 
from the box and 1 told hem that if 1 ever caught hem on... (Carol) 

When she contacted their Intemet service provider, America Oniine, Carol found that 

probably her sons were not to blame for wbat was going on. They had not been necessady 

actively searching for pornography. Pomography had intruded on them by way of seemingly 

"innocent," as Sophie had put it, activities. AOL explained to Carol that "these pornographic 

people" would go into the chat rooms, and most certainly into the teen chat rooms that her sons 

frequented at the time, and they would coUect up al1 the addresses of the users they found in 

there and start sending hem stuff. Then, if one of her kids ever went into a pornographic site, 

his address would be picked up and sold over, and over, and over again" to similar content 

providers. 

This put Carol on the den and looking for measures to closely supervise her sons' use of 

the Intemet. The placement of the computer in the Living room contributed to that for some 

But finaiiy after that length of time my husband wanted the mess gone. The kids 
had their games everywhere and they were always dowdoading stuff and the 
computer was always sitting here in the living room and my husband wanted to 



sit here and listen to music and, he is a very quiet man, and that really bothered 
hirn. (Carol) 

Then, the gate in the living room arrangement in Carol's home was transformed into a 

family computer room set up. The computer and Intemet activities were relocated from the 

central, shared, visible, lively space of the living m m  into a designated separate space with 

open access for whoever in the family wanted to use the cornputer: 

CAROL: And so 1 moved the computer down to its own room and so that's 
where it is now. 
MARIA: 1s it iike an office now? Do you work there? 
CAROL: No, it's just our computer m m .  Because my little son has four friends 
that corne and they aii sit there al1 &y Saturday and play Sim City. And that way 
they can be alone with their games and my olâer boy can be in the other room. 
MARIA: Do you feel OK with the fact that you cannot monitor them? 
CAROL: 1 go down and look at them very often. Now, that 1 am horne,43 if the 
door is shut 1 always open the daor and look at them ... 
MARIA So, you prefer the door to stay open? 
CAROL: Yah. 
MARIA: Do you yourself go down to do your stuff? 
CAROL: Yah. Sometimes we have problems with that. 
MARIA: Why? 
CAROL: Because my son wants to be on it and I want - but we have a lot of 
computers in the house ... 
The competition with her sons on one hand and the felt obligation to weed off 

pomography frorn their mailbox had shaped Carol's temporal pattern of using the Intemet. 

Thus, another example of tirne-zoning had been put into place in this family. Carol would go in 

the "cornputer room" more often at night "because the kids are in bed and they are not on the 

computer." Usually, in the moming she would do her "computer work" - writing reports, 

announcements, etc., related to the voluntary organimtions she belonged to - and she might also 

"sit on the internet to see whether I've got any messages and to clear off any pomography mail 

that's corning through the nigbt." 

43~arol  had quit her job a few months kfore Our inierview so that she could be thm to m e t  the growing necds of her sons: 
"But 1 felt, tcn years from now, who's gonna carc th I did a wonderfui job marketing [company's name]. and 1 am sùil gotta 
have to iivc with these two boys as adults and what kind oladults are they going to be?" 



Sharing computer/Internet related space and time with her 16-year old son was also an 

issue that Martha, a single mother, had to consider. Deciding where in her home to place the 

computer, she went through the options of her bedrwm, where subsequently, her son would 

have to corne to play "doom and kill and blast and that son of thing." Or, his bedroom which 

she could rarely find her way through but where, subsequently, she would need to go if she had 

work to do on the computer. In a two-bedroom townhouse, Martha had to be flexible and 

creative, and so she came up with the hallway: 

So, because we have this hailway which is basically used as an access to the 
living room and we have access through the kitchen. So 1 turned the hallway into 
an office. And it works. It's a neutral place. 1 can look outside if 1 want and the 
[outside] door is open during summer time. 1 can be aware of what is going on. If 
1 put it upstairs, I'd feel a little claustrophobic upstairs and there is where 1 
sleep ... 1 like to feel like 1 am outside al1 the time, people pop in and 1 don't feel 
secluded ... This is a crammed space, but it works ... And there is that feeling that 
everything is still close at hand. 

A neutrai place, where you do not feel secluded, where you cm be aware of what is 

going on and have the rest of the home facilities close at hand matches the definition of the gaie 

in the living room arrangement discussed ab0ve.M Martha dealt with the pomographic threat in 

a more relaxed manner than the previous two mothers, although she too had to do her share of 

monitoring her son's Intemet use: 

He has done the typicai teen-age boy thing - gone to pomographic sites. He 
leaves a trail of crumbs behind. 1 can aiways tell where he has ken. &aughs.] 1 
can check in the cache and see what graphics there are. So 1 Say: oh, OK. But 1 
don't make a big thing out of it because it is there. There is freedom of speech 
and there is going to be subversive information out there but 1 think it is like 
television - you don? have to turn it on, you dont have to go there. 1 knew that he 
would go through this stage and he did and it is not a big deal any more. (Martha) 

On her pan, Martha was sensitive to the possibilities of having the private space of her 

home invaded and had elaborated strategies for protecting the boundaries of her (and her son's) 

441n Martha's case thc campum dcsk was actually blocking one of the accesses to the Living m m  and she d e d  her cornput# 
space "my officr" 



private space. One uick she used was juggiing two e-mail addresses, one of wfiich was 

anonymous in ihat it didn't reveal any personal information about her. She dso avoided using 

newsgroups because of the well-bown practice of advertisers coiiecting addresses from there 

and then disüibuting electronic junk mail. On one occasion, a Yahm chat partner had led her 

son to believe that he was communicating with a 14-year old girl, when actually, after real 

addresses, telephone numbers and names were exchanged, it tumed out that the chat partner was 

a boy sexually interested in Martha's son. That had corne as a shock to Martha's son. She, 

however, had not disconnecteci her telephone line, as Carol h d  once done. instead, she had 

taken the opportunity to educate her son about how "it is totally whatever you want to perceive 

and whatever they want to tell you. You are totaily at the mercy of this thing, so you have to be 

very cautious." 

Although the theme that I am discussing here is spatial arrangement, 1 cannot dissociate 

it easily from the intervening theme of internet parenting. If we recall Radul's case, there we 

had a father who shared his son's interest in computer games ruid respective Intemet sites. That 

was a predictable example of male bonding anchored in typicai male things - technology, games 

and domestic leisure. No trace was to be found in Radul's account of any concem about the 

possible pomographic invasion into the wodd of his ICyear old son. In contrast, the t h  

stones I just told ail involved computer-and Intemet-literate mothers vividly aware of the 

shadowy side of cyberspace and deeply concemeci about tbe m a t s  it bred for the moral and 

social sanity of their sons. For these mothers, th Internet had added me more line of 

development to watch for, one more area of theù cMdren's upbringiag to work on. Or, to 



confirm Cowan's (1983) earlier observation, new domestic technology was bringing in more 

work for mother. 

in this context, it would be useful to recall Smith's (1999) observation that the 

"dominant school-mother T-discourse"4s lays the prirnary responsibility for the individuai 

child's school achievement, and even further, hisher success as an adult, on the family. The 

ideological code of the "Standard North Arnerican Famiiy" (see Smith, 1999, p. 157- 16 1) helps 

to translate in practical settings "family" into "mother." Thus, rnothers are charged with the 

responsibility for the overail success or failure of the child in ternis of academic and moral 

achievement and expected to do the work required for fulfilling that responsibility. Understoad 

in that way, the work of mothering that had to be done in these ~ntemetço~ected families had 

become more complex and demanding. It required technologicai competence and knowledge of 

the medium on the part of the rnother. The technological imperaiive was experienced by the 

women in these families in relation to their responsibility for the education and the moral 

character of thir children. They felt it as a pressure to upgrade themselves as mothers with 

technologicai skills and knowledge. 

Notably, the different reactions the three mothers had regarding cyber pomography were 

not based sirnply on different moral philosophies or parenting styles. At the core of those 

reactions was the felt technologicai competence and internet-experience of the mother herself. 

Sophie and Carol were unconfident novice users. They were coming to know the new medium 

dongside and maybe even a step behind their sons. For them, cyberspace was SM an 

uapredictable terrain, the technology was hard to harness and these two circumstances put 

together represented a major source of anxiety. Martha's reaction, on the other hand, was based 

45h Smith's (1999) tcmiinology this concept nfers io discounes mcdiated by turts representing "skeins of sociai relations 
mdiated and organized tCXniaüy" that comect and mrdinate the activitics of ;rtual individuals whose ld historical sites of 
nadin@warindviewing may be gcographically and tcrnporatiiy dispersed and instiiutiooally various (p. 158). 



on the supenor knowledge and undersianding of both the technology and the medium that she 

had compared to her son. She was moving ahead of him, she knew what could be expected and 

she felt capable of educating him, while the other two women were looking for mechanisms for 

protection. 

Furthemore, Martha was making a conscious effort to uncover to her son the creative 

and knowledge-yielding powers of the medium. She was in the process of developing a web site 

for his art: "He's an artist - he draws a lot and 1 want to get bis pictures out there. It's a sort of 

self-esteem thing. He can feel really good about his work." 

She had downloaded an English-Spanish translater program to help him with his 

Spanish classes and kept his bookmarks organized in a separate folder in Netscape. A look into 

this folder gave her a synopsis of at least some of the interests and pursuits of her son at any 

given moment so that she could better understand those interests and possibly shape them as far 

as she could: "Art Crime - he is very much into world graffiti and what people are doing out 

there and what kind of impact and statement they are making." 

Thus, in Martha's case, a not so easily predictable mother-son bond seemed to be 

growing out of htemet use. The technology and the medium were becorning implicated in a 

previously not-so-typical relationship. Mother and son were jointly exploring cyberspace and 

learning more about each other dong the way. 

Jane, a 35-year old homemaker, and her 12-par old son represented another example of 

this phenomenon. Jane had two boys and a girl. Her husband, a metal builder, had no interest in 

the htemet mostly because he worked long hours, but also because, as he put it himself, he was 

more "mechanically inclined." Mecbanical versus literary, or symbolic inclination was a line of 

identity formation in this family. The older boy, 14, according to Jane's characterization, was 

like his father: 



interested in mechanical things, how to repair [machines]. He fixes c m ,  he can 
make an oil change. The big box outside [Jane points to a box in the yard] - he 
built that. He likes to work with his hands, to see how things work, and 
machines. He would use a computer to d e  a card for someone's birthday, or 
make a sign, or do a homework. He is not that interested in the Internet at that 
point. (Jane) 

On the other hand, the younger son, 12, was perceived to be like his mom who said she 

liked to read a lot. He was aiso a voracious reader: "In grade 5 he read grade 7 books, if they 

told him at school to read 2 novels, he wouid read 10." He was attracted to the Intemet ''for the 

reading part." Jane and her younger boy would often dial up the Intemet together after he came 

back from school. They tned different search strategies: "He'll show me different things he's 

done to find something, and Pl1 show him thiags that 1 have done and we sort of exchange 

information." She encouraged him and helped him correspond with e-mail pais from other parts 

of the country. This was aiso a collaborative project between the two of them as her son would 

write to those pen-pais about his Legos, Tamagochis and boy-scout activities, while Jane would 

add geographical descriptions of their location, their city and other information that she thought 

might be educational. Thus, in this iamily, the htemet was king appropriated by the mother as 

a tool for building a new kind of special bond between herself and her growing son.Js For the 

tirne being, it was competing successNly with the "male" mechanical stuff involving machines, 

cars, carpentry, etc. 

A complex diaiectic of oppression and empowerment with regard to these women can be 

detected in their everyday stories. On one hand, the technologicai system was invading their 

homes through the ideologies of progress, personal success and motherly responsibilities. It was 

forcing them to do additional work in order to meet the challenges involved in ensuring 

46~omography was not that big an issue in this home because they were using a text browser and stiU could not acccss any 
graphical files on the internet. Never the Icss. Janc had learnt h m  her expetience with newsgroups that: "you have to watch 
h m  [newsgroup postings] though. S o m  have rcaiiy horrible pomographic stuff in the text. even on kids' sniff. People put 
really weid stufF." 



adequate technological and moral education of theù children in the unsettled context of the new 

medium. A boy's toy was turning into a mother's toil. 

At the same tirne, the new medium was delivering a new tool into the han& of the 

mother to teach resistaiice, dignity and integrity of being (recall Hooks 1990, see also Chapter 

2). internet mothers, similas to the black women Hooks wrote about, resisted by making homes 

where their children could strive to be "subjects, not objects" (p. 42) vis-à-vis a powerfd 

technological system dnven, most notably in the pomgraphy example, by the irnpetus to 

transfonn these childrea into perfect consurner~.~7 In order to be able to play that role, mothers 

had to understand the technology critically and to imagine alternative possibilities for its use 

that would affm the subjectivity of theù children as leamers and creators. The women 1 talked 

with found themselves at different stages in this pmess. The discussion of children's (boys*) 

interest in cheat-codes for computer games iiiustrates the joumey of critical discovery that 

mothers had to do in order to interpret the new phenornenon: 

MARTHA: My son started getting interested in, for example he was playing a 
CD ROM game, he'd go to a site where there were codes so that he could do 
better at a game." 
CAROL: ... but he also goes into the game sites, and he downloads cheat-cheats, 
do you know what that is, when you play a game on a Sony play station, but he 
can go on the Intemet and find whole pages of codes, and he loves that. My son 
trades it with his friends. 

Martha and Carol were just registering a fact they had observed in their sons' Intemet 

use. Martha sounded quite indifferent to it, whiie Carol seemed to appreciate to some extent the 

subversive nature of this activity serving as a stimulus for her son to engage with the new 

4 7 ~  compnhensive discussion of the commercial exploifiuion of cbildnn ihmugh tbc internet can be found for example in the 
tepon Web of Deception: Thr*rts to Childm from Online Marketing, 3/96, issued by nie Centet for Media Education (0, 
a US non-profit ofganization. 



medium. After dl,  it put the Internet in service of his own pre-teen interests and socialization 

efforts (he traded codes with fiiend~).~a 

JANE: [Laughs.] You know what he does? He finds the Game Boy, the [unclear] 
video game thing. He goes on the internet and he finds how to cheat so that he 
can get further ahead in his games, little tricks. The games usuaHy have 8 or 10 
levels and the farther you get the more interesting it becomes. So they want to 
skip levels cuz they want to get as far as they cm. 

This account of an annoying practice that my own son was involveci in struck we with its 

emphatic quality. Jane had found an explanation of why her son did that from his own 

perspective - to get faster to more interesting levels of his computer and video games. She 

seemed to understand and justiS, the kind of pleasure her son was deriving fiom this. 

Sophie, for her part, had gone a longer way toward relating the playful subversive 

activity of her sons with the big picture of the computer game industry: 

SOPHIE: And they use it for, unfortunately there is a lot of cheating, what they 
call, oh, 1 am not sure what they call it, but anyway it's cheating. There's answers 
for garnes they play, so they go on there and 1 don? know how they find these 
addresses, but have them at school, friends have them at school ... They go on 
there and find answers for games they can't figure out. So you'd say, why? That's 
the whole point of the game, challenge is over. And then they want a new game 
[emphasis mine]. 1 don? know, so, it's very different Pace these days, 1 am not 
sure... 

Summary: Inscribing the Internet 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, domestic interiors are designs for living. As 

sucb, they represent a rnaterial expression of families' interpretations of domestic technologies. 

In the case of the internet, the placement of the cornputer with the Internet connection within the 

home speaks of the meaning of the technology for this particular family as well as the 

4 8 ~ y  o m  son mie a column in the school newspaper entiiled 'nie Cheat Zone." Tbere, he practicaiiy pasted chat  codes for 
cornpufer gams that he had downloaded from the intemet My arguments that this was not a creative way to run a newspaper 
column mn countercd by statcment of the popularity of this matekal. 



microregulation of its use. By placing the device in a particular way, the families 1 studied were 

defining its properties. One of the main dimensions of interpretation and regulation expressed in 

these patterns of placement was constituted by the choice between individuality versus 

togetherness of use (see Fig.1, togetherness axis). This was the range between "It's peaceful to 

me to be in the b e h m  and close the door. Whoever is using it [the Internet] can be on one's 

own in there" (Jane) versus the prieference for joint activities and the refusal to accept a use 

practice that is "individually absorbing" (Alex's wife). The values underlying these choices 

were on one hand the respect for the privacy of individual family members, and on the other, the 

felt need to reaffm the family collectivity by engaging in joint activities. 

The available technical configurations could clearly support the need for privacy much 

better than the desire for collective engagement. The togetherness ideal was much barder to 

sustain in the face of a technology anchored into the personal computer with its single-person 

operated input and output devices. In this respect, technological design was limiting the 

possibilities for collectivist interpretations and applications. The gate in the living room 

placement pattem represented an attempt to compensate for this technologically imposed 

disintegration of the family into separate individual spaces of attention and engagement. In 

homes where women played the leading mle in Internet appropriation, togetherness or at least 

mutual awareness ihrough central and public placement of the computer with Intemet 

co~ection was being sought. In contrast, the wired basement pattem allowed different family 

members to be alone during certain periods of the day as a mater of routine. The case of the 

family computer room was sirnilar - whoever needed to use it at any particular t h e  could be 

there on hisher own or, as in the case with some of the children - with friends. 

Another dimension of interpretation and micmregulation of the Intemet had to do with 

the equaiity/inequaiity of access (see Fig.1, equity axis). What was decided dong this 



continuum was the question of syrnbolic ownership: who the privileged user of the medium in 

the home was, or who had the most legitimate access to the connection and the space and time 

alloçated to it. As 1 have shown, what 1 have caiied the wired basement was an example of 

exclusive access, most typicatly granted to the man in the family. Other members of the family, 

most typicaiiy the wife, were not necessarily denied the opportunity to use the internet. In the 

cases 1 examined, these wives chose to exclude ihemselves from the space and time of the new 

medium due to interiorized cultural attitudes regarding the role of the woman in the home and 

the relationship between women and techn~logy?~ 

A third dimension of spatial arrangement concemed the type of relevance of the htemet 

activity: imposed (work) or inûinsic (pleasure, freedom, curiosity). (See Fig. 1, type of 

relevance axis.) In some cases, as for example Sandy and Vera, there was a clearly drawn 

demarcation line between the workspace and the pleasure/freedom space. Vera had assigned 

different computers to each of these spaces while Sandy had definitively placed her Intemet- 

connected cornputer in her pleasudfreedom zone, as if in an effort to claim that technology 

back for herself in contrast to king its slave at work. In other homes, work and pleasure, 

imposed and intrinsic relevance of the cornputer and the Internet were intertwined and hard io 

distinguish. Characteristicaüy, as in the cases of Alex, Sophie and Theodore, the Internet at 

home was king employed to introduce a pleasurable, exploratory, creative, even playful 

dimension into education and work. 

44Vhat 'liirLIe (1988) has labelai "computational niicencc" (p. 41) sccmcd to be playcd out in these cases in a spccific way. 
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Figure 1. Inscribing of the bîemt cctnneciion in the domatic s p w .  
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In the choices made dong these dimensions we find an expression of and negotiation 

between the diverse values underlying the culture of the pmicular household. Thus, in the 

pattern of the wired basement we find a culture organUed around rigid gender division of roles 

in the family wbich appropriates the Internet according to this pattern, The men in the farnily 

have exclusive access to the cornputer, the intemet connection and the space where they are 

lacated for the purposes of wotk or pleasure whatever the case might be. Female identity is 

constmcted in relation to diffemt central objects, activities and spaces - the kitchen, the @en. 

tbe television m m .  In these homes domestic space is the proverbial leisure realm for men and 

workmg place for women described in numemus studies by feminist and media researchers (see 

Dnicker et al., 1997 for an overview of femuiist writing; Gray, 1992; Morley, 1986; Weisman, 

1992;). The practices of technology use supported by spatial arrangements are constitutative of 

this gendered geography of tbe borne. 



in the family computer rwm arrangement, a more flexible definition of d e s  of family 

members can be discemed. Both the man and the woman in the couple are seen as capable of 

making a legitimate daim on the computer and the intemet connection for imposed or intrhsic 

purposes. The individuaiity of their access is also confmed by the separation of the computer 

from other objects and activities within a designated rwm where whoever is using it cm be on 

one's own and concentrate on hidher interaction with the outside world. The family computer 

room can be defmed and experienced either as an office, that is, with an emphasis on the wock 

king done there, or as a leisure room. More often than not however, it is both. An elaborate 

time-zoning scheme is usually put in place to ensure that the needs of individuais in the family 

are fairly met. Conflicts can occur in the process of negotiation of an acceptable time-zoning 

pattern. Power differentials in the family or values associated with different kinds of activity 

affect the division of space and time between different members. 

In both the wired basement and the family computer room, the demarcation line between 

the domestic or private space of the family and the public space with which the internet helps 

members interact is clearly drawn. To invoke the metaphor of my naval-radio-operator 

respondent, these two placement patterns resembled the radio rwm which is the point of 

connection between a ship at sea and the rest of the world. Individuai family members withdrew 

from coUective and suictly private domestic life into these spaces so that they couid 

communkate with the public world. 1 would refrain from characterizhg this practice as "double 

privatization" (Morley, 1992, p. 120) as critics of the "home based society" such as Kumar 

(1995, p. 59) have done. What 1 see in this practice is a dialecticai paradox: the individuai 

withdraws in the private realm of the home thus negating the public world at one level, and yet 

at another level, she/he withdraws from the private publicness of collective family iife in order 

to r e m  to the public world outside the home in a different way, from his/her own basis. The 



repercussions this practice entails for public iife and its various fonns will be discussed at more 

length in the next chapter. 

In the gate in the living m m  arrangement, the spatial boundaries benveen private 

domestic space and the public world are blurred. Home-based activities are enmeshed with 

activities drawing on and addressing the public world. Less individual privacy of use and more 

private publicness within the f d y  are characteristic of this pattern. in this pattern 1 see an 

attempt for double socialization - typically private practices within the home are articulated to 

the public world and individual Intemet use is exposed to the glances of the family public. But 

with that said, what happens to the long-standing dichotomies between the public and the 

private, between individual and community? The foiiowing chapter will take up this theme with 

a view to the various forms of actual and vimial togethemess in which the Internet is implicated. 

As a new technology and new medium of communication the Internet has stimd the 

existing spatial arrangements and significations inside the home as well as induced a process of 

re-negotiation and redefinition of the boundanes between the (private) home and the public 

world. The penetration of the new technology into the home does not simply represent an 

instance of further encroachment of System ont0 the lifeworld. Individuals loçated in their 

homes are not simply drawn into a new technological and ideological stmcture of domination. 

They are involved in decision-making regarding the space, time and meaning that the new 

technology deserves from the perspective of their existing values and patterns of everyday life. 

They are engaged in active work aimed at erecting the selective and protective mechanisms that 

would ailow them to remain in control of their personal and family space while at the same thne 

relate more actively and freely to their social environment. In the cases cited in this chapter one 

can see a clear illustration of the strategies people invent in order to put such mechanisms in 

place. 20ning of space and tirne, sets of d e s  for access and appropriate use, articulation and te- 



configuration of values, re-definition of d e s  and tasks emerge as the means through which 

people resist technological dictate and strive at mastering the novel possibilities for action and 

living the internet creates. Some solutions foiiow the trajectory of old ideologies, including 

gender divisions and oppressions. Others become materializations of new, more equitable, 

imaginative and collaborative relations between partners and family members in general,5* and 

importantly, between the house hold and its social exterior. 

S%tmstingiy and unurpectedly, for exampic. the intemet competcnrr becornes a part of the job characteristic of h e  internet 
mom and a tool in her han& for crmting a new pprcnaship with h a  son. Unfortunately, my data do not allow me 10 say 
anytbg about parent-daughter rclationships involving the hicmet as only four of my mpondrnts had daughten, mody quite 
Young. Also. the relatioaship betwm parent and daugtita was not thcmatizcd in nspondents' accounts. 



Chapter 7 

Virtual Togetherness 

Two distinct models have emerged in the last decade as the main contestants for 

defining the social character of the Internet. 1 will label them "the consumption modei" and the 

"community model." The germs of the consumption mode1 can be found in the early visions and 

subsequent efforts to put research centres, Libcaries and other information-generating and storing 

institutions online so ihat initially professionais, and later - the wired public, can tap into an 

unlimited stock of data. This model further took shape in conjunction with the growing adoption 

rate of the new medium. As more and more cornfortable middle-class users hooked up to the 

Intemet, it dawned on businesses that a new pmnising virtuai market was opening up. The 

conceptual step from information retrievai to reuieval of g d s  and services was easy to make. 

Technical solutions ensuring higher speed and capacity of transmission lines and graphical 

point-and-click interfaces are further furnishing the Intemet as a global electronic mall. The 

characters populating this space are free, active consumers, viewing, picking, clicking and 

getting what various industries have to offer, not only never talking to each other (as in the 

traditional brick-and-mortar commercial sites), but also never seeing or sensing each other's 

presence. Privacy, anonymity, reliability, speed and visuai appeal are &shed properties of this 

virtual space, mobiiizing amies of designers in search of adequate technical solutions. 



The community model originated in the side-track inventions of ARPA.NET, 5' and later 

intemet, builders who were simultaneously users of these networks in need of communicating 

and collaborating with distant colleagues. The remarkable popularity of bulletin-boards, e-mail 

and in the later years Usenet, Intemet Relay Chat, mailing iists and similar applications came as 

a surprise to those who originally planned the networks with resource sharing and fde-exchange 

as priority functions in mind (see Abbate, 1994). The discovery of human communication on 

computer networks provided grounds for the enthusiasm of early visionaries who conceived of 

the Internet as a community technology with the potential to provide spaces for people to come 

together as equals, as colleagues and generators of ideas, to deliberate and act collectively, that 

is to form communities. 

Predictably, the promises that a new technology would enhance community and entend it 

globally have cailed forth withering criticism. Skeptics (Borgrnann, 1992; Postman, 1992; 

Kumar, 1995; Slouka, 1995) have contended that nothing is more destructive of real community 

than its virtual counterfeit. The "virtual cornrnunity" debate continues unabated to this day for a 

good reason. Community is the scene on which a large share of human development occurs. As 

such it is a fundamental hurnan value mobilizing diverse ideologies and sensitivities. The 

possibility of realizing this value in a new domain and by new means is naturally stirring up 

optimistic excitement in many circles. At the same time, the eagemess to repose hopes for 

community in a technical system flies in the face of an influentid intellectual tradition of 

technological criticism. This eagerness seems even more naive in the light of the latest 

developments of the hternet driven by powerful players indicating the triumph of the 

commercial model. 

l A R P ~ ~  war the predccewr of the Intemet. the nawork crcated by the U.S. Defmse Advanced Rescarch Projeas Agency 
(ARPA) in the Iate 1960s to be a tcsting ground for innovative concepts such as packet-switching. disiributcd topology and 
routing and the connation of heterogcncous computcr systcms (sec Abbate, 1994: iv) 
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The objective of this chapter is to explore some dimensions of the v h a l  community 

concept that relate to questions of user agency and empowering possibilities in the appropriation 

of the Intemet by domestic users. 1 contend that users' participation in what has been called 

'%virai communities" (Rheingold, 1993) over the Intemet constitutes a cultural trend of 

"immobile socialization," or in other words, socialization of private experience through the 

invention of new f o m  of intersubjectivity and social organization online. When 1 suggested the 

terni immobile socialization in Chapter 5,1 intentionaily reversed Williams' (1974) concept of 

mobile privatization. Unlike broadcast technology and the automobile that, according to 

Williams, precipitated a withdrawai of middleclass families from public spaces of association 

and sociability into private suburban homes, the Internet is being mobilized in a process of 

collective deliberation and action in which people engage from amidst the private realm. 

Whether an anaiyst would decide to cal1 the electronic forums in which this is happening 

communities or not depends on the notion of community she is operating with. What has to be 

noted however is that by engaging in different fonns of collective practice online users 

transcend the sphere of the narrowly private interest and experience. Why do they do that? What 

does it mean to them? How does it reflect on the public understanding of the Intemet? The 

concept of "virtud community" has been only of limited help to the understanding of this 

practice and 1 will try to explain why in what follows. 

Few studies of virtual communities (an exception is Turkle, 1995) have attempted to 

relate online community engagement with users' everyday life situations, relevances and goals. 

Most of the existing research (see Jones, 1995, 1997) has concentrated on the p u p  cultures 

originating from the interactions of online participants thus treating oaline group phenornena in 

isolation from the actual daily life experiences of the subjects involved. My attempt in this 

chapter is to initiate an exploration into the experiences and motivations that lead Intemet users 



to get involved or the opposite, to stay away from f o m  of v h a l  togethemess. I believe it is 

important to understand what kinds of needs and vaiues and under what circumstances virtual 

communities serve. This will open a realistic perspective on the significance of this use genre to 

the shaping of the Intemet. 

1 will start this inquiry with a brief excursion into the ''virtual community" debate. Then, 

1 will offer a typology of different forms of online involvement with others demonstrating that 

virtuai community is not aiways the most accurate notion for describing people's actuai social 

activities online. In fat ,  virtuai togethemess has many variations not ail of which Live up to the 

value-laden name of community. This fact however does not undermine the idea of collective 

life in cyberspace. On the conuary, 1 will cal1 for appreciation of the different fonns of 

engagement with other people online (virtual togethemess) that exist and the different situated 

needs they serve. In these multifarious practices 1 recognize new vehicles that dlow users to 

traverse the social world and penetrate previously unatainable regions of anonymity,S' as well as 

to expand theu restorable social reach. in light of this formulation of the meaning of virtual 

togethemess 1 will question the dichotomy between the private and the public that is ai the rwt 

of both virtual utopia and dystopia. 

The Viriual Community Dcbaîe 

Sorne of the earliest writing about computer networking promised univend 

interconnectedness in electronically generated communities, a "network nation" (Licklider and 

Taylor, 1968; Hiltz and Turoff, 1978). The irnplicit assumption behind these predictioos was the 

view that the stnictwe of a technology determines its social impact. The early writers 

emphasized the positive consequences of opening a new communication channel, comparable to 



the telephone in the scope of its expected impact. They were enthusiasts and believed that the 

technical possibility of mediated gmup interaction would enhance and improve the quality of 

Me, favoring revivifieci public discourse, class, race and gender eguality, and participatory 

f o m  of social organization. These ideas represented the optimism of an early generation of 

engineers heavily involved in the building of the hternet.a 

The community vision of early enthusiasts was taken up by public discourse and, for 

good or ill, gave birth to a persisting metaphor - the Internet as a community technology. This 

vision was subsequently cbalïenged by critiques that serve as a necessary antidote to the 

optimistic accounts of the technology. The persisting question posed by cntics is whether and 

how community is possible in the virtual world. 

Critics of computer nehworking see this nascent social space as inherently adverse to 

community. Cyberspace, they argue is morally inert (Borgmann, 1992) and socially dismptive 

by viriue of the very technological devices and arrangements that constinite it. This is 

Borgrnann's view of what he calls "hyperintelligent" (p. 105) computer networks. "More deeply 

considered, however, the nervous system of hyperintelligence will disconnect us one from the 

other. If everyone is indifferently present regardless of where one is located on the globe, no one 

is cornmandingly present" (p 105). What bothers Borgmann is that we can easily make people 

on a computer network vanish when we need them no more. We can use screening devices to 

s2 Recall Schuu's mode1 of the social world prescnted in Chapter 1. 

53For example Vinton Cerf. one of the two men who created the TCPIEP p r o m l  also wrott the foUowing poem: 
Like distant islands sundcred by the sez 
wc had no sense of one comwnity. 
We livcd and worked apart and rare1y knew 
that othcrs searched with us for knowledgc, tw... 
But. could th#e new n s o ~  not bc shared? 
Let links bc built; mafhina and men be paircd! 
Let distance k no bamer! They set 
that goai: design and build the ARPANET! 



protect ourselves from unwanted communication partners. Not only is communication more 

superficial, the network aiso reduces our chances of meeting people face-to-face. In this way 

"the immobile attachment to the web of communication works a twofold deprivation of our 

lives. It cuts us off from the pleaswe of seeing people in the round and from the instruction of 

king seen and judged by them" (p 106). 

Dreyfus (1998). in a recent paper, models his critique of the Intemet after Kierkegaard's 

comment about the press: "Here men are demoralized in the shortest possible time on the largest 

possible scale, at the cheapest possible price" (quoted in Dreyfus, 1998, section 0. Dreyfus 

argues that given the way in which information is organized on the World Wide Web - universal 

interconnectedness and leveling of differences - the Internet will "ultimately lead to the 

inevitable breakdown of serious choice and so of the ethical sphere" (section Di). In 

Kierkegaard's terrns the ethical sphere is the form of life in which one has a stable identity and is 

committed to involved action. Finaily, according to Dreyfus, the internet will undermine the 

"religious sphere," or the making of unconditional commitments which creates strong identities 

and strong motivations: ''The temptation is to live in a world of stimulating images and 

sirnulated commitments and thus to lead a simulated life devoid of practical knowledge and 

skill. Far from encouraging unconditional commitments, the Net tends to turn ail life into a risk 

free game. So, in the end, aithough information technology does not prohibit unconditional 

commitments, it does inhibit them" (section IV). 

Commitment as a conditio sine qua non of comrnunity is at issue aiso in the critique of 

online or virtual communities advanced by Postman (1992). Postman argues tbat the very 

concept of community implies being together ( h m  the Latin root cum) in combiiation with 

munis, meanhg obligation. Network communities, insists Postman, lack this essential feature of 

common obligation dong with the consequences of not meeting it. He goes on to point out that 



applying the community metaphor to groups of people associating over computer networks 

compromises the genuine notion of comaiunity. 

In an eloquent account of his experience in cyberspace, Slouka (1995) discovers that 

within the network, people inhabit worlds cut lwse from their mwrings in reality. He sees a 

substantiai risk involved in setting up residence in these metaphoncal communities, the risk of 

devaiuing the significance of physical reaiity. Tuming their backs to the real world, cyberists 

enter a hybrid world in which: 

every potentiai virtue became its own dark double; in which freedom became the 
fieedom to abuse and tonnent; anonymity, the anonymity of the obscene phone 
call; and the liberation from the physicai body, just an invitation to torture 
someone's virtuai one. With the checks and balances of the real world b m d  at 
the dwr, al1 the worst in human nature quickly set shop (Slouka, 1995, p. 54). 

These observations lead Slouka to the conclusion that community moraiity matters only within 

the bounds of the physicai world. There could be no morality in heaven, hell or cyberspace. 

Strangely, many of these apparently negative traits of online communication are 

evaluated positively by postmodem visionaries who see in the Intemet a paradigm of desirable 

social transformations. The liberation from the body and the bounds of physical and social 

reality that the critics fault appears as a positive characteristic of the medium to these theorists. 

They see a new culture emerging in the practices of multiple identity made possible by the 

users' disembodiment. Invisible, the user can encounter others on his or her own 

(psychologically individuai) terms, practice virtuai "cross-dressing," adopt fantasy personas, and 

unleash repressed dimensions of the self. As Sherry Turkle puts it, online interaction "brings 

posanodernism down to ear th.... Multiple viewpoints cail forth a new mord discourse .... The 

culture of simulation may help us achieve a vision of a multiple but integrated identity whose 

flexibility, resilience, and capacity for joy comes from having access to our many selves" (1995, 

p. 268). 



Although critics and p s t  modem theorists foiiow different lines of argumentation and 

reach contrasting cunclusions, they seem to sbare the asswnption that the technical structure of 

computer networks will Iargely determine the character and the quality of the hman 

communication that wiU take place over them. Three attributes of the network seem particularly 

important in this respect. 

First, due to the narrow band of the communication channel, one characteristic feature of 

interactions over the Internet is considered to be their discontinuity with the real world. 

According to this view, the comection berneen whai happens in cyberspace and the social 

contexts within which the acting subjects are situated is as thin and ephemerai as the flow of 

electronic signals set into motion by the fingers hitting the keyboard. Thus, a rift emerges 

between the virtuai and the real. The critics see in this a diminishing of experience iiself, the 

postmoderns, an opporninity to unleash fantasy. 

Secondly, because of the universal intercomectedness of the nodes of the network, 

hurnan values and choices are blurred into a universal relativism. Every piece of information is 

equally valuable and every communic;itioa partner is equally present, The critics conclude that 

nothing is really valuable and no one really present (Borgmann, 1992; Dreyfus, 1998). 

Cornmitment and responsibility become unsustainable. The postmodens seize on the liberation 

promised in a relativistic universe. Postmodem muliple selves can thrive in the new virtual 

environment where mobility between comrnunities is easy to achieve (Turkle, 1995; Stone, 

1995). 

Thirdly, because of the anonymity of computer interaction, every act vis-à-vis other 

participants is e q w y  permissible. The critics charge that under these conditions community is 

impossible, while the postmodems h d  in anonymity the opp0ZtllIllt-y for creating a new, more 

tolerant, and more self-conscious community. 



An observation to be made on the basis of the three views of network technology briefly 

reviewed here is that early enthusiasts, critics and postmodem theorists ail flock around a few 

general features of this technology vis-à-vis an unspecified, broadly conceived user population 

that in most cases is tantamount to humanity as such. 

Yet a forth trend to be distinguished in the virtual community literature is represented by 

the work of virtual anthropologists and sociologists who have offered a range of empiricai 

studies of groups of people meeting and interacting through the intemet. Unlike naive advocates 

of online community, critics and postmodems al1 of whom remain preoccupied with deriving 

the possible benefits and dangers to community from the features, or biases, of network 

technology, sociologists and cultural analysis of cyberspace have provided a qualitative account 

of what is actuaily going on in online social groups. Corning from a ritualistic rather than 

"transmission of information" perspective on communication and community (see Carey, L989, 

Jones, 1995), these social researchers have argued that the online social space is not governed 

by the technical charactenstics of the network but is socially constructed in a process of human 

interaction. People engaged in online communication create dynamic and rich communities by 

inventing new forms of expression and through interactive negotiation of meanings, n o m  and 

values (Baym, 1995; Dutton, 1996; Reid, 1991, 1995; Rheingold, 1993; Watson, 1997). Virtual 

anthropologists, as Watson (1997) has suggested, follow the lead of Anderson (1983) in basing 

the judgment of community on the subjective experiences and imagination of its participants 

d e r  than on the definitions and values of their detached observem. The important lesson learnt 

h m  these sociological and cultural studies of online community is thai the online environment 

is not inimical to community. But it is not necessariiy conducive to it either. The case seems to 

be that certain groups of people manage to add new "sociotechnical layers" (see Feenberg, 1999, 



p. 160) to the cornputer network in order to engage online in communicative and constructive 

actions nurturing the sense of community. 

In a ment paper, Weiiman and Gulia (1999) have pointed out a common weakness of 

a i l  these approaches to online community, including the empirically grounded anthropological 

studies. Ali these analyses are premised on a "false cornparison," (p. 348) according to Wellman 

and Gulia, or 1 would say, a false dichotomy between virtual communities and real life 

communities. This spiit is unjustifiable. Both Wellman's (1979, 1988) community shidies 

carried out through the rnethods of network analysis and Anderson's (1983) anthropological 

studies have demonstrated in their specific ways that the majority of the so called "real Me" 

communities are in fact virtual in the sense that they are mediated and imagined. "In fact most 

contemporary communities in the developed world do not resemble nird or urban villages 

where ail know aH and bave frequent face-to-face contact. Rather, most kith and kin !ive farther 

away than a walk (or short drive) so that telephone contact sustains ties as much as face-ta-face 

get-togethers" Wellman and Gdia (1999, p. 348) argue. "Al1 communities larger than 

primordial villages of face-io-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined," Anderson 

(1983, p. 18) insists in a curious concord between the two quite distinct schwls of thought. 

Furthemore, Wellman and Gulia (1999) charge, dl these accounts of virtual community 

have treated the intemet as an isolated phenornenon without taking into account how 

interactions on the Net fit with other aspects of people's lives: "The Net is only one of many 

ways in which the same people may intecact. It is not a separate reality," Wellrnan and Guiia 

observe (p. 334). 

These missing other aspects of people's lives are the actualities (Smith, 1987) in which 

Wtual community members are situated. I believe this to be the crucial background against 

which questions regarding the social and individual ~ i ~ c a n c e  of online communities can be 



raised and answered. Thus virtuai communities cannot be declared inconsequential by default 

simply because they lack face-to-face materiaiity. They cannot be celebrated as Liberating by 

default as people bring to them stocks of knowledge and systems of devance generated 

throughout their unalterable personai histories. They cannot be studied and characterized 

exchsively by what is produced online as the cultures enacted online have their roots in forms 

of iife existing in the "real" world. 

Finaliy, and this is the central thesis that 1 propose here, the concept of (virtual) 

community with ail the normative loadS4 it carcies, has led anaiysis into a not particularly 

productive ideological exchange disputing the possibility for genuine community to be 

sustained through cornputer networks.55 This has deflected attention from the fact that a 

continuum of f o m  of king and acting together is growing from the technology of the Internet. 

1 will refer to that emerging range of new social forms as "virtual togethemess" in order to avoid 

the normative overtones present in the concept of community. Comrnunity, whatever definition 

one may chmse to give it, would then be one possible form of vinual togethemess among 

many. Thus, I see virtual togethemess, not genuine community, as the core of the community 

mode1 of the intemet outlined in the begiming of this chapter. 

The opposite of virtual togethemess is the isolated consurnption of digitized goods and 

services within the reaim of particularistic existence. The issue then is not which (and whether 

54~yrnond Williams (1985). iracing the ctymology of the word community, notes that it is "the warrnly persuasive word to 
dcsMbc an existing set of relationships; or the warmly persuasive word to describe an alternative set of nlationships" that 
"seems never 10 be used unfavorably and ncver to k givcn any positive opposing or distinguishing temi" (p. 76). The heavy 
normative load of the concept of community explains why the carly enthusiast have wanted to appropriate it for the legitimation 
of their pmject. for stressing its significance and nobility, whilc the critics have tcalausly defendcd an idcalizd notion 
signifying a higher state of human relationships that resists technological mediaiion. Williams' account of the historical 
developmcnt of the usage of the word reveals the interpnrative flexibility of the m iixlf and hcncc its socially coasmiueâ 
charactcr. 'lhm is no "genuine" fact of nanue or social history that the wod community denom. lhen  is no conscnsuaily 
afceptcd definition of its meaning. Diffcrent social actors have appmpriated the word at different points in history with different 
concrete contexis, goals and oppositions in mind. 

SShnicaUy, in this debate virtual community non-bclicvcrs (most of them moral philosophers and critical thconsis) have 
passionately undermined the strongest aitemative of the nmwly consumptive mode1 of Intemet developmnt. 



any) fonn of togethemess oniine deserves the 'ivarmly persuasive" (Williams, 1985, p. 76) label 

of community. The challenge to analysts is to understand and appreciate the significance of 

these various f o m  of transcending the private and navigating the social world for individual 

participants, for society at large and for the shaping of the Intemet. 

The Infosumer: The Rationalisîic ldeal of lnternet Use 

Accounts of participation in virtuai groups came up in the stories of some of the people 1 

interviewed without specific questioning. Invited to explain how they used the Internet, they 

started with their online groups. With others, no mention of any social life online was ever 

made. My pointed question about whether they twk  part in virtual groups or forums received 

sometimes very skeptical and even derogatory/nihilistic responses: 

1 am reading a few groups, not much. But again, nothing intrigues me to 
participate. So 1 don't know how widespread is that communal thing. 1 have no 
idea. 1 haven't participated. Chats, 1 find, are a horrible waste of time! 1 tried it 
once or twice and said, forget it! [What is so disappointing about it?] Oh, the 
subjects, the way they talked about it ...( Reiner) 

1 am aware, like you say, of newsgroups or usegroups, whatever they are called, 1 
tried, two or three years ago, some and 1 just didn't care. The crap that came back 
and the depth of the level of knowledge didn't really strike me, it wasn't worth 
going through these hundreds of notes - somebody asking this or that to find ... 
But 1 couldn't find any substantive issues and 1 did not c m ,  1 did not want to use 
it to advertise my own knowledge, so 1 just left them alone. (Don) 

Garry, the naval radio operator, summed up this particuiar position regarding Intemet 

group discussions in a useful model. According to Garry, a good radio operator sends as little as 

possible, but receives maximum: 

Because the radio operator is there just to get aii the information he can about the 
weather, the time signal, about what's happening in different countries and orders 
h m  different places. And if he can get that efficiently without going on the air 
too much, then it is to the benefit of everybody. If everybody is on the air asking 
questions, then you cannot hear reaiîy anytbing but miles and miles of questions 
king asked. That's why the etiquette of the professionai radio operator was to 
Say as Little as possible. Like telegrams used to be ... To me, it is a matter of 
getting information across. (Garry) 



Coming h m  this perspective, Garry, similarly to the other respondents quoted 

previously, scorned the "noisy people out there on the internet," ''the empty heads" who were 

out there first: "There are always people out there who just have their mouth hanging out and 

they are just talking, and taking, and talking, and just creating a lot of babble." (Garry) 

This kind of empty-heads produced "garbage upon garbage" on the Internet, a low Ievel 

content that Garry did not want to engage with. He believed that his contributions, had he made 

any, would have not been appreciated. To post in newsgroups, for him, would have been Like 

"casting pearls before swine - that means it is pretty pointiess to be intellectual when you are 

dealing with people who just want to talk about garbage." 

A closer look at the "radio operator" perspective reveals its underlying communicative 

values to be "substantive issues," "information," "efticiency." The respondents in this category 

upheld a rationdistic ideal of information production and exchange and judged the content of 

the discussions they found on the intemet according to it. The specific expectations they had to 

the quality of communication prevented them from contributing themselves because of an 

"expert knowtedge or nothing" attitude. From the perspective of this rationalistic ideai these 

respondents repudiated sociability understood as the pursuit of human contact, acquaintance, 

friendship, solidarity and intimacy, as legitimate motives for ushg the intemet. The users in this 

category were going to the Intemet for tirnely, accwate, reliable information and, quite 

naturally, were finding it in the online offerings of traditional information institutions such as 

news agencies, radio stations, newspapers, goverment sites. 

Instrumental Relations: Rulional Intemtion 

In Martha's nanative, one could notice the petsisring authority of the rationalistic ided 

with information as its central value, although acceptance of other people on the Internet, not 



necessarily experts and expert organizations, as sources of information and ideas was also 

showing through. lnfonnation remained the leading motive stated for going on the Intemet, 

however "taking to people oaline" was not perceived as its antithesis: 

My son has an attention deficit disorder ... and it was really interesting to get 
online and to talk to people from all over the world about this issue. It was called 
the ADD fonun - a really good way for providing information. (Martha) 

At one mm of the conversation when Mariha admitted that she missed the ADD forum 

that was available only through CompuServe, she made haste to emphasize: "It wasn't chatting 

to meet people and get to know people. It was chatting about ideas and exchanging 

information," thus paying tribute to the rationalistic ideal. 

Similady, John perceived his participation in the SkyTraveler's Digest,56 a mailing list 

for motor-glider hobbyists, as a valuable resource in problematic situations when decisions 

regarding new equipment had to be made or technical problems to be solved. He had 

approached newsgroups in the sarne way - in cases when he needed a question answered, a 

problem solved, a new experience illuminateci: his wife's diabetes, a new type of apple tree he 

wanted to plant, his new communication software, etc. He enjoyed the helpfulness and solidarity 

demonstrated by the people who took the time to answer his queries in their specifically human 

and social aspects, but admitted that once the problem was solved, the interpersonal 

communication would fade away: 

We don't normally communicate socially - how are you, what's the weather ... It's 
usually when a technical question comes up. M e r  that question is solved, we 
may talk a little bit about how old we are, what we did. But once the problem is 
solved this fades away. But yet, those people are stili in the background. And 
when 1 am looking at postings and see their name, a bel rings. (John) 

He, himself would only respond to questions others had asked on the mailing list when he had 

"something positive" to say and believed that this reserved culture of "positive," substantive 



contributions made his mailing list work well. 

Merlin too was quite scnipulous as far as the quality of information exchange in bis 

v h d  group was concemed. He insisted he was on this mailing list in order "to leam," "to 

expand rny understanding of the electrical components used in the electric car." He saw the List 

as a "semi-professionai community" and only felt the right to contribute when "somebody says 

something wrong or asks a question, especially connected to hybrids, because 1 have thought 

about it, 1 havent done any real calcuiations, [only] very simple calculations which answered 

some questions that were asked." Despite the preponderance of strictly technical content on the 

list, the personalities of participants had come through and Merlin had developed curiosity as to 

what kind of people some of the discussant were. When he had happened to be in the locations 

of some of the guys on the list, he had driven by their houses or shops and had met some of 

them. Putting a face to an e-mail address or alias, a living image and context to stories told on 

the list, seemed to have ken  a transfocming experience in terms of how Merlin felt about his 

list: 

Now, 1 have met these people, so it actually means a lot more to me, now that 1 
have met [emphasizes] ... 1 thought Jerry was a wealthy guy, in fact, you have to 
categorize him as poor, he is a postman and he hasn't worked for over a year, he 
is obviously not rich. And 1 have seen him, and 1 have seen his wife Shauna, 1 
actually saw his two daughters in passing. 1 have seen the truck, the car, that had 
this plasma firebail incinerated inside of the car, 1 saw the battery - there were 
three batteries welded together in a T-junction, 1 mean really, to do that damage, 
it really had to have a lot of energy ... (Merlin). 

Thus, unexpectedly, the rationalistic mode1 of Internet use (Melrin insisted on his loydty to it) 

was showhg cracks where it would have seemed most unlikely - on a technical discussion list. 

5%e nam of the mailing List bas k n  changai to avoid nibject's identification. 
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Ptopie onà ldeas in Mrtual mblic Spheres 

For Patrick and Myra "cbatting about ideas" was one of the main attractions of 

newsgroups. In this communication model, the high standing of information, ideas and 

knowledge was preserved, however it was inexmcably linked to interest in people as knowers, 

interpreters, discussion partners and opponents. The contact between the two of them (Patrick 

and Myra) was actually estabiished when Myra found in the Albanian newsgroup a posting from 

a guy who wanted to "ask some questions about Aibania to an Aibanian, to a guy or girl wbo 

knew about the country." Reflecting over a gratimng exchange they had had in an Intemet 

newsgroup, they described it like this: 

We started talking about serious politics ... Albanian, Eastern European. We were 
talking - long, long, long messages - politicai analysis, how this or that could be. 
No jokes, no stupidities like oh, 1 find you attractive, nothing like that. 

in her description of another newsgroup exchange with a previously unknown contributor, Myra 

suessed both the quality of the ideas that were articulated in the posting and the relationship 

established between its author and herself as a reader: 

There is a guy in the Russian group - and 1 saw a couple of postings of bis and, of 
course, 1 sent him a message, a personal one and 1 said well, 1 am delighted, 1 like 
them and he replied - oh, 1 am delighted that you appreciate them. So you kind of 
establish a closer contact. We don? write to each other or anything but when 1 see 
a posting by him, 1 will go and read it. (Myra) 

Myra used to write a lot in Albanian newsgroups and mailing lisis (trying to express her 

opinion regarding various, mostly poiitica, issues) but the highly coniroversid nature of the 

politicai topics she was addressing drew to her flaming and later, afîer she responded in a way 

sbe found due, intolerable disciplinary measures. Partick, for his part, admitted that he was 

visiting newsgroups to some extent aiso for the coniroversy: "But 1 like provocative topics and 

if someone starts flaming me, fine, 1 get what 1 deserve ... I have k e n  flamed and certainly will 

be flamed. 1 don't avoid that." 



Both Patrick and Myra thought of newsgroups not simply as an information resource, 

but also as a space for intellectual sociability and political debate, a ''public forum" in Patrick's 

own words, wtiere diverse opinions could meet and clash as a matter of course. The point of 

being there was to get exposed to others' perspectives and to argue for your own, to build 

alliances with like-minded people and to enjoy inteilectually stimulating encounters. 

An online political discussion that had gone the extra mile to involve subsequent 

organization and collective action of participants was represented by the mailing list Theodore 

belonged to. The participants in that discussion had gone beyond the process of collective sense- 

making of events and issues. An agreement over needs and directions of political organizing had 

grown out of their exchange and debate. The grass root Ethiopian National Congress had 

brought together face-to-face Ethiopian refugees scattered al1 over the wodd who had reached 

agreement over their common cause and couse of action in their virtual togethemess: 

individuals on the list started talking about this thing and said we should do 
something about it and so it started as a virtual organization and it transfonned 
itself, there was a meeting in July of last year in LA - the initial meeting for 
individuals to get together and discuss this thing and then there was another 
meeting in 1997 October where the actual organization was proclaimed and 
established in Atlanta. (Theodore) 

The Chaüer: Sociabiliîy Unhund 

The cases discussed so far derived in a significant way h m  the rationalistic model of 

Intemet communication, albeit irnplanting in it interpersonal interaction and sociability in 

different degrees and variations. When one tums to listen to Sandy, one realizes that a 

qualitative break with the rationalistic model has taken place. Sandy spoke for a markedly 

different mode1 of Internet communication, one that had sociability as its central value. 

Ironicaiiy, as 1 explained in Chapter 4, Sandy was introduced to the Intemet in relation to a 

University course she was taking. That means finding information bad ken  the foremost 



function of the medium her attention was drawn to. However, it didn't take long before Sandy 

discovered the chat lines and got fascinated by what they had to offer. In ber open and emotional 

statement Sandy showed no signs of guiit or remorse for abandoning the rationalistic mode1 of 

Intemet use. In fat,  she did not seem to notice the major subversion to which she was 

subjecting the medium as perceiveci from the "radio operator" perspective. She was happy to be 

one of those noisy people who were out there "iaiking, and talking, and talking" (see Garry's 

quote earlier in this chapter). Her main reason for king on the Net was "meeting people in there 

and having a great time talking to them" (see Martha's statement in the opposite sense above). 

1 was drawn to the rooms that were like the parent zone, health zone and things 
like that, just general interest ... 1 would talk to people in there and then 1 met this 
guy who lives in Ontario and his wife and they had a room called the Fun 
Factory. It was about 10 of us. We just hung out there, we went in there and just 
chatted about life. All kind of fun things - we goofed around, told jokes, stories, 
whatever. The same ten people. Oh, 1 still talk to them ail. In fact we've flown 
and we have met each other and some of us ... Lots of times other people came 
in, but this was the core. (Sandy) 

Paradoxically, what started as "gwfing around ended up having dramatic consequences 

for Sandy's "reai" life. In Sandy's own reflection, as a direct result of her hanging out in chat 

lines, her rnarriage fell apart completely. That was because online she met "really good people" 

who helped her to regain her self-confidence: "then ail of a sudden 1 was reminded that I was a 

real person [emotional tone] with reai emotions, and reai feelings and 1 was likable by people." 

Furthemore, one of her new online friends was the fmt person to whom she revealed that her 

husband was beating her: 

And he just said - get out! You have to get out, Sandy, you cannot stay there! 
And he and 1 became d y  close good hiends and he convinced me that life 
could go on and even that 1 would lose a lot of materialism, 1 would gain so 
much more if 1 could fight this fight and get out. And 1 did. 1 left. (Sandy) 

Another person who became a close fkiend and shared a lot in Sandy's marital problems, 

was also instrumental in helping her with the technological challenges of the Intemet. He was 



the computer professional (see Chapter 4) who taught Sandy the technical knowledge and skilIs 

that she needed to move and act freely online. Thus, one can notice how, starting h m  a close 

personai relationship established online, Sandy had occasionally gone the full circle back to 

hard information and proficiency in one particular area: 

And he made it easy. 1 wouid say '4 dont tbink 1 can do that," and he would say - 
"1 remember you saying that about such and such, but if you just think about how 
it works." And he would explain to me how it worked. And then 1 would go and 
do it myself. (Sandy) 

The chat room Sandy was describing codd hardly meet the high standards of comrnunity 

raised by the critics of the idea of virtual community. The interactions in that rwm had ken  

vibrant, and yet superficial, intense, and fleeting at the same time: 

In the room it was mostly goofing around, telling cracking jokes. And also there 
was aiways stuff going on in the kkground in private conversations and then 
you'd have the public mm. And often you would have three or four private 
conversations going at the same time as the room. (Sandy) 

What actually was happening in this environment was people meeting strangers and treating 

them not simply with civility, but as someone "like myself," someone who could laugh at the 

same jokes, talk about the same topics of interest and then walk away and go on with hislher 

own Life. That is, what the room was providing for its visitors was an environment for "fluid 

sociability among strangers and near-strangers" understood in a sense close to that suggested by 

Philippe Arih (cited in Winetraub, 1997, p. 25). Speaking about the sociability of the pre- 

modern cities Ariés writes: 'This is a space of heterogeneous coexistence, not of inclusive 

solidarity or of conscious collective action; a space of syrnbolic display, of the complex 

blending of praçtical motives with interaction ritual and personai ties ...." (quoted in Winetraub, 

The chat room described by Sandy displayed also social proximity found across physical 

distance. Sandy's account indicated that the people she was meeting in her chat rwm were 



socially and culturaily close to her: they liked rock and roll, Star Trek and kayaking. They had 

computers of the same make and similar kinds of marital problems. The spirit of sociability 

sustained in the chat room was a product of the shared desire of these people to overcome the 

privateness of their existence, to go out and socialize some of their most personai experiences, 

anxieties and troubles. The merry superficiality of the chat-room was only the fmt level of 

contact where, through the display of one's personality in public, interpersonai affinities were 

sought and negotiated. The deeper effects of ibis activity were realizing themselves at the level 

of the ptivate conversations breaking off from the party and even further, into participants' 

actions in the offiine world. These were effects concerning again the private spheres of the 

individuais involved. However, the return to the private to deai with its challenges was 

perfonned at a different level, bringing in a re-affirmed self,S7 reflexivity, new interpretative 

fcameworks for addressing vital problems of everyday life acquired in the social online 

relationships. 

At the moment 1 spoke with Sandy, the Fun Factory chat room had died out - its 

participants had left. Sandy emphasized that she did not want to chat online that much any more, 

"at least for now:" 

1 think 1 want to establish social relationships in the real world instead of in the 
virtual world nght now. That's important for me where 1 am right now. 1 still 
want to keep in contact with the friends that 1 have met online and 1 do that by e- 
mail now instead of chat mms.  (Sandy) 

In Sandy's case, the involvement in a form of Wtual togethemess had clearly k e n  a 

situationai phenomenon. The problems and devance systems of a particular situation in her life 

had led Sandy to seek sociability, recognition, social support, intimacy in the more or less 

anonymous virtuai association of people she could meet through the Intemet chat programs. The 

57Quite conrrary to the floating multiple selves postinodem ibeorists antiapated 
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specific characteristics of her situation were aiready discussed in Chapter 5. The most prominent 

of them were social isolation and dysfunctiond abusive mariage. In her Wnial togethemess 

witb the oîher members of the chat m m ,  Sandy bad found the means to deal with the pmblems 

she was facing thete and then. In a changed situation, she was consciously choosing a different 

mute and different means for building togethemess with people. Yet, as one can notice in her 

statement, she chenshed the relationships she had created onüne and worked to translate them 

into a different format. Her 'tirtuai" friendships were in the process of becoming "real," and as 

such, not ab1 y, sustained through otber communication technologies - e-mail and telephone. A 

transformation that once again exposes the Fragility of the constructed ùoundary between real 

and virtual togethemess. 

With Ellen, the concept of community dominated the conversation from the Fust 

question on. Ellen had hooked up to the intemet from home after she became house bound and 

diagnosed with a rare but cnppling chronic illness. Her explicit motivation for becoming an 

Intemet user was to be able to connect to a support group. She sirnply felt "very desperate for 

information and help." "Getting information" and "getting support" were two inseparable 

reasons for her to go oniine. Thus, Ellen joined an invisible dispersed group of people who were 

logging on evetyday to get the "gift of making this comection" with each other: 

... to discover that thousands of people are going h u g b  exactly the same 
incredible experience and nobody in their family understands, their husbands and 
wives dont understand, the doctor docsn't believe them and they have this 
temble difficulty of functioning. And yet, the= is this aemendously strong 
community of people who have never met and probably wiii never meet but who 
are so loyal to each other and have such a strong support because it is a lifeline 
for aii of us. (EUen) 



The list was experienced as a safe environment by these people, a place where they felt 

cornfortable saying: 

I've had a really bad day, 1 had to go see a specialist and 1 had such a difficulty 
and couldn't breathe and it was such a challenge to get there and then the doctor 
was awful to me. And then 1 got home and my husband was complaining because 
the house wasn't cle an... (Ellen) 

And immediately after a complaint like that would pop up in members' mail boxes, there would 

be a "flurry*' of supportive responses. hyalty, high tolerance for "dumping," safety, family-like 

atmosphere, compassion - these were aii attributes Ellen used to describe the quaiity of 

interaction in her "wonderful group." 

The reai-life effects consisted in "a lot of confidence," "getting my life in proportion 

again," "getting a sense of myself" (compare with an almost identical formulation by Sandy) 

"feeling much less a failure." Leaming a lot about the disease was among the benefits of list 

membership, however Ellen took care to distinguish the particular kind of leaming that was 

taking place there: 

1 leamt so much from these people who had had the disease for years. 1 had tried 
to get hold of some medical information. But getting online is different because 
there for the fmt time you get information from people who have trodden this 
path already! (Ellen) 

For good or il1 as the case may be, the victims of the disease Ellen had were short- 

circuiting the medical establishment and the expert knowledge produced by it and were leaming 

from each other. More accurately, they were coiiectively appropriating and using expert 

knowledge in ways they had found relevant and productive in their own unique situations of 

sufferers and victims. On the list they were creating this culture of appropriation and solidarity. 

A sirnilar sense of gain from online support group discussions came through cleariy in 

Mathew's comment. According to him, people with similar medical problerns leamt from each 

other about the existence of a wriety of treatment options, which, consequently, empowered 



them vis-à-vis the medical profession. Matthew challenged the very notion of a patient. In his 

understanding, people with health problems were clients, customers and in the best case, 

collaborators with doctors, nurses, prosthetists, etc. To be able to act in this capacity however, 

they needed to be inforrned and acculturated in their disability. This is, Matthew believed, what 

online support groups, such as the list he hirnself had initiated, were instrumental in. "1 leamt 

more about king an mputee in the one year of king on the mailing List than throughout the 20 

years 1 had had the problem," Matthew insisted passionately. 

What distinguished Ellen's expenence from other, more detxhed, f o m  of learning like 

those described by previous respondents was the fact that the people she was interacting with 

over time had come to constitute a collective entity with its own distinctive culture. Her online 

p u p  had a relatively stable membership communicating on a daily basis and feeling 

responsible for each other's well-king. Both commonalty of interest and diversity could be 

found in that group. Most of its participants were people seeking alternative approaches for 

dealing with the chronic devastating disease they had. In Ellen's estirnate, most of hem were 

highly educated and articulate. Women were the prevailing number. At the same time, mernbers 

of the group came fiom different reiigious backgrounds and life experiences in tenns of 

profession, family, etc. Yet, characteristically, they were entering their shared space ready and 

eager to listen to interpretations coming from viewpoints different h m  one's own: 

Like this woman in Israel, a Hebrew scholar, a convert to Judaism, she has the 
most fascinating perspective on things. There are amazing things coming fmrn 
her ... But nobody has ever tried to push one point of view above another. There 
has been very much a sense of sharing. (Eiien) 

Ellen's account describes, 1 would argue, an almost perfect form of online community 

that could rneet the highest standards. Yet, as we have seen from the cases cited eariier, not all 

bome users of the Internet recognized or were eager to grab this opportunity offered by the 

technology. It took a particular configuration of situational factors: a rare disease, physical and 



social isolation, a vital need to corne to terms with a radically new experience and mastery of 

language and expression (recaü that Ellen was a philologist, editor and writer) for this, rather 

extreme form of oniine community involvement to take place. And it should be noted that even 

in this case online community was not displacing face-to-face community where the latter did or 

could have existed. It was rather fiiiing the gap left by the impossibility of face-to-face 

community or the inability of existing face-to-face communities to satisfj important needs of 

the subject. Furthemore, oniine community was helping the individual member, at least in the 

evidence presented by Ellen's case, to re-gain confidence and motivation for re-building and 

opening new dimensions in face-to-face relationships. 

1 would like now to go back and revise the theoretical debate about vimd community in 

the context of the various experiences with it my respondents had or lacked. Let me start the 

interpretation of the emergent continuum between what 1 cailed "the rationalistic model of 

intemet communication" and the "community as in cornmitment" experience with the 

observation that in al1 of the cases discussed above the respondents had access to principally the 

same technology with some variations in computing power, speed and access time which, 1 

found, were not related to the prevaient type of use. 

The users who denied the communal aspects of the Intemet (most of them men) came 

from a strictly utilitacian and/or rationalistic value orientation. They were using the Intemet to 

find positive, reliable, scientific, professionally presented information and were more often 

finding it in the virtual projections of institutions such as oniine magazines and newspapers 

(Reiner), radio and television stations' sites, governent sites (Garry), news agencies (Noms) 

and scientific publications oniine (Sophie). To most of these users, newsgroups and mailing lists 

had Little to offer and respectively, communal forms were put under question in principle. The 

everyday practice of such users, 1 suggest, is organized by the consumption model of the 



Internet, translated at the level of individual motivation into a rationdistic ideal of information 

production and exchange. The everyday practice of the infosumer, for its part, continuously 

repmduces the consumption model of the Intemet as a social institution. 

On the other hand, representatives of disenfranchised groups - in my study these were 

clearly Ellen and Matthew, both disabled, but also in some sense Sandy (a victim of spousal 

abuse) and Merlin (unemployed for a long term) - were using the technology as a twl to carve 

spaces of sociability, solidarity, mutual support and situated, appropriative leaming in 

communion with others. As 1 üied to show, these two forms of Intemet use were no& separated 

by empty space but by a whole range of intermediate modalities. Mariha and John appreciated 

the empowerment stemming from the opportunity to draw on the knowledge, experience and 

practicai help of otherwise anonyrnous people in the areas of their specific interests and 

concerns. Myra, Patrick and Theodore were new immigrants struggling to make sense of the 

ciramatic politicai events that had befallen their native countries, as well as to sustain a 

meaningful balance between disparate, and even conflicting, sides of their culturai identities.58 

In this process, they were leaning on both the informational and the communal affordances of 

the lnternet thus forging a medium for politicai debate and civic involvement. 

On the basis of these observations 1 feel in a position to define more accurately the 

difference between the consumption model and the community model of the htemet. The 

qualitative distinction between the two models consists in the absence in the former and 

respectively the presence in the latter of users' participation and involvement with one another. 

The degree of immediacy and depth of this involvement may Vary in the different versions of 

581 should admit that ihis caiegory of mpondents was the one to which 1 could relate most closely because of my omi  personal 
social-biogrqhical situation. 



the community model. It may or may not meet a normative standard of "genuine community." 

But in al1 the expressions of this m&l, users produce sometbing of value to others - content, 

space, relationship andlor culture. 1 beiieve that the legitimacy and the practical possibility of 

this kind of user involvement is what needs to be defended against the assault of the 

consumption model and its related practices, including the attempts to appropriate virtual 

togethemess for the purposes of consumption (see Werry, 1999). 

Beîween the Public and the Intimate: Gradicn& of lmmeàiacy 

Another continuum of behaviour foims charted by respondents* accounts is that between 

the public and the private. Its exploration revealed a prwess of subtle negotiation of the 

boundaries between the pnvate world - the one îhat the individual user felt he or she had under 

control- and the public spaces created on and through the Intemet. in fact, 1 would suggest by 

the end of my argument here, that it would be more useful to recognize the falseness of the 

dichotomy between the private and the public (at lem in the context of Internet togethemess) 

and to adopt Schutz's (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) analog model of "levels of anonymity" (p. 

80) as a more accurate representation of the experienced social world. 

Most of the people 1 interviewed, especialiy the women, spoke about an initial shock and 

fear for their privacy when using the intemet. As new users, they found it hard to imagine 

exactly how visible and sociaüy consequentiai their various actions and interactions were. 

Sandy recollected her early anxiety with amusement: '4 remember when the modem hooked up 

the fmt tirne, 1 was scared. 1 thought, oh, no! 1 thought everyone was gonna know everything 

about me for some reason." Jane was stili at the stage where making a comment into a 

newsgroup or participating in a chat line felt "creepy:" "So, 1 just made a comment. But 1 didn't 



like the idea because 1 realized later that anybody could read my comment and send me e-mail ... 

1 didn't make any other comments." 

With experience, users were developing strategies for careful control of the degree of 

exposure they allowed for on the Internet in particular action contexts. Martha's approach 

involved complex manipulation of two e-mail addresses, one "anonyrnous" and the other 

indicating her reai name: 

The address 1 have at the VCNSQ fonvards mail ... to my home address. When the 
people 1 am contacting are a non-profit web site 1 can contact them either way - 
from my home address or the VCN one. 1 like to have that anonymity. Then any 
mail that goes to the VCN, the people that have sent it don't know where it goes 
to until 1 contact them. (Martba) 

Similady, when Myra waated to respond to a request for information posted in a 

newsgroup by an unknown person hidden behind a nickname, she reasoned: 

Robert Redford [poster's nickname]! ... Let's see what his true name is. (1 am a 
scientist after d.) At the same time 1 wanted to be safe and because 1 had several 
accounts scattered around the world, 1 wmte to him from an account that 1 had in 
Italy. And on the next &y when 1 checked that account, 1 found a message from 
that guy that 1 also thought was a Pole ... 
The mystery guy and Myra started a "serious" political discussion (referred to earlier in 

this chapter) which went in concentriç circles from public issues to private thoughts and 

feelings: 

And then afler months, because he was always asking questions: how are things 
over there ... Mer  months, 1 started joking and said, weU, the next message 1 
expect something like ten questions h m  you. And here come ten questions: 
How taIl are you? What kind of wine do you like? Do you like sailing? ... things 
like that. So it got more into [I suggest personal, she doesn't accept it, preferring] 
ordinary hurnan t e m  rather than talking about big issues. (Myra) 

Myra was drawing the trajectory of a fascinahg graduai movement between the public 

and the private, or as Schutz would put it, between different gradients of irnmediacy spaning the 



distance between the most anonymous - "an Albanian. a girl or guy who knew about the 

counuy," "that guy that 1 also thought was a Pole" - and the most intimate, as we wiil see 

shortly. Communication media varied accordingly, They were used with subtle discretion, like 

musical instruments by a virtuose, to gentiy negotiate mscendence of social and cultural 

boundarks, one idmitesimal step at a time: 

And then it was aîmost a year after we started taiking ... 1 donTt know, maybe 1 
was bored again or 1 had other problems in my iife when 1 decided again, well 
what's this guy, let's hear bis voice. Let's make him a mal thing rather just an 
Intemet header. So 1 asked him may 1 give you a cd1 and he said yes. 1 was a 
little shy, because 1 knew nothing about bis private [emphasis mine] life. You 
don't want to hiru& into somebody's life and we were just fiiends, not even 
friends, not even close fnends. But he said yes and 1 cal1 him, and 1 taik to this 
guy who happens to have an accent, we talked about some rubbish, I guess. 1 
don't even remember, nobody would have guessed then ttiat things would get ... 
(My@ 

As the story progressed, the phone conversations between the two of them became a 

regular event, altemated with hows-long Intemet chats, e-mails and again hours-long phone 

conversations. Then, pictures were exchanged, then a maniiige proposal from him came by e- 

mail in the form of a joke: "And it was easier to make that joke on the Intemet than on the 

phone" (Patrick). Then, "things started getting more and more romantic" (Myra). And finally, a 

visit was arrangeci: 

MYRA: At the beginning of March of 1997 1 came to Vancouver. We met at tbe 
airport and that was it. 
MARIA: How did you fuid each other afîer having all the correspondence? Did 
reality change your image of the other person? 
PATRICK AND MYRA: No, 
MYRA.. 1 remember that 1 was very tease, of course. 
PATRICK: Me too [unclear]. 
MYRA: 1 remember 1 got out of the gates. The fmt thing that 1 saw was him. He 
was coming towards me. We just hugged and we kept walking. 1 was talking all 
the tirne because otherwise 1 would explode. It was my usual way of talking - 
making fun of everything including myself. He was used to that 1 guess. He 
wasntt surprised that I was behaving ... 
MARIA: How long did it take from the first thne you exchanged messages to 
that moment? 
MYRA: A year and a half. 



As 1 explained earlier, in Sandy's story the interaction in the semi-public space of the 

chat r o m  consisted of "mostly goofing arowd, telling cracking jokes." in the private 

background however joking was nuning into deeply intimate revelations: 

Roland's and mine relationship was mostly joking around, but we at some point, 
got quite deep into his relationship with his wife and my relationship with my 
husband ... He was married and going through really tough times with his wife, so 
he and 1 got really good friends and we e-mailed each other back and forth every 
&y and just having that relationship with him made me feel alive! And made me 
realize how much realiy 1 had going for me because after my husband diminished 
my self worth and self respect so low ... (Sandy) 

Sandy also walked al1 the way from "cracking jokes" in public to a romantic relationship 

with one of her new fnends from the chat group. The dynamic of the story of that relationship 

was similar to Myra and Patrick's - long chats, coming to know e u h  other's life stories in 

details, exchange of pictures, finally, a face-to-face meeting. The ending of it al1 however was 

not quite so happy as in the previous case. Sandy's partner, C.K., had taken advantage of the 

manipulative powers of the internet, to lead numerous women into believing that each of them 

was the only one he was attracted to and exchanged intirnate correspondence with. A discovery 

Sandy made by accident on his computer, opened her eyes to the fact that C.K.'s compassion 

and caring had been shared with many other women al1 over North America at exactly the same 

t h e  when their romance was in full swing. In a theoretically quite interesting move Sandy 

chose to publicize her deeply private pain. Enraged, she sent a message to these women 

explaining what C.K. was actually doing thus creating a powerful, even if short-lived, united 

front against the trickster: "None of them [the women she e-mailed] hated me, they were really 

angry with him. He took some pretty big flak over." 

In the context of a disease-related mailing list having hundreds of readers and dozens of 

contributors aii around the world, Eiien also traversed a spiral of public to private and back to 

public communications. hitially, she was "intimidated by the very hugeness" of the list and did 



not feel confident enough to coniribute. However, in the midst of the big group discussion, after 

a while, Ellen would notice people that she "Would resonate with:" "1 wouid find myself looking 

through the list of messages for their names - just to see whether they have written that day." 

And finaiiy one day, she contacted a couple of people through the so called "back channels," 

sending private e-mail. This contact coincided with the creation of a new sub-list by one of the 

women Ellen had gotten in touch wiih. So, about 17 people, who had found through the big list 

that they shared similar interests and approaches to healing, formed a "semi-private" group 

branching off from the open public fonun and initially exchanged carbon copied e-mails with 

each other. 

As the interest in that group tumed out to be quite high, at one stage, it had to be 

transformed into a new "official," as Ellen put it, mailing list based on a server at St. John's 

University in Boston. This meant that fiom a closed "private discussion," the list was going 

back into the public realm where everyone could read and join it. Some members feared that 

this would compromise the quality of the exchange, as well as the openness and the depth of the 

interpersonal sharing. The group deliberated on the problem and finaily decided that it was "the 

idea of keeping it private venus having new blood, and new information, and new ideas. Also 

imponantly, king able to offer what we had to more people." They chose publicness and 

initiaily Ellen was ambivalent about it: 

1 felt very uncornfortable with the idea of becoming public. 1 wasn't sure 1 couid 
continue posting because 1 am a very, very private person. 1 dont like the feeling 
of king on stage. It is a very personal medium - 1 f i d  that people write very 
personal messages. They really reveal thernselves very deeply. (Ellen) 

Eventually, feeling that the characteristic "very nice atmosphere and a sense of 

camaraderie and common pund" of the List was preserved Ellen overcarne her reservations and 

continued to be an active contributor. Tbus, after hding re-affirmation of her interests and 

values in other inàividuals and later, in a close in-group, Ellen twk her deeply private thoughts 



and sensations out of her walk-in closet (where her old Mac was located, if you recall chapter 6) 

and came out on the stage of the public realm empowered as an actor. After some tirne on the 

new list. someone suggested that the members exchanged personal biographies. This made 

Ellen reflect on the dialectic of public and private, self-presentation and knowledge of the other 

person in the oniine environment: 

1 found it sa fascinating to read - fmt of ail, what everyone chooses to say about 
themselves; and aiso think about what 1 want to convey about myself - here 1 am 
in this unique oniine environment where 1 can't be seen, 1 can't be heard and yet I 
want to convey something about myself. .. 1 kept them ail. So that gave more of a 
sense of the individuai Lives and of king a group. (Ellen) 

What this public-pnvate-intimate continuum helps us realize is that, analogous to the 

consumption versus community continuum, there is no criticai point where a person's or a 

group's behaviour can be definitively characterized as private as opposed to public and vice 

versa. People plan and experience their social action as combining privacy and publicness in 

different proportions. The task typically assigned to the Intemet is to bring the determination of 

this proportion under the user's control. To whom do 1 want to listen; whom do 1 want to talk to; 

whom do 1 allow to listen to me? For and with whom do 1 want to act; who do 1 allow to act 

upon me; how big and open a collectivity do 1 want to act with? The different answers 

individual users give (more or less consciously) to these questions lead them to choose 

individuai, "pnvate" e-mail or a dozen of "carbon copies," a posting to a closed or to an open 

mailing list, "lurking" in a newsgroup or contributing to one; joining a mailing List, or, as a 

matter of fact, creating and moderation one (Matthew in my respondent group). 

If we look at Myra's and Ellen's example in detail we wiil recognize the 

multidimensionality of the notions of private and public that emanate h m  them. There are at 

least three senses in which pubiicness and privacy are perceived and respectively manipulated 

online - in t e m  of the forum, or space of gathenng; in terms of the content of the 



communication; and in terrns of the action taken - does it affect others or is it performed in 

perfect privacy within the lair of the scull as Anderson (1984) has put it describing the act of 

reading the newspaper. What emerges is a multidimensional sale on which privacy and 

publicness of social action can me gauged. At al1 stations of the processes of encountering 

others and interacting with them online people are located in their private homes. From this 

position, they twn themselves, initially as simple consumers/readers, to forums that are public. 

Later, they reach out to another private individuai sending himlher content that can itself be 

classified as dealing with issues of public concern or on the opposite - with private issues. 

Thus a l i  three components in which 1 have subdivided the pmess analytically - fomm, 

action and content - can be either public or private and people carefully select the degree of 

openness of each component they want to permit at any particular moment. Thus, the bulk 

qualification of Internet use as contributhg to the "increased privatization and 

individuaiization" of existence and the "evacuation and diminishing of the public sphere of 

contemporary western societies" (Kumar, 1995, p. 163) misses important aspects of what is 

actually going on. But neither are the "networked nation" (Hiltz and Turoff, 1978) or the "global 

village" (McLuhan, 1964, p. 93) metaphors accurately describing the actual practice of users. 

What 1 see happening is a careful crafting of boundaries and definitions of relationships between 

inàividuals and individuais and groups. These boundaries delineate spaces of social action 

spanning the public and the private unimaginable without the new communication medium. 

In this chapter 1 have attempted to display the Limitations of a dichotomous 

undewtaading of online communication that powerfuliy shapes the theoretical debate 

conceniing the intemec and simultaneously, the public understanding of the medium. This is 



first, the polacity between the Intemet as a consumption medium fostering the extrerne 

privatizatioa of society and the Internet as an automatic comunity-building technology. The 

second polarity is the one between virtual community and real community. 

1 have questioned the productivity of the normatively charged and vaguely defined 

concept of community as the standard against which social practice on the intemet is judged. 

Users approach the medium, as my data have shown, from a variety of situational motivations, 

needs and ideologies. In doing that, they generate a rich repertory of use genres each of which 

needs careful consideration and evaluation on its own ments. The premcupation with 

ideologically constructed standards, such as virtual community versus reagenuine community 

and public participation versus privatization of expenence, biinds commentators to the 

possibility for new, unexpected, unimaginable and yet humanistic and empowering variations of 

technological practice to emerge. 

It is my belief that the careful examination of actual Intemet use in its numemus forms 

should be organized by the task of discerning, recognizeing and articulateing the empwering 

aspects of the technology as they emerge out of the everyday lives of real people in particular 

situations. A struggle to direct cesources towards the further development and re-enforcement of 

these aspects of the Intemet as a technology and a social institution can start h m  there. 

A quote 1 found by mere serendipity in Schutz's (1964) Collected Papers helped me 

summarize what my at times confusing journey through my respondent's social actions on the 

Intemet had in fact helped me discover. In the conclusion of his analysis of Mozart's musical 

contribution Schutz writes: 

1 submit that Mozart's main topic is not, as Cohen beiieved, love. It is the 
metaphysical mystery of the existence of a human universe of pure sociality, the 
exploration of the manifold forms in which man mets his feiiow-man and 
acquires knowledge of him. The encounter of man with man within tôe human 
world is Mozart's main concern. This explains the perfect humanity of his art. 
(Schutz, 1964, p. 199) 



My study of the communicative and communal use of the Internet bas uncovered a 

fascinahg variety of fonns in which individuals meet their fellow-men and women and acquk 

knowledge of them opening up thanks to the new medium. The encounter of the person with the 

ûther, in singular and plurai, within the human world; the fdhg of erstwhile regions of 

anonymity with detaiied knowledge of the fellow-human is one of the most exciting promises of 

the Intemet. Discovering and promoting these manifold forms of human encounter in a new 

technological environment is, 1 believe, the central task of a humanistic study and shaping of the 

Interne t. 



Conclusion 

Starting this inquiry, 1 took seriously the proposition that users represent an active force 

in shaping technology alongside with various groups of experts and political players (Feenberg, 

1991, 1999; Silverstone & Haddon, 1996; Lie & Sorensen, 1996). 1 adopted a view of 

technology that saw its actual reaiity in the concrete acts of its use and more precisely, in the 

social event of technologicaiiy mediated interaction between the user, or practitioner, and 

his/her physical and social environment. 

My concrete object of interest was the Intemet - a global cotnputer network (technology) 

graduaiiy evolving into a mass communication medium (a social institution). 1 found one of the 

most recent and significant developments in the evolution of the Intemet to be its penetration 

into the everyday life of a vast non-professional user population and specifically into one of its 

core sites - the home. The lack of conventional social knowledge regarding the "appropriate" 

use of the Intemet on the part of people who were not led exclusively by pre-given models, 1 

reasoned, would necessitate heavy invohement of these users in signiljing work. That is, these 

people would need to create thernselves meanings and values to be ascribed to the medium in 

correspondence with specific tasks and problerns they faced in their immediate environment. In 

other words, 1 expected to find early users activeiy discovering the relevance of the Internet to 

their social-biographical situations and initiating Intemet-based practices that designers and 

promoters had not been able to imagine. To me this meant that these users would be further 

inventing the Intemet. Taking the Intemet home, early users would not only act with it, but also 

onto it. 

With my empirical study, then, 1 set out to undersrand the process in which users fonned 

their relationship with the intemet tbat 1 believed to be mutuaiiy transfomative. 1 was curious to 



see the concrete mechanisms through which the relevance of the new technology was 

estabiished by domestic users and how it was further incorporated into the existing systems of 

activities and relations making up the everyday life of the user's home. What did user agency 

look like in actuai practice? What were îbe products of users' signifymg work, how palpable, 

stable and portable were they? 

Suggestioirs for Theoy: Cihoiccs und Mediafions in the User-Technobgy Rekilion 

At the very beginning of the narratives that represented rny avenues into users' authentic 

experiences 1 âiscovered the figure of the w m  expert. He or she was an expert in the sense of 

possessing systematic knowledge of the technology that was yet unf&ar to the novice user. 

However, Wshe w*ds not interacting with the user from a position in some formal set of 

relationships as it would have been the case for example with the expert from an internet service 

provider's help desk or the instructor for a course teaching the technology. The w m  expert 

inhabited the user's everyday iife in the most direct sense, as a fellow-man in Schutzian terms, 

who experienced the user's immediate situation. He or she acted as an interpreter between the 

technical system and the user's lifeworld speaking the language of both. Noiably, he or she was 

not an unbiased interpreter. Hdshe was passing to the new user hisher own readings of the 

technology dong with the universal rneanings of technical features. He/she was teacûing the 

user tricks for preserving autonorny and shortcuts to content of relevance. Thus while the 

Internet in itself was infinitely open and diverse, new users did not rush to surf it at random as 

some surveys of user behaviour would suggest. Neither did they foilow diligently the 

instnictions in their manuals or the bookmarks of their software providers. More often than not 

6q have corne a m s s  a number of quantitative surveys asking users co indicaie which activiiies, out of a suggested List, they 
pcrfom on the Interna. "Surtùig" always açcwrils for a high pceniage of the answcrs. This observation bar tek mc 
wondering w h ~  sem diffennt people put in ihis wotd ibat bas mm to bt associated with intemet use in a trite manner. 
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they entered the medium through a specific port suggested by the warm expert - an Ethiopian 

discussion group, an arthritis mailing list, a chat site, etc. In taking ches from their immediate 

social environment, users' learning of the intemet was no different from established patterns of 

knowledge acquisition with regard to traditional media, especially print. It was ~miniscent of 

the two-step flow of mas  communication discovered by Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet 

(1948; see aiso Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1964). The new user was not facing the technology and the 

content and activities accessible thmugh it as an isolated individual. Technology, csctcnt and 

related activities were refracted by interpersonal influence and contextual relevance. Thus the 

interaction with the w a m  expert represented the fmt level of translation where the work of 

making the medium persondly meaningful was staried off. 

1 found another expression of users' choice and activity in the variety of relations users 

fonned with the intemet. I used Ihde's (1990) phenomenology of hurnan-technology relations to 

interpret the different ways in which the Intemet mediated between users and their physical and 

social world. The blanket acceptance as well as the blanket rejection of the medium, 1 

concluded, are crude constructs that do not capture the actuai dynamic of the user-Intemet 

relation. in practice, a person encountering a socioiechnical system such as the intemet faces a 

ncher gamut of choices. Engagement with the medium can remain instrumentai, or it can grow 

into a more substantive and absorbing relation. These different relations produce different sets 

of opportunities and threats for users. I beiieve that awareness of this fact and, consequently, 

reflective navigation of the availabie choices contributes to personai empowerment with regard 

to the medium. 

In the case of the embodiment relation, the internet is simply a twl for accomplishing 

clearly defined goals in the surroundhg physical or social world. It is mobilized by the acting 

person as an extension of his or her natural abilities. It can be experienced as an organic part of 



oneself, or on the contrary, as a poorly made prosthesis. In both cases, the world is on the other 

side of the technology and the limitations in seeing or manipulating it imposed by the 

mediationai agent - the intemet - are accessible to reflection and action. In the henneneutic 

relation, the attention of the user is focused on the technology as a representation of the world. 

The world and the medium become conflated. The technicai and institutionai codes embodied in 

the medium become codes for understanding the world. The advantage this relation bnngs to the 

user is an increased mastery of the technicai and institutional code. The threat consists in the 

fact that the reduction of the world to its technicai representation can easily be forgotten. in the 

altecity relation the world is bracketed out. The technology andlor the content it delivers become 

a source of emotions normaily derived from the contact with another human being. Both 

technicai creativity and technologicaily furnished escape from the problems of the surrounding 

world are viable outcornes of this relation. 

In al1 these foms of human-technology relation, 1 demonstrated, a complex diaiectic of 

amplification and reduction of human powers is involved. In order to be an autonomous agent in 

a technologicaily mediated world, the subject has to be able to question and realisticaily 

estimate one's own relation with technology. This is a crucial prerequisite for the achievement 

of emancipation vis-à-vis technology. The capacity for identifjmg the possibilities of alienation 

and disalienation represents a condition of comptent use. 1 concluded, on the basis of the 

expeciences shared by my respondents, that the establishment of a cciticai henneneutic relation - 

a pointed interest in the technology as such leading to a cciticai knowledge of the powers and 

distortions implicit in its code - represents one possible way of disalienation. 

My examination of the home environment into which the htemet was introduced 

revealed another terrain for hard signifying work and stmggle for defining the user-technology 

relation. Btiaghg the Internet home people had to &al with the question of where exactly the 



technology belonged in terms of location, schedule and interfamily relationships. One aspect of 

this question referred to the symbolic awnership of the bternet connection: Did it belong 

equally io al1 family members or was there a privileged or solely entitled user? A second 

dimension had to do with pnvacy of use: Would the person using the Internet at any particular 

time be aüowed (or encouraged) to face the medium one-tbone withdrawing from the ongoing 

life of the family collectivity, or on the contrary, other family members will be present and 

aüowed to intemene? Finally, the place of the medium was selected with regard to the kind of 

activity it supported - imposed or inüinsic, work or pleasure. 

The specifk constellations of choices made dong these t h e  lines contributed to the 

emergence of different use practices and interfamily relations anchored in the medium. The 

Internet connection was used to demarcate zones of individual privacy within the home as well 

as to aid the creation of special bonds between family members and new ways of connecting to 

the broader social world. Gender roles with regard to the medium were re-negotiated with some 

unexpected outcornes such as for example the mother-son collaboration in mastering the 

technology and the leadership of women in Intemet adoption motivated by perceived motherly 

responsibilities. Thus the function and the definition of the Intemet within the individual home 

was negotiated with regard to users' position in the family and the set of vdues established by 

the family group. 

Certainly, these positions and values themselves had to be re-considered in the face of 

the new possibilities and challenges brought forth by the new medium. New respoasibilities had 

to be added to the job charactenstics of different family members. Patterns of time organization 

in the home had to be modified. The meaning of king at home and being together was changing 

and people struggled hard to make sense of these changes and reconcile desired new 

oppomuiities with valued old ways of life. 



Suggestions for Polirical Precîke: Gmunded Visions of the Possiblc 

Investigating the stabilized forms of practice involving Internet use in the context of 

users' social-biographical situations, 1 discovered a multiplicity of situatianally rational 

conceptions of the medium's usefulness and functuionality. 1 referred to the characteristic sets 

of Intemet-based activities growing out of these conceptions as use genres. Use genres 

demonstrated a duai character in that they represented reoccwring patterns of local action 

undertaken by users and at the same tirne they rendered the medium itself symbolic and 

substantive quaiities that others could encounter and draw upon. Furthemore, these genres were 

related to conditions of individual existence charactenstic of contemporary society and 

represented responses to widespread needs. 1 see these genres as a rich resowce of ideas ihat can 

direct a pursuit for democratic development of the intemet. The point is not to concoct utopian 

schemes for reaiizing the visions of theorists, technologists and political leaders but the 

opposite, to elaborate visions to be asserted in a political process with an eye and ear tumed to 

the unglamorous everyday initiatives of ordinary users. 

Various civic and public organizations and interest groups can establish an effective 

presence on the Intemet by providing supportive platforms for the genres inventai by users. 

Some of the cases 1 studied exemplitied models for this: a web site of a local Attention Deficit 

Disorder parent support group, an organization of political refuges growing out of a mailing 

list and subsequently utilizing ttiat list for further organizing. The cases of vistual community 

involvement 1 came across were particularly iiiuminating with respect to the kinds of Internet 

use representatives of disenfranchised groups found empowenng. Initiatives for enhancing 

meaningful access to the internet can be generated based on the knowledge of the specific 

relevance of the medium for these people. Disease related associations, home care services, 

unemployment centers, ethnic organizations, etc. can adopt the role of equipment, Intemet 



service and content providers, and hubs for dient-tocknt or member-to-member sharing and 

organizing . 
Notable amoag tbe use genres 1 observed wits the practice of tdking back to public 

institutions and m a s  media. 1 found a glaring discrepancy between the way these bodies 

constnicted th& relationship with the users of their Intemet services and the way users wanted 

to be abIe to interact with hem, Government and media sites wem built on a traditionai 

information-producer/provider versus client scheme. Users wished to be involved in a dialogical 

exchange. Without naïve expectations for a technologicaliy mediated direct democracy, it still 

can be argued tbat there is room for more imaginative forms of two-way cornunication 

between citizens and institutions. A possible way CO start would be for government institutions 

to acknowledge symbolically the existence of civil society formations by linking citizens' sites 

to relevant areas of their networked databases. A whole new practice of Intemet-based 

participatory public relations cm be imagioed if citizens' interests, and not solely institutional 

agenda, are taken as cues. These possibilities need to be addressed imaginatively and 

realistically by a grass root movement for a democratic Intemet. Among the important tasks of 

such a movement would be the provision of non-commercial server space accessible to citizens 

and gmups coming up with meaningful projects. 

Equally suggestive were the use genres related to knowledge acquisition and application. 

In most of the cases 1 studied, users bad become lay mearcbers wiuing to make informed 

decisions on maners of daily Life and aware, thanks to the intemet, of the wide range of 

alternatives available. m e r s  were looking for an intellectuai challenge andor exchange with a 

view to personai development. Universities and similac educational institutions had a limited 

assortment of offers dong these lines. While the users counted on the new medium to briog 

knowledge spatially and humanly doser to them, the response of universities, the centrai 



knowledge brokers in society, rernained quite rigid and circumscribed within the old functionai 

logic. Packaging and selling online fomal courses which is now the prevalent direction in 

universities' uüization of the internet, 1 contend, is only one among numerous initiatives that 

universities can take in the new field of social action opening up for them. A critique of the real 

with the possible suggests that instead of (or parallel to) adopting market models for knowledge 

distribution, universities should work to transform themselves into open sources of knowledge 

rndeled on the example of pubic broadcasting and adding to it a participatory component. 

Suggestions for Reseamh: Criricul Researclrers as a Relevant Social Gmup 

The experience of this study confirmed my belief in the usefulness of a qualitative, 

ethnographically informed, approach for providing a holistic contextualized understanding of 

the social construction of the intemet as a technology and a communication medium. The 

examination of concrete human activities embedded in local situations uncovers important and 

previously missing aspects of this medium's social shaping. The standpoint of users proves to 

be a crucial vantage point towards the present and future of the intemet. The images of the 

medium captured from this perspective provide a heaithy mixture of reaiism and optimism that 

can inform and direct its development. 

Technical and content and service construction perfomed by experts in specialized 

spheres is completed and ratified, or on the conuary, undermined and rendered inconsequential 

in the everyday dealings with the medium of ordinary users. The internet can evolve into au 

inclusive and empowe~g communication medium if technical and content-related problerns 

are defined and their solutions sought with conscious consideration of users' perspective and, 

ideally, with the direct participation of everyday users. The internet can stabilize as an 

oppressive, alienating technology and institution if users' perspectives and situated 



rationalizations are systematicaliy ignorai or counteracted. The important dilemma still to be 

tackled is, to paraphrase Lefebvre (1991). whether human beings simply will be made profitable 

through new high-tech mechanisms, or their everyday lives will be changed for the better 

leaning on the possibilities brought about by the new powerfui tecbnology (see p. 230). Critical 

communication research looking at the bternet is not simply a meta enterprise having the task 

of registecing the resolution of this dilemma if and when it occws. It can and should be directly 

involved in its tackling. internet researchers of al1 featbers are, 1 believe, relevant social groups 

in the construction of the Internet. 

That is why 1 find it important that a user-centered research practice engaging 

tesearchers as user advocates be consciously and persistently brought about. The results of such 

a research enterprise would be knowledge for users, a form of consciousness raising (see 

Smith's, 1987, discussion of sociology for women) that explicates for users the intertwining of 

misery and power, of amplification and reduction that their daily dealings with the btemet 

contain. This research would produce a sociotechnical literacy, a Iiteracy of action and choice. 

Concrete projects to undertake within a so perceived research paradigm would include 

for example the in-depth study of the uses of the intemet performed, attempted and imagined by 

people finding themselves in particular types of adverse situations: homebound, suffering from 

isolating illnesses, unemployed, new immigrants, delinquent youth, victims of abuse, etc. Can 

support for surviving and overcoming such situations be built into the medium? What would be 

the steps and the initiatives that would need to complement and broaden the base of the already 

unfolding creativity of such types of uses? 

Multi-sited ethnographies (see Marcus, 1995) tracking the making of complex 

sociotechnical phenomena such as Intemet use genres are needed so that the diverse agencies 

involved in the process could be accounted for. A popular web site, a virtual community, an 



Internet campaign, etc. represent perfect objects for an ethography that looks at how such 

phenomena are consmicted, who takes part and why, wbat role is played by tscbnological 

design, plicy and culture and what the daily practices that ensure the recursive reproduction of 

these phenomena are. The answers to these questions could broaden the field of awareness and 

choice open to the hwnan beings evoking and continuously modifying these use genres in their 

daily practice. 

Govemments and civic groups can benefit fmm user-centered research that explicates 

for them the everyday problems and activities leading users to their web sites or other hternet- 

based services. The new practice of participatory public relations that 1 imagined earlier would 

need a beavy research invesûnent in order to take off and stabilize as a form of democratic 

communication between organizations and iheit members and clients. 

Insights gained fiom research are required also for the development of flexible learning 

f o m  and forums hosted by univershies but dnven by the situated agendas of pdcular 

communities and categories of leamers. 

Groupware designs and the experiences with them of people who build and participate in 

various forms of virtual togethemess presents another set of pressing research issues. Will 

togethemess on the Intemet be as "naiural" to achieve as consumption? Can research help 

online groups with their sometimes painful search for appropriate models of communication 

online? To contribute to the stabiiization of the participatory mode1 of the Internet discussed in 

Chapter 7, research sbould look ai and beyond the screen and draw on both the systematic 

knowledge of designers and the situated knowledges of diverse categories of users. 

Consumption thraugh the laternet, online buying, was a theme that did not resonate 

deeply with the experiences of the users 1 interviewed. Only a few of them had bought a limited 

number of commercial pmducts onhe. However, there were clear signs of a desire in users to 



lean on the Internet in order to rationalize consumption - to compare pices and to avoid 

advertisement and in-store manipulation. User-centered research of e-commerce would be 

interested in the possibilities for empowerment of users in the face of the commercial appeal by 

means such as consumer-to-consumer communication and organizing. 

Final Refletions 

In fact, many of the questions that 1 raised on the basis of my theoretical reflections did 

not find their answers in my empirical study. Similarly, many of the themes emerging from the 

study remained unexplored. There are many additional things that 1 would have liked to be able 

to do in order to make the research reported here a richer ethnography and a deeper-cutting 

critique. A longitudinal data collection by visiting the homes of my respondents periodically 

over a period of time would have shown how conceptions and practices change with experience 

and may be how initial mobilization tires down and turns into unreflective routine. An 

examination of household budgets would have given me a better idea of the economic standing 

of the people 1 interviewed and whether something had to be sacrificed in exchange for the 

latest gadgets of technical progress as Lefebvre (1991) had predicted. bterviewing of ail farnily 

members in al1 of the participating households wouid have exposed mon of the values, 

hierarchies and struggles underlying the Intemet use arrangements in the home. More thorough 

digging into the layers of electronic artifacts in the memory of users' computers and more 

precise documenting of the findings would have uncovered the structures of the interpersonal 

networks sustained through electronic communication. It wouid have revealed the nanue of the 

information resources users tapped into and wouid have opened a perspective on the emerging 

new sources of authontative discourse in society. AU these additional data would have provided 

for better substantiated analysis, evaluation and critique of domestic Intemet use. 



My project, like every research project in the real world, was bound by my own and my 

respondents' time limitations. Lack of funding translaied into an impossibility of offering any 

incentive to people to participate and lack of help with the tedious transcribing and analyzing of 

long conversations. Tbere was a bright side to these limitations. Thus 1 ended up with a group of 

people who were intrinsically motivated to share their experiences as Internet users. 1 did al1 the 

interviewing, transcription and anaiysis myself which made me live through the narrative of 

each respondent, hold it in rny head in its entirety and make sense of the different themes with 

regard to the whole story. Fmally, the fact that nobody was financing my research freed me to 

pursue my own interests and the paths suggested by my respondents. It allowed me also to be 

open and sincere with the people 1 interviewed as there wece no foreign agendas behind the 

questions 1 was asking them. This provided for authentic and enjoyable (at least to me) human 

communication. 

But there is more to my relationship with the people 1 studied. As 1 step out of their 

stories, 1 find myself immersed in a swann of voices. The unanswered e-mail messages of my 

friends and colleagues fiom overseas ring in my head as loud and clear as the voice of my son 

over my shoulder demanding cornputer time so that he can play The Age of Empire with a 

schoolmate over the Internet. The weird music that my husband downloaded fiom the Web 

creeps into the rwm. And in the back of my mind 1 stiil feel guilty for not responding to that 

unknown student from Algeria who asked me for help with his project a few days ago. So 1 stop 

to think. Am 1 empowered or oppressed? 1s there a single message in this cacophony and what is 

its meaning? Where do 1 stand? What should 1 do? And as 1 am asking myself these questions, 1 

know: 1 am one of the tribe. 



Appendix A 

Respondent Recruitment 

Section 1: Cal1 for Participation in the Siudy 

Cal1 for Participation in a Rese!arch Project 
Last updated: November 6,1998 

Dear Intenet User, 
With the growing number of people connecting to the Internet from home "the Net" is 
becoming a part of our everyday lives. We are changing the Net and the Net is changing us. 

How is this bbdomestication" of the Internet 
happening? 

What are its social and cultural implications? 

These two questions are the focus of my research project entitled "Expforing the Backsrage: 
Uses of the lntemet in Domestic Contexts. " 
1 am asking YOU, as a "domestic" user of the Internet in Vancouver, for assistance in describing 
and understanding this process. if you decide to participate in this project, you and 1 will meet 
and talk about your experience of using the Intemet from home: 

How did it change, if at dl, your routine 
ways for doing things such as working, 
learning, communicating with people, 
entertaining youself, etc.? 

How do other members of your household 
use it? 

How do you feel about it? 
To what d e m  does the image of the Net 



presented by the media correspond to your 
experiences? 

We have heard enough about the Internet ftom interested commercial players. It is time to hear 
from everyday users. 1 believe tbis is a way to gain a realistic sense of what the internet can and 
cannot do for people and what it means to the people who experience it now. 
I: am asking you to share with me what you think and teach me what you know about the 
Intemet . Hopefully, this will be an interesthg and revealing exercise for you, me and the 
readers of the research report that will come out. 
If you are interested in the project and would consider participation in it, please follow the links 
on this page. There you will find a detailed description of myself, the project and the research 
procedures. 
You can also e-mail me at bakardii@sfu.ca and 1 will be happy to answer any questions you 
might have. 

Sincerely, 

Maria Bakardjieva 
Ph.D. Candidate 

School of Communication 
Simon Fraser University 

Bumaby, B.C. 
Canada 

PS: This project constitutes my dissertation research and is of a purely academic nature. k is not 
financed by any sponsoring agency. 

PS to those whom 1 have already interviewed: 1 want to express my immense gratitude to 
of you. Your intemet stories have been of great help to rny research. Thank you for your time, 
sincecity and wisdom! 

- - 

Who 1 am 

What kind of Internet users 1 would like to talk to 

How to contact me 

How we are aoinrr to arrawe the interview 

Research ~rocedures involved 



Srcrion 2: Self Description 

MARIA P. BAKARDJIEVA 

Gre&grcrnddaughter of a coppersnrith (as the familv name cledy 
indiCates). Doughter of two had scientists and gentle parents. Mother of 
two sweet and stubbm little guys. 
Born in a south-eastern corner of Europe. Battling for gmund in western 
North Amcrica. Raised under cornmunism. Convertcd to cosmopofitanisin. 
LiAes to &lk with people. LiAcs to theorize. Loves a good &ugh. 
Tries tu be pmfound. Tries to be pductive. Tries to be popu&r. 
lïopes t o f i dh  her second Ph.D. disserlah'on befon old age sets in. 
But setiuusly, ... 

Institutional Address: School of Communication, Simon Fraser University, Bumaby, B.C., 
Canada V5A 1S6 
Place of Birth: Sofia, Bulgaria 
Current Home: Vancouver, Canada 
Current Status: Ph.D. Student in Communication, School of Communication, Simon Fraser 
University, Bumaby, B.C., Canada 
Languages: Bulgarian (native), English (very good), Russian (very good), Gerrnan (good) 
Areas of Interesk 

Communication technology, social aspects. Computer-mediated communication. 

TeleLearning: innovative pedagogies and designs, contexts. 

Media iransformations and policies in pst-communist States. 

EDUCATiON AND DEGREES 
1992-1997: School of Communication, Simon Fraser University, Bumaby, B.C., Canada. PhD. 
Program in Communication. Al1 requirements fulfdled except the dissertation. Area of 
dissertation work: Internet use in domestic contests. 
1989-1992: Institue of Sociology, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. B.D. in Socidogy (1995). 
Dissertation: 'The Social Adoption of New Communication Technologies." 
1979-1984: Faculty of Joumalism, Sofia University "St. Kliment Ochridsky." M.A. in 
JournaMsm (1984). 



1996/97: Research Associate. "Postsecondary Educatim: Towards the Virtual Campus," a 
project integrated into TeleLeamhg Network of Centers of Excellence Research Program, 
Bumaby, B.C., Canada. 
1995/97: Research Fellow. "Appropriate Media Policy for a Small Post-Comrnunist State: 
Evaiuating the Available Models h m  a Bulgarian Perspective," an independent study 
supported by a NATO Democratic institution Fellowship, Final rewrt (PDFI 139Kb) 
1991: Research Associate. "Transnationalization of Television Flows in Europe" - a 
comparative study in five countries (including Bulgaria) commissioned by UNESCO. 
1991: Researcher. 'The Mass Media in the Parliamentary Election Campaign (October, 199 l)," 
coordinated by the Fraculty of Jomalism, Sofia University, Bdgaria. 
1989190: Researcher. "Early Adopters of Videotex in Bulgaria," commissioned by the Centre 
for Telematic Services with the Bulgarian Telecommunications Committee and realized by the 
Department of Sociology of Mass Communication, Institute of Sociology, Bulgarian Academy 
of Sciences, Sofia, Bulgaria 
TEACIIING 

1998 (Spring and Fall): Sessional instnictor: CMNS 253 Introduction to Communication 
Technology: The New Media (CO-taught with Dr. Richard Smith), School of Communication, 
Simon Fraser University, Bumaby, B.C., Canada. Course Schedule 
1997 (Spring): Teaching Assistant: CMNS 253 introduction to Communication Technology: 
The New Media, School of Communication, Simon Fraser University, Bumaby, B.C., Canada. 
1995 (Fall): Tutor Marker. CMNS 261 Documentary Research in Communication, Centre for 
Distance Education, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, B.C., Canada. 
1994 (Fa): Sessional instmctor and Teaching Assistant: CMNS 253 introduction to 
Communication Tec hnology: The New Media (CO-taught with David Smith), School of 
Communication, Simon Fraser University, Bumaby, B.C., Canada 
1992-1994: Teaching Assistant: CMNS 110 introduction to Communication Theory, School of 
Communication, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, B.C., Canada 
1990- 1992: Part-time lecturer: Sociology of Mass Communication, Faculty of Journalism, Sofia 
University "St.Kliment Ochridsky," Sofia, Bulgaria. 

SCHOLARLY PUBLICATIONS 

In Enghh: 
Bakardjieva, Maria, 'The New Media Landscape in Bulearia*', Canadian Journal of 
Communication, Vol. 20-1 (1995), pp. 67-79 
Bakardjieva, Maria, "Home Satellite TV Reception in Bulgaria," European Journal of 
Communication (SAGE: London, Newbury Park and New Delhi), Vol. 7 (1992), pp. 477489 
In Bulgarian: 
Bakardjieva, Maria, 'The Information Society: A New Paradigd Sociological Problm, 
(Institute of Sociology, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences: Sofia) Vol. 2, (1994). pp. 102-1 11 
Bakardjieva, Maria, 'The New Communication Technologies and Bulgaria," Sociological 
Problems (institue of Sociology, Buigarian Academy of Sciences: ~ofia), Vol. 6, (1991), pp. 
94-99 



Section 3: Description ofthe Type of Users Sought 

What Kind of Internet Users 1 Would Like to 

Talk to 

AU people who have access to the Intemet from home and live in metropditan Vancouver are 
potential participants in this project. 
1 am mostly interested in the experiences of non-professional users, that is individuals who DO 
NOT make a living by developing hardware, software or content for the Intemet. 
My goal is to study as diverse group of users as possible. So please do not exclude yourself 
because you do not consider yourself a "typical user," whatever that is. 
1 would also prefer to interview people who use the Intemet more than three times per week. 
if you, yourself, do not faIl in this user category or do not wish to participate, please tedirect my 
cal1 for participation to your fnends and acquaintances who might be interested. Thanks in 
advance! 



Section 4: Contact Informaiion and I R S ~ U C ~ I I S  

How to Contact Me 

You can contact me by sending me e-mail at bakardii@sfu.ca. Please put "Participation in your 
project" as a subject of your message. 
If you find it more convenient, you can fill out and submit the form below. Feel free to fil1 as 
many fields of the fonn as appropriate. 

To 
Maria Bskrud)ieva 
W.D. Candidate 
School of Communication 
Simon Fraser University 
Burnaby, B.C. 

YES, 1 would be intemted in taking part in your study 

"Exploring the Backstage: Uses of the Internet in Domestic Contexis." 

a 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

1 

Telephone numbers: Home: C I W o r k  0 
1 prefer to receive +mail from you. O 



1 prefer to receive a phone cal1 from you. 0 

A good time to d woukl be: m 

PERSONAL INFORMATION (OPTIONAL) 

Sn: ~ernale' Male: 

Age: 0 
Approximate frequency d use of the lateniet (times per 

week): C] 
occupation: P 



After 1 receive your e-mail or fom expressing interest in participating, 1 will e-mail you back or 
phone you depending on which method of communication you have chosen. 
In this conversation, we may decide to meet at some public place (a cafe for example) before the 
interview in order to come to know each other. 
We will fix a day and tirne (any time convenient for both of us between 8 a.m. and 8 pm.) when 
1 can corne and visit you at your home for the interview. Ideally, other members of your 
household will be ptesent during this time so that 1 could carry out a group interview session 
with their participation. These procedures could take up to three hours. Without the group 
interview with other rnembers of your household (which is optional), the procedures could take 
about two hom. 



Secrion 6: Descripîion of the Researcli h e d u r e s  Involved and Znfonned Consent 

Research Procedures Involved 

Your participation in this research is strictiy voluntary. Should you agree IO participate, you will 
be: 

(1) intervieweci with respect to the ways you use the Intemet in 
ywr home; 
(2) asked to give the mearcher a tour of the places in your 
home where Internet-reiated devices are located; 
(3) asked to show the mearcher, in your pffsence and to the 
degree you are comfortable with, traces of your Internet use 
saved in the memory of your cornputer such as bookmarks, e- 
mail aliases, etc.; 
(4) asked to aiiow the researcher to carry out a group-interview 
session with other members of your household, if applicable. 

h e d u r e  (4) is optionai. 
Procedures (1) and (4) wiii be conducted at your home or other location as chosen by you. 
Procedures (2) and (3) wiii be conducted at your home. 
The individual interview -procedure (1); and the group interview -procedure (4) - will be tape- 
recorded with your permission. Alternatively, the researcher will take detailed notes of your and 
other household members' responses. 
Your identity will be kept strictly confidential by the researcher. Any information that is 
obtained during this study will be coded anonymously. Materials (including tapes and notes) 
will be held at a secure location and will be destroyed after the completion of the study. 
The details of these procedures are negotiable. You are welcome to suggest ways of performing 
the procedures that will be the most comfortable for you. 
Please note that these procedures have been carefully reviewed and approved by the Universitv 
Research Ethics Review Cornmittee at Simon Fraser University. 



Appendix B 

interview Guide 

Seciion 1: Guide tu the lndividwl Intey~iew 

internet Use Backmund: 

Please teii me the story of how you got connected to the internet from your home? 
1. For how long have you had your Intemet connection at home? 
2. What were your original motives for boolcing up to the internet? 
3. Did you foiiow someone's advice? 
4. Did yuu already have a computer? Did you need to upgrade it? 

5. How did you choose your Internet Service Provider? 
6. Did you need to buy and install new programs? Did you need to put effort into learning 

how to use hem? Did you get help with that? From whom? 

Note: The domestic "Intemet entry point" is not a single technical device as used to be the case 
with earlier generations of dornestic information/ communication technologies. It is rather a 
combination of technical elements, most typically computer and phone line; and 

telecommunication software and wire that bring them togetiier. It also depends on technical 
arrangements extending outside the home: subscription to the sentices of an Internet pmvider. 
Finally, it is reliant on a piece of code (password) that calls al1 thse elements to life as a single 
system, 

1. At what place in your home is the computer hooked up to the Internet located? 

2. . Does it have a permanent wiring or do you have to plug it into the telephoae every tirne 
you plan to dial up? 

3. Who is your Internet pmvider? 
4. How much is your monthly subscription fee? 
5. What type of computer do you use? 
6. DUes everyone in the famiiy have access to this computer andior the Internet 

conneclion? Does everyone know the password? 



7. What furniture/spatiai rearrangernents (if any) did you need to make when you decided 

ta establish your Intemet connection? 

Temwral arrangements: 

Please tell me the story of how your usage of the Intemet took shape. What do you do on the 

Intemet, at what time of the day, how often and with what purpose? 
Do you have any specific times at which you use the Internet? Do you have a daily 
pattern? Can you describe it? 

At what times of the day do the different members of the family (inhabitants of your 

home) use the Intemet. Why is this happening? 

Activitv network: 

What do you do on the Inteniet? 1s it related to any of your usual activities such as work, 

ordering consumer products, keeping in touch with fnends, leisure activities, etc.? In 
what proprtion? Please draw a pie. 
What about the other members of your family? Which of theù activites are supported by 

the inteniet? 
Did the presence of the Internet provide for new activites to be perfomed in your home? 

Are there any activities that you (the other family membew ) engage in now but which 
were not perfomed before you connected to the Internet? To what extent do these 

activities depend on the availability of the Internet connection? 

Did the presence of the uitrenet connection change the pattern of your (other family 
members') daily activities in any significant way? How do you evaluate this? 

Information network: 

Please tell me whetber and how the hternet expanded (improved) your chances to be informeci. 

1. What kinds of information do you look for on the Internet? Why are you interested in it? 

2. What are the sources of information on the hternet that you most often connec t to? How 
important are these sources to you? 

3. Did this fa any previously existing information gaps? Did it d v e  any problems? Did it 
solve any problems you had in king infomed in certain areas? 

Social nerwork: 



Please tell me whether and how the Intemet helps you establish contact or stay in contact with 
other people and groups. What are the positive and the negative sides of this expenence? 

What people and groups do you communicate with using the intemet? Please describe 
the process and the character of these groups (formaYinforma1, stable/ephemeral, 
closedlopen). Did these connections exist before tbe network or emerged after it was 
brought into your home? 
What do you share with these people? How important are these relationships for you? 
Did the intemet connection change the way you communication with these people and 
groups and in what respect? 
How important are these relationships to you? 
Are there any groups that you becarne a member of only after the Intemet connection 
and thanks to it? Please characterize them. What does the membership in these groups 
rnean to you? 

Semantic network: 

What is the importance of having the Internet ar home? Did this change your life for the better 
or worse? Do you think it changed the way you see yourself in the world/ your connection with 
the world? 

1. What feelings and vaiues do you associate with the Internet? Did the availability of your 
home connection change your world view in any significant way? 

2. Did the availability of your home connection change the way you feel in your home and 
the way you think about your home? 

3. Did the availability of your home connection change the way you think about yourself? 
How? 

Bacmound information 

1. W hat is your age? 

2. What is your highest level of education? 

3. What is your occupation? 

4. Who are the people with whom you share your home? 

5. What is the annual income of your household? 



- lower than 20 000 

- between 20 000 and 60 000 

- between 60 000 and LOO 000 

- over LOO 000 

Section 2: Guidcd Tour h'rections 

PIease show me the cornputer through which you hook up to the Internet. 
Where is the telephone plug? 1s the wiring permanent? What m m  is it Iocated in? What else 
goes on in this room on daily basis? Why did you choose this place? Who has access to this 
m m ?  Does the use of the intemet corne into conflict with any other activities that are 
performed on this equipment or in this space? How is this avoided? Can you watch or hear what 
is going on in your home while you are on the Intemet? Do you feel that you "leave" your home 
when you log on? What are the advantages and the drawbacks? 

Please show me the cünerent progmms that you use when connecting to the Intemet? Which 

of them do you use most often? Why? Are they easy to use? Did you have any dificulty 
leming how to use them? Did you get help and from whomtwhat in learning how to use them? 
Have you customized these programs? How? 

Please show me your Web browser. Why did you choose this browser? May 1 see your 
boolonarks? What sites do they take you to? Which are the ones that you use most often? Why? 
Do you have a personal home-page? My did you decide to create it? What importance dues it 
have to you? 

Please show me your e-maii progrm. Why did you choose this program? May 1 see your 
current in-box? May 1 see the folder in which you store in-coming messages? Could you explain 
to me who sent you these messages and what importance they have to you? Alternatively: 
Please look at your in-coming messages of the 1st  week (while 1 ;un sitting at a place from 
where 1 cannot see the screen) and tell me whom they were from and what importance they have 
to you. 



Do you Mong to mniling bis? What? What importance do they have to you? Do you 
contribute to these Lists? How often? Please describe to me your latest contributions. 

Please show me your netnews mader. What newsgroups do you subscribe to? What 

newsgroups do you read on regular bah?  What importance do they have to you? How often do 
you p s t  articles in these newsgroups? Please describe to me your latest contributions. 

Section 3: Gu* to the Farnily Interview 

Intemet related des :  
1. Who was the person who initiated the internet connection? 
2. Who is the person who is the main user of the Intemet? 
3. Who is the person who controls the access to the Intemet? Has access been negotiated? 
4. If the Intemet connection can be seen as a pie, how big would be the piece for each 

member of the family? 

internet activities (look for anefnender differentials): 
1. Please describe how each family member uses the Intemet? Are there conflicts of 

interest, times, applications? How are these resolved? 
2. How does each family member feel about the intemet connection in the home on a - 

like-dislike; - important-unimportant continuum? Please explain why. 

Familv cohesion and the Intemet: 
1. Are there any Intemet-related activities or interests that some family members share? 
2. Has the use of the intemet taken up the time usuaüy spent on other family activities? 

Has it driven the family members apart; has it brought them together? 



Appendix C 

Respondents Description 

Myra* 

Vera 

Sandy 

Jane 

Sophie 

Table 1. Respondents Description 

~~e 

28 

34 

35 

35 

35 

36 

Occupation 

Doctoral 
studentî 
physicist 
Free lance 
writer 

Part-time 
tele-marketer 
Home-maker 

Part-time 
nutrition 
consultant 
Operations 
manager 

Educaiion 

M. A. 
Ph.D. courses 

B.A. 

Undergrad 
courses 
College courses 

College courses 

B.A. + Diploma 

Family 
Membeis 

Fiancé 

Daughter 6 
Son 4 

Daughter 5 

Husband 

Son 14 
Son 12 
Daughter 9 
Husband 
Son 11 
Son 13 
None 

Origiririlly 
From 

Albania 

Los 
Angeles 

Canada 

Vancouver 

Vancouver 

Vancouver 

Income 

20-50K 

35-50K 

20-50K 

20-50K 

35-50K 

35-50K 

Compter 

PC 486 

Pentium; 
Power 
book 
Power Mac 

Old Mac 

PC 486 

P î  486 

ISP 

VCN 
University. 

Compu 
Serve 

Major 
local 
VCN 

Small 
local 

Small 
local 

Home Internet 
For 
# Yerrrs 
N/A 

5 

1.5 

1 

2 



q 1.1 /* z 
LI, 



I I 

Parking 1 B.A. 1 Wife 
patroller Son 8 mo. 
Unemployed B.S. Wife 

Occupation 1 Education 1 Family Name 

mechanical 1 1 

Ajp 

engineer 
Self-employed M.A. W ife 
psychologi&/ 1 1 sons 
counseior 18.22 
Re t ired Technical Wife 
Mechengineering college 
technician 
Retired naval College equiv. None 
radio-operator 
Retired B.S. Wife 
mechanical equivalent 
engineer 

Angeles 

Britain 

Britain 20-50K 

VCN 

VCN 

Small 
local 

Cable 
Major 
local 
VCN 

VCN 

Computer 

PC 386 

PC 386 

Pentium 

PC 486 

PC 486 

For 
# Years 
4 

Legead: The bold font style indicaies that the respective family member has been intcrviewed. 

* Myra was an academic. a Ph.D. siudent in theoretical physics. and in this way did not strictly match h e  definition of a non-professional user 1 was working 
with. Her siory however was ineriricably iniertwined wiih thai o f  Patrick. her fiancé who in faci responded to my cal1 for pariicipation. She aciively pariicipated 
in  the interview along with Patrick. Their home computer on which 1 perfonned my tour was uscd mainly by Patrick. 

** Matthew was not a simple customer in  ihe strict sense as he was providing services on tite Web. His story was intcresting IO me because ii demonstrated the 
evolution o f  a user in10 aciive provider of Internec-based content and services. The mailing hi ihai ~ a i t h e w  moderated represented a case o f  a virtual community 
initiated by a user. 



Appendix D 

NUD*IST Analysis List of Themes 

Q8.R. NL'3.IST Power version, revision 3.03. 
Licensee: Maria. 

PROJECT: Transcript-Analysis-Copy2 User Maria, 6:44 pm, Feb 8,2000. 

............................................................................ 
(1 3) /Situation/Sociai activities-real life 

groups-çommunities-organizations 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

(2) /Start Cornputer 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

(3) Btart Intemet 

............................................................................ 
(3 1) /Star[ Intemet/Motivation-Relevance 
Defini tion: 
Why did the user find the Intemet relevant, interesting. appealing? 
Bec 
................................................................ 
(3 2)  IS t u t  IntemetJsupport-Help 
Defintion: 
Who helped/supported the users in their initiai leamhg about and using? 



............................................................................ 
(3 3) IStart InterneüExperience before home 

(3 4) IStart IntemeVCost of connection-choosing service 
Definition: 
Discussion of what the intemet connection costs and how the ISP was 
chosen. 
............................................................................ 
(3 5) IStart Internet/leaming how to use 
Definition: 
Discussion of the INiTIAL experience and challenge related to Intemet use. 

............................................................................ 
(4) h n g t h  of use from Home 

............................................................................. 
(5 1 )  /Initial intemet Expenencemenefits-perceived 

Descriptions of the online groups/fonims/communities to which respondents belong. 
............................................................................ 



(6 8) /Fomms-Communities/Startiag of new forwn-branching 

............................................................................ 
(6 9) Fonuns-Commwities/Pnvate or Public forum 

............................................................................ 
(6 11) /Forums-Communities/Personal information exchange- 

sharing 

............................................................................ 
(6 12) /Forums-Communities/Real life effects 

................................................................ 
(6 15) Fonims-Communities/Disappointmen, Disapproval 

............................................................................ 
(6 17) Fomms-Cornmunities/Solving problems 

............................................................................ 
(7 1) /importance of intemet GeneraUFor disabled people 

............................................................................ 
(7 2)  /Importance of Internet GeneraiNersus other media 

............................................................................ 
(7 3) /Importance of Intemet GeneraVFor immigrants 



................................................................ 
(8 1) IMetacomments-Methodological relevanceIInterview context 

(9) lInterpers0clPI networks 
De finition: 
Discussion of how the Internet interacts witb people's social networks. 

............................................................................ 
( 10 2) /Web searching/Activities supported by search 

................................................................ 
(10 4) /Web searcbing/Contacts with people 

............................................................................. 
(10 6) lWeb searching/Sources quality, preference 

............................................................................. 
(11) /Spatial arrangements 



(12) îTalk at cornputer 

............................................................................. 
(14) /Other family members 

How do other family members use the computer and tbe btemet in the home? 
............................................................................. 
(14 1) IOther family membeflartner-spouse 

............................................................................. 
(14 2 )  IOther family rnemberdChildren 

............................................................................. 
(1% nRehtonship with technology in general 

............................................................................. 
(16) l'ïemporal pattern 

(17) /Internet technology skllls, etc. 
Definition: 
Discussion of the devices, programs and skilis people needmave for using the Internet. 
.............................................................................. 
(18) JProblems-concem re. internet 



Definition: 
What daily (routine) activities have been cbanged or added, or eliminated? ............................................................................. 
(20) ICreathg Web sites 

............................................................................. 
(21) IControl 
Definition: 
Illustrations of the ways in which people stmggle to 
preserve/retain/establish control over their intemet use. 
............................................................................. 
(22) hcome 

............................................................................. 
(73) /Use for work, hrifessioaaüzation 
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