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Preface
Information technology reveals the world in new varieties and forms. This
power to unveil not only affects people’s lives, but also increasingly changes
what this particular technology is becoming, how it should be approached and
what kind of experiences that signify its revelations. The transformation that
rivers undergo due to the presence of electric power plants is perhaps currently
an even more telling example if we think of what we can understand with hindsight. That is, that a river without electric plant, ideally are thought of as providing humans with more and richer significant experiences than those with
"Heidegger, 1977#.
This thesis is concerned with how research in the field of Informatics should
approach information technology "IT# within a context loosely labeled everyday
life$a context that refers to the taken-for-granted and often unnoticed, world
that caters to, develops, and integrates many human capacities "Gardiner,
2000#. From previous research we have learnt that context matters. But to date
we have little or no insight into what it might mean to be with IT$or differently put$what it takes for IT to be. In my view this is what Informatics research needs to explore and reflect on.
In order to approach the question this thesis initiates a critical exploration of
how information technology intervenes in and conditions human experience.
The demands for reconsiderations made in this thesis are many, but, perhaps
the most important is that if Informatics researchers want to know whether
humans, in their everyday encounters with information technology, are able to
live rich and authentic lives, we need to move beyond use and design as the sole
perspectives informing research. The outcome of this work is an analytical
framework$being-with information technology$that is based on aesthetic experience as an important analytic concept.
Hence, this work should be regarded a synopsis of the activity of framing information technology in a way that I, as a researcher and as a concerned human
being, consider important for further advancements within the discipline of
Informatics. As such others do not have to agree with the advancements made,
but hopefully will be able to discuss, value and further comment on how the
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reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned in a way that advances our understanding concerning its significance in everyday life.
Writing this thesis has often and in many ways been a painful process%%mostly for myself but also for close colleagues, friends and family. Too
many questions, that are too big and too vague and too few, often insufficient
answers$if any. Generating feelings of inadequacy, loneliness, insecurity, etc.
Such aspects are hardly ever reported in academic work, since science often is
regarded as a practice where correct and accurate descriptions of reality are
highly valued and where subjective factors$individual as well as personal$must be eliminated and avoided as much as possible.
Bengt Molander "1995# concludes that the demand for accurate descriptions
of reality in science is required in order to prevent subjective aspects from determining the results in any way. That is, the individual and the personal should
play as small a part as possible in the production of knowledge. It is often
within the scientific tradition assumed that the subjective distorts the perception of what something truly are/ really is. In this thesis, however, I have deliberately chosen the subjective and personal$at least in an idealized way with the
following motivation.
” '…( the object of investigation is a subjective domain comprising the subjects of social
life. The researcher is not usually separated from the object of inquiry but rather exposed
to the very same conditions '…(” "Garcia and Quek, 1997, p. 456#

This research should neither be thought of as following an explicit procedure,
nor as having a clear account of the study object from the beginning. Rather my
learning processes including new insights, experiences and interpretations are in
this thesis brought to the fore by theoretical arguments and concepts.1
Bengt Molander "1995# further emphasizes that we$as researchers and/or
individuals$are always a part of reality. It is as beings that we hope, judge,
choose and so on. It is as beings that we live and act. Accordingly, knowledge is

1

Throughout the thesis I attempt to allow and acknowledge the subjectivity of knowledge as a strenght
rather than the commonly held view of its weaknesses in scientific inquiry. Here, however, I would like
to emphasize the tentative nature of this endeavor since other similar attempts have experienced great
demand that their research process and results can be validated according to quantitative measurements
"e.g. Morgan, 1983; Taylor, 1991; Garcia & Quek, 1997#.
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not understood as an object, but as an activity of knowing, emphasizing knowing
individuals who participates in different social activities and in life "e.g. Dewey,
1960; Mead, 1967; Kalman, 1999#.
I very much sympathize with this view and my ambition here is to motivate
the need for, as well as to formulate, a frame that questions and reframes our
conceptions of information technology, in a way that allows our conceptions to
be unfinished but always becoming. As such, in this thesis it is assumed that one of
the more important activities for social scientists is to reconsider and question
rather than to simplify and make clear. It is also, assumed that we need to approach information technology as something mysterious, something unknown$i.e. as an intriguing sphere that researchers as well as people in general
need to know better.
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2

An influence that has for example led me to pursue some of the more obsolete views of Critical Theory that in turn has made me reflect on how Critical Theory has shaped Informatics research in Scandinavia, in how we approach, understand and study the use of information technology in organizations
and society. In questioning how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned is also
largely I also largely paraphrase much of his thinking about technology.
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Anna Croon Fors
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QUESTIONING

”Questioning builds a way. We would be advised, therefore, above all to pay heed to
the way and not to fix our attention on isolated sentences and topics. The way is a
way of thinking. "…# Thus questioning, we bear witness to the crisis "that# in our
sheer preoccupation with technology we do not yet experience the coming to
presence of technology, "…#.” $Heidegger 1977, p. 3; Ibid, p. 35%
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1. Introduction
The presence of information technology !IT" in everyday life is a relatively new
phenomenon in society. Its diffusion and adoption in life is so far limited to
approximately 40 years#beginning with the spread of mainframes in the middle of the 60s. Although much has happened since, as major advancements
have been made in the formal and functional structures of computers, our understanding has not greatly changed. There is still a tendency to view computers as neutral objects or as formal actors in progressive networks when questions concerning the consequences of information technology in everyday life
are raised.
During the 70s system development projects found it very difficult to manage the development process. Most projects tended to take too much time,
spend too much money, and constrain rather than enable important business
processes within organizations. Simultaneously, the rapid advancement of
computers in the workplace, raised objections among workers, trades unions
and researchers. The decline of workers’ skills, the expansion of monotonous
work, and the possibilities of detailed supervision were considered negative
side effects of computerization. In the light of these concerns there was a demand for participation on the part of the users that subsequently became
something of an ideal for validating systems functionality by capturing use
contexts, negotiating system features and implementing usable systems.
Even if this picture is somewhat inflexible and incomplete, the 70s and 80s
did see some important struggles and concerns related to the implementation
and diffusion of computers and information systems in society and organizations. Concerns that in many ways both shaped the academic discipline of Informatics in Scandinavia and contributed to the understanding that what
computers are, can be and must be based on various studies of the contexts in
which computers are being used.3 One strong research approach that devel3

Informatics was previously also known as the discipline of administrative data processing !ADB" in
Scandinavia. The discipline is also in part referred to as Data and Systems Science. For a good account
of the discipline in Swedish see for instance the Swedish National Encyclopedia. Throughout this
thesis Informatics will, however, be ascribed certain orientations and preferences primarily based on
my understanding of this research discipline. This choice is also further motivated !foremost in Chapters 1-3". As such the discipline of Informatics might on occasion appear unrecognizable, sometimes
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oped around this time in Scandinavia was the critical research tradition with
its emphasis on user participation and democratic ideals.
Today seems almost like a different story. In some remarkable way information technology has become a welcome and natural part of almost all contexts
of social life. Without any friction#at least it seems. As individuals the speed
and complexity of the adoption and advancement of information technology
might astound use. As a discipline it seems like we have become less concerned with issues related to the social consequences of the diffusion and
adoption of this technology. Instead most research today is focused on contributing to the technological development in different kinds of collaborations
with industry as well as promoting new IT-applications and services.
Why is that? Why are discussions of technological impacts on social life not
longer in the foreground? Do we already know all the benefits and harm related to information technology in our lives? Or do we not care?4 My temporary and initial response is that social scientists in general and researchers
within the discipline of Informatics in particular are seduced by the apparently
easy dissemination and spread of information technology to almost all aspects
of life. That is, current use and adoption of information technology is often
regarded as the natural response and a neutral one-way street !or highway". This
seduction leads to a common belief that the value and merit of information
technology is that it is a universal, general and neutral technology. A technology that can be taken for granted#a technology that is unquestionable.
At the same time there is a growing suspicion that the use and spread of
computerized artifacts are affecting our conceptions of our self, our identity,
referred to, as IS research in general, other times as research in Human-Computer Interaction, and/or
Systems design and development. But this is in my view an essential feature of Informatics that has
lead to intense academic debates concerning the nature of the field and its contributions !e.g. Benbasat & Weber 1996; Benbasat & Zmud 2003; Orlikowski & Iaccono 2001; Rogers 2004; Walsham 1993;
2005; Weber 2003." In spite of my inability to provide a more nuanced account of the state of the art
of the discipline I am aware that my point of reference might both be considered unfair and judgmental and in need of improvements. However, my intent by referring to Informatics in such a way is
to make it possible to explore some of the aspects of this discipline that can be considered to belong,
adhere to and address issues of particular relevance to what is often referred to as the critical tradition
of Scandinavian IS research !Bansler 1990". Thus what constitutes the core of the discipline is partly
what is further explored and questioned throughout the thesis.
4

Although these questions are my own, there have been others asking or expressing a shift in emphasis in Scandinavian research in the late 1980s and early 1990s !e.g. Bansler & Kraft, 1994; Bjerknes &
Brattetieg, 1995; Kyng, 1994; Markussen, 1994; Stolterman, 1993; 1995". For a more recent debate on
the absence of critical concerns within Scandinavian IS research see for instance Beck, 2002 and responses to her position !e.g. Christiansen, 2003; Dittrich, 2003; Bødker, 2003; Nurminen, 2003".
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of time and of wellbeing. We are, today, also becoming increasingly aware of
the various possibilities and risks in our immediate surrounding and that our
exposure to informational intense artifacts#e.g. mobile phones, digital cameras,
instant messages, smart tags etcetera#also is an important part of this.
For instance, the fact that we attend to information technology, on a regular
basis in our everyday life is making some of us anxious that current development is
related to something more and something other than that which is conveyed by the conventional narratives of technical progress. Often, this anxiety comprises a fear of
becoming too distanced from important actualities and that this distance deprives us of the possibility of living full and authentic lives. That is, a fear that
information technology#in the process of intermingling with everything that
exists#is becoming the foreground of experience and as such hinders the emergence of
meaningful and significant experiences.
There are also advocates in our society who claims that our lives are becoming increasingly artificial and superficial and that this changes our way of
being and living !e.g. Borgmann, 1999; Dahlbom 1993; 1996; 2002; 2003; Dreyfus, 2001; Castells 1996; Monteiro 1998; Turkle 1995". These advocates argue
that phenomena such as the Internet, electronic commerce, virtual realities
and intelligent agents, affect the ways in which we understand our everyday
existence and live our lives. Some also claim that#in trying to understand present use and development#we resist or welcome aspects of this technology by
relating to some sort of familiarity !DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Orikowski, 2000;
Van de Walle et al., 2003". They emphasize that the presence of information
technology in the everyday is, at least initially, formed and determined by previous usage and imply that now we are only taking some additional steps towards achieving some of the things that#without these devices#we would
not be capable of.
But the increased presence of information technology in everyday life is also changing
our preconceptions, values and ideals"about ourselves, about our uses and about what
kind of technology we are involved with. This, in a sense, more subtle and evasive
transformation is in my view largely an unknown and invisible knowledge domain#and perhaps therefore also a source for some distress and anxiety.
Having had a tradition and culture in which computers in general have been
used to bring order and rationality into human affairs this technology nowa-
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days seems increasingly involved in changing and dismantling important structures in our surrounding.5
One example is the emergence of virtual communities, where computers in
networks have made it possible to virtualize major parts of social relationships.
Another example is the development and use of information technology for
various simulations and visualizations leading to changes in the way that we
regard the relationship between representation and reality. The increased
presence and regular use of mobile phones, computer games and other digital
appliances within more subtle and mundane settings of peoples’ everyday lives
also contributes to the fundamental assertion of this thesis, that there is something crucial and significant going on. The point, however, is that what it is and
what it means are unfamiliar. This thesis is written in the spirit that this unfamiliar domain also is an essential knowledge domain if we are to gain a deeper
understanding of the significance of the increased presence of information
technology in everyday life. Such an emphasis is per se not an unconventional
research objective within the field of Informatics. Bo Dahlbom and Lars
Mathiassen !1993 for instance, writes:
“Computers are not just computers. If we maintain a simple and one-dimensional conception of computers, we will also have a simple and rigid understanding of the problems
and possible solutions of our professional practice. '…( We must be able to see the computer from many perspectives, and we must be aware of how these perspectives result in
different, and often conflicting demands on quality.” !Dahlbom and Mathiassen, 1993, p.
258"

Thus, based on the assumption that there seems to be an unknown knowledge
domain anchored at the intersection between information technology and
human experience this thesis attempt to approach this mystery guided by the
general question below.
How can the reflexive nature of information technology be envisioned?
Although this thesis is devoted to unfold how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned, it might be worth noting that here reflex5

For a thorough account of the inspirational sources behind this appreciation see for instance Beck,
1992 and his notion of the condition of reflexive modernization as well as Bordieu’s !2004" Science of
Science and Reflexivity.
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ivity is here used in order to direct attention to some unfamiliar aspects of information technology, i.e. aspect that I assume hold important knowledge of
its role and importance in everyday life. As will be claimed further on, such
interest in reflexivity has also traditionally been a fundamental part of the
Scandinavian research community of Informatics.
”Within SISR 'Scandinavian Information Systems Research( reflexivity concerns an
’otherness’ of technology, which is related to the users and their practices.” !Finken,
2003, p. 58"

Hence, reflexivity is neither in Scandinavian information systems !IS" research,
nor in this thesis, the same thing as reflection. Rather, reflexivity refers to the
response that Qualley !2001" claims is triggered by the critical engagement with
otherness. She writes:
“When we reflect we fix our thought on a subject; we carefully consider it, mediate upon
it. Reflexivity on the other hand does not originate in the self but always occurs in response to the critical engagement with an other.” !Qualley, 2001, p. 11, my emphasis"

I have tried to consistently maintain the distinction made in the quotation
above, emphasizing the importance of an account of the reflexive nature of information technology based on responses evoked by a critical engagement with otherness.
Hence, in this thesis I pay particular attention to the characteristics of responses to information technology as other, different and strange. Don Ihde’s
!1990" phenomenological program of the study of the relationship between
technology and human experience also support this attempt since his program
acknowledges the transformative abilities of technologies along four dimensions, where alterity relations, or human relationships with otherness of technology, is one.6 Hence the thesis focuses on how to envision such reflexive nature of information technology in order to formulate a new foundation for further investigations of important qualitative changes occurring when information technology to an increasing degree are becoming a natural and intrinsic
part of our everyday lives. Accordingly, the general outcome of this thesis is a
framework#being-with information technology#that supports the gaining of a

6

This relationship will be further characterized in Chapter 5.
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deeper understanding of the importance and the role that peoples’ experiences
play in defining what information technologies are.7
In order to envision the reflexive nature of information technology I have
among other things conducted a theoretical exploration of the prerequisites that
favor an aesthetic appreciation of information technology. Such an appreciation is in
the thesis conceived of as involved with the realization of meaning through, by,
with or within information technology !Kant, 1987; Dewey, 1934; Beardsly, 1981;
Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton, 1981; Ramirez, 1981; Laurel, 1991;
McCarthy & Wright 2004". In this exploration I have found two distinct ways
in which information technology could be considered to intervene in and condition human experience. Furthermore, these two ways are found to be dialectically comprised as outlined and portrayed by for instance Bateson !1972",
Ramirez !1991" and Heidegger !1977".
The significance of this aesthetic-dialectic interplay with respect to present
dissemination and use of information technology within everyday life emerges
as a result of my critical exploration in affiliation with four research projects:
Market oriented information technology, Advanced visualization techniques
in societal planning, Virtual Communities and Information technology and
quality of life.8
Hence, my search for alternative view is based on the idea that the experience of interacting with information technology is not limited to such aspects
that to date has been explored by for instance mainstream literature on human-computer interaction, information systems research and information systems design. Rather as humans, using information technology in their everyday
lives, also experience the world in aesthetic, affective, and emotional terms as
well aesthetics are certainly an important part of the human response to otherness !e.g. Winograd, 2000; McCarthy and Wright 2004". Hence I will in
this thesis attempt to theoretically explore how such aesthetic responses of
information technology can be envisioned. It is however here important to
note as also Wright and McCarthy !2004" do:
7

This framework is based on four identified themes within critical IS research !emancipation, representation, contextualization, and attraction" in an attempt to provide an established research tradition
with new emancipatory agendas. These themes are further outlined in Chapters 3 and 11.
8

Dealt with further in Chapter 2 !e.g. 2.4" and Chapter 10.
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”'…( that an aesthetic approach '…( is not against function in any way, just against an exclusively functional approach to understanding relations between people and technology
'…( The point is that the analysis should not stop there.” !Wright and McCarthy, 2004,
p. 66"

Accordingly, my ambition with theoretically exploring the prerequisites that
favor an aesthetic understanding of information technology is to grasp and
reframe the relationship between human experience and information technology as a whole. A whole, that both reveals the reflexive nature of information
technology and can be further used in studies of the significance of the increased presence of information technology in everyday life. This exploration
should not, however, be understood as an argument for the substitution of
other approaches and attempts, but rather as a complement and an advancement of particular intentions and ambitions within the Scandinavian tradition
of Informatics research.
I have throughout my work been inspired by three interrelated analytical
perspectives#all to some degree related to conventional conceptions of technological progress. The first is the separation of human experience and information technology into two distinct and separate fields of investigation#commonly referred to in the Informatics research community as the
perspectives of or relations between use and design. The second concerns the
role and importance of user experience design. The third view is related to
contemporary ways of conducting research according to critical ideals in which
the Scandinavian tradition of Informatics research has made important contributions. These three perspectives are further elaborated below and provide
the background for the main objectives of this thesis.

1.1 Human experience and information technology?
The main problem that I discuss, question and reconsider in this thesis is the
characterization of the relationship between human experience and information technology. Such discussions often concern which part of the relation determines the other**humans or technology. This in turn is often formulated in
terms of questions concerning whether or not technology has inherent properties that determine the way we think and act. There are however, many ways
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of understanding technology**what it is and how it should be studied. As such,
it is an area that stimulates intellectual reflection ranging across various perspectives and assumptions.9
Recent sociological interest in technology, for instance, has focused on the
social factors that shape technology in search of the effects that society has on
technology.10 Its various advocates argue that the content of technology itself
is the sociologically interesting issue and they challenge deterministic positions by arguing that technology is grounded in and constituted by socially operative forces. They also often believe that traditional sociological theories are
inappropriate as mean for getting to grips with the social consequences of
technology !Grint & Woolgar, 1991; 1996; Winner 1993".
Nevertheless, although this interest has contributed to a questioning of the
distinction between human experience and technology, one crucial concern is
often omitted, which this thesis aspires to address. In Winner words:
“We do not find, for example, arguments by social constructivist to justify expanded democratic participation in key technological choices. Neither are there suggestions to illuminate processes of technological design in a way that might serve the ends of freedom
and justice '…(.” !Winner, 1993, p. 52"

Feenberg !1999" specifically states that the disciplines which discuss the social
consequences of technology are preoccupied with an analytical asymmetry between function and structure on the one hand and lifeworld and meaning on
the other. According to Feenberg !ibid" this preoccupation contributes to the
impression that technology is only regarded as social when it is being used for
something, leaving the technical part of as a non-social phenomenon. Although this distinction certainly has validity, Feenberg claims that:
“'…( what starts out as an analytic distinction ends up as an ontological difference, as
though technology could really be separated from society as two types of things.” !Feenberg, 1999, p. xii, my emphasis."

9

For a good overview see for instance Scharff and Dusek !2003".
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Within this field of interest two schools of thought have emerged#the social shaping of technology and the social construction of technology !Winner, 1993".
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Feenberg !ibid" illustrates the problem of separating human experience from
technology by using the analogy of a house.
“A house today is the center of electrical, communications, heating, plumbing and of
course mechanized building technologies. To its builders it is essentially these things.”
!Ibid, p. xi, my emphasis"

But the house, he continues, also belongs to our lifeworld and is not merely a
mean to achieve goals. The house he claims:
“'…( is not a device but an extremely rich and meaningful environment '…(We
have domesticated the technicized house and made it ours in all sorts of ways
that have little or nothing to do with efficiency.” !Ibid, my emphasis"

In my opinion this analytical and conceptual distinction between human experience and technology has also strongly influenced and shaped the academic
discipline of Informatics. But here the distinction is perhaps more commonly
referred to and portrayed as a tension between humans and computers, design
and use, science and design or between development and implementation !e.g.
Nurminen 1988; Bødker et al, 1993; Dahlbom & Mathiasen, 1993; Westrup,
1997; Bratteteig, 2003; Fällman 2003".11
”Computers only know zeros and ones and humans are persons with a problem to solve.”
!Beekman, 2001, p. 84"

In my view, most conceptions of the relationship between human experience
and information technology within the discipline of Informatics have roughly
centered a round images like the one expressed in the quotation above. Indicating that the core of our discipline is to find various methods and techniques
for effectively bridging a communication gap or an asymmetry between humans and computers. This core is illustrated in the figure below, a figure that
Westrup !1997" uses in order to examine how users and designers are constituted by the use of different requirement techniques in systems design.

11

In Chapter 3 I will return to the central tension between use and design suggesting that the tension
between use and design determine the research agenda of the Scandinavian tradition of IS research
and preventing the critical intents of this tradition from being further pursued.
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Developers

!representing the social
qua organization"

!representing the technical
qua information technology"

Requirements Techniques
!invoking user involvement"

Figure 1: Users and developers as representatives of the social and the technical.
Source: Westrup 1997, p. 184.

However, in this thesis I claim that independent of which of the aforementioned dialects one choose the fundamental asymmetry between human experience and technology provides the discipline of Informatics with a particular
understanding of information technology and a particular approach to the
study of the use and design of this technology, often referred to as instrumental and/or technical understanding.
”Our profession seems to be trapped in a paradox between the practical problems we experience and the innovations we produce to increase professional standards. This paradox is one of many expressions of a fundamental contradiction between humanism and
technology, between people and computers.” !Dahlbom and Mathiassen 1993, p. 205"

Hence, the overarching theme and argument throughout this thesis is that what is traditionally referred to as rational in a technological sense only to a limited extent captures
those aspects of the presence of information technologies in everyday life that are significant. Therefore, and particularly importantly, I argue that what is often referred to
as technologically rational seems to be based on aspects fundamentally different
from**and often opposed to#those aspects that give people a sense of meaning and
wholeness in their lives. In my opinion this is a limited and disturbing view and it
is therefore keenly questioned in this thesis.

1.2 User experience design?
The second problem that I address is related to experiential aspects of information technology being conceived of as an emerging field of research and de-
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velopment. This are of research is often referred to as, user experience design,
experience design, experience economy and/or an experience industry !e.g.
Pine and Gilmore, 1999; Shedroff, 2001". Research within this area is among other
things oriented towards health, entertainment, computer games, and digital media
!e.g. Höök, Sengers et al. 2003; Blyth & Wright 2003; Sønderlev & Christensen 2004;
Wiberg 2003; Waterworth and Lind Waterworth, 2004"
”A quick scan of our sociocultural landscape suggests that, in terms of artistic practices,
mass entertainment, sports, and emerging technologies of pleasure, productive forces are
increasingly targeting experience itself # that evanescent flux of sensation and perception that is, in some sense, all we have and all we are.” !Davis, 2001, my emphasis."

The name, user experience design ranges across a multiplicity of approaches
and domains and also covers the many expectations of a prosperous future for
businesses that successfully provide designs and services the field. However as
McCarthy and Wright !2004" declares:
”Employing the phrase to indicate that a particular user experience can be designed is another thing altogether.” !McCarthy & Wright, 2004, p. 10"

The expansion of the field of experience design dates back to the 1990s when
various researchers and early cultural critiques started to acknowledge and describe information technology as experiential, sensuous and tangible. Around this time
there were, for instance a number of researchers who started to consider and
investigate how tangible aspects of both information and physical reality could
be portrayed and used in combination with the ability that information technology had to express the abstract properties of information in new, dynamic
and concrete forms.
This is also an aspect that has caught my attention and throughout the thesis is referred to as the transformative and experiential qualities of information
technology. The most distinct expressions of the experiential aspects of information technology so far are to be found within research on and the development of different virtual reality and visualization techniques. Therefore the
concept has often been used with reference to the various technical tools that
are being developed to create various kinds of sensory experiences as in the
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cases of computer games, multimedia, visualizations and virtual reality techniques, and different entertainment applications.
One exception is Mikael Lindkvist !1995" who makes a comparison between
virtual reality and peoples’ earlier attempts to create artificial worlds by abstracting details from the concrete and immediate surrounding that we are
able to experience with our senses.
“'…( one could say that the purpose with VR is to create a user experience that is
equivalent to practical experience. Rather than having somebody else describe a phenomenon using a chalkboard, text or a picture**you experience the material directly. To
be able to see, hear and sometimes touch ‘invisible’ data.” !Lindkvist, 1995, p. 5, my
translation"

Watherworth !1997b" also elaborates the idea that virtual reality techniques
provide people with the opportunity to experience reality in new ways, and that
this transforms people’s experiences.
”With Virtual Reality, we make tangible the intangible, 'concretize' the abstract '...( This
brings a profound change to our perception, and emphasizes that, however useful it may
be for action, mental life also has the primary purpose of experience, of imparting a sense
of being '...(.” !Waterworth, 1997a"

One of the more important aspect explored so far is also the possibility of imposing some kind of effect on users’ experiences by enabling an interaction with
and experience of tangible aspects of information. For instance, many VR applications are designed to create a sense and/or an impression of the artificial
as if it were something real that in reality is not. Thus the quality often referred to
when discussing virtual reality techniques and other experiential information
technologies is related to the kind of seduction and/or illusory experiences that are
being generated through, by and with such technologies and applications
!Lindh Watherworth 2001; Lindh Waterworth & Watherworth, 2002; Waterworth, 1997a; 1997b". Such an understanding is also often found in definitions of Virtual Reality. For instance in Longman !1992" virtual reality is defined as:
“an environment in which computers create the effect of a world which seems almost
completely real to the people in it.” !Longman, 1992"
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But, lately exploration has started of another and important determining quality of experiential information technology. This quality is related to how and
to what degree that users feel immersed, encompassed, and included in the computer application. Such an interest is in my view a significant appreciation of
users’ subjective experiences, ascribing importance, for instance, to whether or
not users experience themselves as entering into the computer application
rather than standing outside. Thus, instead of focusing on the absence of external impressions, interest is slowly shifting towards users felt involvement and
engagement !Holmberg, 2001; Waterworth and Lind Waterworth, 2002". In this
respect Lund !2004" makes an important distinction when he declares that:
“If we are to make a distinction between the computational and experiential aspects of
information technology, it seems likely that it is the felt experienced meaning that is important to study.” !Lund, 2004, p. 80, my emphasis"

Such felt experiences are in my opinion similar to what researchers of virtual
communities and virtual worlds have found to be a fundamental quality of the
new forms of digitally-based environments that increasingly is a significant part of
our lives. This quality has led scholars such as, Benedikt, 1991; Fernback, 1999;
Heim, 1987; 1998; Jones, 1999; Laurel, 1993; Levy, 1996; 1998; 2001; Markham,
1998; Rheingold, 1994; Stone, 1995; Turkle, 1995; and Ågren, 1998 to claim that
information technology not only structures relations, but also constitutes the
structure within which human experience occur.
“Computers don’t just do things for us, they do things to us, including to our ways of
thinking about ourselves and other people. A decade ago, such subjective effects of the computer presence were secondary in the sense that they were not the ones being sought.
Today, things are often the other way around. People explicitly turn to computers for experiences that they hope will change their ways of thinking or will affect their social and emotional
lives.” !Turkle, 1995, p. 26, my emphasis"

One preliminary aspect, which I hope to address, is provided by the acknowledgement that there is, inherent in our relationship with information technology, some particular ability, potentiality and quality to transform our lives.
By investigating the theoretical prerequisites for an aesthetic understanding of information technology I thus hope to establish a framework that supports the revelation of some
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sensuous, tangible and experiential aspects of information technology in such a way that
it becomes possible to generate a deeper understanding of the significance of the presence of
information technology in everyday life.
There are similar initiatives made in search for a deeper understanding of
technology as experience, among others Aboulafia et al. !2001", McCarthy and
Wright !2004", Sønderlev !2004", Redström !2001". McCarthy and Wright
!2004", for instance, advances pragmatist philosophy of experience and claim
that such models of action and meaning making expresses something of felt
life and encompasses the emotional and sensual characters of action and interaction !ibid, p. 17".
”Rendering people’s experience with technology as transformative, imaginative, and creatively meaningful is the proper corrective against pervasive disenchantment tales. Technology may indeed be used to oppress, such meaning from activity, alienate people from
communities, mechanise, monitor, and rationalise but it also enchants, pleases, energises
and clarifies.” !McCarthy and Wright, 2003, p. 82"

I will return to McCarthy and Wright’s !ibid" work throughout this thesis,
since I share similar concerns. Foremost with their claim for the need to develop sensibilities to felt life with technology, i.e. to prosaic and open and accounts
of information technology in which sensual, emotional and volitional dimensions are made explicit. Hence this work is to some extent very much in line
with the work of McCarthy and Wright !ibid" and others who attempt to
make visible the potential in aesthetic responses to information technology.

1.3 The Scandinavian tradition?
The third problem domain in this thesis is related to the practice of conducting research according to critical ideals. Although the scope of this thesis
moves beyond the field of systems design and development I nevertheless
claim that it is related to the Scandinavian tradition of Informatics research#especially its critical tradition.
The Scandinavian tradition has evolved since the late 1970s and is often
shown comprising three established research approaches**the Systems Theoretical, the Socio-Technical and the Critical#presented in table 1 below !e.g.
Bansler, 1989; Nurminen, 1988; Whittaker, 1991".
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Figure 2: Comparisons among Three Scandinavian Research Traditions !based on Bansler, 1989".
Source: Whittaker et al., 1991, p. 12.

What constitutes the core of the Scandinavian tradition is periodically discussed and debated often resulting in little or no consensus.12 But, most of the
conducted research has to some extent advanced emancipatory intents with respect to various user groups challenged by the dissemination of computerized
artifacts. Research conducted within this tradition has also at least to some
extent, been concerned with the consequences of technology unified by some
core values.
“'These( values '…( have to do with a sense of connectedness**an awareness of a larger
whole that is wild and threatening as well as bountiful and nurturing, and is in an important way beyond our control.” !Boland, 1989, p. 189, my emphasis"

The larger whole that is approached in this thesis comprises the mundane and
ordinary use of information technology in a context termed everyday life. Focusing on everyday life encourages a rich and manifold understanding of the
relationships that people have with information technology. During the last
few years this context has also been faced with a tremendous challenge in
terms of the increased presence of informational intense artifacts. The everyday context is, however, by its very nature an unconventional setting for Informatics research since it concerns the small world#outside organizational
and institutional settings#where people’s individuality and preferences are
allowed to flourish almost by default. Yet it is precisely within this sphere that
12

For recent discussion concerning the critical intents of the Scandinavian tradition see for instance
the Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems, 2003, vol. 15; 2002, vol. 14, Information Systems
Journal 2005, Vol. 15, and Proceedings of Critical Computing Conference in Aarhus !e.g. Bertelsen &
Kyng, 2005", and the Special Issue in IT and People !forthcoming".
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in this thesis I attempt to delineate how Informatics research could generate
some important and alternative insight into the reflexive nature of information
technology.
However, it has recently been shown that most contemporary critical Informatics research has deviated from its original political and democratic interests.13 Accordingly one of the concerns advanced so far is that there are
some fundamentals of this research tradition that are absent in contemporary
Informatics research. Or as Stolterman claims:
“It seems as if researchers within information systems only consider two things as valid
as goals for their research. Either they see research as a way of helping systems designers
in their practice or as a way of helping users or buyers to get what they want or need.”
!Stolterman, 1995, p. 124"

Hence, my position is that Informatics research today in general tends to conduct research that is oriented towards technical production and/or concerned
with traditional knowledge production that does not vary with time or
place**that is research that in Flyvbjerg’s !2001" words is guided by epistemic
or pragmatic ideals. This stance is based on the common understanding of Informatics research as a pragmatically-oriented research discipline governed by
practical instrumental rationality, leading to research results that are oriented
towards running systems development and implementation projects better,
where better is often defined in terms of instrumental rationality.
“Because information systems development is currently dominated by approaches based
on the idea of purposive-rational action, the underlying knowledge basis of many of its
methodologies is 'the( technical knowledge interest. This appears to be true even of
those methodologies which take a broader social perspective '…(.” !Lyytinen and Klein,
1985"

Researchers within the Scandinavian tradition has however in my view also
made room for research more akin to the kind that Flyvbjerg !ibid" characterizes as phronetic. Where research questions and approaches are closely related

13

See for instance the Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems Research, Vol. 10 !1&2", the Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems Research Vol. 14 !1&2" and the Proceedings of Information
Systems Research Seminars in Scandinavia 2003.
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to and concerned with the overall values and ideals that validate certain research processes.
“This rationale is based on the idea that research can not solely be guided by the truth
since every researcher has to make a choice about where and how he wants or expects to
find truth. '…( research is seen as a way to accomplish changes in society. Changes that
the researcher believes needed and necessary.” !Stolterman, 1993, p. 638"

Flyvbjerg !2001", for instance, formulates some basic questions that are of importance in such research traditions. Questions such as: Where are we going?
Is this a desirable development? What if anything should we do about it? Who
gains and who loses and by which mechanisms of power?
I find that many of the questions that I have struggled with during this
work are of similar kind. However, it is not until very late in the research
process that I did realize, as well as accept, that there are no general and unified answers to such questions. Hence, in the thesis, I reflect and deliberate on
the research practice that is characteristic of our discipline which is supposedly is to be concerned with the social implications of information technologies, but seems today to be almost paralyzed when it comes to important
transformations brought about by the increased spread and use of information
technology in our everyday lives. The emancipating idea behind my approach is thus
two-folded: It is concerned both with learning some more about the reflexive nature of
information technology, but also with the ability to establish a platform from which
critical research within the field of Informatics can be further pursued. Thus the particular praxis that I am concerned with in this thesis is the praxis of Informatics
research and what constitute good and bad points of departure for such research today.

1.4 Research objectives
So far I have briefly touched on the three interrelated problems domains that
are related to my study of the significance of how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned. The first problem can roughly be
summarized as being related to the general assumption that information technology and human experience are two distinct and separate fields of investiga-
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tion which leads to many important signification processes of information
technologies in everyday life being discarded as obsolete and/or irrelevant to
further exploration.
The second problem is related to the first but derives from an identified
paradox regarding notions of experimental aspects of information technology.
This is, roughly, that although information technology is increasingly intertwined with various subjective processes about self and about various forms of
being, most of the research conducted within this domain appears to be driven
by ideals closely related to traditional conceptions of technological rationality.
Thirdly the tendency within the discipline of Informatics to largely ignore
the possibility and need to critically investigate the role and importance of information technology in everyday life leads me to question how I, as a researcher, should advance the question concerning the significance of the increased presence of information technology in everyday life in terms of the
critical intentions of the Scandinavian tradition.
My general concerns in response to the above are formulated in this thesis
as three research objectives all based on the idea that there is a need for an
aesthetic appreciation of the reflexive nature of information technology. Accordingly the thesis also ascribes primacy to findings and theoretical constructs supportive of such an understanding.
However the first and overall intent of this thesis is to generate a theoretical understanding of the significance of information technology in everyday life. This broad and
general intent is not perhaps best for a PhD project.14 Nevertheless I want to
emphasize that my intention throughout is to attempt to create a framework
that can be used to study the relationship between people as group or as individuals and information technology as a whole. This attempt is informed by the
assumption that information technology and human experience captured as a
whole, might contribute to a deeper understanding of information technology.15

14

A fuller elaboration of the significance of this broad question as well as some of the shortcomings
and limitations of addressing this question within this thesis are further elaborated on in Chapter 2.
15

In my opinion such a deeper understanding can be generated in various ways and should to a larger
degree be an essential objective for any researcher within the discipline of Informatics. In this thesis
this is also an outcome of my research that will be discussed at further length in Chapter 12.
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The second and particular intent of this thesis is to establish a theoretical base that
both reveals the reflexive nature of information technology and allows for further studies
of the significance of information technology in everyday life. Hence, the suggested
framework outlined in this thesis#being-with information technology#emerge as
a result of my insistence on grasping the relationship between information
technology and human experience as a whole. Informed primarily by Martin
Heidegger’s !1977" thinking on technology the framework ascribes primacy to
individual meaning-making and sense-making processes. The framework also
aspire to reach beyond notions of use and design by emphasizing the role and
importance of the potential of information technology to transform human experience in new and significant ways.16
In this thesis an attempt is also made to capture and portray this potential
in some kind of unifying and/or holistic way. This unity is referred to in the
thesis as information technology as lifeworlds. Throughout the thesis, I recognize
information technology as lifeworlds, as well as the transformations realized by
information technology in a number of ways, but I do not present a complete
or comprehensive account of the phenomena. On the contrary I argue that
this is a never-ending, dynamic, open, complex, and often contradictory object
of study, i.e. a character of which cannot be typified. It is a phenomenon that
is in a constant state of flux, but is simultaneously, actualized and realized in
every moment by the action and interaction of the individual with and through
information technology.
Hence, both the notion of information technology as lifeworlds and the
complementary perspective being-with are founded on and inspired by phenomenological thinking in combination with a critical research approach. The
critical approach has provided the general support for a theoretical exploration
of various aspects of how and why information technology can be seen as a
meaningful part of people’s lives in a manner that transcends signification
processes based on technical rationality. The third and extended purpose of the
research is also to bring new energy to the critical tradition of Informatics research by
providing some new perspectives on the ways in which research can be conducted ac-

16

Throughout the thesis this potential is also referred to as a transformative ability and/or experiential
quality.
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cording to critical ideals as well as making some suggestions about what should be subject
to further research within this tradition.
The fundamentals of phenomenological and critical research are further advanced in the next chapter, in addition to its implications being elaborated
throughout the thesis. Here however seems a suitable point of which to acknowledge that one outcome calls for a research practice that is closely related
to other critical practices, such as, literature and film criticism in their constant search for new ways of understanding important expressions in contemporary life !e.g. Dahlbom, 2002; Ivanov, 1991; Forsgren, 1988; Stolterman,
1994".
”'…( we have to assume that every critical examination of its qualities is an act of interpretation. But if we don’t want this interpretation to be accused of being pure subjectivism, the interpretation has to be founded on substantial theoretical work. Every time we
use a well-developed theory we are ’using’ both the efforts and the historically ’survived’
knowledge '…that( previous researchers has ’invested’ in the making of the theory.” !Stolterman, 1994, p. 984"

Stolterman !ibid", among others, advances the need to carry out information
systems research in the analogues way to litterature studies. In what follows
arguments, research results and obstactles to this suggestion is advanced.
Hence, in this sense the objectives of this thesis must be considered basic research guided by the ambition to pursue new research agendas and questions
regarding the relationship between information technology and human experience.

1.5 Disposition of thesis
The thesis consists of four parts in which an attempt is made to transcend
contemporary understandings of and research approach to information technology. The first part#Questioning#consists of two chapters which attempt to
unfold the importance of a number of interrelated questions that are currently
avoided by Informatics research but are here suggested to be in need of further reconsideration.
“'…( They 'the questions( make more than the frame; they give the angle of perspective,
the palette, the style in which the picture is drawn…. In our questions lie our principles
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of analysis, and our answers may express whatever those principles are able to yield.”
!Langer, 1964, p. 16"

In Chapter 1, two different sources of distress and anxiety inform the question
of how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned. Attempting to answer this question involves three interrelated complex domains
informing the establishment of a framework that is suitable of promoting further studies of the significance of information technology in everyday life.
In Chapter 2, the theoretical and empirical foundations of this thesis are
outlined. As the thesis falls within the Scandinavian tradition approach of IS
research some of the reasons for departing from conventional empirical research are outlined. Also, since one major goal of critical research is to pursue
and develop researchers’ critical awareness, some tentative outcomes of my
critical explorations are presented. In this chapter I also present how my affiliation with four different research projects is related to my research objectives and my research question.
The second part of the thesis#Attempts#gives an account of related research concerning the interplay between human experience and information
technology. Philosophy of Technology influences this section, as this domain
provides the analytical tools used to depict the reflexive nature of information
technology.
In Chapter 3 I delineate how the Scandinavian tradition traditionally deals
with the interplay between human experience and information technology
based on Carl Mitcham’s !1994" analysis of technology as object, knowledge,
activity, and volition. Here I find that technology as activity portrays many of
the fundamental concerns of the Scandinavian tradition, especially outlined in
terms of either design or use. I also explore four common themes that characterize
how critical approaches seem to deal with this distinction !i.e. emancipation,
representation, contextualization and attraction". However, as I find that the
Scandinavian tradition has also been greatly influenced by phenomenological
thinking, it seems only reasonable to claim that there are some prevailing values and norms in this tradition that cannot be further advanced today if the
view of information technology as activity is adhered to.
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In Chapter 4, contemporary research on the use of information technology
in everyday life is presented and discussed. The chapter is structured around
four recent dissertations and emphasizes some dual, contradictory and paradoxical findings concerning the significance of information technology in everyday
life. Hence, in this chapter some tentative empirical support is deployed to
advance the idea that paradoxes and contradictions are indicative of the reflexive nature of information technology. The chapter is concluded with the
introduction of the angel, cyborg, janus, and trickster metaphors in the tentative attempt to grasp the relationship between human experience and information technology as a whole. Such narrative figures are also suggested indicative
of the more recent attempts within contemporary research to approach hybrides of human experience and information technology as a whole.
In Chapter 5, contemporary research on information technology and aesthetic experience are outlined. The device paradigm as presented by Albert
Borgmann !1984" provides an entry to the main problem as stated in the introduction. That is, that according to conventional conceptions of technological
rationality an increased presence and use of information technology within
everyday life implies that people are prevented from attaining a sense of
meaning and wholeness in their lives. Based on Don Ihde’s !1990" phenomenological program a basis is provided for further explorations of the transformative potential inherent in human#technology relationships. By paying particular attention to a radically different view of this unity#i.e. the alterity relationship#the significance of the paradoxical, dual and contradictory nature of
information technologies becomes intelligible. This view is further used in
used in order to explore the prerequisites that favor an aesthetic understanding of the reflexive nature of information technology. Subsequently Chapter 5
and the whole second part of the thesis concludes by acknowledging some
contemporary Informatics research that has turned to aesthetics and use aesthetic experience as an important analytical concept.
The third part#Surpassing#three different attempts are made to envision
the significance of an increased presence of information technology in everyday life, beyond the perspectives of use and design. These articles were published while I was working on my thesis in connection with various research
projects. However in the thesis these articles primarily serve the purpose of provid-
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ing readers with a comprehensive account of the diverse platforms that constitutes my
aesthetic comprehension of information technology to this point. As such I tentatively
advances these three chapters as illustrative of information technology as frozen stories, paraphrasing attempts such as Elovaara !2004"; Donna Haraway
!1991" and Mateas & Sengers !2003" to surpass beyond perspectives of use and
design within Informatics research.
In Chapter 6, the importance and role of new forms of sociability, made
possible by the use of information technology in everyday life, are explored.
The chapter suggests that an increased use of information technology within
everyday life contributes to the emergence of new social realities to which
people are able to establish a sense of belonging. It is also suggested that a
deeper understanding of such new social realities is dependent on a relational
understanding of human experience and information technology.
Chapter 7 is based on my lived experiences of participating in the design of
a VR world. By conceptualizing information technology as the organizing
structure for social interaction and regarding information technology as an influential mediator of human experience this article shows how being-in-virtual
worlds is shaped by the participants’ understanding and inherent desires. Here particular emphasis is placed on the dialectic interplay of significant human experiences and information technology. Additionally, some reasons are advanced
for assuming that such dialectic interplays are of growing importance when
people enter and explore virtual environments.
Chapter 8 is one example of a narrative of the mundane nature of everyday
life and the role of information technology within this setting. Based on the
personal account of Linnea’s use of information technologies in her everyday
life one instance of the hybrid and contradictory nature of the significance of
information technology in everyday life is provided. Hence the chapter is concluded by a brief comment concerning the generic qualities of particular stories and why this might be an interesting path to further pursue.
In part four#Emergence#three chapters present a comprehensive account
of my critical exploration of the reflexive nature of information technology.
In Chapter 9, information technology as lifeworlds is employed in order to
discern the importance of how the use of information technology affects human experience. In that respect, I also tentatively outline my personal strug-
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gles concerning the significance of the presence of information technology in
everyday life based on my affiliation with four research projects.
In this part three chapters are devoted to convey the results of my critical
exploration of the reflexive nature of information technology. These results
are as a whole directed towards the need to transcend familiar themes and notions of information technology. Hence throughout this part I attempt to disclose how I have acquired some knowledge concerning aesthetic responses of
the reflexive nature of information technology.
In Chapter 10 a new critical sensibility is discussed in terms of an alternative way to envision the reflexive nature of information technology. Informed
by the technological real, Kendrick !1996", aesthetic and sublime understanding is suggested to empower critical research by acknowledge the significance
of polymorphic, dialectical and particular ways that information technology
intervenes with and conditions human experience.
In Chapter 11 the complementary perspective Being-with information technology is tentatively outlined, i.e. the framework that is suggested to support
further inquires of how the reflexive nature of information technology can be
envisioned. This framework aspires both to reveal the experiential aspects of
information technology and be suitable for further studies of the significance
of information technology in everyday life. In this chapter the critical themes
outlined in Chapter 3 are given new significance based the work in this thesis,
since an extended purpose with the complementary perspective is to provide a
new perspective on the manner of conducting research according to critical
ideals. As such, it is suggested that this complementary perspective constitutes
a critical base for further studies of information technology in everyday life.
In the final part#Reflection#the general contributions of this PhD thesis
are summarized. In Chapter 12 my tentative conclusions concerning the reflexive nature of information technology are discussed as well as what, in particular, is added and depicted when the perspective being-with information
technology is employed. The chapter also summarizes my findings concerning
how using critical theory stimulates reflection and advances Informatics research. The chapter ends with some general remarks about new research domains and questions that are revealed when the perspective of being-with and
approaching information technology as lifeworlds are employed.
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2. Theoretical and empirical foundations
Most research processes begin with a problem, a question and a purpose!!that
is, what is the object under study and why should it be further investigated. Thereafter,
a suitable method is deployed in order to validate and support the research
process. Thus methodological sections in most academic writings are devoted
to motivating, elaborating, and evaluating the chosen paths and the obstacles
encountered within the research process, in accordance with some welldefined problems and aims.
This work is at least in some respects different, mainly because it is not until very late in the research process that I am able to make explicit a research
question as well as the study-object actualized by this question. Hence this
particular research has not been consciously designed in an attempt to find or
explore a particular object of study. Rather, my participation in various research projects involving a number of different questions and intents and by
letting these projects to be closely knit to philosophical and social theories has
allowed a different understanding of the relationship between human experience and information technologies to take form. I also advance this particular
methodological endeavor as a problem"related to the intent to establish a framework
that supports recognition of the reflexive nature of information technology.
As I have already characterized this work as being inspired by critical and
phronetic ideas, there are three general characteristics of research that must
be reconsidered #Flyvberg, 2001$. First, the general ambition to produce cumulative and predictive theory must be abandoned in order to allow partial
and alternative ideas and results to appear. For instance the significance of information technology in everyday life is not fully attained and/or understood in
this thesis. Such incompleteness is usually considered a major weakness in academic work. But here I suggest that it be regarded as an embryonic and as an
early exploration"and as such any loose ends and vagueness are to be valued
as they give room for potential and partial views. Thus, in order to be receptive
of what is suggested and discussed here one is required to set aside the traditional demand for definitions, regularities and objective measurable properties
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and instead accept my ambition to seek alternative ways in which to create
knowledge.
Second, the problems according to Flyvberg #ibid$ must be accounted for in
a way that matters and makes sense to whomever they concern. Although the
concerns raised in this thesis are particularly my own, I also claim they are the
concern of the research community in Informatics as well as an interested
general public. The questions that I advance are strongly influenced by questions and comments that I have received from various persons during my time
as a PhD student; from journalists seeking answers to different kinds of
pathological and/or extreme expressions related to the use of information
technologies, but also from people that I have met and communicated with at
different conferences and/or talks and courses that I have held.17 These concerns can roughly be condensed into questions related to how information technology conditions human experiences and how we as Informatics researchers can know
anything about it? In this respect this thesis aspires to establish a frame from
which some partial and preliminary answers can be provided as well a base
within which such questions can be taken further.
Finally Flyvberg #ibid$ claims that the results from phronetic research must
be communicated back to the concerned communities in a way that make it
possible to pay careful attention to the feedback. As already indicated during
my doctoral education I have been involved in a number of research projects
and have published parts of this thesis in conference proceedings and reviewed
journals.18 The ideas presented here as a coherent whole have previously"in
part"been subject to criticism at international conferences, and local and
public seminars. I have also tried to improve my questioning as well as clarify
my intentions, according to the feedback I have received over the years. However since this work by no means ends here, in addition to the skill of expressing my own ideas and thoughts on the subject matter in the form of a
thesis, I have more to learn about paying attention to crucial aspects in others’
questions and reflections, as well as creating better images along the way.
17

For instance, addiction to computer games, Internet, and other IT use, deception and harassment
within virtual settings, or the increase spread of pornography and physical abuse related to relationships established on-line.
18

Appendix 1 shows a list of some of my previously published papers.
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2.1 Critical Theory
In general this thesis finds methodological support from Critical Theory as it
was formulated and practiced by, among others, Habermas #1971$, Horkheimer
& Adorno #1999$, Marcuse #1964; 1969$ and Fromm #1955$.19 The Frankfurt
School #1923-1950$ is one of the more influential academic institutions that
shaped this tradition!!combining knowledge from sociology, psychoanalysis,
philosophy, economy and aesthetics into a social scientific research environment. In this environment the idea of a socially and politically engaged and/or
independent and critical intellectual replaced that of a neutral objective researcher who follows rigid methods in search of defined and testable social
relations. With its long tradition of positivistic critique the critical tradition
has also become recognized as an approach with the principal goal to pursue and
develop researchers’ critical reflection and awareness.20
Critical Theory is also mainly characterized by its qualitative and interpretative ambition in combination with a deep interest in the critical questioning of
actual social realities!!rejecting assumptions concerning conditions in society
as natural, neutral and/or inevitable. It is thus a tradition that regards social
conditions as being more or less historically constructed and strongly shaped
by asymmetries in power and special interests. Accordingly, these asymmetries
and interests can and should be subject to criticism.
“Critical studies aim to critique the status quo, through the exposure of what are believed to be deep-seated, structural contradictions within social systems, and thereby to
transform these alienating and restrictive social conditions.” #Orlikowski and Baroudi,
1991, p. 6$

19

Most of this section is based on the comprehensive account of the Critical Theory tradition made
by Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994, p. 176 ff$; 2000, p. 110ff and Helenius, 1990, p. 132 ff. For a fuller
account of Critical Theory and the Frankfurt School see for instance, Horkeheimer & Adorno, 1999
and Jay, 1973. For a discussion of the critical tradition within information systems research se for instance Lyytinen & Klein, 1985; Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1986; Ngwenyama, 1991; Lyytinen, 1992; and
Hirshheim and Klein, 1994; Brooke, 2002a-d$.
20

In my view such a goal certainly justifies this approach as favorable in any process of becoming a
PhD.
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Dialectic tensions
One central theme in most critical research is its emancipatory interest and
the approach in general inspires the questioning of established ways of thinking,
acting and knowing in society.
In order to generate interesting and relevant interpretations of social phenomena one important principle in Critical Theory is dialectic thinking!!often
conducted in some kind of negation of prevailing notions and ideas.21 Through
negations, dialectic tensions are made explicit, which both illuminates and makes
possible the overcoming of dominant ideas. It is thus by making explicit tensions
between actualities and alternative ideas and practices that productive contrasts are created.
The central tension actualized in this thesis is the one between information
technology and human experience, as was already introduced in the first chapter. In my view this assumed asymmetry determines our common assumptions
concerning our relationship with information technologies and also determines how research within the discipline of Informatics is conducted. Consequently, some of the predicaments associated with this asymmetry are the
subject of further exploration throughout this thesis.
According to Alvesson & Sköldberg #1994, p. 206$, researchers inspired by
Critical Theory should ideally formulate their research question in opposition
of some kind to dominant patterns in society. They should also frame their
questions in a way that contributes to a thinking that is radically and qualitatively different. In this respect this thesis contests that the asymmetry that I
identify touches on a number of dispersed but interrelated themes roughly
outlined as the research practice of Informatics, common conceptions of information technologies, and established conceptions of how information
technology intervenes with and conditions human experience. In this thesis
these themes are the target of my criticism in my attempt to employ and advance a qualitatively different thinking.
“Uncritical thinking derives its beliefs, norms and values from existing thought and social
practice, while critical thought seeks alternative modes of thought and behavior from which it cre-

21

For a recent account of the positive power of negative thinking see Fuller #2005$.
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ates a standpoint of critique. Such a critical standpoint requires )…* ‘negative thinking,’
which ‘negates’ existing forms of thought and reality from the perspective of higher possibilities.” #Kellner, 1964, p. xiv, my emphasis$

One central idea that is often pursued and explored taking a critical approach
is the manipulation and objectification of modern man and society’s role in
this process. Thus, humans are often considered prisoners of a certain kind of
logic leading to the conformity and passivity of man. But humans are also considered to have a strong potential and disposition to act in different directions
as well as being capable of self-reflection and of possessing a critical attitude.
The critical approach thus acknowledges humans as contradictory, paradoxical
and open!!that is as inherently dialectical. As such humans are regarded both as
rational and irrational, autonomous and objectified"often resulting in accounts where humans are considered victims of social and political power
structures but also capable of making explicit and prioritizing their needs and
wishes.

Emancipation
One central theme in most critical research is also emancipation. The emancipating ideas advanced in this thesis, however, are not primarily intended to aid
the liberation of people from the domination of technology, which often is the
case in critically inspired studies of technology.22 Rather the emancipating ideas
advanced in this thesis accords with the claim that there seems to be a need to explore the
possibilities and potential inherent in the experiential realm of people’s relationship with
information technologies by framing this relationship in some new and radically different way. Behind these ideas, in my view, lies the core of critique as inherited
from Immanuel Kant:
“)…*to critique something is to examine the possibilities and limits of our way of experiencing that something.” #Fuenmayor, 1990, p. 526$

Accordingly to be critical is to examine the conditions and circumstances that
are necessary in order for something to be, exist or appear. As such the emancipating ideas advanced in this work are not simply confined to freeing some22

That is, what often is pursued and explored from a critical approach is the manipulation and objectification of modern man and a concern that this objectification leads to conformity and passivity.
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thing or someone from something or someone else. The ideas can rather be
seen as the primary motivating factor for exploring alternative aspects, knowledge and
preconditions that contrast and differ from common and prevailing conceptions and understandings of particular social phenomenon. It is by making explicit the dialectic
nature of social facts that the critical approach is able to reveal important tensions within society, tensions that can be further explored, and known.
Hence, this thesis aspires to address the asymmetry between information
technology and human experience and also to suggest an approach to the study
of this relationship that, at least to some extent contradicts prevailing notions
and ideas. In this thesis this is primarily done by theoretically exploring our human
abilities to change the social realities of which we are part and to use these abilities as a
resource in establishing other frames and new meanings for the relationship between human experience and information technology.
But as the extended purpose of my thesis work is to bring new energy to the
critical tradition of informatics research I will in the next part of the thesis
return to some of the common emancipatory intents in the Scandinavian tradition in order to further explore the relationship between information technology and human desire and will.

Conceptual density and empirical incompleteness
Critical Theory is also often characterized as a distinct theoretical" sometimes even meta-theoretical"approach. Its levels of abstraction are largely
distanced from questions, conceptions and interpretations that are characteristic of empirical research. Insights gained from Critical Theory as such are not principally applicable to or justifiable in an empirically oriented research tradition.
The merits of the approach are rather to function as a counter-weight to
seemingly neutral concepts of social phenomena. Critical research approaches are
often accused of being vague and/or uninterested in specific empirical circumstances. But, since the objective is to contribute to a kind of thinking and reflecting that is different in some fundamental way from what is accepted in
established institutions and practices, the empirical weakness and vagueness
seems almost to be a necessary precondition.
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Such characteristics are very evident in this thesis. The empirical material
used in this work might to some extent even appear fragmented and unsystematic. However, the main reason for not employing a more systematic account is that alternative views of social facts are hard to investigate empirically. That
is, investigations of particular empirical settings might concentrate research
too much on different actualizations information technology. This will only
result in yet another account based on prevailing conceptions rather than providing support for a framework that reveals the reflexive nature this technology. During the writing of this thesis I have experienced some of these difficulties in my
attempts to investigate alternative views of technological rationality and this will also
be further addressed in section 2.4. But, the general argument as explained above is
fundamental in order to comprehend the character of the research conducted
since one ambition of this thesis is to question established notions of technical rationality
as the primary motivating factor for how and why information technology is used in
everyday life.
Consequently, theoretical references are fundamental as they provide the
basis for creating and exploring constructive counter images. In this thesis
four domains apart-from Critical Theory are influential, Philosophy of Technology, Feminism, Phenomenology, and Aesthetics. All are to some degree
established as critiques of the prevailing societal patterns and existing discourses of social facts. Hence, these four domains also share the characteristic
of comprising unconventional views concerning the nature of human encounters of the social world. I, therefore, also hold them to have much in common
with the critical tradition of Informatics that this thesis aspire to belong to as
well as to revitalize.
To sum up, it is possible to regard the critical approach employed in this
thesis as a more liberal form of qualitative research where the researchers’ own
imaginative, analytical and interpretative ability is used more freely in relation
to actual empirical contexts. In the rest of this chapter, I will further elaborate
the manner in which this work on this thesis work has been conducted.
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2.2 Foundations of Being-with Information Technology
In order to break away from prevailing conceptions and significances of information technology I have distanced my thinking by means of theoretical
reflection. Throughout this thesis the tension between information technology and human experience is elaborated on using distinctions, analyses and
conceptions deriving from four theoretical and analytical domains: the Philosophy of Technology, Phenomenology, Feminism and Aesthetics. These
domains have shaped this thesis and led me to realize that many of the problems encountered in approaching the transformative powers of information
technologies. Hence, these four domains provide me with the theoretical support needed
to question this distinction and also to offer a new and different way of portraying the
relationship between human experience and information technology as a whole.

Philosophy of Technology
During the last twenty years the Philosophy of Technology has developed
various approaches to criticize, analyze and discuss technological developments and their consequences for society. Many philosophers of technology
relate to the thinking of Martin Heidegger as he is regarded by many as the
first philosopher who recognized the ontological status of technology!!addressed most explicitly in his book The Question Concerning Technology
and Other essays #Heidegger, 1977$. As mentioned above, this thesis is to a
largely founded on and inspired by the thinking of Martin Heidegger and in
particular those parts of his thinking that have been further advanced by Herbert Marcuse #1964; 1969$, Andrew Feenberg #2004, 2002; 1998; 1995; 1991$,
Carl Mitcham #1994$, Don Ihde #2002; 1993; 1990; 1986$, and Albert Borgmann
#1999; 1995; 1992; 1984$. What distinguishes these particular philosophers of
technology is that, in one or another way, they make explicit an asymmetry
between human experience and technology and also in different ways try to
move beyond. They can as such all be said to advocate a more critical inclined
theory of technology #e.g. Feenberg, 1991; 2002$.
One overarching and shared concern within critical philosophers of technology is the rejection of technological forms of domination referred to, for
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example, as reification, one-dimensionality, or ge-stell #Lukcás, 1971; Marcuse,
1964; Heidegger, 1977$.
“The chief characteristic of this new mode of thought and behavior is the repression of all
values, aspirations, and ideas which cannot be defined in terms of the operations and attitudes
validated by the prevailing forms of rationality.” #Kellner, 1964, p. xii$

This notion of reification and one-dimensionality is particularly important
since an increased presence of information technology in everyday life is considered by many of its critics to promote as well as increase such social development. One major concern for such dystopian and/or deterministic views
among other things is that information technology contributes to a development in society where people’s possibilities to have meaningful experiences
and a sense of wholeness are inhibited or at least diminished to a significant
degree.23
Heidegger #1977$, however"although indeed cryptic"warns us about exclusively understand the neutrality and instrumentality of technology. According
to him it is precisely this view that leads to our being chained to and imprisoned by technology.
")…* we shall never experience our relationship to the essence of technology so long as
we merely conceive and push forward the technological )…* Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we passionately affirm or deny it. But we are
delivered over to it in the worst possible way when we regard it as something neutral; for
this conception of it, to which today we particularly like to do homage, makes us utterly
blind to the essence of technology.” #Heidegger, ibid, p. 4$

Hence, it might appear paradoxical that at the same time as I claim that Heidegger is strongly influential in this thesis, I also hold him to have very little to
say about information technology per se.24 Rather most of his thinking and
writing is in my view more concerned with and related to the question of being
23

The notion of reification is also further penetrated in the next part of the thesis when I advance
some of the norms and practices regarding the relationship between human experience and information technology that prevail in the Scandinavian tradition of IS Research #e.g. Chapter 3$.
24

Heidegger’s critics often present this as a paradox arguing that his contribution to the understanding of technology is based on too limited an understanding and/or too many misconceptions about
technology.
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and how being is revealed to us.25 Nevertheless I consider Heidegger to have
an encompassing influence on this thesis in suggesting, supporting and providing a deeper understanding of the conditions and terms under which is possible to comprehend as a whole the reflexive nature of our relationship with
information technology.26
Heidegger’s view on technology as elaborated in his essay ‘The Question
Concerning Technology’ #1977$ is also accordingly two-fold, dual and dialectical.
First there is the common understanding of technology as a mean to an end or
as human activity.
“The manufacture and utilization of equipment, tools and machines, the manufactured
and used things themselves, and the needs and ends that they serve, all belong to what
technology is.” #Heidegger, 1977, p. 4$

But this instrumental conception of technology although correct in many respects, does not according to Heidegger #ibid$ fully capture the essence of
technology. There is another aspect of technology that is related to how humans appreciate and experience being as a whole. Technology also appears to
be a mode of truth or a field in which things appear as they do.27 In Heidegger’s view this is an equally important aspect of technology, an aspect that in
particular captures technology as a way of revealing being.

25

According to Spiegelberg 1982, p. 284 Heidegger #himself$ claims that he is the first thinker in the
whole history of philosophy to have raised explicitly the question concerning the sense of Being.
26

In recalling and acknowledging Heidegger’s phenomenological heritage I believe that I am able to
make this claim"i.e. that one interpretation of his work is as an ongoing exploration the variations of
how humans #Dasein$ experience being. This interpretation can also be roughly elaborated by the
phenomenological ontology"i.e. that the essence of something is correlated with how something is
experience. Accordingly, in my view, one particular form in which humans seem to experience being is
in their relationship with technology vis-à-vis the way we experience technology teaches and tells us
something about the essence of being.
27

Heidegger often uses the analogies of modern and pre-modern technology in order to capture the
two modes of technological understanding. The analogy of pre-modern technology is used in order to
address the suppressed and/or invisible technological understanding " in which technology is understood to cooperate with human experience in an imaginative and holistic ways. In contrast the analogy
of modern technology refers to a different form of disclosure by which technology, in its superiority of
over nature, demands material and energy, otherwise impossible to detect and extract. Thus, according to the analogy of modern technology both nature and the lifeworld are enframed in a coercive and
challenging way. In this thesis these differences are not understood as empirical or factual differences
between different kinds of technological actualizations, but are rather interpreted as two analogies
capturing two different forms of technological understanding. That is, two ways in which being can emerge
by, with and/or through technology.
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“Technology is a mode of revealing. Technology comes to presence in the realm where
revealing and unconcealment take place, where )...* truth happens.” #Heidegger, 1977, p.
13$

In this work this latter aspect of technology is strongly related to how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned and I will therefore
return to this aspect later on in this chapter as well as throughout the thesis.
However, according to most interpretations of Heidegger, his notion of technology as revealing is comprised of a particular and given set of rules and conditions in which human activity takes on specific forms, structures and meanings"a Ge-stell in Heidegger’s words. 28
“By this he )Heidegger* means that modern technology always already frames our relation to the world in a particular way. He argues that this particular way is one in which
everything #even humans$ are framed or rather revealed as ‘resource for’ this or that project.” #Introna and Ilharo, 2004, p. 90$

Thus, humans are challenged in two ways by modern technology. First by incorporating an instrumental view of technology humans tend to become indifferent to being. When humans enter into a relationship with technology they
tend to focus on and value the aspects that are revealed, the calculable, quantitative and measurable aspects of being #e.g. reified aspects$. Secondly, humans
are challenged by modern technology in the sense that it is a form of revealing
that discloses the very fact that it is a form of revealing. Thus, according to Heidegger inherent in the idea of modern technology #technological rationality and/or
instrumentality$ the disclosing character of technology is concealed and obscure. Modern technology is, so to speak, designed to hide its revealing and this affects
our attitude towards it, and encourages people to take control. 29
“But this remains correct: modern technology too is a means to an end. That is why the
instrumental conception of technology conditions every attempt to bring man into the
right relation to technology. Everything depends on our manipulating technology in the
proper manner as a means. We will as we say, ‘get’ technology ‘spiritually in hand.’ We

28

Ge-stell is the German word that Heidegger uses to approach this challenging disclosure of reality.
For a good account of how this idea relates to information technology see for instance Ciborra and
Hanseth #1998$.
29

Technology in general affords certain attitudes and actions, see for instance Norman #1988$.
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will master it. The will to master becomes all the more urgent the more technology threatens to slip
from human control.” #Heidegger 1977, p. 5, my emphasis$

The quotation above very precisely summarizes what has so far been portrayed
as the fundamental argument against the possibility of understanding technology and human experience as a whole. Also, in my view most critiques of and
concerns about technological developments in society are based on similar accounts.
In my attempt to explore how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned I find it both reasonable and necessary to emphasize,
further acknowledge and attempt to comprehend the dual constitution of technology, as suggested by Heidegger. Keeping in mind that the nature of such a duality suggests two views that are simultaneously valid and true. However, as
will be discussed and suggested in the next part, only the instrumental view of
information technology has so far been pursued in contemporary conceptions
of the significance and role of the use information technology in everyday life
and it has determine most of the emancipating intentions behind the Scandinavian IS research tradition.
In this work I thus advance the belief that the second and equally important
aspect of technology referred to by Heidegger as revealing, can also be understood as a phenomenological potential. Although this potential has always been,
the significance and meaning of this aspect of technology has in my view so far been
subordinated in contemporary conceptualizations and interpretations in favor of the
more instrumental and challenging aspects of technology. I believe, however that it is
this potential that allows and supports further, ongoing explorations of different, dynamic and tangible forms in which being is revealed with, through and
by information technology.30
The primacy and importance of Heidegger’s second aspect of technology is
thus an important outcome of my critical exploration to which I will return in
more detail in section 2.3. This second aspect"although so far rather ob-

30

Sometimes ignorance is bliss"Although I recently found that in my view Feenberg #2004$ provide
a thorough account of the plausibility of this particular interpretation and claim. I am also very grateful that on several occasions and in several ways he has formulated reasonable objections to this interpretation, making me realize the unconventional character and potential inadequacy of this particular
interpretation.
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scured"supports my view that any attempt to approach the question concerning how technology intervenes with and conditions human experience
must relate to and consider the human predisposition to apprehend and form
unity and wholeness in life. This is a rather radically different interpretation of
what Heidegger is aiming at when he suggests that technology must be understood as a whole. Below I also further elaborate on how I have been able to
make this interpretation.31

Feminism
Feminism in this thesis is primarily used as resource and inspiration, daring me
to depart from conventional research within Informatics. Feminist scholars
have also argued that feminism should investigate the"by science often ignored"important epistemological domains generated by taking particular perspectives such as embodied knowledge, locality and domesticity. As such Feminism has provided me with a view from somewhere else a practice often pursued
by feminist scholars #e.g. Butler, 1990; Elovaara, 2004; Harding, 1996; Haraway, 1991; Mörtberg, 2000; Suchman, 2002$.32
“Once ‘woman’ is deconstructed into ‘women,’ and ‘gender’ is recognized to have no
fixed referents, feminism itself dissolves as a theory that can reflect the voice of a naturalized or essentialized speaker.” #Butler, 1990, p.246$

In the search for an alternative view of technological rationality I have found
quite a number of insightful, provocative and interesting ideas and thoughts
expressed by researchers informed by such thinking.33 Although I will not account for them fully here my assessment has resulted in an approach to information technology from the infinite perspective of otherness, or as expressed by
Elovaara #2004$:

31

But this slight shift in emphasis in interpretation is not to deny that Heidegger is largely critical of
the way in which modern technology reveals being.
32

In my view the Swedish figurative expression “kärringen mot strömmen”"captures this position
well in terms of advocating the importance of the searching for alternatives by taking a counter perspective in discussions in order to generate new insights.
33
Some of these insights are reported on in Croon and Palmquist #2000$, where the notion of technology as a male culture was particularly thought provoking to me.
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“Feminist research has for a long time made great efforts to understand and develop the
ideas of otherness and difference, mostly connected to questioning the construction of
women as a homogenous group. Our experiences tell us that this discussion is also extremely central and relevant when talking about information technology.” #Ibid, p. 85f$

Butler #1989a$ adds one dimension to the nature of reflexivity when she contends that women constitute a paradox, since they are the ‘sex’, which is not
‘one’. She argues that notions of sex and gender by convention are comprised
by the masculine tendency of unity and consistency whereby women better are
understood as constituted by the unrepresentable and unconstrained. In this
sense women are, according to Butler #ibid$ the sex which is not one but multiple.
“For Beauvoir women are the negative of men, the lack against which masculine identity
differentiates itself; )…*. Women are not only represented falsely… but the falsity of the
signification, point out the entire structure of representation as inadequate. The sex
which not one, then, provides a point of departure for a criticism of hegemonic Western
representation and of the metaphysics of substance that structures the very notion of the
subject.” #Ibid. p. 32f.$

Feminist scholars such as for instance Harding #1996$, Haraway #1991; 1995;
1997; 2002$ and Butler #1989a; 1989b; 1990$, have inspired me to pursue an alternative exploration into the relationship between human experience and
technology. An alternative where information technology paraphrasing Butler
#1989a$ is a technology that is not one but multiple. Claiming that information
technology needs to be re-cognized as a whole from somewhere else is very
much related to the feministic position and its privilege and tribute to partial
perspectives. Emphasizing that human experiences of information technology
teach and tell us about the nature of this technology become as already mentioned an endless and open object of study that never can aspire to become
complete.
“Information technology is not a matter of fact but something that comes into existence
through people who, in different ways participate in research on and development and
use of it” #Mörtberg, 2000, p. 69$

Therefore particular situations are by feminism suggested to be highly relevant
and necessary in order to gain a deeper understanding to information technol-
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ogy. But, such situated knowledges are suggested to be an innocent position.
Rather, such views are always from somewhere. Haraway #1991$ among others
have therefore suggested that the standpoint of the subjugated is preferred since
this position is the least likely to deny or try to escape the critical and interpretive core of all knowledge.
“I want feminists to be enrolled more tightly in the meaning-making processes of technoscientific world-building. I also want feminists"activists, cultural producers, scientists, engineers, and scholars #all overlapping categories$"to be recognized for the articulations and enrollments we have been making all along within technoscience, in spite
of the ignorance of most ‘mainstream’ scholars in their characterizations #or lack of characterizations$ of feminism in relation to both technoscientific practice and technoscientific studies.” #Haraway, 1997, p. 127$

In this thesis the standpoint of the subjugated is an analytic one, one that positioning felt experience at the core of a technological understanding. However
this position is not foremost taken in order to free humans from the domination of technology. Nor am I advancing the notion of gender as such into the
framework as an analytical category, even though this might and should perhaps be done.
Rather my ambition and the emancipating intent with employing feministic
discourse is in this thesis done in order to gain a deeper understanding of the
reflexive nature of information technology. Hence, rather than freeing humans"male or female"from subordinated positions that might be caused by
contemporary technological designs, I aspire to emancipate the reflexive nature of information technology. Hence, throughout this thesis it is our understanding of information technology that will be scrutinized, but similar to
gender embodied within social structures the relationship between human experience and information technology can always only bee partially addressed.
Also, with particular emphasis on lived experiences, feministic researchers
were also among the first to explore users as non-experts involved in information technologies in their daily activities. Thus, investigated various assimilations of technologies within the sphere of the domestic"commonly referred
to as the process of domesticating and appropriating technology. Such studies
are often based on Silverstone & Hirsch’s #1992$ approach to the dynamics of

40

Theoretical and empirical foundations

technologically mediated consumption, which will be further elaborated in
Chapter 4.
Focusing on everyday life in general encourages a rich and manifold understanding of people’s relationship with information technology. This is done by,
ascribing symbols, values and sense-making, a greater importance than they are
ascribed in more traditional functional/instrumental studies #e.g. Lie & Sørensen, 1998; Silverstone et al., 1992; Silverstone 1994; Monteiro, 1999$. The notion of everyday life is therefore given special significance in relating to the
small world"the world within reach"in expressing a sensibility to the important and specific dimensions in society, outside large power structures, where
information technology is incorporated and appropriated. The term is also
used to emphasize the importance of the unpredictable character of information technology and of users’ subjective and collective sense-making. The everyday is thus in this thesis an attempt to direct attention to:
“)…* the primary terrain on which our values are actively constructed, in which a world of
contingency is transformed into one of meaningfulness.” Gardiner, 2000, p. 56$

Such an emphasis on the everyday is also strongly related to and further qualified by the Phenomenological tradition as will be outlined below.

Phenomenology
Phenomenology is an epistemological domain that has almost as many variants
as there are people trying to employ and understand its philosophical basis.
”The true task for phenomenology is not to be real as a philosophical orientation. Higher
than reality, is potential. A phenomenological understanding is reached solely by embracing it as potential.” #Heidegger, 1963, p. 38, quotation in Spiegelberg, 1982, p. 381$

The phenomenological tradition owes most of its fundamental ideas to Edmund Husserl #1931$, who suggested an alternative to the distinction between
on the one hand, studies of subjective experiences #art and humanities$ and,
studies of objects #natural sciences$. Instead each individual experience must
be regarded as embedded and affected by a world of preconceptions historically and future bound #e.g. Spiegelberg, 1982, p. 144ff; Husserl, 2002$.
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Hence, Husserl #ibid$ placed experience #Erlebnis$ in a stream of experiences #Erlebnisstrom$ and suggested that a single individual experience can be
interpreted as a moment in a process. Individual experience can therefore be considered a world in constant change due to shifts of perspectives regarding historical and future horizons"a lifeworld #Lebenswelt$ in Husserl’s words.34
The lifeworld is also the term that I use to denote information technology as
experienced. I will also qualify the significance of this term in chapter 10, which is
entitled: Information Technology as Lifeworld. But, from a phenomenological
orientation and world-view the lifeworld is the term commonly used to denote
what it is that we actually experience in our ordinary living #i.e. everyday life$. According to Schutz #1975$ the lifeworld is constituted of:
“)…* the whole sphere of everyday experiences, orientations, and actions through which
individuals pursue their interests and affairs by manipulating objects, dealing with people, conceiving plans and carrying them out #Schutz, 1975, p. 15$

As such the phenomenological claim that how something is experienced tells
us about the essence of that thing, is particularly crucial.35 Contemporary phenomenological research has, however, increasingly come to suggest that the
aim should not so much be to look for essences or even structures of experiences, but the potential variation of social phenomena"this potential is also fundamental in this thesis. Advancing the complementary perspective, being-with
technology, and an understanding of information technology as lifeworld are
strongly biased towards an account of information technologies as a phenomenon in
constant state of change and as such its variations are indefinite. Accordingly, my position is that Informatics research also needs to be able to deal with the outgrowth, structure, and the constitution of the various meanings, which are
being ascribed to information technology. Hence, the focus in this thesis is

34

The notion of the lifeworld is important in this thesis and will also be further elaborated throughout the next. Sometimes the lifeworld is used in synonym with everyday life. In this thesis the notion
of information technology as lifeworld revolves around these aspects with the foremost concern that
information technology increasingly is an intrinsic part in this process.
35

For a comprehensive account of the phenomenological movement see for instance Spiegelberg
#1982$. For more recent comprehensive accounts see for instance Moran #2000$ and Sokolowski
#2000$.
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how to unfold information technology as experienced, rather than to give a full account for every aspect of actual use.36
“)…* from phenomenology we should know that only when variation is possible can there be
essential as opposed to merely circumstantial knowledge.” #Ihde, 1993, p. 87, my emphasis$

Thus, whether a given number of human experiences of something are representative for most humans or not is not really the issue. What is fundamental, and
emphasized, in this thesis is that all possible and potential experiences are important""in teaching and telling us something about the essence of whatever is.
This standpoint, however, creates an almost impossible challenge since in
terms of this thesis it suggests that every user experience might make a difference. Yet regarded as an attitude it creates an openness and endlessness regarding the phenomena that are important in this early stage of the investigation. This challenge posed by infinity also brings me to the last of the epistemological domains that support this thesis!!Aesthetics.

Aesthetic experience
In order to limit as well as focus my attention on certain aspects of the relationship between human experience and information technology, one specific
potential instance of human experience is particularly emphasized. This instance is
the assumption that there is a potential aesthetic and/or sublime dimension inherent
in any relationship with information technology. This aesthetic dimension is
also assumed to exhibit some inherent qualities of the reflexive nature of information technology.
The importance of aesthetic experience in Informatics is not new, but during the last few years it has received increasing attention from researchers as
well as designers among others Bell et al., 2005; McCarthy & Wright 2004;
Höök, et al. 2003; Blyth and Wright, 2003 and Redström 2001. This interest,
however, mostly is concerned with pragmatically exploring various design issues, interpreative strategies, and evaluation methodologies in order to im36

Phenomenology was actually the epistemological domain that first received my attention in trying
to find an approach to how information technology is experienced could be approached, which in turn
led me to rethink the practice of research as well as question the analytical distinction between human
experience and information technology. In the third part of this thesis some variations of information
technology as lifeworlds are accounted for.
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prove design and design ability. In this work such intent is not primarily advanced mostly because of my ambivalence to the stance of Informatics research as a design-oriented discipline. Rather my rationale in paing attention
to the prerequisites in favor of an aesthetic understanding of information
technology is largely that research on aesthetic and sublime experiences provides an alternative theoretical understanding of the reflexive nature of information technology. In that respect Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi #1993$, Andrew
Feenberg #2005$; Martin Heidegger #1977; 1987$; Herbert Marcuse #1964; 1969$
Rudolf Makreel #1990$, Kirk Pillow #2000$ among others will be used as a resource for theoretically exploring the prerequisites that favor an aesthetic appreciation of information technology.
However, some particular view of aesthetic experience that today is advanced by Informatics scholars is also employed here and I will therefore return to related research on information technology and aesthetic experience in
Chapter 5. To be brief, the view on aesthetics advanced ignores the reduction
of aesthetics to social convention as well the utilitarian argument that aesthetics only refers to pleasurable sensation. Instead aesthetic experiences are
consider to involve:
“)…* something more than the projection of meaning from a person to the environment
or vice versa. It involves a realization of meaning through interaction with the inherent
qualities of the object.” #Csikzentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p. 179, my emphasis$

37

Since information technologies are increasingly interwoven in all contexts of
human life it also seems possible to assume that it might to some extent constitute and give shape to some of the more significant experiences in our lives.
Such experiences are here referred to as aesthetic and/or sublime experiences.
The particular focus on aesthetic experience is hence used as one possible
way of identifying some pervasive qualities at the same time as maintaining a
view of the relationship between information technology and human experi37

This understanding of aesthetic experiences is primarily based on John Dewey #1934$ who considered meaning and significance as a transaction. Such a view of meaning and significance is also advanced
and supported by the phenomenological attitude as formulated by Merleau-Ponty #1962, p. 147$ who
claims that meaning emerges in the interaction and interplay between a subject and the world.
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ence as whole. Hence, aesthetic experience is here used as the analytical concept of a whole that constitutes the fundamental basis from which new meanings and significance can emerge.

2.3 The establishment of being-with information technology
The four domains presented above constitute the theoretical foundation of
the complementary perspective being-with information technology and offer
some important concepts of particular significance that fits well in to the
larger methodological frame of Critical Theory. However the research methodology employed is exceptionally qualitative in one important sense since the
approach includes strong dependency on the researchers personal capabilities
and reflective judgment. Thus I am as a researcher actively engaged in constructing the need for and approach to how the reflexive nature of information
technology can be envisioned. Although such subjective elements inform this
thesis as a whole this sections outlines two of the more important outcomes of
my critical exploration of the reflexive nature of information technology. I
hope in this way to provide a more comprehensive account of the particularities that contribute to the form of the knowledge produced in this thesis.38
As already indicated this thesis is strongly influenced by the thinking of
Martin Heidegger #1977$ is therefore such strongly biased towards a phenomenological understanding of the world. This is also the first and primary outcome of
my exploration. The phenomenological tradition owes most of its foundations
to, Edmund Husserl #1931$, who suggested an alternative to the distinction between studies of subjective experiences #art and humanities$ and studies of
objects #natural sciences$ #e.g. Spiegelberg, 1982, p. 144ff.$. As also discussed in
the previous section this means that in order for a phenomenologists to grasp
the significance of a phenomenon#i.e. go back to the things-in-themselves"they
start by examining how things are experienced,39 but rather than making claims
concerning objects or subjects per se, it is the relational character that is of interest. This relational character can however, only be attained through experi-

38
39

For a good account on the importance of reflexivity see for instance Qualley #2001$.
At the heart lies the attempt to examine how people’s natural attitude towards things comes about.

Questioning

45

encing subjects. But what is obtained should neither be considered subjective,
nor objective but rather having the character of a third alternative"the lived.40
My long-term involvement with the question of the reflexive nature of information technology has been directed to the exploration of the reasonableness of
such an alternative"referred to below as information technology as lifeworlds.41 The
conditions and terms under which lived meanings of information technology
becomes actualized are here, however, assumed to be dialectically comprised
#in accordance with the employed critical approach$ and my attempts
throughout this thesis are thus to formulate and reflect on the importance of
such dialectics for the significance that information technology attains.
“This does not mean the revival of values, spiritual or other, which are to supplement the
scientific or technological transformation of man and nature. On the contrary the historical achievement of science and technology has rendered possible the translation of
values into technical tasks"the materialization of values. Consequently, what is at stake
is the redefinition of values in technical terms, as elements in the technological process.”
#Marcuse, 1964, p. 231 f$

I tentatively suggest that the dialectic interplays which condition lived meanings of information technology correspond to what Bateson identifies as the
responsiveness to pattern that connects #Bateson, 1972$.
“This pattern is understood as connecting the experienced mind to the wholes to which
it belongs that enable it to exist and live.” #Ramirez, 1991, p. 41$

In making this suggestion I acknowledge and emphasize that intrinsic to being human is the necessity and the predisposition to apprehend and form units and wholes. But
for both Bateson #1972$ and Ramirez #1991$ being responsive to patterns that
connect actually means two things simultaneously.

40

According to Alvesson & Sköldberg #1994$ it is of course possible to question in what way the lived
is different from the purely subjective thought, but it becomes clearer if one realizes that it is not a
question of actual psychological processes. The lived refers to the content of the lived, independent of its
individual carrier.
41

In the final chapter of this thesis I advance the idea that an understanding of information technology as lifeworlds constitutes a break with traditional conceptions of technological rationality in accordance with Marcuse #1964$. It is also in accordance with his view that I attempt to provide a qualitative change in the way we relate to, investigate and question the relationship between human experience and information technology.
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“1$ It means ‘belonging to’ #a part OF$, and 2$ It means ‘distinct from’ #A PART of$.”
Ramirez #1991, p. 30$

The second and important outcome of my critical exploration evolves from
the premise that in order to allow a dialectical account of the way that the
lifeworld seek interconnections"i.e. account for the lived meanings of information technology"it is necessary to consider and take account of how both ways of
forming parts of wholes are rendered possible. However, in most studies of information technology, that which is referred to as rational in a technological sense is
often based on aspects fundamentally different from those that provide people
with an opportunity to establish a sense of meaning and wholeness in the first
of the sense given in the quotation above.
This claim is also supported by Ramirez #1991$ who, like many both before
and after him find that scientific and technical discourse"rather than being
based on examinations of the different ways in which the lifeworld seeks to
form interconnections with things in the world"opt for examinations and
conceptualizations of qualities and quantities that makes things appear to be
intrinsic and autonomous. Accordingly, since this thesis is influenced by critical ideals and since it seems that the former part of being a part of wholes has
so far been discarded as obsolete and irrelevant to further exploration in Informatics research"I attempt here to explore the potential as well as the
plausibility of such a way of forming a part of wholes with, through, and by
information technology.42
Feenberg #2004$ also finds aesthetics crucial in supporting and providing a
different view of the role and importance of contemporary technology. He
writes:
“Now, aesthetics is surely a strange place to look for a solution to the problems of modernity. Aesthetic experience is marginalized today, put out of action when it comes to
maters of importance such as technical mastery of the environment. Still, the perception
of social reality as ‘beautiful’ or ‘ugly is commonplace, and Marcuse frequently refers to

42

Through a critical negation of the analytical distinction between human experience and information technology I attempt to capture some of the ‘belonging to sense’ of forming part of wholes The
outcome of my research is a complementary perspective being-with information technology. I also
claim that this attempt provides me with some valuable insights in terms of generating a qualitatively
different understanding of the significance and role of information technology in people’s everyday
life.
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contemporary instances illustrating his thesis that aesthetics is a fundamental category of social experience and not confined to the realm of art.” #Feenberg, 2004, p. 112, my emphasis$

The suggestion that it is as the potential dialectic interplay with two ways of
forming a part of wholes that information technology conditions and intervenes in human experience has slowly become my main interest. Such an understanding is also therefore in part a major#though tentative#result of my work. The
pathways that have led me to such an understanding can, however, by no
means be portrayed in a straightforward manner. It is rather an interruptive,
dynamic and ongoing process, characteristic of lived experience.
Some significant aspects of this process are, however, conveyed by my affiliation with four different research projects: Market-oriented information
technology, Advanced visualization techniques and societal visioning and design, Virtual communities and virtual worlds and Information technology and
quality of life"as will be briefly outlined below.

2.4 From market-oriented information technology to everyday life
In the research projects affiliated to the thesis the basic methodological approach has been qualitative, hermeneutic and phenomenological. That is, a
research approach that acknowledges the ability of information technology to
affect and reconstruct the social context in which it is placed, but also acknowledges the human potential to shape and conceptually reshape their understanding and use. Stolterman #2003$ provides a comprehensive account of this
view in accordance with the illustration below.
Use

Technology

Preconception

Figure 3. The technology"preconception"use relation.
Source: Stolterman, 2003, p. 119.
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In this illustration Stolterman #ibid$ draws attention to three important knowledge domains that are mutually dependent and dynamically interrelated.43 In
Stolterman’s words:
“If we have a small change in the technology that might lead to changes in how it is used
which has to lead to changes in the conceptions on both the technology itself and about
how it is possible to use. If someone by accident or intent starts to use a technology in a
new way, that will challenge our conceptions and it might actually inspire development in
the technology. We have a fully dynamic and reciprocal relationship between these three
“components”. #Stolterman, ibid$

However, as it may be surmised throughout this thesis work I have paid special interest to the distinctiveness and characteristics revolving around preconceptions in the simple illustration above.

Market-oriented information technology
In terms of empirical investigations my thesis work starts off as a more traditional IS research endeavor"seeking to generate knowledge concerning an
new and emerging context of IT use, here referred to as market-oriented information technology #MIT$.44 The research project, MIT-2000, was initiated
in 1994 with the primary aim of elaborating and investigating the use of information technology in the intersection between business and its customers #Albinsson & Forsgren, 1995; 1997$. The project involved representatives from
three major Swedish companies and academic researchers"forming a consortium of different interest groups who shared the ambition to contribute to the
ongoing development and use of market-oriented information technology.45
This was about the time of the Internet explosion and hence business had just
started to turn its’ attention to the potential of computer-mediated marketing,
electronic business and commerce. According to Albinsson & Forsgren #1997,
p. 8 f$ the consortium initially identified four domains to be considered within
a three-year period:

43
44
45

That is, if there are changes in one of them the other two also changes.
Marknadsorienterad IT, according to Albinsson & Forsgren #1997, p. 1$.

For a detailed account of the participants and companies that formed this consortium, see Albinsson and Forsgren, 1997, p. 11.
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The establishment of a general model of successful MIT systems

2. The establishment of a general development model describing the general properties
of a development environment providing successful MIT systems
3.

Support to various pilot projects within the businesses represented in the consortium

4. Stimulate the development and supply of existing technology and competence in accordance with the demands suggested by the established models.

As a participant in this project during the first two years, together with Mikael
Söderström and Per Levén, I conducted interviews with customers, designers
and sales personnel with the general aim of generating deeper understanding of
the merits of information technology in enhancing and reinforcing customers’ experiences.46
Another central theme in this project was to investigate the properties of
the development environments that were generating successful MIT systems.
Here the central question was to find clues as to what, in such development
environments, influenced the success and/or failure of MIT systems. Did the
development process differ"if so in what way?47 In one of the more comprehensive accounts of this project Levén #1997$ it is concluded that a too strong
emphasis on user and user orientation prevents researchers as well as practitioners
from attaining a deeper understanding of market-oriented information technology and thus prevents researchers from producing a good account of the
important transformations that occur"an insight that later on proved to be of
importance for my thesis.48 However, based on my studies at that time, I en-
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One result of these interviews was that we were able to identify five general characteristics that
seemed to capture some important aspects of successful MIT systems. These characteristics were
sensitivity, honesty, integration, learning and degree of enchantment #ibid, p. 12f; Levén, 1997; Eriksson, 2000$"all considered to be crucial criteria that could be used further to capture and evaluate
user experiences of MIT systems. This means to what degree the users of MIT systems experience
that the IT-artifact is sensitive, honest, integrated with important parts of the company, teaches and
tell something new, and is a pleasant/enchanting experience.
47

One central finding from these interviews were that developers of MIT systems not only expressed
a relatively low interest into different customer’s preferences but also expressed a rather low interest
in learning more about customer behavior and habits. At this preliminary stage it was however concluded that this non-interest might be a result of the unconventional character of these systems and
the fact that business so far was unable to provide institutional support that promoted and enhanced
such an interest #Söderström, 1994$.
48

In his view actability rather than usability makes researchers as well as practitioner better
equipped. For a comprehensive account of the results of this project, see Albinsson and Forsgen #1997$
and for a detailed account of the papers and reports related to the project, see Albinsson and Forsgren, 1997, p. 10.
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countered MIT systems from a perspective of both use and a design and in
dealing with these two perspectives I found it annoying to be unable to address and comprehend the ways in which the administrative tool"i.e. my conception of information technology at the time"started to move out of the
office towards ordinary people and their everyday lives.

Advanced visualization techniques and societal visioning and design
Two years later many things seemed different. The Internet, advanced visualization techniques and virtual communities demanded research attention and
in 1996 the three-year project Advanced visualization techniques and societal
visioning and design financed by the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation
#RBJ$ was initiated. In this project myself, Per-Olof Ågren, and Erik Stolterman #project leader$ attempted to grasp and understand the use of advanced
visualization techniques in societal planning.49
During this project we focused particularly on the ability to transform complex information into new, tangible and dynamic forms, using information
technology. Since this ability made it possible to visualize, simulate and make
tangible future environments, it also made it possible for users such as city
planners and various decision makers to enter and explore different areas of a
planned change, by and with information technology. One of our central questions during this project was how users of such systems experienced this
chance to see, feel and interact with abstract information in tangible forms.
But we also wanted to generate a deeper understanding of the relationship between information technology, physical reality and the not-yet-existing reality,
#i.e. the planned change$. Hence, we employed a number of different research
techniques in order to generate a deeper understanding of this relationship.50
For instance, together with Per-Olof Ågren I conducted an interview study
with representatives from a city planning office regarding the use of a desktop

49
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For a fuller account of this project, see http://www.informatik.umu.se/nlrg.html.

E.g. qualitative interviews with city planners, laboratory comparisons with different visualization
techniques, theoretical explorations of the role of information for human comprehension and experience as reported in Stolterman, 2003; Jakobsson & Skog 2001; Lindkvist, 1995; Ågren, 1998; Croon
1999.
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virtual reality application in the decision-making process.51 Stolterman #2003$
also carried out a study about musical composition and how the education of
musicians changes when the composition process rather than being an activity
based on pencil and is increasingly conducted within a high-tech setting,
strongly conditioned by computers and software. One of the more general
outcomes of these studies was that it was not enough just to solely understand
information technology as an important instrumental, functional and efficient
tool. We also needed to acknowledge information technologies as experiential, perceptual
and tangible.52
In order to make this preliminary conclusion explicit I outlined a preliminary sketch of the increased complexity of as illustrated below.
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Virtual reality, simulations
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Static, abstract
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Dynamic, concrete
interactive

Abilities:

Reason
Imagination

Experience
Reflection

Figure 4. Increasing levels of complexity.
Source: Ågren, 1998, p. 96.

My general lesson from this project related to the illustration above is that the
very nature of our relationship to reality is closely related to the use of information tech-
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This study is briefly outlined in chapter 10, and also described in Ågren #1998$.

Such experiential and sensuous qualities were also explored and investigated by, among others, Skog
& Söderlund, 1998; Lindkvist, 1995; Hinders & Jakobsson, 1998. In these studies it was among found
that when people were confronted with the possibility of entering into and exploring planned buildings #as manifested by virtual environments$ the immediate qualities of the character of the interaction were given great importance. That is, when people were given an opportunity to interact with
different aspects of a planned change the quality of the interaction tended to make them prefer or
dislike suggested changes.
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nology. Thus, this project led me to the realization that the significance of information technology needs to be characterized outside of perspectives of use
and design. As such this project initiated my search for some bases that would
permit the study of the relationship between information technology and human experiences of being as a whole.

Virtual communities and virtual worlds
While we were conducting studies concerning advanced visualization techniques the NetLife research group was established. In this group we considered and worked through some basic assumptions and empirical findings and
also started to explore new social forms that emerged by and through the use
of information technology.53
Financed by the Swedish Transport and Communication Research Board
#KFB$ the three-year project Virtual Communities was initiated in 1996 with the
same participants"Per-Olof Ågren, Erik Stolterman #project leader$ and myself. The central idea of this project was to grasp and understand the different
forms of IT use that lead to the establishment of new social forms"such as
those manifested by virtual communities. During this project I initially followed and explored"what we later on came to refer to as a professional virtual
community, IS World.54 This professional virtual community was established
in 1994 with the prime purpose of providing scholars and practitioners within
the IS field with a virtual resource centre and a knowledge repository with access to information related to research, teaching, and our professional activities. 55
“We will provide information management scholars and practitioners with a single entry
point to resources related to information systems technology and promote the development of an international information infrastructure that will dramatically improve the
world's ability to use information systems for creating, disseminating, and applying
knowledge.” #http://www.isworld.org$

53
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http://www.informatik.umu.se/nlrg.html.
http://www.isworld.org

In Chapter 7 four forms of virtual communities are elaborated, where professional communities are
suggested as one particular kind. For a comprehensive study of ISWorld see for instance, Valtersson
#1996$.
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Although ISWorld is closely related to my own practice as a PhD student and
teacher within the field of Informatics I struggled hard with the problem of
how to approach, understand and convey ISWorld as a community. My main
problems then"as I see it now"were that I could not relate to or appreciate
any sense of belonging through, by or with information technology.56
The appreciation of this problem took me on two different research detours in order to
acquire some skills that seemed necessary in order to establish an alternative view of the
relationship between human experience and information technology.
The first detour is concerned with being in virtual worlds and virtual worlds
design and the second with ordinary people and their IT use. The second detour is described in the next subsection since it became into a distinct research
project concerned with trying to learn about what enable people to establish a
new and different sense of belonging and community with, by and through information technology.
Anette Markham #1998$ elaborates the central reason for the first detour, as
follows:
“To be present in cyberspace is to learn how to be embodied there. To be embodied is to
participate. To participate is to know enough about the rules for interaction and movement so that movement and interaction with and within this space is possible.” #Markham, 1998, p. 24$

Here I need to recall, my initial view of information technology as expressed
for instance during the project Market-oriented information technology. That
is, my perplexity when faced with the administrative tool that in some mysterious
way seemed to move out of the office towards people’s everyday lives. During the project Virtual Communities"i.e. a few years later"I encountered a similar mystery. However this time, evoked by my own inability to feel a sense of belonging to a larger whole with, by or through the use of information technology.
Hence, in an attempt to learn more about the skills and efforts needed to participate in and feel part of some emerging virtual environments I became in-
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Note, that I do not make any remark concerning ISWorld and its’ qualities as a virtual community.
On the contrary as will be further elaborated, the point revolves around my incapacity to comprehend
and acknowledge such a sense in the first place.
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volved in a virtual world design project, Confuse, at the department of Informatics, Umeå Universtiy.57
The final goal of Confuse was to create a working environment for academic
meetings in a virtual world and along the way we explored issues such as the
difference between virtual world #VW$ designs and more conventional IT design, how to support group design in VWs, and VW design issues in general.58
But we also found that our work shed some light on different ways of being
with technology, touching on aspects beyond the traditional concepts of use
and design.59

Information technology and quality of life
The last research project affiliated with this thesis is the project, Information
technology and quality of life funded by VINNOVA during the years
2001"2003. Apart from myself the participants in this project were AnnaKarin Nyberg, Daniel Skog and Erik Stolterman #project leader$. The main
purpose in this project was to make explicit the conditions and terms under
which users are using and exploring information technology in their everyday
lives.60
By the time this project was initiated the presence of information technology in people’s everyday life had increased dramatically and the Internet, email, interactive games and other virtual environments had become more and
more a natural and intrinsic part of human affairs. This had been made possible, among other things, through the integration of computers with more traditional communication media. The initial view was also that in an everyday
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An embryonic account of lessons learned from this detour is presented in Chapter 7.
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Throughout this project we were strongly linked to similar initiatives within the Pasadena Art Center College of Design where Michael Heim through the Active Worlds software among other things
conducted theoretical and practical explorations in virtual worlds design and theory. For further details about Active Worlds software see: http://www.activeworlds.com and for further details about
Michael Heim see: http://mheim.com.
59

For some tentative results, see for instance Jakobsson #2001a-c$, Ågren #1998$, Stolterman #1999;
2001$.
60

During the project we had an open attitude towards the experiences that the research subjects
report concerning their IT-use and the notion of everyday life. As such we have not made any explicit
distinctions between everyday life and the physical domestic sphere!!i.e. the home or the household.
Although most of our empirical studies have been conducted in the physical homes of our respondents
this has not been a necessary condition for the research.
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context goal, utility, and efficiency would not be the primary motivating factor or
the primary aspect that gave meaning to the use and appropriation of different
digital artifacts.61 Rather, I assumed that aspects related to participation, presence and exploration would be important when people for instance turned to
computers in search of identity, a sense of belonging and structure in their
lives.
Yet, when people were initially asked about the significance of information
technology within their everyday life, the most immediate answers and accounts from our respondents almost always bore witness of some kind of instrumental rationality.62 That is, the same kind of rationality that is often reported in research on usefulness and non-usefulness of information technologies in more work-related contexts. It was thus hard to learn empirically from
and detect any potential and/or qualitative differences in people’s IT use
within an everyday setting. However as we started to employ in-depth interviews and narrative-based investigation techniques with different individuals
some unique and fascinating stories of the meaning of information technology
in everyday life emerged.63 What was intriguing, however, was not primarily
the actual applications used, or the large amount of time that were often devoted to this technology in an everyday life context. Rather what was fascinating
was the meaning and significance that appeared and emerged as information technology
was described in this way.
This insight became apparent to us as our empirical findings were presented
in seminars and conferences when we, as well as others, had a tendency to
treat and react to the various descriptions of IT use as if they represented
something strange, abnormal and extraordinary. But, in the light of the reflexive
nature of information technology these stories provides a deeper understanding of the significance of IT use in everyday life. This modified understanding
is advanced by the notion of information technology as lifeworld, and by suggesting the complementary perspective being-with information technology, an
61

This assumption was mostly related to my inability to attain a sense of community and belonging
while having such a view of my human-information technology-world relationship.
62
63

See for instance Coffey and Levén Johansson #2000$, and Johansson, Persson and Wiklund #2002$.

Some of these stories are presented in Croon #1998$, Ikonomidis Svedmark #2002$ and Croon Fors
and Nyberg #2002$. Croon Fors and Nyberg #2002$ are also included in Chapter 8.
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attempt is made to evoke an aporia before the use of information technology
in everyday life.64

2.5 A summary of Part I
Throughout this first part I have described the analytical, theoretical and empirical foundations of this thesis. Below I will make a brief summary of my
main intent, approach and assumptions.
First, the basic assumption in this thesis is that the world that people experience with information technology is different from the world without it. Secondly, this thesis is an attempt to establish a framework that account for such
difference. Thirdly the complementary perspective, being-with information
technology, is an outcome of this attempt. But, since information technology
transforms the everyday in a multitude of was this thesis is an account of my
embryonic step towards a view on information technology where mutual, reciprocal and
relational bounds between humans and information technology are encompassed.
Since I throughout this work have come to accept that I never will be able
to find sufficient fundamentals to endure all aspects I have made an effort to
also make this intelligible to the readers of this text. In that respect Flyvberg
#2001$ also reassuringly states that phonetic research should strive for an ability to develop partial answers that can be input to an ongoing dialogue about
the problems, possibilities and risks within research and about how things may
be done differently.
Hence, what is advanced in this thesis is foremost not possible empirically
validate or falsify by traditional methods and the accuracy of the claims are
therefore hard to criticize by making reference to and use of traditional scientific measures. Instead the validity and relevance of the results must be valued
by some other scale of measurements like for instance plausibility, credibility
and composition with respect to the totality of arguments made throughout
this thesis.

64

According to http://www.california.com/rathbone/local2.htm #041121$ the term aporia also captures
the wonder and amazement before such confusing puzzles and paradoxes. According to this site Socrates and other ancient philosophers tried to evoke such a spirit by awakening apoira, not simply by
seeking answers. Hence what I here call for is an awakening of the spirit of wonder and amazement.
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I have emphasized the theoretical base on behalf of a more consistent account of empirical illustrations and examples. Ascribing this thesis to the general characteristics of the critical approach mainly motivates this choice. In
the final chapter I also elaborate some on what is gained by such a theoretical
investigations, as well as reflect upon how this kind of research could be empirically improved in the future. Hence, such improvements are in this thesis
thought of as further work to proceed!!being confident in knowing that there
is more to do beyond this thesis work.
Also, and perhaps even more important since I throughout this text insist
on creating counter-images, this might very well be understood as a rhetoric
endeavor advancing a particular ideal and belief. That is, in the pursuit of exploring tensions and social phenomena in a totalizing way there is always a
chance that one ends up in arguments of ideal and utopia!!capturing present
predicament that does not exist. But, according to critical ideals this should
nevertheless be the purpose. What is important to note however is that the
idea is to make productive contrasts. As such, the approach taken demands a certain amount of imagination both from the researcher but also from its readers.
This in turn demands a shift in focus from the issue of that which appears
natural and unproblematic to how such naturalness can be interpreted as
changeable and irrational as well as how this can be further investigated.
“This demands that the reader )…* abstract from existing ways of looking at society and
modes of thinking and attempt to perceive and think in a new way.” #Kellner, 1964, p.
xiv$

Hence, employing a critical approach adds an additional complexity with respect to distance to the object under study. Alversson & Sköldberg #1994$ refers to this additional complexity as triple hermeneutic. Where single hermeneutic is related to individual’s interpretations and their inter-subjective reality
and double hermeneutic refers to the social scientist trying to understand and
generate knowledge concerning this reality. The critical perspective is comprised by the double hermeneutics of social science and also the researchers
attempt to critically reflect and interpret structures and processes that in different ways affect the object under consideration as well as the researchers way
of understanding the situation.
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In sum what I in this thesis has interpreted as changeable, irrational and
possible to further investigate is the traditional and commonly referred distinction between structure and function or information technology on the one
hand and human experiences of information technologies on the other. This
general tension is in my view closely related to other significant tensions characterizing much Informatics research!!e.g. the tension between design and
use, between structure and function and between development and implementation. The complementary perspective being-with as will be outlined in Chapter 11 might strike the reader as a reminder of a perspective forgotten in Informatics research and as such make this work susceptible to the kind of criticism formulated by Latour #1991$ below.
“Has someone, however, actually forgotten Being? Yes; anyone who really thinks that
Being has really been forgotten. As Lévi-Strauss says, ’the barbarian is first and foremost
the man who believes in barbarism’. Those who have failed to undertake empirical studies )…* have lost the traces of Being that are distributed everywhere among beings. If
scorning empiricism, you opt out of the exact sciences, )…* and you hunker down in your
forest"then you will indeed feel a tragic loss. But what is missing is you yourself, not the
world!” #Latour, 1991, p. 66-65$

In one sense this is a legitimate criticism of the work before you. But the point
with suggesting a complementary perspective, is not so much to remind us of a
being that is forgotten as it is a way to attend to and motivate the need for
embracing unknown aspects of information technology in everyday life where
its reflexive character plays an ever increasingly part.
There are of course others with similar lines of thoughts as mine and the
next part is also devoted to a summary of some such attempts. What follows,
is three chapters"Advancing Critical Informatics #Chapter 3$, Research on
information technology in everyday life #Chapter 4$, and Information technology and Aesthetic Experience #Chapter 5$"in which an outline of related research is presented. The next part thus serves the purpose of further aligning
and positioning this particular research and also tentatively delineates a theoretical base that reveals the reflexive nature of information technology and distinguishes some arguments for why I consider it to be necessary to move beyond use and design in Informatics research.
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”What withdraws from us, draws us along by its very withdrawal, whether or not
we become aware of it immediately, or at all. Once we are drawn into the withdrawal, we are drawing toward what draws, "…#. And once we, being so attracted,
are drawing towards what draws us, our essential nature already bears the stamp
of ‘drawing toward.’ As we are drawing toward what withdraws, we ourselves are
pointers pointing toward it. We are who we are by pointing in that direction&not like an incidental adjunct but as follows: this ‘drawing toward’ is in itself an essential and therefore constant pointing toward what withdraws. To say
‘drawing toward’ is to say ‘pointing toward what withdraws.” 'Heidegger, 1968, p.
9(
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Introduction to the second part
In this part three chapters outlines related research concerning the reflexive nature
of information technology. In the first chapter 'Chapter 3(, Advancing Critical Informatics, an analytic outline of the basis of the Scandinavian tradition of IS research
is made. Chapter 4 presents research on information technology in everyday life and
advances that contradictory manifestations of information technology seems to be an
important feature of the reflexive nature of information technology. Finally in Chapter 5 the recent research interest in aesthetic experience and information technology
afford the summit of the theoretical base relevant for further explorations of how the
reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned.
Hence, all three chapters in this part all revolve around Heidegger’s '1977( view of
technology.65 By relating the critical tradition of Informatics research to Heidegger’s "1977#
dual view of technology and by accentuating an important but suppressed aspect of this duality
this part attempt to qualify the research objectives of this thesis. Hence, I here like to stress
that it is in the spirit of Heidegger’s 'ibid( thinking of technology that I in this second part outlines the theoretical base that allows opposing conceptions of technology
to be appreciated as equally true at the same time. Accordingly, some characteristics
of Heidegger’s dual view of technology are accounted for, foremost as advanced by
contemporary philosophers of technology 'e.g. Albert Borgmann, 1984; 1999; Andrew
Feenberg, 1991; 1998; 2004; Don Ihde, 1990; Carl Mitcham, 1994; and Langdon
Winner, 1986; 1993; 1994(. These philosophers acknowledge that human experience
and technology can be found together in a multitude of ways and in a selective reading of these concerns I find the conceptual tools necessary in order to ascribe primacy to individual’s interpretative and sense making processes.
By inducing this view in the light of contemporary spread and use of information
technology in everyday life an alternative theoretical foundation emerges. An alternative that in my view provides the critical approach of Informatics research with some
new perspectives on the manners of conducting critical research and also an alternative sense of role and significance of information technology in everyday life.

65

The tentative assessment of the reflexive nature of information technology is based on my reading
Heidegger '1977( as introduced and discussed in section 2.2, pp. 31-36. This assessment will be further
elaborated throughout this part as well as in the later parts of this thesis.
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3. Advancing Critical Informatics
“Arguable, the Scandinavian tradition has helped to lay the foundations for a more critically informed approach to IS development and use, enabling other researchers to tread
along a similar path.” #Howcroft & Trauth, 2004, p. 199$

In the last few years debate has intensified regarding on the status and future of
information systems as an academic research discipline #Walsham 1993; Benbasat & Weber 1996; Orlikowski & Iacono 2001; Weber 2003; Benbasat & Zmud
2003; Holmström & Truex 2003$. The various contributions to this debate have
mainly focused the question of whether IS research is or has the potential to
become a stable academic field with a core of more or less accepted theories
and accumulated knowledge. Hence, one basic question that arises is whether
or not IS research has a unique object of study that distinguishes it from other
closely related fields #e.g. Benbasat & Zmud 2003$.
Academic debates concerning core values and approaches can be seen as
signs of a healthy ongoing dialogue that might eventually result in a deeper understanding of what makes the field a distinct and unique research discipline.
But, even though these debates are constructive they will never lead to the total
unity of what truly constitutes a field. There will always be several perspectives
on what an academic field is or should be.
In this chapter I attempt to address some of these concerns by advancing
Critical Informatics.66 I have stated in earlier chapters why I consider the relationship between information technology and human experience to be a central
object of study for Informatics. Here I return to some of the critical concerns
of the Scandinavian tradition of IS research in order to tentatively outline how
this relationship has been studied and explored within this tradition. Thus, parallel to Orlikowski and Iacono #2001$, this chapter outlines some of the critical
concerns in the Scandinavian tradition with the underlying phenomenological
66

The notion of Critical Informatics is the term used here to denote the importance of the critical
tradition of IS research #i.e. my interpretation of the core critical concerns of the Scandinavian tradtion$. In later sections of the thesis I will return to the notion of Critical Informatics and provide a
comprehensive account of significance of such research based on my interpretation of four essential
themes within this tradition. Although I have not used the term Critical Informatics elsewhere, this
chapter is to some extent based on Stolterman and Croon Fors #2004$ and Croon #1998$.
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assumption that what this tradition conceive of as critical issues emerges from
scrutinizing how research within this field is conducted.
Although the Scandinavian tradition includes a disparate set of research approaches, I suggest that these all to some degree share a view of information technology as inherently social, and as such understood, studied and explored as embodying a vast array of meanings #e.g. Ehn, 1988; Nurminen, 1988; Iivari and Lyttinen, 1998; Kyng 1998; Berg, 1998; Asaro, 2000$.
“At the most general level, the area concerns people using computer and their relations to
development and use of computer systems. &…' users &…' who make computing meaningful.” #Kyng, 1998, p. 9$

A provisional framework outlined by Mitcham #1994$ is used in order to depict
some of those meanings. In this chapter it is suggested that most meanings accounted for by Scandinavian IS researchers are based on a view of information
technology as activity, as emphasized in the figure below. Much of this chapter is
thus devoted to discerning the underlying themes, which characterize the critical concerns of the Scandinavian tradition #i.e. concerns advanced from the perspective of use and/or design as suggested in Figure 2 below$. Based on my assessment of the Scandinavian tradition I suggest that there are four
themes(emancipation, representation, contextualization and attraction(which captures some of the commonly held critical concerns regarding
the relationship between human experience and information technology.67 It is
also further suggested that these themes are closely related to what other IS
researchers have regarded as a vital and intrinsic part of the study object for
Informaticians, i.e. the discovery of the user and/or user-centered design #e.g. Bannon, 1991; Berg, 1998; Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991; Norman & Draper, 1986;
Suchman, 1994; 2002; Winograd and Flores, 1986$.
The starting point for this chapter is that the critical concerns raised by the
Scandinavian tradition can be regarded as an influential force contributing to
the acknowledgement of the importance of user-centered approaches to design.68 But, in addition and perhaps as a result of this influence I suggest that
67
68

For a good review of the state of critical thinking in IS research see for instance Brooke #2002a-d$.

For a good overview of the historical, political and ethical issues raised in this heterogeneous field
see for instance Asaro #2000$ and Kyng #1998$. Asaro #2000$ argues that participatory design and its
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the Scandinavian tradition often has been concerned with the dual nature of information technology in its’ research methods and approaches #e.g. Zuboff, 1988;
Nurminen, 1988; Kyng, 1998; Bratteteig, 2004$.

Human being
Technological
knowledge
Technological
volition

Technological
activities
(design and use)

Technological
objects
(or artifacts)

Figure 5: Modes of the manifestation of technology.
Source: Mitcham 1994, p. 160.

In Figure 2 above the dual nature of information technology is roughly illustrated by placing two manifestations of technology within human beings and
showing two other manifestations #technological activities and technological
objects$ as being caused by and/or loosely coupled to human knowledge and
will. My assessment, however, is that the Scandinavian tradition is comprised of
a particular view of this duality, which in turn results in a particular set of critical concerns. Accordingly an attempt is made in this chapter to convey that
particular view of the duality by suggesting that there are four particular themes
that encompass some important critical concerns.
In sum, in this chapter I attempt to advance Critical Informatics by tentatively outlining how Scandinavian researchers have studied and understood the
dual nature of information technology. In what follows the characteristics of
the Scandinavian tradition of IS research are initially briefly considered in relation to Mitcham’s #1994$ four modes of technology #as illustrated above in Figure 2$. A short account then follows of how phenomenological thinking has influenced the Scandinavian tradition is made, since I believe that this is an influence that has affected the kinds of critical concerns that have been raised about
the relationship between human experience and information technology. Firelated methodologies are best understood as a model for involving users, designers and the technology
itself in a process of technological development, rather than seeing participatory design merely as the
insertion of public dialog into technological design practices. Hence it is based on similar arguments
that I in this chapter employ in order to advance Critical Informatics.
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nally, I attempt to describe the how the Scandinavian tradition has attempted
to enable, preserve and/or augment democratic ideals in systems design by exploring the four themes that in my view roughly capture how critical examinations of the relationship between users and information technology have been
conducted within this tradition.69

3.1 Information technology as object, knowledge, and activity
The first, most immediate and common conception of technology, according to
Mitcham #1994$, is a view and understanding of technology as object. This common and everyday understanding of technology arises from the work of engineers leading to technical products or artifacts**for instance computers, programs,
weapons, cars, et cetera. Technology as object is the simplest way to understand, experience and approach technology #ibid$. There is also an idea of instrumentality implicitly embedded in what the object is. Therefore technological objects are often understood and conceived of as means for accomplishing
specific and predetermined ends. For instance, a hammer is used for driving a
nail, a key is used to lock/unlock, and a pen is used for writing. This conception
suggests that human relationships with and experiences of technological objects
evolves from the use of a particular technology for a specific purpose and also suggests that technology in itself is a rather neutral thing #ibid$.
Since the birth of computers a number of ideas have circulated concerning
what kind of objects computers are #e.g. Stolterman, 1991; Dahlbom and Mathiassen, 1993; Castells, 1996; Löwgren & Stolterman, 1999; 2003$. Notions of
computers as automates or big calculators have given way to conceptions of computers as tools that enhance the skills and productivity of their users.70 Yet, by
and large most concepts concerning the nature of computers, have suggested
that computers are encompassing objects that have powerful abilities to realize various
kinds of ends as effectively as possible. That is, as automates or calculators
computers perform large-scale computing more efficiently than humans and
69

This particular relationship is also emphasized in the illustration above by a dotted line between
technology as activity and volition. This is the foundation that this thesis claims has to be revitalized in
order to advance the question concerning how the reflexive nature of information technology can be
envisioned.

70

Orikowski and Iaccono #2001$ for instance, found that conceptualizations of information technology
as a tool appeared in 20% of 177 articles published in Information Systems Research, between 1990-1999.
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when they are conceived of as media the implication is that the recent ones
portray and distribute information about our reality in ways that are more powerful, efficient and concrete ways than was previously possible.
According to Mitcham #ibid, pp. 192-208$, historically there has been different ways of framing technology as knowledge. This view of technology has traditionally covered the spectrum from empirical trial and error to more advanced
manipulations of scientific principles, and today the most common way of relating to technology as knowledge is as an applied form of scientific understanding
#ibid$. That is, understood as something developed through the application of
scientific principles and roughly conceived of as referring to methodological,
systematical, and practical principles and skills. In my opinion, such an understanding was also very influential when the academic discipline of Informatics
was initial established, particularly as one strong argument and claim for establishing the discipline was that there seemed to be a need to learn the:
“&…' process of scientific and engineering-based development and construction of computer programs and data processing… wherein users have the possibility to participate and
affect the development and construction process in ways that they want and need.”
#Langefors, 1980, p. 33$

So far it also seems that the two most common ways of comprehending system
development and design in Informatics have centered round ideas of information technology as object or as knowledge. Briefly, the idea of systems development as based on scientific principles is made explicit within the software
engineering tradition while early human-computer interaction design was often
informed and driven by cognitive theory #e.g. Ehn, 1988; Ehn & Löwgren, 1997;
Rogers, Preece & Sharp, 2002; Fällman, 2003; Lund, 2004$.71 Today, however
we find a profusion of new theories, methods and concerns imported into the
field of Informatics and the rather clear-cut understanding of information
technology as object and knowledge to some extent has been abandoned. According to Rogers #2004$ part of the problem lie in the gap between the demands of actually designing and the way theory is conceptualized, i.e. the ways
71

For instance, in the software engineering tradition, methods of stepwise refinement is also one
dominant principle in constructing computer systems that also allows for making knowledge explicit in
a form that facilitates division of labor and lead to robust and easy-to-maintain products #Dahlbom &
Mathiassen 1993, p. 79$.
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in which information technology, is conceptualized as knowledge appear to be
too difficult for designers to use. In addition, the scientific principles and
knowledge about information technology seem too theoretical to serve as a
good foundation for user-centered solutions within the given timeframe of a
design projects #ibid$. Today one view amongst some IS researchers is apparently that there is a need to reconsider the direction and role that theory
should take in IS research and related fields. There are also some recent claims
for a better and more distinct articulation of how theory can be used for both
research and design purposes #e.g. Fällman, 2003; Rogers, 2004; Stolterman &
Croon Fors, 2004$.
“So how can theory best inform design? Are there other ways of translating theory-based
knowledge, besides turning it into guidelines or analytic frameworks that end up having
limited utility? It would seem that quite a different frame of reference is needed(one
that focuses more on the process of design and how different kinds of designers want to be
supported.” #Rogers, 2004, p. 134, my emphasis$

The shift in thinking that Rogers #ibid$ calls for in the quotation above is in my
view strongly related to the third conception of technology that Mitcham
#1994, p. 209-246$ describes, i.e. technology as activity. This view, however, is less
common and is often associated with diverse human behaviors. As such it is
often less clear than the views of technology as objects or knowledge #ibid$.
However, I suggest that this concpet of technology is crucial in comprehending
much of the basis of the Scandinavian tradition of IS research. Mostly because a
view of information technology as activity reflects many of the tradition’s critical, historical, contextual and conceptual discourses and research approaches.
“Technology as activity is that pivotal event in which knowledge and volition unite to
bring artifacts into existence or to use them; it is likewise the occasion for artifacts themselves to influence the mind and will.” #Mitcham, 1994, p. 209$

According to Simpson #1995, p. 14$ technology as practice or activity refers to the art
of making and to those aspects or dimension of a practice that can be characterized in a
certain way. Mitcham #1994$ describes how the conception of technology as activity has grown out of the transformation of work during the Industrial Revolution. This legacy has in turn affected the views of technology as activity associating it with powerful means of oppressing workers through deskilling and de-
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contextualizing human knowledge and interests. Amongst the advocates of
such a view of technology, is Braverman #1977$ and his description of how
changes in the labor process prior to advances in technological development are
enforced and further rationalized by technological advancement. As a consequence technological activities have been associated with the realization of
three particular ends: increased productivity; increased control and lower cost
per produced item #ibid$.72
According to this historical frame, technology as activity has come to be understood as part of the activity of rational planning and control of industrial,
and later administrative and service production and is also still considered to be
one of the most crucial incitementz when IT is considered in organizations and
when research efforts and results are explained.73 Apart from this historical context which establish technology as activity, Mitcham #1994, pp. 228 ff$, also distinguishes two distinct forms of technological activities**design and use!both of
which are commonly referred to and determine any conception of technology.
In my view it is these two distinct technological actions that also give shape
and meaning to most academic disciplines where information technology is
studied, Informatics in particular. However, the two distinctions also shape and
determine the professional practice of systems developers and users of information technology and as such constitute the basis of many of the expectations that
people have of information technology.
Within the discipline of Informatics, however, both the design perspective
and the use perspective have their advocates and today the research community
as a whole often emphasizes the importance of both in their undergraduate
programs and research objectives. The design perspective has been explored by
among others, Bo Dahlbom, Pelle Ehn, Erik Stolterman, Jonas Löwgren, Daniel
Fällman, and Johan Redström. There are also some researchers who claims that
Informatics is a design discipline and thus emphasize the difference this implies
72

Braverman’s #1977$ strong heritage in allignment with Marxist ideology makes him inclined to associate technology as activity with capitalist systems of production. For instance, he claims that the strong
impact of Taylorism and Scientific Management has had a great influence on technological development as the more work is standardized and divided, the simpler it is to mechanize, make more effective,
and rationalize.
73

Mitcham #1994, p. 241$ notes there are few explicit philosophical analyses of work, and he further
notes that what exists emphasizes work as labor, where labor is considered to be repetitive production
devoid of the action of designing, whereas work is considered to incorporate both designing and producing.
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for both the way that research is conducted and its expected outcomes #e.g.
Dahlbom, 1993, 1996; Ehn and Malmborg, 1998; Fällman, 2003; Boland &
Lyytinen, 2004; Löwgren and Stolterman, 2003; Nelson and Stolterman, 2003$.
There are also a number of influential advocates of the use perspective, including Liam Bannon, Susanne Bødker, Gro Bjeknes, Joan Greenbaum, Morten
Kyng, Dough Schuler and Lucy Suchman. The Participatory Design perspective
#Bjerknes & Bratteteig, 1987$, the Collective Research Approach #Ehn & Kyng,
1987$, Cooperative Design #Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991$ Computer Supported
Collaborative Work #Bannon, 1991$, Contextual Inquiry #Beyer & Holtzblatt,
1995$ and User Experience Design #Garreth, 2002$ are examples of the specific
terms used to advance user-centered and contextual approaches to the study of
information technology. Hence within Informatics, users have often been
though to possess knowledge, skills and interests that need to be enhanced,
stimulated and thoughtfully considered when information technology and information systems are advanced in organizations. Although these approaches
have derived from very different metaphysical and normative assumptions
and/or objectives it has recently been suggested that these approaches seem to
be converging as a result of the many similarities they share #e.g. Kyng, 1998;
Asaro, 2000; Dittrich, 2003; Beck, 2002$.
“Design should be done with users, neither for nor by them.” #Ehn and Kyng, 1987$

“We still need usable methods to develop useful systems together with future users.”
#Dittrich, 2003, p. 92$

I will elaborate further on some similar themes amalgamating the approaches
that have advanced the importance of users in design.74 But, before exploring these
themes in some detail I have found that many researchers who ascribe importance to the discovery of the user within Informatics also share a theoretical

74

There are other ways of framing the similarities between the contextual and participatory approaches as well as suggesting that they have all contributed to the discovery of the importance of involving users in design. McCarthy and Wright #2004$ for instance suggest that many different approaches have contributed to turning to practice in research orientation. In that respect I agree and
acknowledge that my outline here is rather condensed and imprecise done in order to establish certain
orientations within the field, while neglecting others. However, I strongly agree for instance with
McCarthy and Wright’s #ibid$ attempt to describe these approaches as turning to practical experience
and finding ways to enhance and capture the lived experiences of users in design #e.g. ibid, p. 48$.
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core that might provide some useful background for any advancement of Critical Informatics.

3.2 The phenomenological backdrop
At the beginning of this chapter I declared that there is no one cohesive theoretical framework encompassing Informatics research. However, thorought my
work I have found that the philosophical tradition of phenomenology seems to
influence and inform many researchers both within the discipline of Informatics as well as within the Scandinavian tradition #e.g. Boland, 1985, 1987, 1991;
Dourish, 2001; Mingers, 2001; Fällman, 2003; Wright and McCarthy, 2004;
Introna and Ilharco, 2004$. This influence has been exhibited by Winograd and
Flores #1986$ and Dreyfus #1972$ for example, and has in my view contributed to
the critical research tradition paying particular attention to certain aspects of information
technology.
The work of Hubert Dreyfus #1972$ who explored the relationship between
computers and people emphasized in particular the importance of the way in
which human skill and understanding are situated in everyday practice. One of
his fundamental statements is that there are important powers in human intuition and expertise that cannot be captured in formal descriptions. Alas computer intelligence cannot be equated with human intelligence and computer
power cannot and will not replace human intuition and sense making #Dreyfus,
1972; 1992; Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986$.
Winograd and Flores #1986$ further elaborated these ideas, starting from the
phenomenological description of the human condition of thrownness, i.e. the
condition that we as humans are always thrown into being-in-the-world #e.g.
Heidegger, 1962$.75 Winograd & Flores #ibid$ as well as Dreyfus #1972$ mainly
focused on one particular way of understanding our thrownness namely as practical action. Thus, in their work they emphasized the phenomenological claim
that it is in our everyday pursuits that we approach the giveness of things, #i.e.
how things appear before us$. Winograd and Flores #1986$, however, turned to
phenomenology especially in order to establish a new foundation for design(a
75

That is, as humans we are primary and always here and in this world #into which we are thrown$ we
are also always on our way towards understanding the situation into which we are thrown. As such one
primary human activity is interpretation, understanding and sense making #ibid$.
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foundation, where action was given primacy over cognition. Such explorations of
alternatives have also influenced the Scandinavian tradition as a whole through
exploring new and different ways to understand information technology.76
“This constitutes a significant challenge, a challenge that is not met by most techniques
and tools outside the PD area because they assume the use of techniques and tools, such
as requirements specifications, in ways that do not relate to the experiences of the users,
that are not grounded in involved actions.” #Kyng, 1998, p. 29$

Phenomenological thinking has also served as a background to the spread and
proliferation of interpretative and qualitative IS research. Boland #1985, 1987$,
Rathswol #1991$ and Zuboff #1988$ are early advocates and practitioners of a
phenomenological approach in information systems research.
In some of these approaches the central question has revolved around the
transformational powers that computers in context possess #e.g. Ehn, 1988; Kyng,
1998$. Further, when the book In the Age of the Smart Machine #Zuboff, 1988$ was
published, the dual nature of information technology was made explicit. In
Zuboff’s #ibid$ study of the transformation of work due to computerization at
Cedar Bluff she found information technology to possess both automating and
informating capacities #ibid$. She #ibid$ also found that the automating capacity of
information technology was most often used in order to replace the human
body with computers, enabling the same performance to take place with more
continuity and control. However, and perhaps more importantly Zuboff #ibid$
also found that:
“ &…' the same technology simultaneously generates information about the underlying productive
and administrative processes through which an organization accomplishes its work.”
#Zuboff, 1988, pp. 9 f, my emphazis$

Zuboff #ibid$ argued that this dual nature of information technology had not
been recognized in organizations that have implemented information systems,
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Ehn #1988$, for instance, explicitly used this idea of breakdown as a technique in designing computer
artifacts in order to enhance workers’ skills. For Ehn the Heideggerian approach provided a basis for
understanding human use of artifacts in involved everyday practice. In the design processes(by Ehn
#ibid.$ framed design-by-doing(the dialectics between ready-to-hand practical experience and creative
breakdowns as a means for present-at-hand reflections made it possible to evaluate the desirability of
different alternatives. Today there are more recent research approaches that have re-vitalized this view
focusing more on the notion of embodiement and embodied-action in relation to interaction design
#e.g. Dourish, 2001; Lund, 2003; Fällman, 2003$
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and thus the informating capacity #read transformative ability$ was often regarded
as unintentional.77
“Its effects are not planned, and the potential that lays open remains relatively under exploited “ #Ibid, p. 11, my emphasis$

Similarly Boland #1987$ argues that the transformational powers of information
technology are rendered obsolete in most Informatics research. Instead information technology is often viewed as an all-purpose technology and is investigated through some unified framework of analysis.
“Our distorted images of information and communication, and their widespread use to
understand our everyday world, threaten our ability to construct and reconstruct it in humanly satisfying ways.” #Boland 1987, p. 366$

Boland #1987$ furthermore holds that it is the elusiveness of information and
sense-making that has led researchers as well as practitioners, to avoid exploring
the potential of these aspects with regard to the use of information technology.
He writes:
“We all know that information is the meaning or inward-forming of a person that results
from an engagement with data. Yet, we consistently avoid the problem of meaning in our
information systems research and practice, assuming information to be structured data instead of meaning.” #Boland 1987, p. 363, my emphasis$

Within the Scandinavian tradition, information technology has never been regarded as being separated from values, nor from ideological inscriptions #e.g.
Bødker, 1993, 1998; Bjerknes, Ehn, and Kyng, 1987$. Rather, the original motivation behind the emergence of the Scandinavian tradition has been the explicit
intention of counteracting the dehumanizing effects of an increasing presence of technology
in the workplace #e.g. Miller & Rose, 1995; Berg, 1998; Asaro, 2000$. For instance,
Asaro #ibid$ emphasizes that the early Scandinavian researchers regarded it as
both possible and desirable to develop information technologies that both embodied and
enabled democratic values.

77

Orlikowski and Baroudi #1991$ have also further elaborated on the importance of duality. Studies on
the unintended consequences of technology have also been pursued at some length by Science and
Technology Scholars, Informaticians, IS researchers etc #e.g. Tenner, 1996; Ciborra 2002; Holmström,
2000; Bratteteig, 2004$.
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“&It' would be fair to say that researchers based in or connected with Scandinavian schools
of computer science and informatics lead to the unconcealment of the political in technology.” #McCarthy & Wright, 2004, p. 37$

Returning to Figure 2 #page 60$, the Scandinavian tradition can thus be comprehended as being firmly based on a specific view of volitional manifestations
of information technology. That is, mainly concerned with preserving, enabling
and augmenting democratic ideals in information technological designs. This
focus on the political nature of Informatics research is often missing in approaches related to the Scandinavian tradition. Today, the emphasis is rather
on approaches that accentuates the user/client perspective in design, collaborative design and/or design of groupware. In the next section I will further outline
some of the central aspects of volitional manifestations of technology based on
Mitcham’s #1994$ analysis.

3.3 Information technology as volition
Conceptions of technology as volition according to Mitcham #1994$ are associated
with human experiences in terms of desires, aspirations and intentions. Accordingly such conceptions require an awareness of how will is related to technology. Mitcham #ibid$ also gives several references to how will, drive, motivation, have been described in relation to technology over the years #e.g. Mumford, 1967; Ferré, 1988; Simpson, 1995$.
“A brief sketch of an alternative way to understand the relation of technology to human
value will serve to indicate the general orientation taken &…'. All technological ends, be
they proximate or remote, have their origin in &…' human desire. In this sense, though
technology may generate possibilities that we have not envisioned, its significance derives
ultimately from our &human' nature and values.” #Mitcham, 1994$

The diversity concerning the significance and characteristics of the volitional
aspects of technology constitutes a three-fold problem according to Mitcham
#ibid$. First he claims that volition allows for a more individualized and subjective conception of technology in the sense that it is each person’s motivation that
is connected with technology. Secondly, and consequently when there is sensitivity regarding the volitional manifestations of technology there also seems to
be a fundamental problem between subjective and objective intentions, almost
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as if it is a matter of degree to which technology as object, knowledge, or activity
corresponds with will. This ambivalence appears for instance in such statements as; it is not technology that is the real issue or problem but rather what people
want to do with it #ibid$. According to Mitcham such statements embody a view
of technology as something that can be transformed by different volition #ibid$.
Thirdly, according to Mitcham #ibid, p. 253$, there is the problem of selfunderstanding in volitional manifestations of technnology. This suggests that
whereas technology as volition manifests itself first as a general striving, it also
does equally as an ego affirming project. In this sense the volitional perspective acknowledges the ego’s striving to understand what can possible be by what particular
technologies, and what self-concepts emerge or can be enabled by different
technologies.
In an attempt to further explore the volitional characteristics of technology
Mitcham #ibid$ outlines three archetypical ways in which volitional manifestations of technology are present: ancient skepticism, enlightenment optimism and romantic uneasiness. Ancient skepticism, regards technology as evil and as less real
and true than nature. It is an attitude to or a relationship with technology
where technology is believed to demand attention and draw attention away from
nature and from the care of being. Thus a technologically developed society is a
society that undermines the individual ambition to strive towards social stability and richness. Technology de-contextualizes and de-humanizes; control is
assigned and given over to technology and individual freedom and self-control
are lost.
The second volitional manifestation that Mitcham #ibid$ portrays is enlightenment optimism. According to this view technology is regarded as inherently
good, helping humanity to reach both glory and insights into life. Whatever
works is good and true. Any negative consequences of technological development are related to bad judgments and/or the incorrect application of particular
technologies. Such malpractice and/or poor utilization can be resolved by using
more and better technology.
The last view, romantic uneasiness, is a contradictory reaction compared to
the other two. Although nature is regarded as superior technology and nature
are still conceived of as following the same principles. Accordingly, life is valued
as something more than a complex machine. But technology like nature is charac-

74

Advancing Critical Informatics

terized by constant change rather than structure and stability. It is a view that is
critical of the strong belief in science and reason, but at the same time values
them for granting material freedom, power and control. Technology according
to this volitional view is regarded as something that constrains and makes people more dependent while simultaneously making them more independent and
free.
Returning to the Scandinavian tradition with this archetypical description of
volitional aspects of technology in mind I find it possible to see that what has
traditionally been feared and criticized is that once an information system is
established and implemented it becomes difficult to work in any other way.
Thus, one major commonly shared concern behind the Scandinavian tradition
is that the effectiveness of workers becomes completely subordinated to the
values and norms of the system. The critical concerns can therefore at least partially be seen as being driven by the need to contest such technocratic legitimization as problematic and also by the desire to attempt to modify and intervene
in any modern technological form of revealing.
“Technocracy is the use of technical delegations to conserve and legitimate an expanding
system of hierarchical control. Technocracy need not impose a specific value-based ideology vulnerable to critique on factual grounds. Rather, it relies on the consensus that
emerges spontaneously out of the technical roles and tasks in modern organization. Technocracy thus succeeds in masking its valuative bias behind the facade of pure technical rationality.” #Feenberg, 1998, p. 103$

Even though there are some very sharp differences amongst the various critical
concerns of the Scandinavian tradition, I suggest that there are some common
concerns. In my view there is a particular common ambition to contribute in
various ways to the ongoing information technological development based on
an awareness of the volitional manifestations of technology. This ambition is
aimed at finding ways to make explicit, enhance and use such awareness in formulating alternatives to conventional conceptions of technological progress.

3.4 Theory of reification
In my view there is a common concern in the Scandinavian tradition wich resembles what critical theorists of technology often refer to as reification, one-
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dimensionality or ge-stell #Lukács 1971, Marcuse 1964, Heidegger 1977$.78 The
term reification is defined as:
“The mental conversion of a person or an abstract concept into a thing. Also depersonalization.” #Oxford 1989$

To be brief Lukács theory of reification refers to the transformation of people’s
lifeworlds in capitalist societies where the economic sector has become all encompassing.79 What reified societies have in common is that relations to production(characterized by exchange value(also determine inter-human values.
As such human beings as well as their lifeworlds are reduced and equated to the merchandise they produce or consume. In Lukács #1968$ terms:
“The commodity character of a commodity, the abstract, quantitative mode shows itself
and the reified mind sees it as the form in which its own authentic immediacy becomes
manifest and there are no attempts to transcend it.” #Lukács, 1968, p. 93$

This kind of substantive critique is often used to question the technological
domination of society. Neil Postman #1993$ for instance argues that we are
moving from a society that uses technological tools to a society that is governed
and controlled by technology(a Technopoly.
“Technopoly is a state of culture. It is also a state of mind. It consists in the deification of
technopoly, which means that the culture seek its authorization in technology, find its
satisfaction in technology and takes its’ ordering from technology.” #Postman, 1993, p. 71$

Heidegger #1977$ expresses similar concerns, since modern technology in his
view en-frames both nature and the lifeworld, in a coercive and challenging
way.80 Technology understood in this way challenges things to be present in the
form of an indifferent item, facts and/or stock; that is, something which can be
examined, registered, controlled and exploited. As such whatever it is that be78

An increasing objectification to the point of reification is not always regarded as a problem, for some
this might be considered a prerequisite for the information society of the future #e.g. Masuda #1982$.
Here I do not take a stance for either side, but rather suggest that there are four prinicpal concerns
that all seem to be related to reification and technological development in society.
79

This part is based on Lukács, 1971, Goldman, 1977 and Feenberg, 1991, 1999. However there are a
number of Scandinavian IS researchers #e.g. Nurminen, 1988; Kallinikos, 1996; 2002; Lash, 2002$ who
have also discussed the notion and danger of reification as a consequence of computerization and digitalization.
80

Ge-stell is the concept that Heidegger uses when he refers to the challenging disclosure of reality.
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comes present for us is no longer on equal terms with us, but is subordinated to our
desires and wishes.
“Enframing means the gathering together of that setting-upon which sets upon man, i.e.,
challenges him forth, to reveal the real, in the mode of ordering, as standing-reserve.”
#Heidegger, 1977, p. 20$

These common concerns about the technological development seem to converge into a general concern regarding the danger of increased reification in our
life. This also reflects the commonly held concern within the Scandinavian tradition that information technology contributes and promotes a congruence of
modes of thought and action. Thus, prioritizing workers’ concerns in the design of
information technology is a traditional stance taken within the Scandinavian
approach. In this way more or less explicit concern about the volitional aspects
of information technology are also manifested.

3.5 Four themes within the Scandinavian research tradition
The implications of the explicitly political stance within the Scandinavian tradition can be seen in at least three developments #McCarthy and Wright, 2004$.
First, in the broad concern about volitional aspects of technology, i.e. the Heideggerian ge-stell, Marcuse’s one-dimensionality, or Lukács’ reification, as
briefly outlined above. This leads researchers within this tradition to explicitly
or implicitly questions the extent to which people are dominated by technology
as a category of mode or thought.
Second, researchers within the Scandinavian tradition also often formulated
their agenda as a critique of traditional design methodologies. There are a
number of responses to more functionalist design methodologies and approaches, where users are represented in the design process in various ways or
where user experiences are taken into account in technological designs #Bannon
& Bødker, 1991; Schmidt & Bannon, 1992; Shuler & Namioka, 1993; Suchman
1994; Star 1995; Kensing, 2003$.
Third, the emergence of a political sensibility motivated particular design
projects that enabled the search to move beyond management-centered design
approaches and to alternative design philosophies based on accepting the tacit
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knowledge and skills of users. Supporting the interest of users led to the emergence of an alternative worldview in which researchers inevitably became participants in what was observed and in the design process.
My assessment of these developments has resulted in four themes characterizing
the research conducted within the Scandinavian approach, which I use in order to
establish a framework within which the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned. The themes that I have identified are: emancipation,
representation, contextualization and attraction and will be further outlined below.

Emancipation
Most research conducted within the Scandinavian tradition is in my view informed by some emancipating intent, supporting the creation of alternative
technology based on workers’ skills and interests. There is a desire to use the
development of computer systems as an opportunity to advance society and social organization towards the realization of equality, justice and democracy. In
this sense emancipatory themes can be found in a number of approaches within
the Scandinavian tradition as well as in other critical approaches as briefly mentioned in Chapter 2. This expression of the emancipatory theme is self-evident
but the Scandinavian tradition has simultaneously had a specific aim, especially,
in relation to the notion of design.
“With its emphasis on emancipatory practice the results of the projects had first of all to
be communicated to the subjects of this transcendence(the workers and their trade unions. Hence an important aspect of the research strategies was to find forms in which the
theoretically reflected and produced knowledge could be returned to the practice it grew
from.” #Ehn, 1988, p. 137$

This way of viewing emancipation with respect to technology opens up and requires research agenda, one in which research is driven by design ambitions
concerned with creating alternative technology based on workers’ knowledge
and interests #Bødker, 2003; Diettrich, 2003; McCarthy and Wright, 2004$. It
has also been suggested that the alternatives advanced by such emancipatory
practices are based on a perspective of unity in plurality #Iivari and Lyytinen
1998$. This unity stems from the approach being based on the idea that technical choices establish the horizon of daily life and define the ‘world’ within
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which the specific alternatives that we think of as purposes, goals, uses, emerge.
Hence, plurality denotes alternatives in terms of ascribing it to particular and situated subjects to choose among alternatives.
“This is an agenda that has many levels ( from questioning well-established humancomputer interaction paradigms, via questioning IT strategies on a societal level, to helping users in particular organizations participate in technological development” #Bødker,
2003, p. 88$

In this respect statement such as, we make ourselves in making the world
through technology captures the plurality of alternatives as well as acknowledge
that a fundamental property of technological change is reflexive and
self*referential.

Representation
One of the more successful ways in which the Scandinavian tradition has modified technological designs is by its’ emphasis on user involvement and participation in
design #e.g. Bjerknes et al, 1987; Bødker et al., 1993; Kensing, 2003; Greenbaum
& Kyng, 1991; Ranerup, 1996.$ Originally, this involvement of users was a thoroughly political strategy aiming at creating alternative technology centered round
worker's skills and interests.81 The second characterizing theme that I identify is
derived from the various research techniques and methods that have been developed by this tradition with the intent to represent subordinated values and concerns in technological designs.
“&…' one strand of political IS would strive to make visible marginality related to computing. This might be new marginality as a consequence of rhetoric and practices surrounding
IS or reproduction of existing marginality and exclusion.” #Beck, 2002, p. 78$

The traditional Scandinavian research initiatives that centered round representation are commonly referred to as the collective research approach, as a number of research projects were initiated and established in the late 1970’s in col-

81

For instance Bødker et al #1993$ claims that the context of information systems design is the political
#critical$ nature of the gap between designers and users, and users and technology.
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laboration with various trades unions #e.g. Nygaard, 1979; Sandberg, 1979; Ehn
and Kyng, 1987; Bjerknes, Ehn and Kyng, 1987; Kyng 1998; Kensing, 2003$.82
This research initiative emerged from a strong idea of work-place democracy
where an essential goal was to achieve practical or political improvements in workers’ lives #less routine work, greater autonomy, and more effective tools$. The
early work were as such not so much directed toward involving workers in the
actual design of technological artifacts, but rather focused on evaluation and
education of technological potentials and how to be prepared for and cope with
technological change. According to Clement and Besselar #1993, p. 36$ a central
notion behind this research initiative was the right of people to have a direct
influence on matters that concerned them in their work.
According to Ehn #1988$ this main idea was later complemented with that of
designing tools and environments for skilled work and good use quality, which
in turn implied a shift in focus from ideas about work-place democracy to human practical comprehension and experience. This shift also fed into an understanding of the
design process as participatory design practice resembling the practice of both
users and designers. In this respect participatory design became appreciated as
a learning process, where designers and users learned from each other with the
primary focus on attaining the skills of practical understanding.83
During this period increased attention was paid in Scandinavia to understanding computer artifacts as fundamentally contextually constituted. In the
words of Pelle Ehn:
“In any case, a computer artifact is fundamentally what it is to the user in practical use and
understanding, not what we find in detached reflection about its properties” #Ehn, 1988, p.
166$
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For instance, the NJMF project #1971-73$ involving the Norwegian Iron and Metal Workers Union,
and in Sweden DEMOS and later UTOPIA and other projects jointly formed what became known as
the Scandinavian Participatory Design Approach. DEMOS(Democratic Planning and Control in
Working life #1975-1979$. UTOPIA**Training, Technology, and Products from a Quality of Work Perspective project #1981-1985$. #Ehn, 1988, pp. 278 ff$
83

According to Ehn #1988$ in order to provide for such shared design practices various techniques and
tools were employed**design-by-playing #organizational games, case-based scenarios, role-playing$ and
the use of mock-ups**which also made it possible for the participants to gain practical hands-on experiences.
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Closely related to the Scandinavian tradition are the various contextual approaches that developed to capture the social contexts surrounding the use of
information technology.

Contextualization
During the 90s the notion of context also became a central concern for many
researchers and systems developers. The reason often being that information
technology frequently does not fit the everyday practice of the people using it.
The various contextual approaches that emerged during this time can be seen as
drawing attention to the richness and individuality in everyday activities and
challenging the traditional boundaries between users and information technology #McCarthy and Wright, 2004, p. 42$.84
According to Nardi #1996, p. 70$ taking context seriously suggest placing
oneself in the middle of the complexities of particular situations at particular
times with particular individuals. Hence any researcher who employs a contextual study devotes considerable time to investigate how to cope with and understand the differences and similarities across situations and time, which also
researchers in Informatics during the 90s done #e.g. Dahlbom & Mathiassen,
1993; Nardi, 1996; Croon, 1998; Dourish, 2004$.
The notion of context is often presented to with reference to the Scandinavian tradition as various design challenges since contextual approaches frequently generate valuable insights into how information technology is actually
used by people in different contexts, as opposed to how it was intended to be
used. Moreover some contextual approaches have changed the way that research thinks about and develops information systems and interfaces #Rogers,
2004, p. 116$.
Although the various approaches to contextual design differ in their theoretical origin and main objectives I have found that some of the approaches also
share underlying assumptions about what constitutes context and what is considered to be the object of study. Firstly there is a similarity in their assumption
that context grows out of activity. Although this is expressed most clearly
84

A more thorough account of contextual approaches in IS research can be found in Croon #1998$ as
well as in Rogers #2004$ and Nardi #1997$.
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within activity theory and distributed cognition #e.g. Kuutti, 1991 and
Hutchins, 1995$ I also find that many of the other approaches regard context as
being evoked in human activities. In most of the contextual approaches by focusing on a particular activity or a specific set of activities that the researcher is
able to look beyond the traditional boundaries between people and computers.
There are however some distinct differences amongst the various approaches,
for instance, regarding whether the activity is to be considered a system with
predefined components #e.g. activity theory$, or if the problem is to find the
right functional specification #e.g. distribution cognition$. However most approaches share an understanding of context as something closely related to
work practice and activities situated at work.85
Secondly, for the most part, users’ knowledge, skills and experiences are important in informing designers about the specific context in which the information system is to be developed and used. Ethnographic methods and ethnomethodology are often used in understanding users’ experiences and workpratices, both to interpret and to understand user experiences as such, but also
the various meanings and significances of information technology in use #Nardi,
1996; Rogers, 2004; McCarthy and Wright, 2004$.
Thirdly most approaches focus on that which is temporal and persistent
within the context. Most discrepancies among the approaches are therefores
found in the respective view concerning the temporal and persistent structure
and the theoretical models employed. Suchman #1987$, for instance, claims that:
“The detail of intent and action must be contingent on the circumstantial and interactional particulars of actual situations” #Suchman, 1987, p. 186$

Alternatively Hutchins #1995$ argued that the conceptual framework needed to
be applied to a wider range of cognitive systems, not merely focusing on the
internal cognitive processes occurring within one individual but including socio-technical systems at large.
Finally, all approaches seem to be based on the assumption that an understanding of context is necessary in order to improve practice in some way. Ei85

This is most seriously developed and expressed by IS researchers using activity theory #e.g. Kuutti,
1991; Engeström, 1990$. Some other approaches with similar ideas on the notion of context are the
Distributed Cognition approach #Hutchins, 1995$, the Situated Action approach #Suchman, 1987$ and
The Interpretative approach #Mantovani, 1996$.
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ther by being able to design systems more efficiently than previously, or by
making systems that are used the way they are intended. In that respect one of
the more successful contextual approaches is Contextual Design #Beyer and
Holzblatt, 1998; Holtzblatt, and Beyer, 1995$, which was developed to deal with
the collection and interpretation of ethnographic findings and to use these to
inform the design of software. Another is Technomethodology #Button and
Dourish, 1996$, which focuses on the particulars of everyday action and suggest
a technological support of socially organized activities. Both of these methodologies suggest that there is a need to integrate user experiences into the design
of information technology in a more systematic and pragmatic way.

Attraction
A related field to the Scandinavian tradition is the field of Human Computer Interaction #HCI$ where design and use has lived in a rather natural symbiosis for a
long time. The field’s historical and intellectual roots in cognitive science, #i.e.
that the mind can be understood and modeled in computational terms$ dominated the agenda of computer applications during the rise of HCI, optimizing
the human-computer interaction and interfaces. This perspective lies behind an
extensive empirical and theoretical program exploring the operation of the human cognitive system from a representational and information-processing perspective. With its base in experimental psychology, for instance, the HCIcommunity has traditionally emphasized the creation of theory-based design
guidelines that inform designers how to produce interfaces to computers that
are ” …easy, efficient, error-free and even enjoyable” #e.g Card et al. 1983, p. 1$.
One strong focus in HCI has been on elaborating measurable aspects oriented towards enable users’ activities as to be efficient, learnable, flexible and
satisfying as possible #e.g. Ehn & Löwgren, 1997; Rogers, Preece & Sharp, 2002;
Rogers, 2005$. The notion of usability has often been considered an important
bridge between the context of use and the context design #Wiberg, 2003; Finken, 2003;
Bødker & Grønbæk, 1998; Bødker, 2000$. Traditional usability studies have
however often focused on snapshots of use guided by a linear thinking where
the evaluation of usability has mostly been of concern only after the design
phase and some implementation. But increasingly the user context and usability
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are beginning to be acknowledged not as something static but something that
changes and evolves over time.
“&…' usability studies &…' are increasingly moving towards integration with design, in iterative
processes, where prototypes are developed and tried out by and with users.” #Bødker and
Petersen, 2000, pp. 61f$

In an attempt to keep up with the new demands and challenges, innovative design methods and research design strategies have lately been imported in order
to study what people do in various settings. #Rogers, Preece & Sharp, 2002$. For
instance, the notion of usability is continuously being explored by the HCI
community in order to exploring new ways of enhancing, enriching and promoting user experience in the design and use of information technology. For
instance, the terms interaction design, experience design and user experience
design are, according to Rogers #2005$, gaining in popularity as a way of focusing more on what is being done, rather than on the components constituting
the interaction. Sønderlev Christensen #2004$ also discusses the danger of too
strong an emphasis on usability resulting in tedious and instrumental use situations. As a challenge to such instrumental conceptions of user experience he
introduces the concept of excitability as a response.
Where usability is

Excitability is:
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Figure 6: Introducing excitability to HCI.
Source: Sønderlev Christensen 2004, p. 10.

In line with these advances the term “affective computing” has emerged recognizing emotions as a crucial element in human experience of and interaction
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with the world #e.g. Bødker, 2004; Norman, 2004; McCarthy and Wright,
2004; McDonagh et al., 2004; Picard, 1997; Sønderlev Christensen, 2004$.
During the last decennial conference of Critical Computing held in Aarhus,
Denmark, there were also quite a few contributions that explored various
treads within the emotional, experiential and aesthetical aspects of computer
use #e.g. Bertelsen & Kyng, 2005$. It then appears as if the researchers within
the Scandinavian tradition have lately also started to explore and investigate the
qualitative values of the more evocative aspects of information technology.
“Engagement and attachment, like in human-human relations, are the preconditions for
trusting, lasting, pleasurable and rich interactions. This, arguably &…', is also the case with
human-technology relations.” #Bødker, 2004$

Thus, there seems to be a need to understand the relationship between users
and information technology on multiple levels simultaneously and also increasingly to promote taking into account individualistic preferences, and situational
and emotional aspects in measuring and judging the character of information
technology. But, by this last theme I have tried to encompass many of the recent attempts within the Scandinavian research tradition, as well as throughout
other disciplines to open up new avenues for design and development. The
overall impression that I have gained from my reading of these attempts are,
however, that the main aim is that the research should result in a better product in terms of a better design, that users are attracted to use.

3.6 Dealing with tensions between use and design
In this chapter I have briefly outlined some of the norms and practices that
have prevailed within the Scandinavian tradition of IS research. It is tentatively
suggested that these norms and practices can be represented by four interrelated themes: emancipation, representation, contextualization and attraction.
These themes all are based on the idea there are important research concerns
that follows with the discovery of the user within the field of Informatics. Here
I suggest that these four themes captures and describes some core concerns
that has thrived and evolved within the field of Informatics that can be subject
to further attention and review.
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Based on the analytical framework provided by Mitcham #1994$ I have found
that information technology as activity denotes many of the fundamental concerns
raised by Informatics research. It seems that an understanding of information
technology from the perspectives of use and design are the two particular notions
of technological activities that informs most of the research efforts in the
Scandinavian research tradition. This view is also supported by Bratteteig
#2004$, who advances that this tradition #referred to as Informatics research in
her work$ is constituted of and legitimized by its ability to deal with the relations of use and design.
“I see the relation between design and use as a dialectic relation; a contradiction, &…'. Design and use are different, but mutually dependent through their different shaping of the
artefact. Design creates the artefact, which is used. Use constitutes a realization of the artefact and gives meaning to it through the ways in which it is incorporated into practice.”
#Bratteteig, 2004, p. 216$

However, at this stage I also find it reasonable to claim that critical examinations of the reflexive nature of information technology are prevented from further advancement by holding to a view of information technology as activity. That is,
limiting the view of the nature of Informatics as a critical discipline if only considered as a discipline dealing with relations of use and design. Based on philosophers of technology I advance that such a view contributes to the current
technological somnambulism #e.g. Winner 1986$.
“The deceptively reasonable notion that &…' divides the range of possible concerns about
technology into two basic categories: making and use. In the first of these our attention is
drawn to the matter of ‘how things work’ and of ‘making things work’. We tend to think
that this is a fascination of certain people in certain occupations, but not for anyone else
&…' What the others care about, however, are tools and uses. This understood to be a
straightforward matter. Once things are made, we interact with them on occasion to
achieve specific purposes.” #Winner, 1986, p. 5 f, my emphasis$

Winner #ibid$ claims that an understanding of how automobiles operate, how
they are used and knowing traffic laws and transportation policies does little to
reveal how this technology in particular affects the texture of social life. What
in Winner’s view is needed is an interpretation of the ways in which everyday
life is transformed technologies. Mitcham #1994$ also thinks that too strong an
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emphasis on notions of technology as activity leads to too narrow an understanding of the technological impacts on and consequences for society.
“Although one can speak about walking on a side walk as using the sidewalk, of living in a
house as using the house, of looking at a painting as using the painting &...' Those human
activities that have a self-contained quality about them, such as looking at a painting,
reading a book, or playing the violin, seem most incorrectly described simply as use; indeed, to do so is common only when the user has missed the point of the objects concerned, that is, has failed to engage them in the proper manner.” #Mitcham, 1994, p. 232$

The conclusion to this chapter is therefore the stand that the field of Informatics should by now be ready, willing and able to pursue towards new conceptualizations of information technology supported by the themes characterizing
this research tradition. Also, since I am guided by the assumption that the
growing use and presence of information technology in everyday life is related
to something more and something else than that which is conveyed by conventional narratives of technological progress, the everyday might constitute an
important context to support alternative views. Accordingly the next chapter
attempts to describe contemporary research on information technology in everyday life.
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4. Research on information technology in everyday life
In the previous chapter I briefly outlined and discussed how the Scandinavian
tradition of IS research has studied and approached the reflexive nature of information technology. In this chapter I continue to examine how this reflexiveness can be envisioned.
Most of the related research that is discussed in this chapter is often referred to as Internet research !e.g. Baym, 1995a; 1995b; 2005; Jones, 1999; 2005;
Guila & Wellman, 1999; Hine, 2000; 2005; Katz & Rice, 2002; Markham
1998; 2005; Wellman and Hathornthwhaite, 2002; Turow and Kavanaugh,
2003". Since the Internet has a history and development that is longer than its’
dissemination into people’s everyday life it might be more accurate to ascribe
the World Wide Web as paradigmatic of the kinds of information technology
that permeate the everyday !Turow, 2003, p. 29".86
Findings from Internet research have, however, so far resulted in rather
controversial, paradoxical and/or dispersed images of what the increased presence of this technology in our lives might entail !e.g. Brynin & Kraut, forthcoming; Kling, 1996; Kraut et al., 1998; Røpke, 2001; Turow and Kavanaugh,
2003".
“Currently, it seems to be a speculative endeavor to assess the direction of the future
changes of everyday life related to information technologies, &…'.” !Røpke, 2001, p. 418"

Kraut et al. !1998", for instance, formulated one well-known, paradox concerning the social consequences of information technology. That is, based on a
study of Internet use during 1995-96, they found that although the Internet is
used for social communication, frequent users exhibit a decline in social in-
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In that respect Turow !2003, p. 29", for instance, claims that the Web has three particular features
that have prepared the way for the enormous expansion of information technology in the everyday.
First, he suggests that its digital nature means that people can send, retrieve, transform and store the
material that moves across it. Second, its two-way interactivity means that people can respond to one
another in an ongoing fashion. Third, he suggests that the Web’s ability to function through a variety
of different software and hardware means that people’s activities can be tracked, sorted and predicted
by increasingly intelligent agents.
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volvement and psychological well-being.87 Another example is Carlell !2001"
who based her work on 50 in-depth studies, observations, diaries and e-mail
conversations with 175 individuals found that information technology not only
speeds up everyday life-activities and makes them less boring but it also makes
life more complex, complicated and more difficult to handle.88 Brynin and
Kraut !forthcoming", among others, elaborate on the reasons for such diversity
and suggest that there are both theoretical and methodological hurdles that
need more consideration.
My aim in this chapter is to embrace some of the various research findings
on information technology and everyday life and to establish the strengths and
rationale amongst them. I also tentatively suggest that the significance of information technology in people’s lives can be approached by thoughtfully considering what are often referred to as its paradoxical and/or contradictory
manifestations.89 However, here again it is worth mentioning that my attempt
to envision the reflexive nature of information technology by referring to related research on information technology in everyday life is a rather hazardous
endeavor. Or as Featherstone puts it:
“&…' to venture into this field is to explore an aspect of life whose central features apparently lack methodicalness and are particularly resistant to rational categorization”
!Featherstone, 1995, p. 55"

The social study of Internet use and/or of information technology in everyday
life is also a fairly new research field, i.e. a field which at the moment is characterized by intense debate and discussion similar to the debate within the IS
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This paradox has however later been revisited by several researchers reporting empirical results
where the more negative side effects of Internet use are downplayed as users’ experience increases !e.g.
Boase et al., 2006; Kraut et al, 2002; Cummings and Kraut, 2002".
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In her analysis she, for instance, identifies four different paradoxes related to information technology in everyday life, i.e. hopeful/disappointed, flexibility/overload, in control/out of control and
trust/distrust !Carlell 2001, p. 138ff". For further reading on the increased complexity related to the
diffusion and spread of information technology in society see for instance Qvortrup, 2002.
89

In this respect I am inspired of the way in which Robey and Boudreau !1999" accounts for contradictory consequences of information technology from within and across empirical studies. Kling !1996"
in general and Kling !1996a-i" in particular is one prior attempt to advance an understanding of the
reflexive nature of information technology by embracing and emphasizing some of the paradoxical and
controversial ways in which information technology is intertwined with the everyday. More recently,
Elovaara !2004", for instance, has provided me with further material to dwell upon when attempting to
account for paradoxical and dispersed images of information technology in everyday life.
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research field referred in Chapter 3.90 Consequently, I have found it necessary
to look into some of the earlier attempts, i.e. those that predate the expansion
and diffusion of the Interne, to study the significance and role of the intersection between everyday life and technology. This chapter does not take up
these considerations, but for the sake of authenticity I will briefly mention
some influential areas and studies below.
The first is the study by Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton’s !1981",
which predates the Internet and the home PC. In their visits to 82 threegeneration families in the late 1970s they !ibid" asked people about the meaning and significance that they ascribed to things in their homes. One of their
findings noteworthy this chapter was that the meaning of things was not so
much found in the functionality of particular objects, as in their style and appearance.
“&Things' are tokens of remembrance, respect and love; that is of the reaching out beyond the constraints of self-interest … &in order' to establish bonds that enlarge the being of the individual and unite people.” !Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton, 1981, p.
242"

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton !ibid" further found that what people
intrinsicly valued were the object’s association with important people and
events as well as their ability to resonate with the dialectics between otherness and
self. Throughout this chapter such dialectics are advanced as crucial and indicative of the contradictions and paradoxes manifested in the intersection between information technology and everyday. Furthermore I also suggest that it
is important to include such dialectics when envisioning the reflexive nature of
information technology.
The second example of an area influential in my assessment of related research on information technology in everyday life are comprised of critical
theories of the everyday and in particular those theories that point to the
problematics of everyday life !Gardiner, 2000". In that respect I have found
particular support from theorists like de Certeau !1984" and Lefebvre !1991"
and others !e.g. Gardiner 2000; Highmore 2002; Featherstone 1995" to suggest
90

For a recent discussion concerning the nature and status of Internet research as an academic discipline see for instance The Information Society 2005, no. 21.
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that the intersection between the everyday and information technology is an
increasingly significantly social sphere for Informatics researchers to consider
and also that this intersection demands some special kind of treatment to be
understood. Thus, in this chapter I attempt to approach the question concerning the significance of information technology in everyday life guided by
the assumption that the everyday is patterned by a particular kind of evasiveness. Or
as is claimed by Lefebvre !1991", the everyday is:
“&…' in a sense residual, defined by ‘what is left over’ after all distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities have been singled out by analysis &…'” !Lefebvre, 1991, p. 97"

Thirdly, the various studies of technology and social change have helped me to
understand that what people actually do with IT in their everyday encompasses some insights into the reflexive nature of this technology !e.g. Akrich,
1992; Bijker & Law, 1992; Callon, 1987; Epstein, 2003; Grint & Woolgar, 1991;
1997; Hughes, 1987; Law, 1991; Latour, 1987; 1993; 1999; 2004".91 But perhaps
more importantly, research in this area has also debated generally the nature
and/or essence of technology and its assumed consequences for social relations. Grint & Woolgar !1997, p 92" for instance formulate one outcome of
this discussion as:
“&…' when we talk about the impact of a technology &…' we are necessarily emphasizing
!if not adopting" certain definitions of boundedness, identity and appropriate behaviour/response.” !Grint and Woolgar, 1997, p.93"

Hence, referring to related research on information technology in everyday life
it is almost essential to suggest some definition of what is meant by the concept of the everyday. It is also rather common to use the everyday in contrast
to some other domain of social life, in order to reveal important tensions/relations in society. For instance relations/tensions between home and
work, private and public, routines and festivities, usual and unusual, immediate
91

Social Technology Studies !STS" is one common abbreviation for this research orientation. Such
research is often interested in the development of technology in general and/or its impact on power
structures on national and/or regional levels in society. There are also researchers within this field who
pay particular attention to different ways of integrating ordinary people or concerned groups into
science policy and technological development. In Sweden such research is found for instance at the
Department of Technology and Social Change, University of Linköping !e.g. Ingelstam & Sturesson,
1993; Johansson, 1997; Sjögren, 1998; Whilborg, 2000", and the Section for STS at Göteborg University !e.g. Elam, 2004; Fogelberg, 2004; Glimell & Juhlin, 2001".
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and reflective thinking, continuity and change !e.g. Carell, 2001; Lie & Sørensen, 1996; Nippert-Eng, 1995; Salmi, 1997".
“The greatest debates of our time are about drawing boundaries. This is because placing
lines here or there has definite implication for how we treat each other and the world
around us.” !Nippert-Eng, 1995, p. xii"

Social studies of the intersection between gender, technology and social
change have also largely focused on various boundaries. The boundary between
male and that between female and that between work and home, have been
particularly well researched since it is often suggested that there is an inequality among men and women dependent on how such boundary relations are established and maintained !e.g. Cockburn, 1992; Cockburn & Ormond, 1993;
Elovaara 2004; Goodman, 1997; Gunnarsson, 1997; Markussen, 1996; Mörtberg, 1997; Salmi, 1997; Suchman, 2002".
“My experience of the working relations of technology production and use has led among
other things to a preoccupation with boundaries, including efforts to recognize them,
problematize them, at times maintain them, and at other times to work across them.”
!Suchman, 2002, p. 93"

Gender-oriented studies have also contributed in more direct ways with theories and concepts concerning people’s appropriation of various technologies in
everyday life !e.g. Aune, 1996; Berg, 1996; Cockburn & Ormond, 1993; Cowan,
1983; Haraway, 1991; 1995; Sundin & Berner, 1996; Wajcman, 1991 and
Östlund, 1996". These studies have all considered how the notion of the everyday directs attention to the sphere of the private domains of life, to common
ideas of the domestic and of the home, i.e. have generated different strategies
towards the domestic as a female residue, characterized by routines, habits and
conventions.92
Finally, studies of virtualization !e.g. Castells, 1996; Levy, 1991; 1998; 2001;
Ågren, 1998; 2001" have also informed my assessment of related research
within this area. For instance, Castells’ !1996" notion of real virtuality is one
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Domesticity, for instance, is often discussed in conjunction with its effect on women, either in its’
oppressive role or in its role as a potential tool toward women’s liberation. The domestic has also long
been seen as an essentially feminine domain, and for many the essence of femininity. Managing the
domestic is typically considered women’s contribution to the household’s !e.g. Habib, 2000, p. 9".
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good account of the shift in emphasis towards the importance of sensemaking
within the everyday use of information technology. Castells !ibid" defines real
virtuality as:
“&…' a system in which reality itself !that is people’s material/symbolic existence" is entirely captured, fully immersed in a virtual image setting, &…' in which appearance are not
just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they become the experience.” !Castells, 1996, p. 373"

According to Castells !ibid" one fundamental feature of contemporary culture
is the instant interaction with symbols and signs and the coexisting interpretation of those symbols and signs. According to this view, at any given moment
there is an indefinite number of ongoing interpretative processes. Hence, a variety of
meaning exists in different spaces and temporalities, which also in turn is an
essential in order for interaction and communication to be meaningful. In
Castells’ !ibid" view there is therefore really no point in separating reality from
its symbolic representations.
“Thus when critics of electronic media argue that the new symbolic environment does
not represent ‘reality’, they implicitly refer to an absurdly primitive notion of un-coded
real experience that never existed.” !Castells, 1996, p. 373"

This kind of argumentation fits very well into my focus on the reflexive nature
of information technology. That is, according to my interpretation of the notion of real virtuality given above, I find it reasonable to claim that the human
experience of information technology also defines that information technology
by ascribing significance to it when using and considering the technology.
Hence, if domestication is roughly about what humans are doing to technology, virtualization processes according to Ågren !1998" are a way of describing
what technology is doing to us, to human experience, when we turn to information technology.
“&…' to remake, create or remove existing or non-existing objects or activities from the
physical world to virtual worlds.” !Ibid, p. 3, my translation"

Ågren !ibid" further suggest that virtualization processes do not only regard
the world of object, but also increasingly involves people’s lifeworlds. Hence,
Ågren !1998" suggests that virtualization does not solely occur in the physical
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world, but also largely involves subjective experiences. To transfer the values of the
everyday into technology and to make information technology familiar within
one’s physical and symbolic reality is, one important part of the process of
domestication. However Ågren !1998" also suggests that it is equally important
to explore the opposite part of the transformations that is occurring-that is,
the process of virtualization. That is, those processes oriented towards transforming something or someone in the movement toward information technology. Here interpreted as the process of making something that is familiar unknown. Or as expressed by Levy !1998"
“&…' the virtual is a kind of problematic complex, the knot of tendencies or forces that
accompanies a situation, event, object, or entity, and which invokes a process of resolution: actualization.” !Levy, 1998, p. 24"

Hence, these areas and studies inspired my assessment of related research into
information technology in everyday life. I am particularly inspired by the various attempts to embrace and manage diverse types of everyday-life activities
that also are largely locally situated and subjectively signified, for instance, as
expressed by Lie and Sørensen !1996":
“In our opinion, this is why the concept of everyday is so important &…'.” !Ibid, p. 16"

I have tried to distil some of the richness and complexity in the intersection
between information technology and everyday life since I assume that such
aspects are particularly important when envisioning the reflexive nature of information technology. Therefore, the notion of the everyday is henceforth not
used to designate a specific physical place, but rather to identify interrelationships amongst a variety of things that related research suggests are indicative
of the contemporary spread and use of information technology.93
The chapter is further structured according to the titles of four recent dissertations on the use of information technology in everyday life: The Internet in
everyday life !Bakardjieva-Rizova, 2000", Much ado about nothing !Olsson, 2002",
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Accordingly the notion of the everyday is used in order to analytically grasp that which connects
and joins together what at first might appear to be distinct. This suggests that the intersection between information technology and everyday life can accordingly be studied and approached in the
office, the factory, in the sports arena as well as at home !e.g. Lie & Sørensen, 1996".
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Creating a sense of Community !Svenningsson, 2001", and Dismantling the Myths of
Technological Imperative94 !Gripenberg, 2005".

4.1 The Internet in everyday life
In 1998, The Personal Computer Reform was initiated in Sweden in order to
encourage people to obtain access to computers as well as provide all inhabitants with the potential to access the emerging information society !SIKA,
2004". So far 1.6 million Swedes have accepted the offer, which means that
there is one so-called home-PC in every third household.95 The home is also according to SCB !2004", the most common place to use computers amongst the
Swedish population..a use that has tripled in the last decade.
During the last few years there have also been a number of national and international surveys and reports on the consumption, diffusion and use of information technologies in everyday life !e.g. Fallows, 2005; Findahl, 2004; Nelander et al., 2004; Olsson, 2001; Olsson, 2002 SCB, 2004; Selg, 2002a-c; Selg
& Kindhult, 2002; SIKA, 2004; Steen, 2002; Venkatesh and Shih, 2005,
Östlund, 1999a; 1999b". These studies are often concerned with what people do
with computers in their everyday life-i.e. number of hours spent, frequency
of information retrieval, social communication, downloading, travel arrangements, banking et cetera.96
It is perhaps not surprising that the first studies of the significance of information technology in everyday life reported on the lack of impact on and
integration with family life. Instead computers were found to be rather impersonal and uniform both in style and appearance and were also often found to
have limited functionality for everyday life activities !e.g. Frohlich et al., 2003;
Silverstone et al., 1992, Vitalari, Venkatesh & Gronhaug, 1985". More recently,
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Concluding this chapter is a section entitled Dismantling the myth of the technological imperative this is
however not the title of Gripenberg’s !2004" thesis, but well a heading the concluding chapter of this
thesis. The title of Gripenberg’s !ibid" thesis is ICT and the Shaping of Society.
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According to SIKA !2004, p. 127" 80% of the Swedish population has access to a personal computer
in their homes and 66% have Internet access. The reform entails that companies receive a tax benefit
when purchasing computers, which they can make available to employees via tax-free purchase for use
in the home. Of 4.3 million Swedish households, 1.6 million have so far chosen to take advantage of
the home PC package offer.
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According to Andersson !2003", the dominating activities reported in the conducted surveys are
information retrieval, electronic mail, banking and reading the newspaper.
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however, The HomeNet project at Carnegie Mellon University, among others,
has reported that people despite frustration with various Internet services and
technical problems have made increasingly diverse use of information technology in the home !e.g. Boase et al., 2006; Fallow, 2005; Findahl, 2004;
Venkatesh, 1996; Venkatesh & Mazumdar, 1999; Venkatesh & Shih, 2005".97
In most of the published literature there are in particular three major uses
that are reported as distinctive: communications, information search, and entertainment. Presently the most frequent use of information technology in everyday life is for e-mail and the www !Findahl, 2004, SCB, 2004, SIKA, 2004".
Some research reports that entertainment and computer gaming is increasing
among Internet users !Cummings & Kraut, 2002; Findahl, 2004; Frohlich et al,
2003; Venkatesh, 1996". Other studies show a slow decline not only in computer gaming, but also in overall use of the Internet !Lanhart, 2000; SIKA,
2004; Ward, 2000".
There is an emerging interest in studying and acknowledging people who are
non-users !e.g. Hargittai, 2004; Holmlid, 2002; Katz & Rice, 2002; Merkel,
2003; Selwyn, 2003; Wyatt et al., 2002; Wyatt, 2005". Usually this occurs in
connection with the debates on digital divides, but there is also an emerging
interest in learning more about people who once used this technology but no
longer report to do so !so called dropouts, i.e. Katz & Rice, 2002; Lenhart,
2003; Wyatt, 2005". In such studies the focus on non-use involves accepting
that people are more than simply ‘end users’ with no role to play beyond accepting ready-made technological artifacts !Selwyn, 2003". Or as expressed by
Holmlid !2002":
“Consider ante-use as a use quality. Expectations on use might be based on a non-use.
With a model of use quality, the non-use is presupposed.” !Holmlid, 2002, p. 155"

To date, however, the Swedish initiative in financing the appropriation of personal computers relates closely to the dominant rationalities of technological
appropriation. That is, the motivation and necessity to use computers is often
justified by the expectation of increased efficiency of some kind !e.g. Anders97

The HomeNet project has been monitoring the uptake and social consequences of the Internet
since 1995. For further details about the HomeNet study see for instance
http://homenet.hcii.cs.cmu.edu/.
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son, 2003; Oscarsson, 2003; Selg, 2002a; Steen, 2002". Bakardjieva-Rizova
!2000", among others, also finds that the computer usually enters into people’s
lives accompanied by anticipation of increased productivity in such activities
as work or study. Or as one of her informants expressed it:
“Why I wanted to have an account? Because the Internet is something of fashion, there
is a lot of talk about the Internet and I can see some business possibilities.” !Reiner in
Bakardjieva-Rizova, 2000, p. 145"

There is at present an increasing amount of research that focuses on consumption, diffusion and use in order to generate a deeper understanding of the various appropriation forms of this technology within everyday life !e.g. Carlell,
2001; Croon, 1997; Danet, 2001; Enochsson, 2001; Hektor, 2001; Henwood et
al., 2001; Hernvall; 2001; Hine, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2004; Johansson et al.,
2002; Katz & Rice, 2002; Lindh Waterworth, 2001; Mitra & Swartz, 2001,
Munt, 2001; Rodrigues & Ryave, 2002; Sjöberg, 2002; Sundgren, 2002; Svenningsson, 2001; Vitalari et al., 1985; Venkatesh & Shih, 2005".
In these studies, one frequently reported motive is that computers and the
Internet make life easier and comfortable. Hektor !2001", for instance, notes
that all his respondents get information through information technology. Some shop,
make movie and travel reservations, compare prices for various consumer
products, others use the Internet for information about sports activities,
housing, financial information, schools, nursing, and/or as a general encyclopedia !ibid". A number of different studies also emphasize that as information is
becoming more widely available, routine activities are accomplished faster,
more cheaply and independent of time !e.g. Bakardijeva-Rizova, 2000; Carlell,
2001; Coffey & Levén Johansson, 2000; Enochsson, 2001; Habib, 2000; Hektor, 2001".
“The motives are all about the practical use, simplicity, access, time indpendence..comforting and time saving, fun and imaginative, an interest in taking a part
of what is going on.” !Coffey & Leven Johansson 2000, p. 139"

Another very simple reason people access the Internet is that it gives them a
reason to use a computer. Internet access allow people to become familiar
with its various applications, particularly with e-mail and www. This is also
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sometimes valued because it brings with it a sense of keeping up with the
times.
“&…' after having it &the computer' it has definitely come to a point were I can’t live
without it, you know &…' I spend several hours everyday on my computer &…' so as far as
my own personal computer I think I would go insane without it. It’s weird that a year
ago I didn’t have one, because right now I have no idea how I could live without it &…' ”.
!Andrea, in Croon 1997, p. 5"

According to Hektor !2001" this suggests that access to the Internet is necessary for access to the Internet which in turn resonates with the findings suggesting that appropriating computers in their everyday life had led to the establishment of a need that previously was not there, a need that they no longer wanted to be
without !Bakardijeva-Rizova, 2000; Hektor, 2001". Or as Patrick in Bakarjiveva- Rizova !2000" expresses it:
“I guess initially I was attracted by curiosity &…', it was so much in the news, in the media
hype and whatever. I guess you want to see what is really going on. I think one of my
sons said once. If you don’t have it, you feel like an outcast. You don’t know what is
really going on. If you don’t’ have e-mail, who are you. So curiosity was at the beginning,
but then I realized-hey there is something really good happening.” !Patrick, in ibid"

Hence, one strong reason to access the Internet and/or turn to information
technology in the everyday is that it enable people to follow public debates and
to contribute their own experiences in talk around the coffee table at work
about issues accessed from the Internet. In this respect the value for children
is also often advanced as a reason to appropriate information technology in
everyday life !e.g. Bakardijeva-Rizova, 2000; Coffey & Levén-Johansson, 2000;
Enochsson, 2001; Habib, 2000; Hernvall, 2001; Johansson et al., 2002; Sjöberg,
2002; Veerle van Rompaey, et al., 2002".
“Not only do children persistently ask for a home connection, parents also speculate
about the benefits of having one for their children.” !Veerle van Rompaey et al, 2002, p.
202"

Today there are thousands of articles in academic journals about information
technology, new media and the web. The variety of topics-ranging from identity expression in online communities to how new media may affect participation in politics, social belonging and well-being-suggests that signification
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processes related to information technology in this context are endless and
ongoing !Hargittai, 2004". On a general level related research on the significance of the Internet in everyday life reports that a number of concrete and
visible things are manifested, such as time spent in front of computers, different communication patterns and more efficient lifestyles and values. On the
other hand, some less transparent processes go on where various methods and
metaphors are proposed including appropriation, domestication, consumption
and diffusion.

Domestication studies
In the related research that I have investigated, domestication has often been
used to conceptualize how technology is transformed to fit into people’s everyday
life !e.g. the households’ understanding of themselves, their values and interests; Aune, 1996; Bakardjieva-Rizova, 2000; Berg, 1996; Gripenberg, 2005;
Habib, 2000; Olsson, 2002; Silverstone et al., 1992; Silvestone, 1994; Ågren,
1998; Östlund, 1996".
Habib !2000" for instance, summarizes the domestication process of information technology in everyday life as shown below.
Domestic aspects of the
Undomestic aspects of the
home computer
home computer
Domestication process
Unknown . Foreign
Wild . Untamed . Undisciplined
Unpredictable . Erratic
Opaque . Enigmatic
Hostile . Exploitative
Magical

Routines, rituals and
ceremonials
Rules and norms
Knowledge and interest
Enthusiasm and faith
Channeling appropriation of the magic

Familiar . Habitual
Integrated . Incorporated
Safe . Reliable
Understandable . Comfortable
Intimate . Friendly
Empowering . Liberating

Figure 7. Summarizing the process of domestication.
Source: Habib, 2000, p. 329.

As illustrated in Figure 7 above domestication processes are usually characterized as taming or cultivating something foreign and strange, conveying that efforts are
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made to turn something that is part of wilderness into something acceptable
!e.g. Aune, 1996; Habib, 2000; Ågren, 1998".98
“New technologies have to be transformed from “unfamiliar, exciting, and possible
threatening things” into familiar objects embedded in &…' the routines of everyday life”
!Oudshoorn and Pinch, 2003, p. 14".

Domestication research has largely attempted to show what is done with computers in order to make them an integral part of everyday life !e.g. Aune, 1996; Bakardijeva-Rizova, 2000; Berg, 1996; Habib, 2000; Ågren 1998".
Silverstone et al., !1992" who outlined the basis for studies of domestication
originally distinguished four elements of household interactions with information technology: appropriation, objectification, incorporation and conversion.
These four elements are often referred to and used in descriptions and analyses. However what frequently remains unnoticed is the particular remark that
Silverstone et al. !ibid" make on the double articulation of information technology.
They !ibid" note:
“By double articulation we &…' refer to the ways in which information and communication technologies, uniquely, are the means !the media" whereby public and private meanings
are mutually negotiated as well as being the products themselves, through consumption of
such negotiations of meaning. !Silverstone, et al., 1992, p. 28, n.9, my emphasis"

Such double articulation is sometimes discussed in domestication studies of
information technology, but the focus has largely been on people’s attempts to
remove unconventional elements of information technology and replace them
with more normal, cooperative attitudes or appearances, according to their
lifeworld and values.
One example is, Östlund’s !1996" where in particular three factors were
found to be determining for how elderly people use information technology:
the experienced utility, peoples’ values and their familiarity with the technology. Östlund !ibid", for instance, found that the older people got, the more
focused they became on instrumental use.
Also Berg !1996" reported similar findings in her study of female hesitation
to use computers. The women in her studies seemed to think that what was
98

For some early accounts of computers as otherness see for instance Turkle 1984 and Ågren 1994
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practically applicable for a specific purpose was worth learning, but they found
little or no use for information technology within the household.
Aune !1996" categorized home-computer user on the basis of the type of
activity people performed on their computers on the one hand, and style of
work on the other. The style of work, distinguished by Aune !1996" was instrumental and expressive and the type of activity discerned was exploration, extension
and game playing. In these distinctions Aune !ibid" found that these distinctions indicated significant differences in attitude towards computers and towards appropriation between man and women.
“the ‘extender’ represent competence and control, the ‘explorer’ exhibits a highly developed technological interest and fascination, and the ‘game-player’ illustrates competition
and collaboration.” !Aune, 1996, p. 117"

Although most studies of early domestication found that women show little or
no interest in information technology at home and all shared a rather instrumental view of computers, they have contributed to the appreciation of users
as active agents of their appropriation and relationship with domestic technologies.99 Also, and perhaps even more interesting, these studies deconstructed
users as a unified and comprehensive concept and instead suggested the varying
characteristics of users-i.e. consumers, citizens, innovators, explorers, extenders,
game-players, pioneers, skeptics, paranoids, dropouts, and late-adopters !e.g. Aune,
1996; Asker; 2005; Dahlbom, 2003; Kuutti, 2001; Östlund, 1999a; 1999b".
“The complexities that define human users across various axes, for example, across gender, ability status, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation and class, often remain invisible to
those who !often unintentionally" act to lump users into a single, unified conceptually
whole group-often without their knowing.” !Rose and Blume, 2003, p. 108"

So, rather than ascribing importance to the fact that computers were to a limited extent domesticated by the women-i.e. emphasizing the women as marginalized users-domestication studies have contributed to descriptions of people’s relationships with information technology as multidimensional rather than dichotomous. In
addition they also contributed to an understanding of information technology
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as taking on new meanings and becoming involved in new practices without
being replaced or transformed, i.e. they contributed to elaborating the importance
of patterns of use as dynamic, evolving and dispersed.
For instance, Bakardijeva-Rizova’s !2000" study of domestication processes
within the household of 21 respondents demonstrates that domestic users engage in complex signifying processes that that are only poorly grasped by the
dichotomy of intimate and instrumental users of Internet.
“It was characteristic &…' that they involved the Internet in a whole range of different activities related to work, leisure, education/learning, socializing etc” !Bakardijeva-Rizova,
2000, p. 158"

Frohlich et al. !2003" suggest that not only does the home computer quickly
become an established part of family life, but the technology also offers something for everyone in the family. Further they found that the PC was often
bought for one purpose initially, but then became a shared family resource for
a variety of recreational, practical, communication and learning purposes, used
by all members of the family.
“The same application may be used for quite different purposes by different people or by
the same person on different occasions.” !Frohlich et al., 2003, p. 301"

Based on contemporary research it thus seems that, even though information
technology is appropriated initially for one thing !e.g. increased productivity in
work or education", it is later used for a variety of purposes !computer gaming,
socializing, entertainment, etc". This in turn also leads to a variety of strategies
and tactics regarding how, when and where computers are used in the everyday.
In Bakardjieva-Rizova !2000", among others, three different locations for
the home computer suggested different strategies amongst the observed families, strategies that also entailed gender differences !e.g. figure 8 below". Some
families socially constructed a line between the private space of the family and
the public space of the Internet, guided by among other things by the physical
location of the computer in the home. When computers were assigned to a
private place in the home, it was also to a significant degree reserved for the
male members of the households. In contrast, when computers were placed in
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the living room, or other socially shared spaces, females were more attracted
invited to use and turn to information technology in their everyday life.100
male
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Figure 8. Inscribing of the Internet connection oin the domestic space
Source: Bakardijeva-Rizova 2000, p. 228
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and democracy. His findings, however, are discouraging in this respect, since
he finds little empirical evidence that information technology in the everyday
life of Swedish workers is being used as a civic tool or in any way to enhance/empower them as citizens !e.g. ibid, p. 284". Rather he found that the
computer and the Internet are marginal phenomena in the everyday lives of
the Swedish working class and that information technology is only to a small
extent a part of the daily routines within this social group !ibid, p. 285".
In line with Bakardjieva-Rizova’s !2000" findings, Olsson !2002" found that
the dominant rationality to appropriate computers in the working-class
households was anticipation of increased efficiency in work, schoolwork or the
administration of the household’s economy. As such Olsson !ibid" found that
in the household of Swedish workers information technology was primarily
incorporated for instrumental use. However, close inspection of the actual use
within the households revealed that the most widespread use of information
technologies was for computer game playing. Olsson !ibid" therefore concluded
that information technology rather than enabling workers to act as citizens,
contributed to transforming Swedish workers into consumers.
Although information technology seems to offers many opportunities to the
citizen, it is being shaped into a consumer technology, in part by the cultural
industries !i.e. manufacturers of computer games", and in part by the workingclass users themselves !ibid, p. 286". Hence Olsson’s !ibid" study as a whole
lacks a discussion of the civic dimensions of information technology primarily
because he found that in actual use such aspects were absent.
In line with other studies on information behavior and communication patterns Olsson’s !ibid" study also found that information technology is most often used to obtain information related to already established interests. He further
found that in several households, communication by means of information
technology was a rare occurrence-and if it happened it could either be described as: 1" a extension of established contacts !emails sent to family and
friends"; and/or 2" an activity conducted insted of using the telephone.
Using with these empirical results as a point of departure Olsson !ibid" finds
it reasonable to argue that information technologies are not domesticated into Swedish
working-class culture as civic tools: that is, information technology has neither
become a tool in the role of the citizen, nor a resource for the identity of the
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citizen !ibid, p. 288". Olsson attributes the failure of the computer and this respects to one factor in particular-late modern individualization. Based on
Bauman !2001", Olsson !2002" finds that the notion of individualization is of
interest regarding several of the empirical results. For instance, he !ibid" finds
that in the light of individualization the working-class users in his study were
actually making the most rational choice-i.e. they were choosing not to act and
think as citizens. Such an approach towards new technology is rational since late
modern individualized life, according to Bauman !2001" does not encourage
nor reward civic activities. Rather, it encourages people to act and think as
consumers, and thus encourages them to turn to the market for solutions to their
problems.
However, in other related research computer game playing, role playing and other
aspects of playfulness are often suggested as important aspects of the new patterns
of social communication and interaction that emerges as information technology enters
the everyday !e.g. Aarseth, 2001; Baym, 1995c; Danet, 2001; Juul, 2001; 2003;
Myers, 1987; Taylor, forthcoming; Svenningsson, 2001; Warner, 2004". Hence,
although Olsson !2002" found that the Swedish working class did not engage in
various kinds of virtual communities, or maintain established real life communities, there are numerous other studies that have specifically approached virtual communities in questioning the significance of information technology in
everyday life !e.g. Bakardijeva-Rizova, 2000; Boase et al., 2006; Guila & Wellman, 1999; Svenningsson, 2001; Wellman & Haythornthwhaite, 2002".

4.3 Creating a sense of community
“A space has opened up for something like community on computer networks, at a time
when so many forms of “real life” community seem under attack &…'.” !Wilbur, 1997, p.5"

As discussed in the introduction to this chapter it is well established that information technology today enables people to seek information and to communicate with each other. But it also slowly gaining acknowledgement that
this is a technology, which provides us with new ways to meet and create relationships with other individuals, i.e. it enables people to generate and partake
in various forms of virtual communities.
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Research into computer-mediated communication also predates the expansion and growth of information technology in everyday life. For instance, for a
long time research focused on how organizations could benefit from and effectively uses information technology for social interaction !e.g. Edenius, 1996;
Garsten, 1994; Kling, 1996 Lee, 1994; Orlikowski, 1992; Reid, 1995".
Today, however, the numerous arenas for social interaction on the Internet
have led to discussions about and research into what are often referred to as
virtual communities !e.g. Croon & Ågren, 1998; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Smith &
Kollock, 1999; Stolterman et al., 1996; Rheingold, 1994; Wilbur, 1997". Even
though it is itself problematic, the concept “virtual community” has frequently
been used in previous research and in this subsection I will briefly mention
some important studies and findings.101
In most research virtual communities are commonly referred to and researched as something inside and belonging to our traditional societies !e.g.
Hård af Segerstad, 2002; Danet, 2001; Pargman, 2000; Sundgren, 2002; Stolterman et al., 1997; Svenningsson, 2001". As such they are regarded by most
Internet researchers as true parts of our society and of the ongoing change and
evolution of that society. Even if a virtual community may be nothing more
than a group of people using the same news-group, or meeting around a collection of homepages, or communicating through a mailing list, research in this
field has supported the belief that there is no easy way to predict how these
rather simple technical systems will influence the way society is structured and
how that structure will change !Schuler, 1996".
Over the years there has been a substantial amount of research concerning
people’s encounters with computer-mediated communication !for instance Lea
& Spears 1995; Parks & Floyd 1996; Walther 1995" and about Internet culture
and history !for instance Hafner & Lyon 1996; Schields 1996; Stone 1991; 1995;
Harasim 1993". There is also literature concerning virtual communities !for instance Kollock & Smith 1994; Gulia & Wellman 1995; Schuler 1996a; 1996b;
Svenningsson, 2001 Ågren 1997".
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For an early overview of the notion of community and virtual community se for instance Smith &
Kollock, 1999; For more recent discussions concerning virtual communities see for instance Rheingold, 2004

106

Research on information technology in everyday life

Particular virtual communities have been studied for instance UseNet
News, studied among others by Baym !1995a; 1995b" and Watson !1997".
Turkle !1995; 1996", Pargman !2000", Reid !1995" and Suler !1996" have also
approached the life in different Multi-User Dungeons !Mud". The Well has
been studied both from within by Rheingold !1993; 1994" and from without by
Smith !1996". Other studies have for instance focused on Echo !Horn 1998",
ISWorld !Valtersson 1996", personal virtual communities !Croon 1997" and
Seattle Community Network !Schuler 1996".
In the late 90s as IRC !Internet Relay Chat" and web chat became the more
popular and widespread platforms for social interaction research have also investigated the social interaction and sense of community established in such
settings. One particular study of IRC is by Markham !1998" who conducted an
ethnographic study of online communication. By focusing on the lived experiences of people who devoted considerable time to online communication she
among other things distinguished how people create, negotiate and make sense
of their social experiences in online environments. One of her main conclusions was that people, for most part, have diverse kinds of relationships with information technology in these settings. This is similar to the findings from the domestication studies presented above. Based on her studies Markham !ibid" also emphasized that people’s relationships with information technology vary and
change depending on what they are doing and/or the various situations. In order to
grasp this dynamic Markham !ibid" elaborated a framework for understanding
it as a continuum, from tool and place, to a way of organizing and being.
The tool view and the organizing view are well-established relationships
within this technology. However, both as a place and as a way of being the relationship needs further elaboration. One of Markham’s !ibid" informants,
Sherie, is used to illustrate this. As Markham !ibid" expresses it:
“Whereas I &Markham' focused on online technologies as a way to establish relationships, Sherie conceptualized online technology as the relationship itself &…'. Most of the
participants talked about meeting people and establishing or strengthening those relationships through online discussions, but for Sherie, the discussion is the relationship.”
!Markham, 1998, p. 209"
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In Svenningsson !2001" it is clear that many participants in Cloudberry chat
are playfully performing relationships with information technology. Svenningsson’s
!ibid" main finding is that people using Web Chats are able to establish a sense
of community and a sense of belonging to the particular places. Svenningsson
!ibid" describes in particular the social interaction as dynamic and constantly
shifting-i.e. a communicative play in which participants make innovative use
of language forming a bricolage of various styles and genres. Regarding the
needs that chatting satisfies in the users, play, performance, presentation of
self, support, and confirmation, are important aspects.
A fairly incomprehensible picture emerge from reading through statistical
reports, narrative constructs and ethnographic accounts, of the various ways
that information technology seems to matter to people. Researchers often
make explicit remarks concerning inconsistencies and complexities in their
research reports, suggesting that this is something that must be anticipated
and accepted:
“That is the state of our knowledge about the Internet and the family, and &…' it may be
the state of affairs for quite a while &…'” !Turow and Kavanaugh, 2003, p. 17f"

Gripenberg !2005" for instance, make explicit that information technology in
everyday life provides a multifaceted and complex domain. Her empirical
findings suggest that it is possible, as well as desirable-to study the relationship between human and information technology using theories that can embrace the dialectic nature of peoples relationships with information technology,
as such viewing humans as holistic beings co-existing and co-evolving with technology.102
Similar to other studies reviewed and discussed in this chapter Gripenberg’s
!ibid" findings suggests that information technology considerably affects both
the ways human think, act and interact with each other-i.e. changing our social reality and how we conduct our everyday lives. Also since the significance
of information technology in everyday life continues to change long after implementation it is according to Gripenberg !ibid" necessary to obtain a holistic under102

Concepts derived from such dialectic theories are among others: the idea of interpretative flexibility and duality of technology, the various forms of actors !human and non-human" and agency, the
trashing of time and space, the shifting boundaries between social situations, the idea of meaning of
information technology !e.g. Gripenberg, 2005, p. 63".
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standing of how information technology is integrated and subtly affect the way
we live our lives.
Hoffman et al. !2004" also make interesting conceptual analyses of the indispensability of the Internet to people’s everyday life that allows for further
questions to be raised that can be used in this context. Above all they find that
not only are people making information technology a familiar, habitual integrated, safe, understandable, intimate and empowering technology, but they
also turn to this technology in order to seek out new social and cultural practices and new sets of relationships and objects that changes the dependence
and significance of information technology in everyday life.

4.4 Dismantling the myth of the technological imperative
In this chapter I have described and discussed some of the uncertainties and
contradictions reported in contemporary research into information technology
in everyday life. Not in order to clarify or resolve them, but in order to accept and
embrace them as intrinsic parts of the reflexive nature of our relationship with information technology.103
During the last decade configuring the user has been one of the more debated topics since it has been recognized that technological innovations depend upon the relation between producers and consumers of technology, and
on the means of communication between them !e.g. Pantzar, 1999". It has also
been shown that the needs and practical functions of information technology
often not only arise from but also are transformed by use, Domestication
studies among other things have investigated the ways in which meaning attached to information technology is transformed from something unknown
and undomesticated into something familiar and domesticated parts of the
fabric of everyday life.
There is also great variation amongst the various research results concerning
what it actually means when people are attuned to a higher degree to this
technology in their everyday life. Some researchers believe that information
103

The appreciation of different outcomes and consequences of information technology in social
settings have previously often been advanced, !e.g. by among others Arnold, 2003; Ciborra, 2002; Elovaara, 2004; Haraway, 1991; Hernvall, 2005; Holmström, 2000; Kling, 1996b; Latour, 1987; Robey and
Boudreau, 1999; Sawyer & Eschenfelder, 2002".
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technology configures users in new ways, challenging the established structures
for sense-making !e.g. Castells, 1996". Others find that information technology
supports already well-established social structures resulting in yet another invisible !digital" layer of hierarchy and control oppressing already subordinate
social groups and individuals !e.g. Olsson, 2001". This chapter as a whole has,
however, been oriented towards depicting the reflexive nature of information
technology, inspired by the images of the significance of information technology as janus, trickster, cyborg or angel images. Thus, in this chapter I have directed
my attention to some of the opposing images of the significance of information technology that currently appear to exist.104 Donna Haraway !1991" for
instance refers to the Cyborg as a cybernetic organism, a hybrid between machine and organism that has sprung from social reality as well as from fiction.
According to Haraway !ibid" we are all to some extent Cyborgs. Or as Elovaara
!2004" puts it:
“Information technology seems to be both an amoeba and a chameleon. One minute it is
a very pure and complicated technical story &…'. The next minute it changes and turns
out to be a financial story &…'. It subsequently turns out to be an educational story &…'.
It is also, however, a household story told by computer people.” !Elovaara, 2004, p. 128"

Like Elovaara !ibid", however, I think that if in general we are looking for pure
forms and clear boundaries in approaching the significance of information
technology in everyday life, we are mistaken. Rather, based on the related research presented in this chapter I am inclined to suggest that what contemporary research has so far learned about this intersection is that traditional myths
of technological progress need to be revisited and charged with new figuration
of thinking !e.g. Elovaara, 2004; Gripenberg, 2005; Lindblad-Gidlund, 2005;
Östlund 1999b".
In that respect, the de-construction of users as unified and/or neutral actors
in information technology is, in my view, one important step as well as the
various reasons and initiatives that accompanies such variety of users also are

104

According to Latour !1987" Janus is a Roman Deity cursed and blessed with two faces, and cursed
and blessed with not option other than to look in two directions at once, backwards and at the same
time forwards, to be always both coming and yet going. At once both entering and leaving. Also, the
cyborg as described by Haraway !1991" is used in order to acknowledge the importance of hybrid subjectivity in which partial and contradictory significance are accepted rather than detested.
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core contributions from this area of related research. In this chapter I have
taken some embryonic steps towards embracing the ambiguous nature of information technology. Or as expressed by Habib !2000":
“People embrace computer technology as domestic not only because it is safe, but also
because they believe that it can help them pursue their purposes &…'. And conversely,
computer technology remains undomestic not only because it ‘fails’ to provide safety and
comfort, but also because it is imbued with a number of symbols and meanings that are
felt to be alien or unacceptable.” Habib, 2000, p. 325

In the next chapter I will continue to explore the reflexive nature of our relationships with information technology. Based on this chapter I will, however,
pursue further the idea that the relationship between otherness and self,
and/or between familiarity and the unknown might generate important insights into how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned and serve as a platform for further studies of how information technology blends into our everyday pursuits.
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5. Research on information technology and aesthetics
“We all agree that beauty is important to our lives"beauty, pleasure, and fun. But that’s
where the agreement stops, because trying to define these elusive concepts gets us entangled in centuries of debate about the nature of these concepts $…%.” 'Norman, 2004,
p. 312(

As the previous chapter made clear, information technology is becoming more
and increasingly present in everyday life. In that respect the belief that we are
living in a digital world"i.e. a world made by humans"is truer than ever. In
this digital world information technology is not only manifesting itself through
individual artifacts 'such as computers, software applications, PDA’s, mobile
phones etc(, but is also slowly blending into many other artifacts, and into our
everyday pursuits.
When it comes to physical objects we are used to separating things from
each other. For most people there is no real connection between the design of
a kitchen chair and the payroll system at work and there is no real relation between the television in the living room and the form you need to fill in at the
bank. All of us, in our everyday lives need to make distinct divisions between
particular objects and systems in order to be able to talk, discuss and argue
about them. Nevertheless, at an intuitive level, most people acknowledge the
idea that we only have one lifeworld, and as such always perceived it in a holistic and immediate way 'e.g. McCarthy and Wright, 2004; Stolterman & Croon
Fors, 2004(.
This common belief contradicts most scientific ways of describing reality
based on the assumption that it can only be understood by thorough analysis
of its smallest components. Today, information technology is embedded in all
aspects of our lives and the world is increasingly experienced by, with, and through
this technology. Any individual meaning making increasingly involves information technology in our constant ‘struggle’ with a changing reality. This has implications for how we understand information technology since it is more and
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more a part of a process or an important part in a relationship than an object with
its own well-defined properties 'e.g. Stolterman & Croon Fors, 2004(.106
“Our tools have become a life environment; increasingly, we are incorporated into the
apparatus we have created and subordinated to its rhythms and demands.” 'Feenberg,
1995, p. 25(

The evolution of information technology and the way it influences everyday
life may, be described in a variety of ways. This chapter outlines some contemporary research into aesthetic experience and information technology in
search of some further basis for envisioning the reflexive nature of information
technology. As aesthetics is also presently attracting many researchers within
the field of Human-Computer Interaction 'HCI(, this chapter outlines some
recent discussions within this area 'e.g. Aboulafia et al. 2001; Bertelsen, 2001;
Blythe & Wright, 2003; Bødker, 2004; DiSalvo, 2001; Gaver et al., 2004;
Heller, 2005; Laurel, 1991; 2003; 2004; McCarthy, 2004; McCarthy & Wright,
2004; Norman, 2004; 2004a; Pold, 2005; 2004; Rogers et al., 2002; Tractinsky, 1997; Tractinsky et al., 2000; Tractinsky and Hassenzahl, 2005(.
However, before entering yet another field of related research I want to
make some initial remarks about how and why I find aesthetics provides some
insights into how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned. Like Bødker '2004( I believe aesthetics de-substantializes information
technology, i.e. acknowledging that people give things meaning in dialogue
with their lifeworlds implies that there are indefinite ways to have an aesthetical experience and indefinite ways of comprehending information technology
'e.g. Dreyfus, 2001; Feenberg, 2005; McCarthy and Wright, 2003; 2004; 2005(.
Thus, in this chapter I suggest that focusing on the aesthetic experience of information technology entails the possibility of investigate ambiguous meanings of information
technology, meanings that are all intrinsic to information technology, but have so far
has received little or no attention. This suggestion also move away from a view
of information technology as an object, with certain features, qualities and
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In a recent number of Theory, Culture & Society, 2005, Vol. 22'1( pp. 1-27 Fraser et al. '2005( describe the new vitalism as a state where objects, subjects, and concepts are composed of nothing more
or less than relations, reciprocal enfoldings gathered together in temporary and contingent unities.
'Fraser et al., 2005, p. 3(
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properties, towards a view of information technology as a relation to the world, to
itself, and to being human 'e.g. Borgmann, 1984; 1999; Bødker, 2004; Feenberg,
2005; Heidegger, 1977; Ihde, 1990; Turkle, 1984(.
“Yet for the current purpose the experiencing of technology becomes primary for an understanding of how we relate to a comprehensively computerized environment.” 'Bødker, 2004,
p. 5(

Chapter 4 focused mainly on related research where users have become desubstantialized, in this chapter I tentatively suggest that the variety of meanings of information technology presently explored by contemporary research
in HCI are the first embryonic steps towards acknowledging and investigating
information technology as multi-stable, polymorphic and dynamic technology.
Or, as suggested by Löwgren and Stolterman '2004( it is a material without
properties, and a technology that easily lends itself to endless investigations of what it
means to be.
“We argue that, despite the growing interest in the place of technology in practices such
as work, leisure, and education, an experiential account of technology that addresses itself to felt life is still lacking.” 'McCarthy and Wright, 2004, p. 23, my emphasis(

Before such statements can be fully comprehensible a brief outline is needed
of the arguments and distinctions concerning aesthetic experience that have so
far are being explored within the field of Human-Computer Interaction
'HCI(. Norman’s '2004( account of the three levels of beauty, for instance,
provides one entry into such research. However, perhaps more importantly, I
find that the interest in aesthetics has led HCI researchers to become interested in more critically informed practices 'e.g. Boehner, et al, 2004; Pold,
2005(. I also find that some HCI researchers are engaged in investigations into
aesthetics in order to embrace the felt meanings of information technology in
their work. Some fundamental philosophical inquiries into the ways in which
technology intervenes in and transforms the lifeworld are thus also made in
this chapter. For instance, in Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life,
Borgmann '1984( strongly suggests that we rethink the emphasis on use and
usefulness in our dealings with technology since that which is useful and that
which is good not totally correspond. That is, even if a technology is useful
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there might be ultimate concerns that are threatened. Don Ihde’s '1990( phenomenological program provides an opportunity for further characterizations
of the transformative ability of information technology. In this chapter it is
suggested that the third part of the continuum outlined by Ihde '1990(, alterity
relationships, are particularly interesting. In moving towards a deeper understanding of information technology as experience I conclude that the aesthetics of information technology is as much about what individuals bring into the
situation and their openness to experience as it is about what is expressed in technological design 'e.g. McCarthy and Wright, 2004(. Although most HCI research today focuses on how aesthetics can provide alternative foundations for
design I use parts of this related research to pursue the main argument in this
thesis, which is, that Informatics research and related disciplines need to move
beyond use and design as the sole perspectives informing research.
In this chapter I find increasing support for seeking alternative ways to
grasp the relationship between information technology and human experience
as a whole. I find particularly that alterity relations in combination with a reflective research practice informed by aesthetic experiences of information
technology provides some important cues to how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned.

5.1 Understanding and designing for aesthetic experience
Over the last few years there have been several attempts to provide theories
and frameworks for user experiences in HCI. Some have taken a more traditional stance on user experience 'e.g. Bertelsen, forthcoming; Hassenzhal,
2004; Norman, 2004; 2004a; Tractinsky, 2004(. Tractinsky and Hassenzahl
'2005( for instance outline several arguments for considering the importance
of aesthetics for HCI. Among other things they suggest that aesthetics assist
in differentiating amongst product attributes, and also that aesthetics colors
the way people perceive other qualities of IT artifacts. Hence, aesthetics in
this respect is regarded an aspect of our basic human needs and of such statements as: products that are beautiful are also useful and good 'e.g. Tractinsky
et al., 2000(.
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Norman '2004; 2004a(, outlines three levels of beauty, two subconscious
and one conscious. These levels also lend themselves to a rough division of the
research on aesthetics in HCI. The visceral level is concerned with appearance
and other qualities inherent in objects and here researchers investigate aesthetic aspects where beauty is associated with the object itself 'e.g. Norman,
2004a, p. 314(. The behavioral level concerns the pleasure and effectiveness of
use. This level is driven by expectations; for instance, a positive affect from use
is a result of feeling in control of or understanding the product. Lack of control or of match between expectations and experience produces negative affect. Finally the reflective level, according to Norman 'ibid(, is the highest
level, concerned with the meaning of the product in its cultural and contextual
settings.
“It is only at the reflective level that full-fledged emotions reside. This level is intellectually driven. It is conscious and aware of emotional feelings. Moreover it uses the rich history of prior experiences, one’s own self-image, and personal meanings to evaluate any
experience.” 'Norman, 2005, p. 315(

Interest in the reflective levels of information technology is often found in research into cultural usability, with explorations into how cultural influences
lead to variations in people’s behavior and practice, and how such variations
should be considered in design 'e.g. Boehner et al., 2005; Callahan, 2005;
Kuutti, 2001; Nowian & Norcio, 2006; Tractinsky, 1997; Tractinsky et al.,
2000(.
There are however others who adopts a more pragmatic, artistic and/or
critical approach to the study of aesthetics in HCI 'e.g. Blyth et al., 2006;
Gaver et al., 2004; McCarthy and Wright 2004(. Amongst these studies there
is also a particular interest in using aesthetics to investigate and question the
values and foundations in design 'e.g. Boehner, et al, 2004; Sengers et al., 2005;
DiSalvo, 2004; Dourish et al., 2004; Frohlich, 2004; McCarthy, 2004;
McCarthy and Wright, 2004; Redström, 2001(.
“It is obvious that the usability approach to design leaves out aspects of use that are acknowledged in other areas of design for everyday life. In fact, the basic premise of technology use as a way of increasing productivity, is in many respects incompatible with everyday life.” 'Redström, 2001, p. 13(
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Redström’s 'ibid( research is one example of the recent attempts to suggest
that aesthetics should be a new foundation for design. Redström 'ibid( also
suggests that aesthetics is the quality that shapes the balance of user needs and wants
within technical and social constraints. In this way his research is related to this
thesis and I also sympathize very much with his approach. However, I gather
that Redström 'ibid( and many other HCI researchers are primarily concerned
with understanding and exploring new design spaces and/or restoring the continuity between professional and prosaic design 'e.g. McCarthy and Wright,
2004(. In Redström’s '2001( work this is formulated as the question of how to
design for living with rather than just using computational technology. Or as
Redström expresses it:
“Since the concern here is how to design things, it is, however, not enough to criticize
existing approaches to interaction design by pointing out their limitations outside their
original domain; for such critique to be meaningful, it has to be accompanied with practical examples of alternative approaches to the given problems.” 'Redström, 2001, p. 20, my
emphasis(

Redström’s 'ibid( work is one example of the emerging interest in the subjective, aesthetical, experiential aspects of information technology so relevant to
this thesis, and is also indicative of the design approach that often accompanies this interest.107 McCarthy and Wright 'ibid( suggest that it is important to
understand aesthetic experience if we are interested in accounting for subjective or lived experiences of information technology. To this end they attempt
to make Informatics researchers more sensitive to particular aspects of information technology and particular aspects of experiences of use, i.e. aspects of
use where meaningfulness is anticipated.108
“In order to $…% approach to aesthetic experience in our inquiry into technology, we
must begin to see technology in terms of situated creativity and dialogicality.” 'McCarthy
and Wright, 2004, p. 77(
107

As what can be framed as a counter position to such design orientation throughout this thesis I
argue for the need and necessity of a critical perspective. This counter position is taken since I find
such perspective to be under valued, neglected and an increasingly important to further explore. Presently the design perspective is also being given a lot of attention for instance expressed in Dourish
'2002(, Fällman '2003(, McCarthy and Wright '2004(, Lund '2003( and Nelson & Stolterman '2003(.
108

McCarthy and Wright '2004( also explore four threads of experiences sensual, emotional, compositional and spatio-temporal.
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Most importantly they emphasize that becoming aware of and/or constructing a self
is a particularly salient feature of making sense of aesthetic experiences.
Hence, in order to appreciate information technology aesthetically a particular
response is formed in relation to information technology in which a new and
different sense of self emerges. They hold that an aesthetic understanding of information technology:
“$…%requires that we see any boundaries between humans and technology as constituted
by the dialogical relations sustaining them and that we see human-technology relations as
always open and becoming.” 'McCarty and Wright, 2003, p.77f, my emphasis(

This interest has led to both a critical questioning of core metaphors in design
and to various attempts to invert such metaphors in order to bring what has
been marginalized to the center of attention in design 'e.g. Agre, 1997; Fiore,
2004; Sengers et al., 2005(. Sengers et al. '2005( for instance, suggest six principles of and strategies for reflective design. These principles and strategies are
suggested as resources for rethinking dominant metaphors and values and also
as resources for engaging users in the collaborative production of information
technology that is meaningful. The idea behind reflective design is to build
technologies in such a way that they support critical reflection.
“Technology is not something you just use to get a task done, but it also helps you to reflect on the task while you’re engaged in it or to reflect on the way technology is attempting to ‘help’ you with that task. In that way it provides a critical distance for user so they
can think about what role a given technology is playing in their lives, and whether they want to
accept that role, whether they think the role technology attributes to them makes sense.
It is also a way to provide reflection for designers to think about what the limitations of
the field as it is currently constituted, where the blind spots of their disciplines are.
That’s reflective design.” 'Sengers in Bødker, 2005, my emphasis(

So, at present it seems that reflective design in HCI is among other things
preoccupied with exploring and providing technical support for critical self-reflection
guided by the assumption that such efforts might provide people with a better ability to
make free decisions about how they want to live their lives. Before moving towards
such deeper understandings of technology as experience, I detour into what
philosophers of technology have discussed and advanced concerning the nature
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and role of the relationship between lifeworld and technology, which to a certain extent resembles the themes investigated above.

5.2 Focal things and practices: technology and the lifeworld
In the book, Holding on to Reality!Information technology at the turn of the millennium '1999(, Borgmann specifically addresses contemporary development and
the use of information technologies and the consequences for the human ability to generate significance and meaning. In Borgmann’s 'ibid( view information has evolved over time"from something rather simple to something complex and technical and while I cannot utilize the whole range of nuances and
complexities in his thinking, the distinction he makes between different kinds
of information emphasizes some important aspects with respect to the relationship between human experience and information technology. The problem, as Borgmann 'ibid( sees it, is that due to a profound and irreversible
change in the relationship between information and reality, information has lost
its signifying power 'ibid, p. 220(. This claim is supported by a thorough analyzis
of different kinds of information resulting in the view the relationship between the sign and the world has become obsolete and indifferent. In Borgmann’s 'ibid( view correcting the balance between information and reality is
the crucial task. There is, however, no sense in trying to channel the development of information technology through narrow proscriptions or prescriptions. Nor does it make sense of course to let this development run wild and
overrun nature and culture. It is best to develop freely within a world whose
natural and cultural ecologies are guarded and engaged 'ibid, p. 221(.
“In a world exclusively of signs, one promise would proclaim another, but nothing would
ever be fulfilled. If the world consisted of things only, we would be confined to our immediacy. Nothing could refer us to the wider world and to the world as a whole.” 'Ibid, p.
18(

In Borgmann’s view '1984( there are things around us that are designed in
harmony with our ultimate concerns"things that are concrete and tangible
and contribute to deepen our experiences and our sense of totality and belonging. Such things cannot be understood by referring to some kind of functionality, instead they are ascribed focal meaning; they have a tradition, struc-
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ture, and rhythm of their own which interweaves their significance and their
ends in a way that is beyond complete control. Things that are focal are designed with the ability to ground human lives within a larger whole and are
characterized by their ability to provide humans with significance. They are, in
Borgmann’s 'ibid( words “engaging because they possess many and often contradictory
dimensions”.
“The language of ultimate concern has a great variety of forms that can be ordered and
considered from many point of view $…% It illuminates what concerns me and, if successful, provides you with an understanding that will move you to act as I have been moved.”
'Borgmann 1984, p. 178; 180(

Borgmann 'ibid( contrasts focal things with devices"designed in such a way as
to obtrude into our experiences of reality as a whole. Devices are made take up
the world in an instrumental and effective fashion. Devices have a clear distinction between machinery and function"the machinery is designed to be as
intangible and invisible as possible whereas the end should be realized as instantly as possible through its varied functionality. Any unnecessary references
to social and ecological contexts are reduced in the design of devices. In using
devices people are deprived of a context in which the actualization of ends
makes sense. Devices as such are not designed to leave any room for signifying
processes beyond the immediate surface.
Borgmann 'ibid( argues that the development and use of devices removes
focal experiences from our reality, since an artifact is not only a provider, but also
a placeholder that brings together our experience of reality. As Strong & Higgs '2000(
frame it:
“The good life that devices obtain disappoints our deeper aspirations. The promise of
technology, pursued limitlessly, is simultaneously alluring and disengaging.” 'Ibid, p. 23,
my emphasis(

The notion of the device paradigm"as formulated by Borgmann '1984("tells
us that most contemporary understanding of technology pushes us towards an
understanding of technology merely as an end. Technological artifacts are only
understood as providers that leave us with an understanding of technology that
is focused on the outcomes that these artifacts provide us with.
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“The device paradigm helps us to understand why people expect so much from technology.” 'Strong, & Higgs, 2000, p. 27(

Borgmann '1984( also believes that the development and use of devices has led
to a situation where we understand technology as providers of commodities,
designed to grant our wishes without requiring any patience, skill or effort on our
part. In the device paradigm the world is taken up in an instrumental and effective fashion through technological artifacts and systems that are not designed to be experienced in any active and signifying way and we are focused
on the outcomes that technology provides rather than concerned with the way
we experience reality as a whole. It seems that the current conceptions and use
of information technology fulfill many aspects of the device paradigm.
Borgmann '1984; 1999( thus suggests that any technological artifact establishes relationships with people’s lifeworlds and directs human attention to a
particular ways of being in the world. However Borgmann '1984( also directs
our attention to the fact that technological artifacts are not only valued as individual objects, but also as parts of wholes. Ihde '1990( further advances these ideas
into a phenomenological program where four different ways in which technology intervenes in human experience are outlined"i.e. embodied relations,
hermeneutic relations, alterity relations and background relations"all existing
along a continuum in respect to one and the same artifact/technology. This
idea of the continuum has been the subject of recent studies of information
technology. Fällman '2003( for instance, used it to explore the unstable character of mobile interaction; Lindh Waterworth '2001( to explore the role of perceptual information technology for everyday creativity, and Bakardjieva-Rizova
'2000( to explore lifeworld experiences of domestic Internet use. In these
studies the principal concern has revolved around two of the better known and
elaborated relationships within this continuum"i.e. the embodied and hermenutic relationship with technology. However according to Ihde '1990( the
primary relationship with technology in a phenomenological program is the alterity relationship and in what follows this is further elaborated and discussed below.
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In an embodied relation the world is directly experienced through the use of
an artifact. The artifact stands between the person and that which is experienced. The artifact is not the primary focus, but rather is the extension, augmentation or prosthesis of the person and the human ability to experience
through technology 'Ihde, 1990, p. 72(.
Hence, in embodied relations, technology stands between that which is experienced and the one who is experiencing. Since people experience through
technology there is a particular demand for transparency. In embodied relations
with technology, the technology must first be learned and understood before it
can withdraw and become part of the everyday experience. Once the technology is learnt it is seldom noticed, as one of the characteristics of embodied relationships to technology is the symbiosis of human and artifact in different
use situations. 'Ibid.(
Thus, in embodiment relations, technology simultaneously magnifies or amplifies and reduces or displaces that which is experienced through them. They
are, according to Ihde 'ibid(, technologically relative in a double sense. The
technology must fit the use"i.e. the closer to invisibility, transparency and the
sense that it is an extension of one’s own body the technology allows is the
better.
“$…%on the other side there is a wish for total transparency, total embodiment, a wish for
technology to become truly me.” 'Ibid, p. 75(

Ihde frames this a double desire, which means that humans strive for the immediate experience that are attained without technology at the same time as the
power, strength and or particular character of the transformation is desired.
According to Ihde 'ibid( people strive for the transformation that technology
makes possible, but they want to experience it in a way that makes it possible
to remain unaware of the existence of technology. In such relations people
want to use technology in order to become one with technology. The user
both wants and does not want the technology; They want what is provided by
the technological transformation but not the limits, the constraints that a
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technologically extended body implies. There is thus a fundamental ambivalence
toward in embodied relationships with technology.

Hermeneutic relations: Human

"Technology-World$

Hermeneutic relationships are the second kind of relationships outlined by
Ihde '1990(. This human-technology relation addresses a special kind of action
and experience that are analogous to the process of reading. Reading in this
sense is the reading of something"and in normal circumstances this something is a text, something written. What is read is placed before the eye.
Both embodied and hermeneutic relations are fundamentally existential relationships between humanity, technology and the world. Compared to embodied relations with technology, however hermeneutic relations regard technology as the visual terminus, the textual artifact in itself. The technology is
that which is experienced, but at the same time as it refers to something beyond itself"something that cannot be directly experienced. In this relationship transparency is also sought, but a textual or hermeneutic transparency, not a perceptual transparency as in embodied relations. Ihde takes the example of a cold
day. When you are inside you can read that is cold by looking at a thermometer but you do not experience it, yet you still know how cold it is. Reading the
thermometer, allows you to know hermeneutically that it is cold. A hermeneutic relation resembles a sensory experience in that it is a kind of seeing of something. However it is a referential seeing and has a direct focus, for example the
reading of the thermometer. Another example of a kind of reading of a phenomenon is the instrument panel in a car. The immediate perceptual focus is
the panel. If the instrument does not correctly relate to the phenomena the
referential object cannot emerge and become present.
Hence, in hermeneutic relations technology remains the mean by which something
else appears. Technology as technology only appears when it breaks down and/or
fails to provide a comprehensive account of the world. This negative characterization of technology is also sometimes used in order to detect and design
better functionality and/or referential seeing of information technology.
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The third type of relationship that Ihde '1990, p. 95( elaborates is alterity relation with technology. This is characterized by an understanding technology as
the other and as a relation to or with technology. According to Ihde 'ibid( this
human-technology relation might appear strange to anyone limited by objectivist accounts of technology, but this would be to miss what is so unique about
human-technology relations. In alterity relations the distinctiveness is allowed to
emerge fully since technology both appears and transforms experience by being something else, something different and/or something new.
Hence, conceptions of technology as other, compared to the other two humantechnology relationships, are freer relationships with technology; free in terms
of nothing but technology being in the foreground. This relationship is hard to
understand if only common conceptions of use situations of technology are
accepted. It is a relationship that emerges when technology appears to have a life
of its own or when the relationship with technology is established as a result of to some
fascination or preoccupation with technology 'ibid, p. 100(. This relationship with
technology explicitly touches upon technology as an important constituent in
more open contexts of life such as games, art and sport, 'i.e. everyday life(
'ibid(.
Alterity relations are also, according to Ihde 'ibid( comprised of a number
of well known, but problematic interpretations of technology, such as anthropomorphism of artifacts, computer intelligence as human intelligence,
autonomous technology, living technology, object of fascination. Ihde 'ibid(,
however, accentuates that this is precisely what is distinctive about this dimension of technology. He states that technology in this experiential dimension is initially established in some kind of familiarity or semblance with something already known then later found to be something radically different.
According to Ihde '1990( human experiences with information technology
easily fit into alterity relations, especially if one is interested in seeking out the
differences that emerges as a result of an encounter with computers 'ibid, p. 102(. By
differating alterity relationships with technology as one important dimension
of lifeworld relationships with technology Ihde 'ibid( opens up to investigation:
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“$…% the multiple attentions humans give the different forms of the other.” 'Ibid, p. 107(

The idea of otherness is often misunderstood as autonomy and as such evokes
assumptions resembling technological determinism. The idea of autonomous
technology has also been discussed at length by critical theorists of technology
e.g. Borgmann, 1984; Ellul, 1964; Feenberg, 1991; Winner, 1986. Ellul '1964(,
for instance, argues that technology has become an end in itself rather than a
means to an end. Such views easily return our ideas to the notion of reification
discussed in Chapter 3 and the device paradigm discussed in the beginning of
this subsection. But as will be further discussed below, putting lifeworld and
technology at the center of the analysis does not necessarily imply acceptance
of the technological imperative. An interest in alterity relationships with technology can also be regarded as an interest in the positive unity and/or merger of lifeworld and technology where meaningfulness and a sense of whole is anticipated and recounted.
Following McCarthy and Wright '2004( alterity relationships can rather be
seen as constituted by the irreducible relationship between self and object, a
relationship that is richly integrated and above all meaningful 'ibid(.
“In other words, our responses to technologies - our feelings about them and emotional
responses towards them, how we think about them and act with them - tells us something about our selves as individuals and the nature of our human subjectivity or self awareness.”
'McCarthy, 2004(

Below I will advance the idea that putting felt life at the centre of analysis, as
suggested by McCarthy and Wright '2004(, not only provides us with a different understanding of our selves, but it might also evoke a different understanding of information technology. An understanding that both allows further
explorations of its transformative powers and grants primacy to people’s sensemaking and meaning making in establishing what this technology is increasingly becoming.

5.3 Putting felt life at the centre
In an attempt to put felt life at the centre of technological understanding
McCarthy and Wright '2004( investigate what can be seen if on looks at tech-
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nology through aesthetic-experiential lens. By shifting the focus from a rationalistic approach to information technology to the interplay and dialogical encounters between selves and otherness evoked by this technology they, suggest
that aesthetics provides a unique perspective from which to gain a perception of technology.
Very briefly, in their 'ibid( view the salient feature of an aesthetic response to otherness is based on the premise that each person has a unique place in time. Based on
Bakthin '1990( and Dewey '1934(, among others McCarthy and Wright '2004(
further suggest because of their unique position humans continuously reflect
upon that position. Thus whenever a sense of wholeness and meaningfulness is fulfilled, the object, situation or act is aesthetically appreciated.
“$…% in aesthetic experience our need for a sense of the meaningfulness and wholeness is
fulfilled $…%.” 'Ibid, p. 57(

Their central argument is that just as people are impelled to attribute meaning
to the things in our environment, they also need to envision themselves as coherent and meaningful beings. Yet as our sense of sense and of any particular
situation or object also depends on previous experience and reflection, meaning is attained in an ongoing fashion and is also absorbed into various objects
and situations.
“The active, selective process involved in producing a sense of the situation $…% does not
require conscious, purposive, deliberate thinking, rather pre-reflective and immediate
seeing.” 'McCarty and Wright, 2004, p. 117(

This means that when aesthetics is discussed in conjunction with information
technology, we need to turn our interest to the various ways in which people have
meaningful engagements with technology 'ibid(. As was previously suggested by reflective HCI, here it is suggested that a focus on aesthetic experiences can be
used in order to explore critically alterative metaphors for understanding information technology 'Blythe, et al., 2006; McCarthy, 2004(.
“Putting felt-life at the centre should throw new light on the cognitive and intellectual
processes that it moves to the margins. $…% It $…% enables us to see technology differently, as
well as the activities and practices that surround technology.” 'McCarthy, 2004, my emphasis(
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McCarthy '2004( further suggests that such a reversal should enable researchers to make sense of issues such as tenacity, resistance, and enchantment that are
often considered alien or even incoherent aspects of technology. Putting feltlife at the centre of information technology seems to indicate that different
aspects of technology are coming to the foreground of researchers’ attention.109 A focus on the aesthetic experiences of information technology suggests that we
view information technology as an open and unfinished process that in its constant openness is constantly becoming 'McCarthy and Wright, 2004, p. 69(.

5.4 Narratives, tensions and situations: anticipations and recounts
One way of learning from our aesthetic encounters with information technology is to teach and tell each other about our experiences. Since aesthetic encounters are felt experiences they do not easily lend themselves to linguistic expressions and/or the rational discourse often associated with technology.
Rather, aesthetic experiences are immediate and pre-reflective and can therefore seldom be accounted for in a straightforward manner. In this respect
McCarthy and Wright 'ibid( also warn us about anticipating a finite and comprehensible unity when we turn to aesthetics in search of new foundations.
They 'ibid( write:
“We tend to close our minds to the potentiality $…% having already decided what everything is. Because of this, we fail to notice the essential creativity of our relationship with
every ‘thing’ that is.” 'Ibid, p. 70(

In my view this advice is a crucial for researchers interested in the aesthetics of
information technology. It also suggests that research and researchers seeking
an aesthetic comprehension of information technology must find alternative
ways and inducements for their work. In this thesis my aim to envision the
reflexive nature of information technology can also be comprehended according to this way of thinking. Based on the open character of information technology there seems to be an instance in our response to it where there might
be something new, different and other. I attempt accordingly to make this in109

This shift also encompasses a shift in our comprehension of the significance of this technology
since it varies and changes depending on what people are doing and experiencing in their encounters
with it.
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stance more intelligible by trying to approach this question based on my research.
Here, based on McCarthy and Wright '2004(, I advance the position that
the focus of attention when envisioning the reflexive nature of information technology
should be on its open character. This suggest that researchers, rather than finding
unity in expressions and objects, should devote themselves to further elaborating ways in which to embrace the potential of radically new ways of thinking, acting and being as a result of the presence of information technology in
our lives.
“In a world of change, the same action can have different meaning and significance, as
the context is always different. In an open world, all action is creative, a fresh use of intelligence producing something surprising and new every time.” 'Ibid, p. 71(

One approach to aesthetic experiences of information technology that is
slowly gaining acceptance within the field of HCI is the use of narratives. For
instance, the tool for analysis suggested by McCarthy and Wright '2004( can
serve as a useful starting point in illustrating the ways narratives generate a new
and different understanding of information technology.
McCarthy and Wright 'ibid( find that six processes of sense-making are particularly illuminating when approaching technology as experienced. Although
it is not suggested that these are linear, but they are briefly presented in that
way here. Anticipation is the process in experience that directs attention to intentionality and that we as humans direct our attention towards whatever it is
that we are experiencing. In the process of anticipation our prior experiences
form our desires and intents towards that which we are presently experiencing.
Connecting, refers to the immediate response of the situation encountered. In
this instance the emotive attachment to the other world allows for meaning
and personal sense to emerge. Interpretation refers to the unfolding of the experience and discerning the narrative structure that eventually evokes a thrill of
excitement or anxiety about the unknown. But we also make judgments about
the unfolding experience. Reflection is the inner dialogue that helps us to
meaningfully recount our experience to others. In that respect two subprocesses occur"appropriation and recounting. Appropriation refers to the
process of making an experience our own by relating it to our sense of self and,
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an anticipated future. Recounting, involves telling the experience to others and
oneself and like reflecting and appropriating, moves beyond the immediate
experience and considers and compares it with other prior experiences.
Narratives are accounts of events occurring over time, but they also shape our
felt, lived experience. They not only mirror what actually happens but we select them so that we can position ourselves in the story 'e.g. Bruner, 1987;
McCarthy and Wright, 2004; Riessman 1993(. Narratives can therefore be
both contradictory and incoherent, but still truly valid in terms for learning
about the significance and role that information technology plays in our lives
'e.g. Elovaara, 2004; Haraway, 2000(.
“Understanding the world is about living inside stories. There is no place to be in the
world outside the stories. And these stories are literalized in these objects. Or better objects are frozen stories $…%.” 'Haraway, 2000, p. 207(

Hence, the focus on aesthetic experience and information technology has not
only brought felt life to the foreground of analysis in HCI, it has also in my
view raised the questions about information technology beyond the perspectives of use and design. Since an aesthetic interest in information technology is
largely devoted to how people are making sense of experience in their everyday
life and how the sense of self emerges in our encounters with information
technology, a new critical agenda that goes beyond perspectives of use and design seems necessary.
At the beginning of the chapter I suggested that the recent aesthetic interest in information technology has initiated a search for how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned. Above I have reviewed
some of the attempts that contemporary researchers have made to account for
such reflexivity. My findings so far are that aesthetic experiences encompass
possibilities to grasp the meaningfulness and significance from encounters
with technology as other.
In the six processes suggested by McCarthy and Wright '2004( above I have
found further support in my attempts to transcend use and design as the only
perspectives informing our understanding of information technology. Although not intended as such, the focus on felt experience and the aesthetics of
information technology can, also be understood as an attempt to investigate
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the merger of otherness and self, to find new ways to grasp and approach information technology and human experience as a whole. Ending this chapter, I
suggest that the distinctiveness implied by the notion of technology as other is
maintained in order to allow the tension in our encounters with information
technology remain as unfinished and open as possible. It is in such tensions
that transformative powers, i.e. the reflexive nature of information technology,
can be further explored.

5.5 A summary of Part II
The second part has mainly been drawn on Heidegger’s '1977( dual view of
technology in an attempt to accentuate important but suppressed aspects of
this duality, based on related research. Here again I would like us to remind
ourselves that it is in the spirit of Heidegger’s 'ibid( thinking about technology
that in this part I have tried to delineate a theoretical base which allows opposing conceptions of technology to be appreciated as equally true at the same
time.
In Chapter 3, I outlined the strong emphasis on the perspective of use and
design is the Scandinavian tradition of IS research 'which is also still present in
both in most IS and HCI research( results in too narrow conceptions of the
role of information technology in everyday life. In advancing Critical Informatics I find that the Scandinavian tradition in Informatics research is mainly
based on four different themes which directs the methods and questions;
emancipation, representation, contextualization and attraction. In Chapter 11
I will return to these themes and suggest them to be suitable for further inquires into the reflexive nature of information technology in everyday life.
In Chapter 4, I embraced and established the strength and rationale in of
the research findings on information technology and everyday life. Towards
the end of this chapter I also tentatively suggested that considering more seriously what are often referred to as its paradoxical and/or contradictory manifestations could contribute to a deeper understanding of the significance of
information technology in people’s lives. Finally in Chapter 4 I have explored
the foundations from which to delineate a theoretical base contesting the device paradigm discussed in this chapter. For me the nature of the intersection
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between information technology and aesthetics allows us to approach people’s
engagement with technology as other and its significance will be further discussed
in part four.
The next part contains three “frozen” stories, which narrate the reflexive
nature of information technology, based on my studies 'e.g. Elovaara, 2004;
Haraway, 2002(. In these stories various tensions, situations and qualitative
shifts are presented that to varying degrees encompass a shift in thinking
about the significance of information technology in everyday life. Although
these stories have evolved after they were written, they still encapsulate some
important aspects of how the reflexive nature of information technology can
be envisioned.
In part four I will further elaborate on the position established based on my
studies 'e.g. Chapter 9 and onwards(. At this point in the text I would like to
remind readers that any attempt to convey the felt experiences of information
technology must take into account that such aspects cannot be separated from
the whole, but must be grasped in terms of their particular contexts and horizons. The next part of the thesis is a tentative attempt to envision the reflexive
nature of information technology, knowing that not only human experiences
but also information technology can be understood and approached in a variety of ways. The stories comprising the part below intend to support us in surpassing towards a more aesthetically and critically oriented appreciation of information technology.

SURPASSING

”Human Dasein"a being that find itself situated in the midst of beings, comporting itself toward beings"in so doing exists in such a way that beings are always manifest as a whole. Here it is not necessary that this wholeness be expressly conceptualized; its belonging to Dasein can be veiled, the expanse of this
whole is changeable. This wholeness is understood without the whole of those
beings that are manifest being explicitly grasped or indeed ‘completely’ investigated in their specific connections, domains and layers. Yet the understanding of
this wholeness, an understanding that in each case reaches ahead and embraces
it, is a surpassing in the direction of the world.” %Heidegger, 1998, p. 1&
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Introduction to the third part
This part consists of three chapters that as a whole provide a comprehensive account
of how I have learned to appreciate the reflexive nature of information technology
during my PhD work. Each of the chapters has been previously published, but here
they constitute a collection of frozen stories in which some aspects of the reflexivness of information technology are narrated based on my studies.
In Chapter 6, four different forms of virtual communities are explored. These distinct forms initiates the discussion concerning why people are turning to computers
in their everyday life. The chapter also depicts how an increased use of information
technology within everyday life among other things might contribute to new social
aggregations that people are able to establish a sense of belonging to. However more importantly this chapter also suggests and illustrates the polymorphic character of human
relationships with information technology. It is suggested that a deeper understanding of such new social forms are dependent on an understanding of human experience
and information technology as a whole.
Chapter 7 is based on my lived experiences of participating in the design of a VR
world and is a preliminary attempt to depict how being-in-virtual worlds is formed by
the participants understanding and inherent desires. Particular emphasis is here made
on dialectic interplays and artful integrations of significant human experiences and information technology. Also some reason are given for assuming that such intertwined
processes are of growing importance when people enters and explores virtual environments and worlds. Here one of the more interesting aspects concerning the reflexiveness of information technology is that the participants of this environment
established a use pattern resembling design, but also that the participant’s inherent
desires played an important part in the creation of the world.
Chapter 8 is based on the personal account of Linnea’s use of information technology in her everyday. One of the things conveyed by this story is the evasiveness and
contradictory nature of everyday life. Also the story provides some preliminary insights
into some new webs of signification actualized when information technology are disseminating into people’s lifeworlds %e.g. the potential of mundane engagements, affectionate relationships and inter-subjective reflections in relationships with information technology&.
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6. Different forms of Virtual Communities
In the 1970s people!principally academics at American Universities""started
to exchange information via computer-mediated communication.110 This was
made possible by electronic mail, file transfers and""by today’s standard""relatively primitive computer-based conference systems. The Well, one
of today’s best known virtual communities, was established in 1985. According
to Katie Hafner $1997%, it was formed almost by accident by a small number of
people in the American West who wanted to create a new forum for social
criticism and community life.
The initial questions, motivating this chapter, are of the following kinds:
Are communities like The Well and IS World of the same kind? Are people
participating in communities like Seattle Community Network and Cybersphere for the same reasons?111 In the chapter the tentative response to these
questions is no. If we want to understand why people turn to computers in
their everyday life we need to be able to better distinguish and categorize peoples’ encounters with information technology. In this chapter, four different
and distinct forms of virtual communities are suggested in an attempt to present a different way of seeing that will also motivates further research into why
people respond to information technology in such a variety of ways. The forms
of virtual communities suggested in this chapter are: 1% Community Networks,
2% Professional communities, 3% Personal communities, and 4% Third-place
communities,
The chapter begins with a general overview a recent sociological theory that
has inspired the suggested categorization, the Social Network Approach
$Wellman et al. 1988%, followed by a presentation of four different forms of
virtual communities. The chapter ends with some tentative conclusions concerning the significance of these different forms in generating a deeper understanding of why people increasingly turn to computers in their everyday life.

110
111

This chapter is based on Croon $1997% and Croon & Ågren $1998%.

Cybersphere is presented in Shaap $2002% and Seattle Community Networks can be found at
http://www.scn.org and is also presented by Schuler $1996a%.
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6.1 Communities and Virtual Communities
Within Sociology there is an interest in how technological innovations and the
organizational changes that follow alter the prerequisites for social and human
relations. Wellman $1988, p. 133ff% distinguishes three common perspectives on
how sociologists usually view the relationship between technological development and societal change.
Community Lost expresses the view that large-scale social change, globalization and increased bureaucracy diminish the possibilities for human communities and social relationships to prosper. People become isolated atoms and
communities disappear. The only kind of social relationships that remain are
based within formal organizations or are a result of people living together on
the same geographical location!communities in any deeper sense are not generated.
The opposite, Community Saved, is based on the view that, regardless of
structural changes, people generate relationships within the forms that are
made possible by technological and social changes. However relationships and
communities alter and might take different forms than previously. Researchers
who argue that communities are lost have simply looked in the wrong places.
A third and more recent view has also started to emerge, Community Liberated. According to this view people are generating communities outside the
traditional geographical boundaries with the aid of various transportation and
communication techniques. Participation in several and more specialized interest-based communities, often with weaker ties among those involved, is replacing densely knit urban neighborhoods. This last view has led to in shift of
attention from place to network respecting to studies of communities and social relationships. Neighborhood and family ties in this view are only regarded
as a part of human communities, when communication technologies such as
cars, trains, airplanes, telephones and computers are reducing the importance
of physical locations. Social relationships can now be maintained despite large
geographic distance.
Wellman $ibid, Chapter 6% introduces a more precise description of Community Liberated; so-called Personal Communities. Such communities are focused on individuals and their participation in different communities and so-
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cial relationships. The boundaries for such communities are more difficult to
define and it is harder for an outsider to acknowledge who is a participant and
who is not.
Based on this brief discussion it is possible to discern three ways in which
social communities can be established:
1. Geography; the physical location determines social communities. Thus,
Umeå and Los Angeles as well as Beijing and Copenhagen are determined by their physical location. The workplace where an individual is
employed is similarly determined. Individuals are primarily regarded as
participants in communities because they live there or happen to be
employed by a formal organization.
2. Shared interest; an interest held in common by a group determines the
community. Such communities include smaller social groups such as,
sports communities, political organizations, and other voluntary communities. The physical location is less important as the social relationships are established by the shared concern or interest, not the fact that
they happen to live in the same street or neighborhood. The physical location might have some importance, since people are expected to be
able to physically meet each other.
3. Individual interest; the individual’s personal interest determines the
community. In traditional communities there are often individuals who
do not share the commonly held goals and interests amongst the people
in the geographically-bounded space. An individual might establish a
network amongst people that share one or more interest with that particular individual, without knowing or sharing all interest with all people
involved.

Virtual Communities ! background and scope
Even if The Well is the best known and influential virtual community, it was
not the first. The relatively unknown virtual community, CommuniTreee was
established as early as 1978 in the same geographical area as The Well: northern California. This community emerged from the use of a Bulletin Board System $BBS%, a computer-based conference system that, according to Stone
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$1997% was the first BBS with a so-called, tree protocol. The tree structure of
the protocol not only determined how the files within the database would be
organized but also that people’s comments would be organized as threads according to certain topics, in order to enable participation in parallel discussions.
However, the most important contribution of CommuniTree as a pioneer
virtual community was that the participants started to change their views
about what the significance the activities that the BBS enabled.
“The conferees saw themselves not primarily as readers of bulletin boards nor as participants in a novel discourse, but rather as agents of a new social experiment. They saw the
terminal or personal computer as a tool for social transformation by the ways it refigured
social interaction. Conversations on a BBS were time-aliased, like a kind of public letter
writing or the posting of broadsides. They were meant to be read and replied to at a time
later than they were posted. But their participants saw them as conversations, nonetheless, as social acts. They spoke of them as real-time interchanges in physical spaces.
$Stone, 1995. p. 110%

The participants within CommuniTree started to regard computer-based conference systems as small communities enabling and maintaining social relationships. Unfortunately, CommuniTree died a premature death. When CommuniTree became known outside its inner circle of participants, anonymous and
obscene posting started and since the ideology of CommuniTree was that ‘information wants to be free’ the software did not have any ways in which to
censor or monitor postings. Monitoring and censorship were not considered to
have any place in the virtual communities, and were therefore not built into
the system.
A couple of months after the attacks from outsiders, CommuniTree was
shut down. The lesson learned from this pioneer virtual community, according
to Stone $1995%, is that the participants changed perception of it!from a database to a community!and that a virtual community cannot be sustained without some kind of tools for surveillance and control.
This brief background shows one piece of the history behind the emergence
of virtual communities. But what is a virtual community? How is it defined?
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How should we approach it? Howard Rheingold draws on his experiences from
The Well when he defines virtual communities as:
“Social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people carry on those public
discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” $Rheingold, 1994, p. 5%

The special atmosphere of The Well is well accounted for in the definition
above!“with sufficient human feeling” and “personal relationships” refer to
the warmth and intimacy often reported by participants in The Well. “Public
discussion” refers to the openness that existed within The Well.
However, the emergence and development of various forms of virtual communities can also be understood as a way for people to explore different forms
of virtual existences collectively. Inspired by the theory briefly introduced
above different views on the relationship between IT-use and a sense of belonging are further elaborated below. It is suggested that through the use of
information technology people among others thing have contributed to the
establishment of four different forms of virtual communities""community
networks, professional communities, personal communities, and third-place
communities.

6.2 Community Networks
The first form of virtual communities that is suggested here is Community
Networks. This form has emerged from people’s use of interactive information
systems, supporting the exchanging of information and communication within
a geographically $physically% limited community. Related concepts to Community Networks are for instance Civic Networks, Free-Nets and Public Access
Networks $e.g. Schuler, 1996%. One example of an ongoing and evolving Community Network is the Seattle Community Network $SCN%, which according
to their website is:
”+…, a free public-access computer network for exchanging and accessing information.
Beyond that, however, it is a service conceived for community empowerment. Our principles are a series of commitments to help guide the ongoing development and manage-
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ment of the system for both the organizers and participating individuals and organizations.”112

One of the first publicly financed Community Networks in the U.S. is PEN
$Public Electronic Network%, which according to Tassel $1996% was first installed in Santa Monica, in 1989. This network was made available for all residents in Santa Monica, California to increase public participation in city government and politics. Since then a number of different governmental and activist initiatives have and investigated how information technology and computers in networks can be used to enhance and strengthen civic participation
in geographically limited areas.
According to Schuler $1996% Community Networks are designed, administered and owned by a city or a physical community through public means.
Apart from being non-commercial, Community Networks strive for availability as a means of to strengthening members’ democratic participation within a
community.113 Schuler describes Community Networks as:
”+…, a recent innovation that are intended to help revitalize, strengthen, and expand existing people-based community networks in the same way that previous civic innovations
have helped communities historically.” $Schuler, 1996, p. 25%

Thus the prime purpose of Community Networks is to increase the ability to
realize social goals, for instance to create awareness of and stimulate democratic participation related to decision making at a local level in society. This is
made possible by the interactivity of the technology, as opposed to other media $newspaper, television and radio% where the communication is mostly one
way. Another aim for these Community Networks is that they provide information to the local community and information about how different political
and other decision-makers can be reached.
According to Schuler $ibid% participation in a Community Network can take
two basic forms. One form involves using the network directly in activities
112
113

http://scn.org/commnet/principles.html

Similar concepts related to Swedish circumstances are public information systems or residential offices
$see for instance Grönlund 1994.% But so far residential offices have not been interactive like
Commnity Networks, and they have had somewhat different purposes.
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such as on-line forums; the second involves working with community members
and organizations to develop projects and programs supportive of the core values of the new community. As such one basic feature of a Community Network is to integrate its values into the fabric of already existing institutions
and organizations.

6.3 Professional Virtual Communities
The second kind of virtual community is professional virtual communities.
Professional virtual communities typically consist of a group of people joined
by a shared interest!their profession!with the purpose being to support the
members in the practice of their profession. Traditionally these kinds of
communities are structured and well organized!with some kind of board
and/or chairman/moderator responsible for the community. The virtual community has emerged in order to provide and constitute a virtual and public
place where its members can be informed, gain knowledge, establish contacts
with others sharing the same profession and discuss current concerns and
common topics.
In professional virtual communities!in contrast to MUDs $Multi-user
Dungeons/Domains% for instance""people usually appear under their real
name. The anonymity that is sometimes said to be an essential part of virtual
communities is not especially common here. Many of the participants also already know each other and also have opportunities to meet face-to-face on a
regular basis. The sense of intimacy with other people and the shared profession also create a sense of trust and validity regarding the kind of information
that is presented and made public within the community.
One example of a virtual professional community is ISWorld!a professional virtual community that is accessible through the Internet.114 This community was established in 1994 and the members all to some extent work with
information technology and information systems. The members are mostly
systems developers, IT managers and researchers. It is an international community although the majority of the members are Americans. ISWorld is well
organized, with a board and a chairman that are elected every second year. The
114

Http://www.isworld.org.
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members of the board and those responsible for the web pages work on a voluntary basis, without pay.
The members of ISWorld are in regular contact with each other through
the distribution lists. The participants can participate in all the discussions by
subscribing to these lists. The major lists of ISWorld are also called ISWorldlist and have approximately 2000 subscribers. As messages sent to the list are
often informative in character!not parts of conversations!this list can be
seen as a bulletin board.
The underlying infrastructure of ISWorld comprises web pages and e-mail
lists. The design and structure of the web pages resemble a newspaper!there
are different sections for different angles and topic of interest, some concerning the history of ISWorld, some concerning the norms and rules of ISWorld,
and some related to different aspects of research within the area.

6.4 Personal Virtual Communities
“The net is only one of many ways in which the same people may interact. It is not a
separate reality. People bring to their on-line interactions such baggage as their gender,
stage in the life-cycle, cultural milieu, socio-economic status, and off-line connections
with others.” $Guila & Wellman, 1999, p. 170%

The third form of virtual community suggested in this chapter is based on
Wellman et al. $1988% and their suggestion that there are social structures,
which become explicit if single personal relationships are focused on. They
believe that rather than study groups of people brought together by a shared
interest, it might be of more significance to examine an individual’s personal
community. One example of personal communities in cyberspace is made explicit by individual use of electronic mail to exchange jokes, personal reflections and descriptions of mundane everyday-life experiences $e.g. Gulia &
Wellman, 1999%.
In 1996 I made a small case study of a personal community in cyberspace
$e.g. Croon, 1997%. The main character in this study is Andrea who communicates on a regular basis with 16 different people by electronic mail. The way in
which Andrea describes her use of electronic mail corresponds wells with what
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Guila and Wellman $ibid% suggest is significant for personal communities
emerging in cyberspace. In the case of Andrea her personal community consists solely of people that she has met before. She is not interested in establishing new contacts by using of information technology and her personal
community is not characterized by anonymity. However her personal community consists largely of people who do not know each other; that is, Andrea is
the only one who knows all the participants in her personal community. In
spite of this Andrea sends the same mail to them all, but often receives personal mail in return.
Andrea claims that she would not have this regular contact with these people if electronic communication was not available. In Andreas view cyberspace
has become the place where she can meet a number of different acquaintances
and exchange daily experiences!a place where social proximity and historical
community are more important than geographical proximity.
Andrea's use of e-mail is very similar to the activities others have been describing in more organized virtual communities such as The Well, Lambada
Moo, Habitat, etc. $e.g. Kollock & Smith, 1994; Parks & Floyd, 1996 and
Rheingold, 1993; 1994%. She also uses e-mail to fulfill a function similar to that t
stated by members of these communities, e.g. as the local bar, the bistro or the
coffee shop, where members of a community can gather for easy company,
conversation, and a sense of belonging. Yet at the same time Andrea's use is
quite different mostly because she only corresponds with people that she has
already met in real life and the interactions are more private than the conversations and interactions in other virtual communities. For the most part Andrea is also the major initiator of the activities and interactions that take place
within her personal community.
This view of Andrea’s use of electronic mail as an expression of a personal
community is relatively unconventional, possible because the common view of
virtual communities is that they principally comprise of a group of people with
a shared interest whose interaction partly or fully takes place via information
technology. However as more people embrace information technology in their
everyday life this form of virtual community might increase. If this is the case,
and it seems to be from this as well as other studies, it seems to be a form that
is deeply significant for the people who maintain them and are a part of them.
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6.5 Third-place Virtual Communities
There are virtual communities that are designed with no other purpose that to
provide an environment where a sense of community can prosper and develop.
Community Networks as outlined above have a specific context, as do professional communities, but computer-based conference systems and MUDs are
more akin to public spaces where people can meet and interact with one another.
One of the more fundamental aspects of democratic communities are the
public meeting and gathering places, where people can go to exchange ideas
and opinions with each other. The ancestor of the public meeting place is the
Greek agora and the Roman forum of classical times. In modern societies
other public meeting places have emerged such as the coffee shop, the pub,
the main street and the square.
These meeting places according to Oldenburg $1989% are all characterized as
third places. In his view the first place is the home and the second is where
work or studies are conducted. Apart from these two places a third kind is
needed where people other than family members and work associates can
meet.
Not all public places are third places!third places have certain characteristic features. They have to be neutral, in the sense that no hierarchy should exist amongst the members. Everyone should be able to feel comfortable and at
ease in a third place. The place should also function as a social equalizer in the
sense that no one should feel out of place. The principal activity in third places
is communicative. Nothing indicates a third place better than lively, engaged
and energetic conversations. However there are certain rules for conversations
that correspond to or reflect democratic ideas. No one dominates the conversation to the exclusion of others, rather the atmosphere is playful and parts of
the conversation might almost appear to be performances. A major indication
of becoming a part of a third-place is that one has become part of a kind of
playful social activity where the playfulness and the play that are always and
ongoing. In order for a place to become a third place it must be available when
needed and its visitors must be able to go there in order to meet people that
they know. A third place must have some regulars; people that you can almost
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always can expect to meet there. It is these regulars who determine the distinctiveness and its character of the place.
Many of the attributes that Oldenburg ascribes to third places can also be
related to certain aspects of virtual communities, particularly MUDs. Conversation is a particularly significant property of third places, since conversation is
more or less the only activity that is possible to conduct within virtual communities. It would be difficult to find a more playful atmosphere than can be
found in different MUDs and it is easy to find one’s way into most virtual
communities which may at first appear rather impersonal since neither physical appearance nor real identities are known.

The Well
The idea behind The Well came from Larry Brilliant, the owner of a company
that produced and sold computerized conference systems $Hafner, 1997%. In
order to increase interest for his products he had a vision of offering them to a
group of interested people and at the same time offering them the means to
stay in continuous contact with one another. Brilliant met Steward Brand who,
through his work with the Whole Earth Catalogue, had access to an extensive
network of intellectuals and influential people, mostly located around San
Francisco. Brilliant provided the technical infrastructure, Brand provided the
social!and hence The Well was formed $ibid%.
The Well was based on PicoSpan software, which is also often described as
being the heart of the community giving it its personality and character. PicoSpan enabled thousands of discussion groups to co-exist and evolve without
any restriction on participants and posts. PicoSpan enabled communication on
three levels conferences, electronic mail and instant messaging. The software
also supported the possibility of creating private conferences that could only
be accessed by invited participants $ibid%.
The software was designed so that each participant was invited to write a
personal description that was archived in the system and made available for all
participants. PicoSpan had certain rights designed into the system, including
that of owning your own words. This meant that no one else, including systems
administrators and other technicians, had the right to make changes to or re-
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direct what someone else had written in a conference at The Well. The participants, however, could not edit their posts after they were posted, they
could only erase them, in which case they appeared as a blank post in the conference. In other words it was not possible to erase a post without the other
participants knowing about it. In this way PicoSpan revealed a participant’s
remorse and forced everyone to be open $ibid%.
According to Hafner $ibid% the participants in The Well soon developed a
particular art of writing and submitting posts. The messages should not be too
long, but not too short either. As the posts did not have an expiry date the
software provided the community with a history of the communication and
discussions that had taken place. Even if the development of The Well was
always dogged by economic and technical problems, its level of recognition
and importance has exceeded both financial profit and the number of participants. Many, especially commercial, networks have studied and analyzed The
Well hoping to find business models and answers to what made it a success.
The Well was mainly designed from one single and simple idea, which was
developed and changed thanks to a number of creative accidents and competing intellectual visions. The Well sprang from a social experiment, not from a
business investment. The founders attempted to combine and mix characteristics from both physical and virtual environments in such a way that they complemented and overlapped each other $ibid%.
The members of The Well, called Well Beings, were to a large extent people with a past and a certain attraction to the counter culture of the
60’s""often well-educated and with a technological interest. Many of the better known personalities within The Well had previously explored alternative
life styles and community forms $living in collectives and or being environmentalists% and were strongly critical of contemporary society and its modernistic
development $ibid%.

Multi-User Dungeons "MUDs#
Sherry Turkle $1995% studied another form of virtual community, so called
Multi-User Dungeons $MUDs%. MUDs are a virtual form of socializing, a roleplaying game, a new form of community, a new form of literature written to-
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gether with others. The communication is synchronic, compared to electronic
mail and computer conferencing where communication is asynchronic.
There are a great number of MUDs accessible on the Internet, either textbased or graphical and increasingly mixed together with computer games in
various hybrid forms. However, a MUD is for most part different from a Chat.
They are similar in that the communication is synchronous, but a MUD is always created around spatial metaphors and/or graphically designed rooms
whereas a Chat comprises solely the communication that is exchanged within
the channel. Thus MUDs are an example of the kind of virtual places designed
only to be an environment in which a community can develop and thrive with
no physical equivalence or surrounding context for most of its parts.
MUDs are usually divided into two basic categories: Adventure MUDs and
social MUDs. Adventure MUDs are closely related to computer games, based
on the ideas of Dungeons and Dragons where treasures and quests provide the
incentives for participation and monsters and other participants are the obstacles to achieving the goals. Social MUD on the other hand is where communicating with others are the primary activity. Different participants can have different roles and tasks $for instance hosts and wizards%. In some MUDs participants join together in programming and creating various spaces and places.
As a participant in the MUD you create a character that is given to a name.
The character one creates is referred to as one’s persona or one’s avatar.
Turkle $ibid% writes that Doug, the college student has four different characters in three different MUDs: a macho-man, a seductive woman, a rabbit of
unspecified gender and one additional character that he does not want to reveal. These characters are expressed through a representation""a textual description or a graphical image""that is specific to each character.
Anonymity is fundamental and it is very unusual to know the physical person behind an avatar. According to Turkle $ibid% this gives people a chance to
express several unexplored sides of themselves, play with their identity, and
experiment with new identities to the limit. Turkle $ibid% also holds that virtual gender swapping is a way for people to explore and experiment with their
identities. Thus joining in a MUD offers participants the possibility to embrace the opposite sex and thereby be able to reflect on the social constructions of gender. There are several surprising reports on differences in ap-
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proaches and encounters when the choice is made to exist as the opposite sex
on the Net, for instance Bruckman $1993%; Reid $1995%; Lawley $1993%; and
Cherny & Weise $1996%.
“The meaning of the computer presence in people’s lives is very different from what
most expected in the late 1970’s. One way to describe what has happened is to say that
we are moving from a modernist culture of calculation toward a postmodernist culture of
simulation.” $Turkle, 1995, p. 20%

The most well-known example of gender swapping on the Net was initiated in
the middle of the 80s when the New York psychiatrist Stanford Lewin realized that there were certain benefits to be gained by assuming a female identity in electronic discussion groups. Shortly after he created a female persona
in an electronic discussion group by the name of Julie Graham. Both Stone
$1995% and Van Gelder $1991% report the story of Julie but from somewhat different angles.115
Julie presented herself as a medical doctor from New York who had been
invalid $both dumb and paralyzed% through a car accident. Because of her
handicaps Julie had a hard time meeting people""but through the discussion
group both her personality and her social life started to bloom. Among other
things Julie started a female discussion group where she had lengthy conversations with other women through private e-mails. Julie gave good advice and
was particularly helpful to other women. One of her better qualities was that
she was able to reveal deceptive behaviors among other participants within the
discussion groups that she has a part of.
Her own deceptive behavior""the fact that Julie did not exist other than as
a virtual persona or as a physical man""was not revealed until several years
later. Most of the people who had been close to Julie then experienced a great
sense of loss and grief. Many participants felt that Julie’s unmasking was worse
than death since there was no definite time when Julie died, no funeral or
other socially accepted way of putting Julie’s persona to rest and releasing the
emotions allowing people to move on. Many women stated that they had expe-

115

Here it is Van Gelder’s $1991% account that is being used.
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rienced a great emotional abuse similar to sexual abuse although this abuse was
of the mind rather than the physical body.
Dibbell $1998% describes another related and well-known example of harassment on the Net. This particular event concerns a virtual rape in a virtual environment where the participants in the virtual world, Mr. Bungle, used the possibility of taking over another participant’s action and forcing them to commit
a number of sexually related actions. This was made possible by writing subprograms that described actions that the participants themselves had not written. Many other participants witnessed the event and the act was therefore
experienced as a public act. The rape did not stop until a more powerful participant discharged Mr. Bungle’s rights to accomplish these commands. The
actors in this drama were to a great extent university students placed in front
of computer screens the whole time, but the event affected not only the virtual
world but gave rise to emotions and feelings in the physical world as well. Dibbell $ibid% held the event that took place in LambdaMoo to be a crime against
the conscience and against the participants’ experience, making it even more
important $ibid, p. 27%.
Deceptive behavior, sexual harassment and rape are all examples of power
relationships that do not necessarily have to be connected with women. But
within the virtual world a view of gender is created that strengthens rather
than weakens traditional stereotypes concerning female and male characteristics. Reid $1995% for instance claims that female MUD-players are approached
differently from male players. Women often receive many of the same kinds of
comments and treatment that are recognizable from and conventional in
physical contexts.

6.6 Understanding Virtual Communities: a primary note
The emergence and development of virtual communities can be regarded as
the expression and result of explorations of possible and potential forms of
virtual existence. This chapter has attempted to make a preliminary categorization of some of the virtual communities that has emerged either as a result
of attempts to create new ways of belonging and community or attempt to recreate or reshape existing forms of communities in virtual environments.
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In some of these communities it is possible to detect how the structural and
functional constitution of information technology seems to affect the way in
which the sense of community becomes established and evolves. In CommuniTree the discussions were made possible by the threads within the database,
but the software did not allow surveillance and control. The software behind
The Well, PicoSpan, forced the participants to be open!no one could be
anonymous and no one could delete posts without others being aware of it. In
some MUDs it is possible for experienced participants to achieve status in the
community by taking part of the ongoing creation of new software.
The various forms of virtual communities described also have different relations to the surrounding society. Community Networks have explicit affiliations with the geographically and/or communal communities of which they are
a part. Professional communities start from a specific profession and personal
communities appear to include parts of already existing personal communities.
Consequently people often perform as themselves in these kinds of communities. In contrast, within third-place communities the distance to the surrounding society seems greater. In MUDs the fundamental reason for participation is to be able to create and develop one’s avatar. In Usenet News and
other bulletin-board type computer conferencing systems there are some
variations. In some groups people appear as themselves, in others avatars participate in the discussions. The differences might suggest a certain distance
between the virtual and the physical worlds.
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7. The dialectics of being in virtual worlds
“The diffusion of technology endlessly amplifies the power of technology, as it becomes
appropriated and redefined by its users. New information technologies are not simply
tools to be applied, but processes to be developed. Users and doers may become the
same.”#Castells, 1996, p. 32$

This chapter reports on a study of a group of designers constructing a threedimensional graphical virtual world.116 By focusing on human experiences from
their encounter with this technology some new concepts for understanding
our relationship to information are evoked. In this chapter an attempt is made
to show how being in virtual worlds is formed in the interplay between the
functional and structural properties of the system and the participants’ inherent desires.
The study is also an attempt to understand virtual worlds through a phenomenological approach. Guiding the approach is a theoretical and methodological framework called technalysis #Heim, 1998, p. 46$. That is, a critical but
practical approach to describe and give voice to unique human encounters
with specific technologies.117
Hence the first-person study of information technologies also brings to
words the way our reality is transformed. Heim uses the term technalysis to
denote our descriptions of encounters with new technology. It is important to
make these encounters explicit before technology blends into the “invisible furniture of everyday life” #Heim, 1998, p. 47$ in order to make critical judgments
about specific technologies rather than wholesale praise or rejection. At the
root of technalysis lies a desire to understand the values of technology based on experience.
In this particular case, the specific technology is a system for interaction in
graphical virtual worlds on the Internet. Through the analysis of the creation

116
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This chapter is based on Croon Fors & Jakobsson #2001$.

Heim has philosophical roots within the phenomenological tradition and when he set out to define
an appropriate method for understanding our being with technology he propagates that if we want to
investigate the meaning of a world from a human perspective, we need to focus on the interrelations
rather than the substances to understand the components of the world. It is in and through active
beings that the world and its properties are revealed #Heim, 1998, p. 90$.
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of a virtual world&&Confuse!!it is found that the participants’ experiences of
both being in and creating the world varied in significant ways and in this story
the differences rather than the similarities are emphasized in embrace them as
part of an ongoing exchange between polar positions&&on both an individual
and an analytical level&&as parts of a dialectical process.
“Dialogues between people achieve more than mutual recognition and shared feeling;
dialogues also expose conceptual and attitudinal differences as they apply to the issues
under consideration. The interplay of differences about issues constitutes the original
meaning of dialectics '…( Dialectic comes from human difference, as they become articulate '…(.” #Heim, 1999, p. 40$

In this attempt several conceptual pairs are used in order to express the dialectics of virtual worlds. One of the dyadic dichotomies, subject-object, fills a
special function since the first section called ‘Inhabiting virtual worlds…’ focuses on the subjective and individual aspect of the study. The other section ‘…
and making them habitable’ concentrates on the aspects of constructing a collaborative environment and on issues concerning the material*the objects*used in the process.
The exploration begins by discerning the participants’ understanding of virtual worlds&&as tools or place. Through the elaboration of their personal cosmologies significance is ascribed to their subjective understanding of virtual
worlds and their motivation or desires of becoming part of virtual world&&in
the text depicted as the longing for life or control. In the presentation of Confuse these subjective tensions intermingle in the process of creating the virtual
world and become influential for the creation the shared context. Through the
notion of inscribed behavior some of the significant struggles within this process such as the tension between Confuse as completed or unfinished are
grasped.

7.1 Virtual worlds and the Confuse project
There is no widespread consensual definition of what a virtual world is. The
concept is used differently in different contexts. For the sake of clarity and
coherence, a tentative definition to create a common ground for the theoretical and empirical investigation to come is here provided. A virtual world
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emerges from a distributed technical system that allows a substantial number
of people to interact synchronously. The interaction takes place in a sustained
environment based on some kind of spatial metaphor.
This definition does not say anything about what the purpose of a world
should be to qualify as a virtual world or how big it should be; neither does it
say anything about the form in which the world is conveyed. The definition is
wide enough to incorporate a broad range of different implementations from
text-based MUD worlds, to virtual malls with three-dimensional #3D$ graphics
and surround sound. It does, however, exclude systems for visualization of
graphical information, for example since they typically are not multi-user systems. The choice to not distinguish between, for example, text-based systems
and 3D graphics systems in the definition is made based on a conviction that
these systems have many important aspects in common. However in the case
reported the specific of the specific implementation in question are important
in trying the participants’ encounters with this particular technology.
This study is based on the authors’ active collaboration in a design project in
a 3D graphical world based on the Active worlds system. A local server sustains
the world and each participant uses a client application to get access to it. This
gives the participant a window view of the world. All the participants have
their own avatar, i.e. graphical representations of the participants. The avatar
is maneuvered through the environment by sing the keyboard and the mouse.
Participants communicate by typing and reading dialogue in a text window
located below the view-of-the-world window #Figure 1$.
During the spring of 1999, I, participated in a design project aimed at creating Confuse&&a virtual world for conferences and meetings for researchers and
students using the Active Worlds system. The project was commissioned by the
department of Informatics at Umeå University. The design group&&The
Swedish Polygon Company&&consisted four people that at that time all were
PhD-students at the department. During the project we collected empirical
data in he form of documents, pictures and chat logs. My self and the project
leader also conducted interviews with all the members of the design group including each other, both in physical and virtual settings. In our treatment of
the empirical material we substituted the names of the participants with fictitious names. The same fictitious names are used for a participant both on and
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off line, although they actually used separate nicknames online. The project
was accompanied by several research initiatives. One concerns the design and
development process, including the use of Lego TM for physical prototype modeling #Holmström and Jakobsson, 2001$. Another concerns different approaches to virtual world design #Jakobsson and Skog, 2001$.

7.2 Inhabiting virtual worlds…
Virtual space is for many people closely connected to concepts like imagination, dreams, memory, religion, etceteras The virtual is seen as something ‘
not-there’ rather than something that is there. This leads the French philosopher Pierre Lévy #1998, p. 28$ to wonder what happens to Heidegger’s beingthere #dasein$ as the primary signifier of existence. In this technology being in
graphical virtual worlds is limited to the conducted study. Hence acknowledging that the results may vary depending on the specific technology studied.
But given this particular setting, an attempt is made to show how the virtual
worlds are transformed from conceptual space #the not-there$ to actual places
through the process of being-there.
When entering a virtual world for the first time, people normally feel disoriented and constricted, not to say lost and helpless. This can be seen as a vague
reverberation of what it felt like to enter the physical world as a newly born
child. The child does not know how to see, move or even that it has a body of
its own. To enter a virtual world is to experience some of the same challenges
but on a different scale.
Benny:can you come here Anne-Frid?
Anne-Frid:am a little confused about where I am
Benny: but you’re here
Benny: wherever that is?
(Chat log 1)

The first question asked is often: “Where am I?” This can be interpreted geographically, as we normally do, but in this situation it can also mean: “Where is
my I?” The question then becomes an attempt to establish what ‘I’ constitutes.
Do participants have their own point of view and do they have separate bod-
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ies? This uncertainty is normally resolved by seeing other bodies moving
around. The next issue then becomes to move one’s own body and through the
unfolding of the possibilities inscribed in the technology, the participant
slowly eases into the ontology of the virtual.
Benny:

look in the same direction as me

Benny:

a big white thing sprawls out in front of me

Agneta:

How do I know in which direction you’re looking?

Benny:

well, you’ll have to check which direction my head is facing

Agneta:

Ahaaa

(Chat log 1)

But just as we can never fully grasp the ontology of the physical world, virtual
worlds also elude a clean and clear-cut understanding. As a consequence of this
it was found that the participants tend to construct something like personal
cosmologies. These cosmologies do not exist as all-encompassing systems of
belief, but surface in fragments when participants are questioned about their
conceptual view of the world. They are constantly redefined as the participants
make new experiences and vary substantially between different individuals.118
To understand personal cosmologies, one must understand the importance
of the act of interpretation in virtual worlds. Laurel #1993$ and Matsuba #1999$
both point out that our experiences with virtual reality are not limited to sensory or visual aspects. Being in virtual worlds is not mainly about perception
but also about cognition since everything is designed and has a potential for
conveying meaning. In what follows Agneta tries to link her virtual experience
to different components of the system.
Agneta:

if my client [software] crashes, I will disappear

Agneta:

if the server crashes, the world will disappear

Benny:

sometimes you are looking at your watch, is that something
that you can control from the client?

Agneta:

to some extent, I can’t control that particular thing right
now…

118

Even in our fairly homogenous group of IT researchers there were no two cosmologies that
matched.
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(Interview 6)

Agneta is right in assuming that there is a connection between client-avatar
and server world. But she is not sure where the limits for her control of the
personal avatar lie. This influences her in several ways. It affects her perceived
possibilities of acting in the world. It also has an impact on her perceived possibilities of designing her self-representation. Finally, it can also influence her
perception of others.
Another participant, Anne-Frid, mentioned that she felt uncomfortable
when Benny waved his fist at her when she was unable to answer a question.
She was unsure if the action was the result of Benny pushing his angry button
or if it was part of an automatic movement script. The actual reason for this
behavior was that Benny’s avatar used a script for automatic movement that
originally was created for another avatar. When it was applied to Benny’s
#rather chubby$ avatar body it sometimes looked like he was waving his fist.
Except for having an impact on being in virtual worlds, the personal cosmologies also show how much this activity actually is about being, and how far
it is form a traditional view of using a piece of software. Compare Angeta’s
multi-layered and subjective picture of the systems with the cosmology of the
Mayas.
Benny:

If you change your name, where do you think that registers?

Agneta:

in the world, the server computer.

Benny:

then, maybe I (who control the server) can change your name?

Angeta:

No, there is a meta-server that controls the universe. In
this case Eduverse.

Benny:

Are we in Eduverse now?

Agneta:

oops, that’s right, no we aren’t…

Agneta:

There are several universes…

(Interview 6)
“The Maya believed that 13 heavens were arranged in layers above the earth, which itself
rested on the back of a huge crocodile or reptilian monster floating on the ocean.” #Encyclopedia Britannica Online, 2000$

As we can see, the personal cosmologies sometimes bear a close resemblance
to traditional cosmologies. One reason for this match is that the designers of
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the system have decided to use worlds and universes as their guiding metaphor.
The match does, however, stretch beyond structure to also incorporate function. The virtual world has no specific function or specific meaning or goal. In
this way they resemble the physical world. It is open to the participants to
bring meaning to these places through whatever practices they choose to conduct. Their behavior cannot be described as users using tools. This becomes
most obvious in our logs when Anne-Frid suddenly gets unsure if the world
might not be a tool after all. The being breaks down to using through a gap in
the personal cosmology, but she is assured by Agneta that she can rely on the
world really behaving like a world rather than like a tool.
AnneFrid:

I get a little nervous…

AnneFrid:

can we just shut down?

Angeta:

yes.

AnneFrid:

will it get saved?

Agneta:

let’s hope so!

AnneFrid:

yes, I’m such a slow builder…

Agneta:

I hope it’s here when we meet here again…

AnneFrid:

Me too!!!

(Chat log 4)

The participants made insights into the possibilities of virtual worlds, not only
based on their understanding of the worlds but also on desires harboring
within. Desires that surfaced fused by new possibilities offered by the technology. The virtual world technology is very potent and multi-faceted and people
coming in contact with the technology perceive different possibilities depending on their own pre-dispositions.
The notion of technology as a mode of revealing #Heidegger, 1977, p. 12f$
brings new light to these encounters with technology. Participants coming in
contact with virtual worlds can see something previously hidden, which can
have a strong impact on them. The experience can be seen as something sublime, thus described by Heim.
“It is the spine-tingling chill that comes from the realization of how small our finite perceptions are in the face of the infinity of possible, virtual worlds we may settle into and
inhabit.” #Heim, 1993, p. 137$
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This study is not based on sufficient empirical or theoretical scope in order to
pain a complete chart of all possible ways of perceiving virtual worlds based on
the participants’ conceptions of them and desires for them. In particular this
study lacks insights into the negative side of the picture. This is important to
point out since it is not just the case that some people are not feeling drawn to
the technology, some actually feel repelled by it. But the nature of the case
here presented did not provide the possibility to explore that side properly.
However what were found were some aspects of being in virtual worlds that
might be in some sense archetypal. Among the set of desires expressed by the
participants, the most frequently occurring can be sorted into the following
categories, but all participants expressed sides belonging to more than one of
the categories.

The Engineer
One aspect that appealed to some of the participants in the group was the objects in the world could be positioned with mathematical precision. The
building process had for them a kinship to solving mathematical problems and
they tended to take on algorithmic lines of thought and ways to talk about it.
“You could figure out certain shortcuts, especially concerning the movement of objects
'…( you didn’t have to only look and try to find the right position, but you could calculate
how many times to push the arrow key etc., and thus you could in a way do it a bit automatically.” #Interview 3$

This desire for mathematical precision is connected to a view of technology as
a way to ‘straighten out’ our messy reality b getting rid of fuzziness and inconsistencies and imposing control over it. This view of information technology is
echoed in the theoretical foundations of information technology. As Heim
#1993, p. 94$ points out, the logic of Gottfried Leibniz and George Boole is inherent in the very idea of the computer.

The Interactor
In Life on the Screen #1995$, Turkle describes a shift away from the conception of
the computer as a computational tool, only available to people with an interest
in, and understanding of, the underlying technology. During the eighties when
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computing power reached a level where it was possible to devote some of that
power to hide the inner intricacies of the computer behind a more easily controlled interface, the computer was hijacked for a new agenda. Turkle calls it “a
culture of simulation” #ibid, p. 22$. In her book she emphasizes the testing of
different aspects of one’s identity. Most people who participate in virtual
worlds do, however, not experiment extensively with their identities #Schiano
and White, 1998$. They see their interaction as real interaction with real people rather than a simulation. But this does not mean that people are behaving
tin the same way in virtual worlds as they do in physical encounters
#Jakobsson, 2002; Markham, 1998$.
What the technology reveals here is the ability to look at the self from a
distance, not in a mirror, but through a window. It reveals a distance between
one’s presented identity and&&as it somewhat unromantically sometimes is referred to&&the meat. Markham describes the distance as an opportunity for
control.
“These participants go online, or remain there, in part because in cyberspace the self has
a high degree of perceived control. Some users enjoy the capacity to control the presentation and performance of self in online contexts. Others talk about their increased ability to control the conditions of interaction and to control the extent to which people
online have access to the self.” #Markham, 1998, p. 20$

This attitude is also evident in our interview material. Björn expresses it as a
form of protection.
“In some way, one feels #I feel$ more protected.” #Interview 5$

The technology gives the participants the opportunity to, to a greater degree
than in the physical world, design the self, presented to others, and control the
access others have to the physical self.

The Artist
While the graphical user interfaces #GUI$ made their entrance in the 1980s, it
was not until the 1990s that computer graphics made a substantial impact on
virtual worlds. Again, the shift was a result of technological advances, but while
the GUIs paved way for the interactors to enter the scene, the computer
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graphics also sparked the interest of aesthetically inclined people like graphic
designers and artists.
Looking to our group of designers, it is striking to see how strong the emphasis is on aesthetic considerations during the design process. While the
main issue in the development of a computer application normally is functionally with aesthetic considerations typically left to the end of the design process
it was the other way around in this project.
The attraction of virtual worlds to the artist is probably initially that of discovering a new medium to work in. In our interviews, the participants pointed
to there are aspects of this medium that they found engaging. One is that the
participants are immersed in the design object, another is that the design object can be seen as a part of the interaction within the world, that you can
communicate not only by talking to each other, but also by building together.
Finally, working in this new medium leads to working with a new material that
can reveal possibilities that are unique to the medium. Benny made this observation contrasting building with virtual Lego to ordinary Lego.
Benny:

I have realized that it can be about small shifts from how
the physical world works that gives me that tingling sensation…

Benny:

like to build with Lego and suddenly realize that there is no
“box”…

Benny:

that there are as many pieces as you like

Benny:

and that you can build something infinitely large and be an
infinite number of people building it together.

(Interview 6)

The desires of both the engineer and the interactor are connected to control.
The engineer wants to straighten out reality and the interactor wants control
over the presentation of self. But despite seeing collaboration as a core feature
of the new medium, the artist also wants control over the look and feel of the
design.
The artist feels a constant tension between the urge for artistic control and
the desire for collaboration that invariably leads to unexpected results. To
collaborate on a design is not only a dialogue in appearance and functionally.
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Design can convey much more of a person and collaboration in design can potentially be a dialogue about ideas and convictions.
Just as the artist ultimately longs for the unexpected, something beyond his
or her control, this is also true for the engineer and the interactor. The engineer longs for the moment when the system that he has created suddenly does
something outside the scope he has envisioned, something outside his plan.
He secretly wishes for this system to come alive. And the interactor might
enjoy the apparent detachment of virtual interaction, but it is not before a
crack is revealed in her shield and unconditional contact is made that her desires are consummated.

7.3 …and making them inhabitable
In the previous section personal cosmologies informing participants’ experiences in and of virtual worlds were outlined. In our relationship with our environment we are always both changing and affecting it at the same time as we
are affected and influenced by it. In this section an attempt is made to illustrate and make present the dialectic play between the possibilities of Confuse
and the participant’s conceptions and experiences during its creation. Inspired
by the work of de Certeau #1984, p. 117$ Confuse is grasped through the participants’ experiences of their everyday practice within the project. Such a conception of Confuse gives us the possibility to portray the design process not
mainly as a process of adding things to a world, but rather as one of making a
new space habitable. As will be showed, the members of the project gradually
came to understand Confuse as constantly changing and as allowing, sometimes
even encouraging, a use that is more design like. This part of the analysis will
follow two main ideas formulated in the beginning of the project that had a
major impact on Confuse. The first idea relates to the initial purpose of the
project and concerns the dialectics of use and design. The second relates to the
idea to use some kind of model in order to create the virtual world. This is
how Björn recalled the purpose of the project.
“The main idea of the project was that we together should build '...( I think the concept
used was ‘a conference world’.” #Interview 3$
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Hence the initial purpose of the project was thus to teach the members of the
project group the necessary skills for creating virtual objects and then create a
virtual world. As such Confuse became to a large degree characterized by activities of building and design.
Although all members’ attitude towards the creation and design of a virtual
meeting place was positive, not everyone embraced all the aspects of the project wholeheartedly. As Agneta expressed it:
“I felt some resistance towards acquiring the necessary skills to build in virtual worlds.
In order to do so you must spend a significant amount of time on it and I am a bit reluctant towards that. #Interview 4$

But for other members the sole reason to become part of the project was to be
able to build and change within the structure. Or as Benny framed it:
“To be a designer and to build is very central. To have accomplished something that will
last and that is made by me, that is, it has my identity within it.” #Interview 2$

Benny also distinguished between different worlds depending on whether or
not there is a possibility to change them.
“There are building-worlds and being-worlds in a sense. I am not so attracted to beingworlds. Being-worlds are worlds where you are not allowed to build, you can only do
things that are made by someone else and/or meet other people.” #Interview 2$

Agneta and Benny can thus be regarded as representing two poles with respect
to Confuse*the poles of use and design. In spite of this tension all members
shared an understanding that they were part of a design process that in the end
would produce a product, a virtual conference centre that researchers and students would be using. Björn pointed out:
“At least from my point of view, the purpose was that we should create and build 'the
world( and then others could use it to talk about whatever they liked.” #Interview 3$

As such the project was conceived as the production of an artifact for a particular kind of use or being*characterized by meetings, group discussions, and
informal gatherings in the same way as physical conference environments. Using Benny’s distinction, the final product was conceived to become a ‘beingworld’ for researchers and students, a complete conference environment where
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visitors could meet and have conferences. But as Confuse started to emerge, to
some project members’ surprise, we never tested the world for its intended
use. That is, we never used Confuse as a place to meet. Or as Björn put it:
“We have not as much as I thought, been there with the purpose of just walking around
and experienced the world or be with each other. We have always met in the world with
the specific purpose of building.” #Interview 3$

By the end of the project it was more or less agreed upon that the structure of
Confuse not only allowed participants to build and change but also needed participants to build in order for the world to come alive. As Björn put it:
“Although the original idea with the world was to offer people a meeting place where
they would do something other than build '...(I think they or someone else should continue to change the world.” #Interview 3$

The focus on building and design within Confuse is not so surprising since the
principal purpose of the project was to create a virtual world. But at the same
time it reveals an interesting phenomenon*by some scholars described as the
inscriptive behavior of technology #Callon 1987, Holmström 2000, Latour
1993, Stolterman 1999$. According to Stolterman:
“The idea of inscriptive behavior is that all technological artifacts create a space of possible actions. '...(The technology restricts and enables certain behavior. “ #Stolterman,
1999, p. 7$

By taking a closer look at Confuse through the concept of inscriptive behavior
it becomes evident how the behavior and activity of building and design became inscribed in to Confuse in such a way that the world was dependent upon
design activities to exist. This also relate to the second influential idea of the
project. That is, the idea to use some kind of model in order for the unskilled
participants to relatively fast be able to create a virtual world.
Using a model was Benny’s idea.
“You can stand around it and make changes to it easily '...( and the only material that I
could think of really, that we could use, was Lego. '...( It has some rather forgiving characteristics for people not so experienced with 3D modeling.” #Interview 2$
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Hence, one of the first and major inscriptions within Confuse was made
through the choice of Lego. It became not only the material of the models, but
also the inherent structure of Confuse. Anyone who has played with Lego
knows that the main reason to play with Lego, although not the only possible
action, is to build something with it. Thus, the Lego suggested both the behavior of playing and a continuous development of the world. Anne-Frid, for
instance, expressed the significance Lego had during the project.
“During the whole time '...( I saw and thought of buildings and forms as Lego. That is, I
thought about Confuse, about how to do, how to fix '...( and started to conceive of shapes
that could be realized in Lego.” #Interview 1$

Let us now return to the French philosopher Pierre Levy to conclude this section. He suggests that:
“The process of virtualization is only completed with the construction of the object, that
is independent of the perception and acts of individual subject, an object that can be
shared by other subjects.” #Levy, 1998, p. 164$

In this elaboration of virtualization Levy extracts one significant element of all
virtualization processes, the objectification of a shared context. All the participants ascribed such objectification to Confuse. For instance Björn regarded
the visibility of the collaborative aspect of the process to be a significant experience of Confuse.
“To be several people that all are doing the same thing and have the opportunity to see
how we all are trying to solve the task in different ways.” #Interview 3$

Although more individualistic, Anne-Frid describes something similar:
“I did not contribute that much, but the little I made was very tangible. I mean, it became something that we all could see.” #Interview 1$

Also Agneta captures this significance in her discussion of her visible experiences in Confuse.
“That I actually were represented by a graphical character, that I could feel that I was
there, played a significant role in amplifying that feeling 'of being in the world(. '...( And
also that it was clear that there also were others there at the same time '...( both when
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you are there and when you are not, it shows, '...( it is an existence that is visible and tangible.” #Interview 4$

Thus Confuse was in one way or another appreciated for revealing and bringing
to existence an objective world that simultaneously connects people with one
another through the process of building. For instance, Benny clearly stated
that the importance of the whole project was to create an independent object
or some kind of evidence that we had established something within the world.
For Benny the whole project of learning to build virtual worlds would have
been in vain if Confuse did not exists as evidence of the project. #Interview 2$

7.4 The dialectics of virtual worlds revisited
This technalysis of Confuse has provided an opportunity to describe virtual
worlds through the specifics of the participants’ encounters. While still hesitant to make far-reaching generalizations based on this study others might see
and understand a wide range of phenomena connected to the encounter with
technology through the concepts elaborated here.
Hence, the study is here suggested to be a source for understanding virtual
worlds in particular. Although virtual worlds have not yet spread to the everyday, both virtual worlds and other digital environments provide large and geographically dispersed groups with unprecedented possibilities of constructing
shared contexts for interaction.
The findings of this case suggest that more research should be done into the
specifics of people’s encounters with this type of technology. Through the notion of personal cosmologies an attempt was made to show how people*from
their initiation as virtual beings and onwards*conceptualize the virtual worlds
in unique and individual ways that are of importance for their interaction with each
other and Confuse. It is also tentatively suggested how relations to information
technology can be characterized as modes of being rather than using.
By analyzing the participants in the design project certain traits were found
important in their relation to the technology, traits that might be applied
more generally than just within this group. These traits are in this study collected into three categories that seem to signify some inherent human desires
released by technology. Through the particular case*the creation of Con-
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fuse*an attempt is also made to show how design and use can blend together.
That is, that the use of technology becomes more like an exploration and a
shaping of a world, than utilization of various functions. In contrast to tools
that can be seen as the objectification of functionality, virtual worlds seem to
become a place where the dialectics between design-use, subject-object, completedunfinished and control-life becomes important.
Traditionally, the creation of information technology has been conceived as
a design practice with a clear development phase leading to a finished product.
This product has then been handed to the users who try to utilize the product
for its intended purpose. The particular design of Confuse, however, reveals
that becoming part of the environment through building and design seems to
be what attracts many people to take part in the first place. In this respect
their use becomes more design-like. At the same time the designs never seems
to reach the state of completion. Through its inscriptions, it seems as if Confuse is better understood through the notion of the unfinished than of completion. Instead of a complete and finished virtual conference centre in which
researchers and students will visit and meet, Confuse has become a place to further explore and interact with the possibilities of the world. The unfinished is
used by Lunenfeld #1999$ to describe a natural state of a wide variety of what
he calls electronic environments such as the world-wide-web. This indicates
that what was experienced by the participants’ of Confuse is applicable to a
wider range of technology and can be seen as a characteristic of the virtual.
In the exploration of the virtual world the participants’ personal cosmologies and desires influence the design and mix with the inscriptions of the technology. Thus Confuse comes to life through an ongoing objectification of a
shared context. The discreet states of use and design blend together into being
with technology, a particular mode of living. The kind of life characterizing the
dialectics of being in virtual worlds can only be grasped when use and design
are regarded as two sides of the same coin*as virtual existence.
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8. From tool and media to lifeworld and being
This story has its origins in the fascination by!initially!a causal acquaintance’s use of information technology.119 It all started with the need for someone to transcribe a couple of interviews. Accordingly, contact was established
with a person who was willing to give a hand in the time-consuming work.
During approximately one year, files, tapes and other material related to the
transcriptions were exchanged. What was striking during this period was the
fact that the contact passed from being a complete anonymous person to
someone who was known quite well. How this happened was not clear, but the
use of information technology played an important part in the establishment
of the relationship.
In the course of exchanging material related to the transcribing work, frequent e-mail correspondence was necessary. It did not take long until the emails began to contain more than just information strictly related to the assignment. For instance, web addresses were included, containing test on typewriting skills, with a brief commentary on the importance to improve these
skills in order to uphold one’s professionalism. The correspondence also
tended to become more personal. One of the factors that contributed to the
establishing of a relation was that a confirmation request was sent the e-mails.
This request triggered a demand to send a couple of lines back to show appreciation and support for good performance. Further, as is normally done when
corresponding with e-mail, additional information about for instance, what
was going on at the office at the moment was included. This helped the relationship to establish.
When after a while, it was noticed that most mail was replied within a couple of minutes it was understood that this person had a nearness to information technology and a good Internet access. Otherwise how would it be possible to answer e-mails so quickly every time? At that time when the transcribing
assignment began to run short, an electronic mail was sent to conclude her
work. For the first time, there was not answer. Almost one week passed and it
119

This chapter is based on Croon Fors and Nyberg #2002$.
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was suspected that something had happened. The suspicion proved to be right.
After a phone call it was learned that there was a temporary problem with the
regular email address and an alternative e-mail address was provided.
At this time the particular use of information technology seemed really puzzling or perhaps rather, interesting. What kind of life was this person living,
what was an ordinary day like? How did the relation to information technology
look like, what place did it have in life?

8.1 An intriguing use of information technology
Linnea lives in a centrally located residence in an average sized Swedish town
together with her teenage daughter, her dog and the cat. During the last two
and half years, Linnea has been sick-listed from her job as a secretary. Roughly
at the same time as Linnea got sick-listed broadband was installed in her residential area. This made her able to be online on the Internet as many hours a
day as the wished for. The cheap and fast online access in combination of her
being on the sick list came to change a great deal in her everyday life. In a
number of ingenious ways she has, together with information technology,
formed herself a new everyday life. The remaining part of this subsection will
be spent for finding out about what an ordinary day in Linnea’s life is like. The
account of the circumstances is based on an interview as well as on diary notes
that she has been asked to keep.
At nine o’clock am as the alarm clock ring, the premier thing on Linnea’s
agenda is to get up and turn on the computer. Linnea is anxious to see if there
is any new e-mail since last night. “I am so curious, I just have to check my inbox.” Simultaneously as she prepares the breakfast she activates the e-mail
program, a web browser and her ICQ-program. It is important that these programs are activated in time for breakfast. The meal is enjoyed in front of the
screen where she replies a couple of e-mails and skim through a net-based
newspaper. Around 9.45 as breakfast is concluded, it is time to take the dog
for a walk.
At approximately eleven am, Linnea gets back to the flat and as the dog is
properly exercised, she gets to work on the newly incoming e-mails. Carefully
she goes through all e-mails and answers them in turn. Concurrently she han-
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dles the ICQ-program. The ICQ-messages are pouring in constantly. A lot of
people are online during the day and active contacts on her ICQ-member list.
The majority of Linnea’s contacts are people from the networking organization. These people are mainly those who she counts as members of her current
circle of acquaintances. I deliberately expressed it as “current acquaintances”
due to her habit of weeding out people from her circle. Her interests in people
who do not contribute in any way are rather limited. However, all of the contacts from the networking organization cannot be dealt with via the Internet
as some of them do not have access to computers. Thus, they are still welcome
as her friends ' if they are pleasant. But, as she says a little playful, they have to
be really nice.
There is a lot work joined with maintaining all her ICQ-contacts at the
same time as she reads and writes e-mails. As a result, it can sometimes be
quite stressful and tiring. To be able to notice all incoming e-mail and ICQmessages wherever she is at present in the flat ' Linnea does not sit still al the
time ' the indicator peep is turned up high. This contributes to the stressfulness. Sometimes when it gets too much, when “the pulse is getting high and it
peeps from allover the place”, she has to turn down the sound level to be able
to relax. Nevertheless, she does find the ICQ quite convenient. For example,
some of the contacts that she earlier handled by phone are now days taken
care of via the ICQ. Instead of lifting the receiver and call for company while
walking the dog, Linnea can now days use her ICQ-program to reach the person concerned.
Up until three o’clock Linnea more or less spends the day doing various
things in front of her computer screen. For instance, she helps other ICQ candidates to download and register as ICQ-members or reads net-based newspapers. While reading the paper she now and then came across various things
that catches her attention. It can be a question of contacting a politician via email or for instance, to attend various web based investigations. Further, she
also visits web pages on the Internet where she can chat with people. These
activities generate a lot of new contacts.
“One can get together with and get to know a lot of people everywhere!if one wants
to.” #Interview$
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Perhaps not very surprisingly, Linnea describe her computer as a contact machine and a working tool.
The majority of all people she establishes contacts with are maintained via
the Internet. For instance, the day before the interview Linnea had visited and
registered as a member on a new web site ' “the wild web”. After only three
hours on the web, this had generated about one hundred visitors on her personal web site related to the wild web and also, more than 180 e-mails in her email inbox. In time for the interview, she was in the process of answering all
these e-mails. “I want to be good and answer all e-mails. I do not want anyone
to think that I do not care”. Nevertheless, Linnea is strict about not to visiting
people who she meets on the Internet in real life. Earlier, at a couple of times
Linnea has tried this. However, based on these mediocre experiences she is
now days content with maintaining the contacts exclusively via the Internet.
At about three o’clock Linnea takes the dog for a second walk.
The remaining part of the afternoon is spent in front of the screen as well as
together with her daughter, which has returned from school. Linnea continues
chatting with people on the wild web and the ICQ and also, she continues her
e-mail correspondences. The dinner is prepared simultaneously as she runs
back and forth between the kitchen and the computer. As the computer has a
central location in her living room, it is possible to do these things at the same
time. Sometimes when the beeping becomes too frequent and she has no possibility to answer them all, she sends her daughter to handle the incoming
ICQ-messages. During the evening the activity on the web increases. People
who work during the day become active. Sometimes Linnea lose track of time.
At those times, the dog usually awakens her with a bark due to its pressing desire. Around eleven pm, some of her contacts stop writing; it is time for them
to go to bed in order to manage another working day. She thinks the others go
to bed too early. About twelve pm she calls it a day and turns of her computer.
Every now and then during a weekend Linnea goes away to her weekend
cottage. While she is there she enjoys the calmness and the silence. She does
not think it bring about any huge loss over her computer; instead Linnea
claims it is quite the opposite. Before she leaves for the cottage, she informs
her contacts on the net about her forthcoming absence. As she gets back to
the residence, the computer is turned on again.
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Due to her being sick-listed, Linnea visits her doctor at regular intervals.
The doctor usually asks her what she is doing during the days, how she manages to make the clock tick. This is no problem for Linnea ' quite the contrary. She does not think it is enough time during a 24-hour period; there is so
much to do and so little time. A question close at hand is how many hours a
day she spends in front of her screen.
“Oh, ugh such a terribly amount of hours…I am lucky I have my dog, very lucky. Otherwise I would probably have had a lot of shoulder injuries.” #Interview$

Linnea estimates the numbers of hours spent in front of the screen to be between six and nine per day. At times when she gets too swallowed up by her
doings, she sets her alarm clock to be able to remember to do things. For instance, she can set the alarm clock in order to remember to clean the kitchen
floor. If she does not, it happens that time flies to the extent that she gets surprised when the daughter gets home from school in the afternoon.
Linnea recurrently state that it is sometimes nice to get away from the
computer. At those times she becomes aware of how calm everything can be.
From time to time, she thinks her use is too stressful. After giving it some
thought, Linnea says she does not think her frequent computer use is good for
her due to her state of ill health. Thus, it is so amusing.
“I use to think, what would I do if I did not have my computer? I do not know, perhaps
spend more time with my dog.” #Interview$

The computer is something “instead of”, as Linnea expresses herself. She
strongly believes that the day she gets back to work, everything will be different.

8.2 Turning to information technology
As Linnea was put on the sick list, a considerable number of things in her life
became altered. For someone who is used to go to work every day and follow
strict routines, it is a major changeover to suddenly be declared ill and transferred to other social settings and businesses. While facing such extensive
change, we believe it is not a matter of course what path to choose. What Linnea did was to turn to technology. As she was given the appropriate condi-
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tions''broadband was installed and she had access to a computer''she began
to shape her new everyday life with the help from information technology.
With our awareness of what kind of life Linnea is living, what an ordinary day
is like and her relation to information technology, we strive towards an interpretation and understanding of her IT use. Within the following subsections,
three experiences near themes are extracted and formulated from the account
of the circumstances of Linnea’s everyday life. The formulated themes''the
virtualization of social life, identity construction, upholding a distinction ' relate to the way Linnea experience her IT use.

The virtualization of social life
As people incorporate technology within their everyday activities they have,
according to Lie and Sørensen #1996$, undergone a process of domestication.
The process is usually characterized by taming something foreign and to bring
it into our everyday. Its opposite, to bring your self to technology, to create or
move objects or activities from the physical world into its virtual equivalence,
is what Ågren #1998$ refer to as virtualization. Based on how Linnea use information technology, one can say that she virtualizes her social life. IT use seems
to be almost a prerequisite to be included in her circle of acquaintances. It is
fascinating to see how she differentiates between those who have access to
computers and Internet and those who do not. The ones with the “proper”
basic conditions are more likely to become part of her social life. Her somewhat playful comment regarding the fact that those without computers have to
be really nice in order to remain her friends is perhaps not so far from the
truth. As a matter of fact, the majority of the people she interacts with during
a day do have access to computers. In the virtualization process of Linnea’s
social life, she uses various rather ordinary techniques such as her ICQ, e-mail
program and web based chats to get in contact with, establish and maintain
relations with people. For instance, instead of lifting the receiver to decide
when and where to meet her dog walking company, Linnea now days sends
ICQ-messages to set up a meeting. Linnea seems to ascribe the computer a
level of significance, corresponding to something constituting her everyday
life. Another vivid example is when Linnea walks the dog and meet people who
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she later chooses to stay in contact with via the Internet. These are all examples of how Linnea actively construct her everyday life. In line with Lie and
Sørensen #1996$, Linnea’s acting can be seen as a tinkering or bricolage.

Identity construction
The fact that Linnea has been away ill from her job for two and half years may
have influenced her understanding of her true nature. According to Cohen
#1994, p. 6$, we consider relations as something stretching from the society to
the individual. This can for example be expressed by how we describe individuals by their belonging to various social structures such as nationality, sex,
religion or work. By performing a job, a number of what is considered as our
basic needs get satisfied. For instance we meet and socialize with people who
challenge our thinking, who makes us both argue and laugh but perhaps what
is more important, we get to feel wanted and appreciated. These are important
necessities that all together help shape the way we apprehend ourselves. Our
understanding of our self is also based on how we apprehend response from
others #Solomon, 1983, p. 320$. In other words, our jobs are of major importance as parts of our identity are related to and constructed through its accomplishment. We are what we do. As Linnea got sick listed these basic needs
could no longer be satisfied in the same natural way. Thus, as ones identity is
not a static condition, instead it has the capacity to change depending on the
social context #Mead, 1967, p. 135$; Linnea has found other ways to do so.
Based on how Linnea live with information technology, we believe she utilize
IT to re-construct her identity. Due to a considerable power of initiative, she
finds substitutes to fulfill needs that are of importance for her self-assurance.
For instance, on the Internet via various chat forums, Linnea meet, interact
and socialize with a considerable number of people. Also, by helping other
ICQ-candidates to download and register as members or helping potential retailers within the networking organization, Linnea get to feel needed.

Upholding a distinction
In the everyday life of Linnea, the computer is more or less present in everything she does''her being is constituted by information technology. IT forms
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a framework in which her ordinary life is revealed. The computer is turned on
as soon as Linnea wakes up in the morning and stays on until bedtime. Her
everyday life is to a large extent lived, not through but rather on the screen.
Turkle #1995$ and Markham #1999$ have made similar observations and interpretations. However, Linnea find it relaxing to switch of the computer and go
away during a weekend. After five days of her everyday activities, visiting the
weekend house is experienced as a welcome recreation. Linnea states that going away and leaving the computer and the everyday activities related to it,
does not imply any problems. Rather, it is quite the contrary. Linnea also regard these recreation pauses as necessary due to her being ill. The extent, to
which her use has become intertwined in her everyday life, does not contribute
to her recovery. Paradoxically, Linnea seem anxious about preventing the confluence to happen, to let her everyday life and use of information technology
to become intertwined and almost the same. She wants to uphold some kind
of distinction. Also as far as Linnea is concerned, her everyday life lived like
this will not be missed when she is recovered and able to return to work.

8.3 The commonality of information technology
Some may argue that Linnea’s use of information technology isn’t intriguing at
all. If by intriguing one assumes that the use should imply radical new ways of
appropriating or that it should mean using advanced applications, and/or Internet services. Linnea’s use is in this respect quite contrary, ordinary and
mundane. It is in fact so common that most of us can identify and relate with
certain or most aspects and that is partly why her use is intriguing. What is
intriguing in Linnea’s use of information technology is not the actual applications that she use, neither the large amount of time that she devotes to manage information technology, rather what’s fascinating is the meaning and significance that she ascribes to her use. In examining her experiences we have
attained a modified understanding regarding what role that information technology plays in the sphere of everyday life.
The use that unfolds by the story of Linnea does in a very straightforward
way illustrate the commonality and the mundane context in which information
technology is used. The dull and everydayness that is unfolded by her story is
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in our view fascinating. From her experience we attain a sense of timelessness
that is characteristic for activities within the everyday. The activities of cooking, eating, washing, cleaning, sleeping, walking socializing are central and occur s everyday and always. We find it exciting that information technology
finds its way in between and at parallel to these activities. In the way that Linnea characterizes her use of information technology it seems to be always and ongoing in the same way as other aspects of her life. Also it seems as if different kinds
of software and acitivites are conducted at the same time, i.e. answering emails, chatting with friends, reading the news, and searching the web. Hence,
her use seems to be ‘all over the place’ to use her words. This timelessness of
information technology in everyday life has also been found in other studies.
For instance, in Bakaradijeva #2000$ users were initially asked to estimate time
spent using Internet for particular activities such as work, learning, socializing,
consumption and entertainment. However, this kind of representations was by
her respondents regarded as meaningless way of capturing their use. She
writes:
“More than often the different types of activities enlisted above collapsed into one another, leaving the user unable to disentangle learning from entertainment, socializing
from work, etc.” #Ibid, p. 132$

In several contextually oriented studies we have learned about the process of
social aspects and forces shaping technology and its use. The notion of the
domestic has in such studies implied the view of technology as something external that needs to be tamed into the context of everyday life #For example
Lie & Sørensen 1996; Aune 1996; Berg 1996$. In two recent studies Svedmark
Ikodomidis #2002$ and Lewén Johansson #2000$ use of information technology
within the context of everyday life is analyzed using Ågren’s #1998$ notion of
domestication through virtualization. With this perspective it has been found
that an important aspect of domestication is a somewhat opposite movement
from shaping technology into the context of everyday life''or take technology
to oneself. The process of virtualization includes the movement towards technology''taking oneself to technology. Svedmark Ikodomidis #2002$ concludes
that a central aspect of information technology within an everyday life setting
is that people’s use resembles the process virtualization. This means that an
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important prerequisite for information technology to be domesticated is that
people seem to find meaning in creating, recreating or moving existing or nonexisting objects or activities from the physical world to the virtual #Ågren,
1998, p. 3$. Both Lewén Johansson and Coffey #2000$ and Svedmark Ikodomidis found that the process of virtualization includes activities that are
shaped by the prevailing circumstances of the virtual sphere but still very related to the physical. Also Ågren #1998$ hold the process of virtualization to be
an experiential phenomenon and as such it is the significance that people ascribed information technology that makes the virtual world a place or a social
world parallel to the physical. In the case of Linnea there seems to be several
themes that touches upon this notion of domestication through virtualization.
To begin with Linnea’s use of information technology seems to appear inbetween and in parallel with various other activities in her everyday life.
“Between is a transitional space of nothingness and sensory deprivation ‘ between here
and there’. ,…- a mood of maybe, might be, as if, fantasy, conjecture, desire…” The liminal space of between invites reflexive thinking.” #Qually, 1997, p. 10f$

In a sense she has domesticated information technology by moving more and
more of her everyday life to be associated with using information technology.
For instance, her social relationships are increasingly becoming virtualized and
her identity is to a large extent shaped by her use of this technology. At the
same time Linnea hold several distinctions to be important when she elaborates the experiences of her use. One is between using information technology
and other actualities in her everyday life. She experience information technology to be so absorbing that she needs to be reminded to fulfill other commitments like vacuuming, taking the dog for a walk etceteras. Although this is a
distinction that she her self needs to be reminded of, for instance, in order to
keep track of time, she maintains its importance. Also she emphasizes that
there is a distinction between social relations that can be maintained by information technology and does who cannot. In her view a large extent of her
use of information technology is related to socializing but the social relationships that are maintained and developed will not be missed when she go back
to her job as secretary. It seems as if the extraordinary situation of Linnea being sick listed initiated a movement of virtualization in Linnea’s everyday life.
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This discontinuity in her everyday life is what to a large extent signifies the
way she appropriates information technology and explains her turn to information technology in the first place. In Linnea’s view using information technology is conducted ‘instead’ of’ work. Although she holds the use to be very
stimulating and pleasing she at the same time as hold it to be problematic in
terms of her recovering and get her back to work. Hence, since information
technology is experienced as work, stressful, and time absorbing, it is important to from time to time get away to her cottage and relax. Thus information
technology is foremost regarded as a tool useful for work, or as a contact machine and in this respect information technology makes a fundamental connection to her ‘normal’ situation as a secretary. Thus in her extra ordinary
situation a space was created in her everyday life that needed to be
filled''Linnea turned to IT. It is therefore not so remarkable that she contend
that the she will not miss the form of everyday life that she now experience
when she return to work and her everyday takes on normal proportions.

8.4 A summary of Part III
By stories like Linnea’s we get to come close to a web of signification that are
essential in everyday life. Throughout this last chapter we have learned that
information technology enfolds new meanings as it is integrated with Linnea’s
everyday, both in her understandings of her self and others and also of what
kind of technology this is. Such new meanings are not well captured if we hold
on to an understanding of information technology as a tool or as a media but
are possible to elaborate by considering information technology as lifeworlds.
In Linnea’s attempt to uphold a distinction between using information technology and the rest of her everyday life an essential tension emerges. This tension results in several paradoxes since information technology at the same time
as is largely intertwined in her life.
In this part as a whole an attempt is made to convey as well as formulate the
need to know more about how and why information technology is appropriated and integrated into the everyday. As such this part hopefully raises more
questions than answers. However, at this point exploring how things are experienced in search for what is experienced, i.e. the phenomenological ambition
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might provide a rather arbitrary sense not only concerning how the reflexive
nature of information technology can be envisioned, but also concerning the
significance of information technology in everyday life. There is also here a
danger of getting stuck in distinctions that are as problematic as the hen''egg
paradox. So is it really a fruitful stance to take? I believe so. The reason for my
cling to phenomenological thinking is that it is based on such thinking that I
have experienced that alternative sense and sensibility can be attained concerning the role and significance of information technology in everyday life.
But so far, researchers interested in seeking knowledge about the significance
and role of technology in everyday life tend to postulate meanings of information technology prior to empirical examination. All with good reasons no
doubt. However due to the increased presence of information technology in
peoples’ everyday life I also think it is necessary for researchers to start to
question its significance in order to generate a deeper understanding of the
particularities and circumstances motivating their use. So far we have seen little or no attempts to take serious such meanings and this is something that the
phenomenological perspective can help us to do. Focusing on particular experiences regarding information technology offers plenty of questions and
themes to investigate. In the next part of this thesis I will make further advancement beyond the perspectives of use and design in my attempt to tentatively convey how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned.

EMERGENCE

”Wonder is the ’basic disposition #…$. It let the question of beings as such become a necessity, though in such a way that it precluded a direct inquiry into
al_theia #…$ it is clear that this perceiving of beings in their unconcealedness is
not a mere gaping, that wonder is carried out rather in a procedure against beings, but
in such a way that these themselves precisely show themselves. For that is what
tech_ means: to grasp beings as emerging out of themselves in the way they show themselves, in their outward look, eidos, idea, and in accord with this, to care for beings
themselves and to let them grow, i.e., to order oneself within beings as a whole
throughout productions and institutions. %Heidegger, 1994, p. 155, my emphasis&
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Introduction to the fourth part
In this part three chapters are devoted to convey the results of my critical exploration of the reflexive nature of information technology. These results are as a whole
directed towards the need to transcend familiar themes and notions of information
technology based on the theoretical and empirical foundations discussed in Chapter
2. Hence throughout this part I attempt to disclose how I have acquired some
knowledge concerning aesthetic responses of the reflexive nature of information
technology.
In Chapter 9 information technology as lifeworlds is tentatively outlined with respect
to the character of everyday life as suggested by Lefebvre %1991& and de Certeau %1984&
and related to Heidegger’s %1977& notion of technology as revealing. Further, by acknowledging the importance of self-understanding in relation with information technology the notion the invisible architecture, Werne %1987&, pays special tribute to the
lifeworlds directness to embrace the unknown, sensitivity to paradoxes and endurance of partial perspectives and images. The chapter as a whole suggests that an understanding of
information technology as lifeworlds attributes importance to such never-ending, dynamic, open, complex, and often contradictory qualities of information technology.
In Chapter 10 a new critical sensibility is discussed in terms of an alternative way
to envision the reflexive nature of information technology. Informed by the technological real, Kendrick %1996& and the principal components of digital culture, Deuze %2006&,
aesthetic and sublime understanding is suggested to empower critical research by
acknowledge the significance of polymorphic, dialectical and particular ways that
information technology intervenes with and conditions human experience.
Finally in Chapter 11 the framework, Being-with information technology, is tentatively outlined. This framework is as at this stage an embryonic one, nevertheless
suggested to be promising for further attempts to investigate aspects of information
technology so far unknown. By revitalizing the themes of the Scandinavian tradition
the framework support and encourages researchers with a critical agenda to investigate the standpoint of subordinate meanings of information technology and also enhances that partial, situated and paradoxical responses to information technology is
of general interest and also a necessity if a new critical sensibility is to be able to
prosper and emerge.
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9. Information technology as lifeworlds
In the previous part some particular aspects of the relationship between human experience and information technology were accounted for. At this point,
these accounts might appear as both too arbitrary, and too extreme to serve
the purposes and questions posed in this thesis. In this chapter I will make an
attempt to convey some important aspects of how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned in relation to these stories. Accordingly what will be initiated in this chapter is a discussion about how my studies
have resulted in an alternative sense and sensibility of the significance of information
technology in everyday life.
Looking back on the different research projects that I have participated in I
have in retrospect come to consider them to!in different by equally important ways!teach and tell something about the reflexive nature of information
technology. I could, however, also portray the expansion of the intersection of
information technology and everyday life!as others have done!in a more
general and straightforward manner.120 For instance in terms of a technology
push briefly outlined by the first project "MIT-2000#, a technology pull as advanced visualization techniques are used to attract the general public to engage
in decision processes regarding societal design, a convergence of human and
technology as more and more people enters and explore virtual environments
and worlds, and finally as an implosion of conventional distinctions and nuances
characteristic for how information technology conditions and intervenes with
human experience.
However, based on my assumptions previously discussed "e.g. Chapter 1#,
that there is a need to elaborate a different kind of sensitivity of the significance of information technology in everyday life, I here attempt to convey and
further motivate why such an alternative also is legitimate to further pursue. In
what follows I try to reveal how my subjective understanding influences the
knowledge produced as well as the questions posed in this work. Onwards I am
therefore particularly sensitive to the phenomenological position and the
120

The research projects informing this thesis are described and elaborated on in Chapter 2, e.g. section 2.4 pp. 47-55.
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uniqueness suggested by an aesthetic appreciation of information technology
discussed in Chapter 5. For instance suggesting that:
“%…& my participation in the world is unique and non-recurrent, shared by no other person,
no one else can accept responsibility on my behalf.” "Gardiner, 2000, p. 51#

The time period during which much of this thesis work has been conducted
has been very intense with respect to the diffusion and spread of information
technology in everyday life.121 As I work through my studies I also find that
information technology has become a major significant configuration in people’s
lives.122 The chapters in the previous part are also indicative of this configuration in terms of different forms of virtual communities emerging, suggesting
that people inhabits various virtual arenas and worlds and also incorporate information technology into everyday life. The perspective of information technology as a significant configuration in which people make sense of their lives
is also the theme of this chapter and is henceforth referred to as information
technology as lifewolds.123 According to Schutz "1975# the lifeworld is:
“%…& the whole sphere of everyday experiences, %…& through which individuals pursues
their interests and affairs %…&.”"Schutz, 1975, p. 15#

As such the notion of information technology as lifeworld is here used to designate information technology as experienced rather than as what we traditionally
think of it!as a cause of what we perceive. But, in order to initiate this discussion I keenly ask the reader to openheartedly embrace the stories of information technology presented in the last part, as such allowing polymorphic
meanings of information technology to emerge. Such openness is also suggested to be an important part of an aesthetic comprehension that will be further discussed in the next chapter. Hence, openheartedly embraced, the previous part "i.e. part three# serves as the juncture from which an alternative sense
of information technology beyond use and design might evolve. Below I will
121

I enrolled as a PhD student in 1992.
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This view has previously been suggested by among others Bolter, 1984; Turkle, 1984; 1995; Ersson,
1992.
123

The lifeworld is according to Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994, p. 96 attained by focusing on it is intentional objects that are interpreted, subjective and filled with human values and significance. Also, previously discussed in chapter 2.2 and 2.3, pp. 40-41; 43-44.
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further elaborate on this suggestion by revealing my retrospective perspective
on the studies that have shaped the way that I envision the reflexive nature of
information technology.

9.1 Re-romanticizing Heidegger
I have previously referred to the importance of Heidegger’s "1977# thinking for
this thesis work. However, as also already discussed his thinking have often
been referred to whenever substantivistic and/or deterministic aspects of
technological development are advanced. It is perhaps for that reason that
Ihde "1993# suggest that Heidegger needs to be de-romanticized to allow the
technologically textured modes of life to be appreciated.
“One cannot but detect, again, the heavy romantic overtones of this nostalgic merging of
art and technology. Nor should we ignore from the outset that Heidegger’s primary suggestion of a solution to the dilemmas of the Age of Technology often revolve around a
kind of saving power in art.” "Ihde, 1993, p. 105#

Contrary to this assessment I have however found it necessary to regain Heidegger’s romantic views in generating a deeper understanding to the questions
posed in this thesis. Such romanticism also favors an aesthetic appreciation of
information technology that I, as well as other researchers discussed in Chapter 5, find necessary in gaining a deeper understanding of the significance of
information technology in everyday life.
Based on Husserl’s notion of the lifeworld Heidegger strengthened the fundamental status of the state in which human experience dwell and origin "Bengtsson,
1998, p. 80#. The lifeworld is accordingly something that humans never can
escape as long as they live. The lifeworld is also that which is taken for granted.
This taken-for-grantedness is however not an arbitrary assumption that can be
dismissed or exchanged with some other assumption. Quite contrary it is the
original, immediate fundament on which all meaningful human experience depend.124
124

According to Stenström "1966, p.93# Heidegger’s view differ from other existentialist thinkers in
one important way. Within Heidegger’s thought the common existentialist’s granting the subjective
experience in favor of objective knowledge, the lived experience in favor of dead speculation is not
found. These are not essential contradictions according to Heidegger. Although he grants subjective
experiences the true and only way to gain knowledge of the of being and of being itself indirectly. He claims that
it is possible that from subjective experiences reveal structures of inter subjective qualities or even of
objective validity that he calls essences.
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Furthermore, Heidegger’s thinking is based on the premise that one of basic
characteristics of human experience is the care of being. In the care of being truth
is present as an ongoing process of revealing and concealing "Benktsson, 1983#. This
process, i.e. the care of being, is, however, for most parts not considered in
contemporary scientific discourses on subjective thinking, but it has in my
studies determined my critically negation of common conceptions of technological progress. Hence, the care of being is, according to Heidegger "1971#,
always ongoing within individual beings. Although implicit and disregarded for
most parts one fundamental predisposition of being is further development
and interpretations of being!in Heidegger’s terminology expressed as a care
of being.
“As such, Being is properly understood as %…& a continuous activity of creating existential
meaning.” "Gardiner, 2000, p. 53#

According to Bengtsson "1998, p. 41# Heidegger’s main writing also characterizes the human lifeworld as always in one way or another being preoccupied
with itself. Accordingly Dasein or Being belongs fundamentally to itself and is
therefore also always a concern for itself. This is something that differentiates
humans from other things since things do not have such a relationship with
themselves. As such humans are always preoccupied with interpreting and makingsense of themselves, others and things in their lives.
Being can therefore be understood as a potential being, since being also is a
process of ongoing self-realization. This implies a certain freedom in considering beings’ active part of the process of understanding. It is also, according to
Heidegger "1971# possible to claim that one fundamental disposition of being
can found within its potential, since being as such always to some extent is unknown,
or becoming, because of its ongoing self-realization. At the same time Heidegger
acknowledges that being does not freely disposes all possibilities that are available for being, since another fundamental characteristic of being is its throwness. That is as beings we are always intertwined with the particularities of actual situations. This aspect portrays the limitations of understanding "sense
making#, but is also presented as a precondition and foundation.125
125

Something that Heidegger calls existenz. Existenz is thus the way in which being is thrown into a
situation that it did not from the beginning choose since it is characterized by “over individual”, cul-
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Based on this brief and rough account on Heidegger’s clouded and highly
debated ideas I have come to understand Heidegger’s thinking!and I repeat
myself from a previous chapter!not foremost as directed to technology per
se. Rather he among other things uses our general and modern separation of
art and science and technology rhetorically to illuminate how human experience
analytically and scientifically commonly is described, presented and studied.
For instance, in his essay The Question Concerning Technology and other Essays
"Heidegger, 1977# our modern dualistic conception of being is questioned by
the thorough analysis of two different ways of understanding technology!as a
neutral instrument and as a way of revealing being. Since humans according to
Heidegger "1962# always are thrown into a situation it is of fundamental importance how we frame our throwness and understand our relationship with our
selves and with things in our surrounding. In Heidegger’s view modern conceptions of technology are too often based on ideas of instrumentality leading
to and understanding of our selves and of being as reified as previously discussed in Chapter 3.
In the essay The Origin of the Work of Art, "Heidegger, 1993# he contrasts how
technology reveals being, i.e. as ge-stell, by a phenomenological investigation
on how is it possible to understand the essence of art. In Heidegger’s view works
of art reveals being by making visible that, which becomes present. This is according to Heidegger an essential feature of works of art, not found in how
technology as ge-stell discloses or reveals being.
“The threat to man does no come in the first instance from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology. The actual threat has already affected man in his essence. The rule of Enframing threatens man with the possibility that it could be denied
to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to experience the call of a more
primal truth.” "Heidegger 1977, p. 28#

Bringing Heidegger’s thinking on being back to the field of Informatics one
could in more general terms say that I so far tried to capture an approach to
information technology concerned with what Boland "1987# conceptualizes as a
fundamental property of information, as already discussed in Chapter 3. This
property he claims is the inward forming!or the change in a person from an encountural and historical circumstances. In Heidegger’s word then, the world has being instead of the other way
around. "Svenaeus 1996, p. 145ff#
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ter with data "ibid#. Although researchers have always known and been aware of
this feature of information, it has often been excluded in efforts of analyzing,
designing, implementing and evaluating information systems. According to
Boland "ibid# it is the elusive nature of information that has led researchers to
avoid the property of inward forming. The excuses for this have often been
centered on the subjective nature of the ways that individuals derive meaning from the
data made available through information systems. Hence, faced with a hidden
and highly personal reality it is required that researchers have rather intensive
research strategies for the interpretive nature of information. However, researchers have so far largely, according to Boland "ibid# assumed that the users
of data systems employ standard set of interpretive structures.126
Further, this inward forming that Boland "ibid# finds crucial is however not
readily available for observation. It is rather the change in the knowledge, beliefs,
values or behavior of a person and is as such part of a general ’sense-making’
process. Such sense-making processes can only be found by paying attention to
the distinctive way a person has come to understand the world or in the way a
particular situation has come to be defined. This might be one reason for why
it is not so clearly and easily to express and analyze such aspects in the empirically oriented tradition of social sciences.

9.2 The invisible architecture
Drawing on Boland’s "1987# claim as briefly discussed above the term invisible
architecture is also used as an additional concept that conveys the significance
of information technology as lifeworlds. This term were coined by Finn Werne
"1987# to make explicit that the relationship between artificial environments
and people’s experiences constitutes and frames the potentials of selfrealization for its’ inhabitants. Hence, according to Werne "ibid# to become
conscious about one self is at the same time to be conscious about the actual
terms of one’s existence. As such, consciousness about one self and about the
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For a related but more thoroughly account of some disciplinary assumptions constraining our views
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environment is two sides of the same thing.127 An invisible architecture is by
Werne "ibid# defined as:
“The interior gestalt or whole, loaded with experiences and tunes that are shaped in our
conscious.” "Werne, 1987, p. 203, my translation.#

Different environments are, however more or less changeable!that is environments are constituted of different aspects that to a greater or lesser degree
are given, evolving and as such to a various degree subject to effect. Werne
"ibid, p. 189# further focuses on the impacts and effects of the built environment for the culture as a whole!claiming peoples’ experiences of an environment to be related to the speed of the changes occurring within the built environment. He writes:
“The faster the speed of change, the greater is the risk that people become strangers to
the culture and its built environments.” "Werne, 1987, p. 189, my translation.#

As such one can assume that one important aspect for the sense of quality and meaning of life can be found in the environment surrounding individuals and the possibilities to change the environment so that they become in harmony with the ambitions of self-realization. But humans also sometimes, according to Werne "ibid#
sometimes need to be removed from the situations of the everyday life to become
aware of the feelings and gestalts that associated to the immediate surrounding. Hence, to become homesick and long for our ordinary and mundane
things is an important part of being conscious about one self and the importance of one’s surrounding. As such, it is according to Werne "ibid# not until
we remove and detaches ourselves from our situatedness that we become truly
aware of our detachment and dependence of things and our built environment.
“It is in the relationship between the invisible architecture that we inside ourselves build
up and the outside environment, that determines if we feel at home or not, if we find
pleasure or not in architecture and the spaces that we are surrounded by. If there is no
response, no resonance between the visible and invisible architecture we become indeterminate with respect to our environment.” "Werne 1987, p. 203, my translation#
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This can also according to Werne "ibid# be understood as a consciousness about being. Hence the
consciousness of being intervenes with and establishes the preconditions for our appreciation and
understanding of our self and our surrounding.
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According to Werne "ibid# to care about the environment is to feel a sense of
belonging and feel part of. The invisible architecture relates not only to people
and environments that are close, but to the larger whole of former, present and
future people and places. This sense of belonging also demands confirmation
from the built environment, which might be one of the greater properties of
architecture that the built environment that is shaped by people for people
can generate and communicate such kinds of significance, meanings and emotions without us really noticing it. Thus we need to focus our attention on
finding correspondence in our studies between a well-balanced tension between the interior and exterior!between the visible and invisible architecture.

9.3 Pathways in retrospect
Returning to my experiences affiliated with the research projects informed by
an understanding of Heidegger’s thinking, further supported by the concept of
the invisible architecture I briefly below outline the dynamics of information
technology as lifeworlds based on my participation in the four research projects. Hence this brief outline is here revealed to further orient and allow for
an alternative sense of information technology to emerge. As such they are
chosen by me to illustrate the dynamics and contradictions inherent in the reflexiveness of information technology as it intertwines with the lifeworld. The
outline as such is not that essential, but should rather be grasped as an additional junction supportive of my attempt to envision the reflexive nature of
information technology in my engagement with the otherness of technology in
four particular contexts.

Experience and revealing!the case of MIT-2000
The aim of MIT-2000 was to elaborate the use of information technology in
the intersection between business and its customers.128 One core issue within
the project was related to the way in which information technology could be
used to create new arenas and opportunities for business to communicate with
their customers. Accordingly one central object of study was the relationship
128
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between individuals!as customers!and organizations and in what way information technology could play a major part in the establishment, sustainability
and development of this relationship.
As described in Chapter 2, one central theme throughout this project revolved around the merits of information technology to enhance and reinforce customers’ experiences. Closely related to this theme is also in my view Heidegger’s
"1977# notion of revealing. From the various organizational representatives I
gathered that their purpose was to find ways in which they could strategically
use information technology to manage how their respectively company were
perceived by its’ customers. Hence the companies thus seemed to have found
an opportunity to manage and customize their image by the use of information technology. Also, to me it then seemed like the organizations not only considered
information technology as a tool useful for improving customer relationships!i.e. large data collections and records of customer profiles in relation to
sales. They also saw information technology as a potential new arena, or market
place, in which they could strategically decide how to reveal their business.
That is, finding optimal and/or appropriate ways to stand before different customers, clients and markets. For instance, in using information technology to
promote cars they at the same time had an opportunity to remake the image of
car retailing. From something previously ill reputed to something trustworthy
and a serious business venture by seeking long-term relationships with their customers. Also, the use of information technology as an educational tool for
knowing more about various prescribed drugs seemed to differently align
pharmaceutical customers to the corporations providing particular remedies.
In that respect, the pharmacist was not only a customer purchasing particular
goods but also considered trainee or student and the company not only a provider of drugs but also an educational institution. Finally, in the case of the
department store, information technology came to provide new meeting
points in the warehouse for customers and sales personnel. In all of these instances information technology were conceived of and used to manage, disclose and reveal different and new forms of relationships between the business
and customers.
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Enframing and desire!Visualization techniques in societal planning
In the research project Advanced Visualization techniques in societal planning
the foremost goal was to capture and understand the relationship between information technology and the use of other representational techniques.129
More precisely we tried to explore the relationship between information technology, physical reality and the not-yet-existing "i.e. the planned change#.
During this project we, among other things, did a small empirical study regarding the use of desktop virtual reality "VR# in the decision making process
of constructing a tunnel for pedestrians under a highway.130 The questions addressed during these interviews concerned the relationship between the VRapplication and the surrounding social context!i.e. the activity of social planning. Since societal planning is a complex, dynamic and democratic process
involving several layers of negotiation and decision-making we identified three
different professional roles of importance to provide us with insights!an architect, a politician, and a technician.
In the conversations with these professionals one very complex and crucial
relationship were depicted that seemed to be determining for the role of the
VR-application in the process of societal planning. In the core of this complexity was the relationship between the existing physical environment "for
instance the city or some of its central parts# and the intended change!i.e. the
desire for the not-yet-existing. One common and shared understanding of the role
of visualization techniques in this process was that it contributed to make explicit the desire of the not-yet-existing. In one particular setting the use of desktop
VR-application people were provided the opportunity of a preview and a sense
of the planned change. This was made in a way that made it possible for people
too see, interact and become engaged with the desires motivating the need of
change of a particular physical environment.
Hence in my view the role of information technology in this context was to
capture and frame reality in some sensuous, tangible, and/or immediate way. In
most cases it were the visual senses that were attracted and the architect,
129
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technician and politician also often referred to the use of pictures, movies and
other graphical illustrations to portray different architectural considerations.
For instance, color, height, and shapes. Hence, empowered with information
technologies these aspects could fairly easily be portrayed and altered in discussions with different representatives of importance for the decision-making
process.
Since information technology in this context was both being used to learn
something about reality and to plan for changes in reality I became painfully
aware of the complexity of approaching the use information technology in
such contexts as societal design and planning. Also, in addition, due to the potential to visualize and simulate intangible aspects of physical reality, information technology was also sometimes treated as reality in particular instances in
decision process "e.g. Borgmann 1999#.
In order to elaborate the role that information technology seem to play with
respect to notions of the real I investigated some contemporary philosophers
of technology who often made references to Martin Heidegger when it came
to questions concerning the relationship between technology and reality. As
such I came across the word enframing. Enframing is the English equivalence of
the Heideggerian notion ge-stell emphasizing the active and demanding meaning that Heidegger attributes to technology "Heidegger, 1977, p.19 n. 17#. Enframing is:
“%…& fundamentally a calling forth. It is a ‘challenging claim’, a demanding summon, that
‘gathers’ as to reveal. It puts into a framework or configuration everything that it summons forth, through an ordering for use…” "Heidegger, 1977. p. 19 n.17#

I regard this characterization of technology to been crucial in illustrating the
emergence of some of the new significance that information technology plays
in the context of societal planning. For Heidegger, all technology en-frames,
which means that technology reveals the world as standing reserve and as such
challenges man to exploit nature and themselves. But for Heidegger this enframing is concealed.
“Enframing not only conceals a former way of revealing, bringing-forth, but it conceals
revealing...” "Ibid, p. 27#

190

Information technology as lifeworlds

At least tentatively I hold this characterization of technology in general to inform our understanding of one important aspect of information technology
that often are being exploited in various ways in different context in our daily
social life.

Inhabitation and potentials!Virtual Communities and Virtual Worlds
The purpose of the project Virtual Communities was to explore new forms of
social interaction evoked when information technology was aligned to the Internet.131 But as virtual community is both a social phenomenon and a concept
it easily give rise to subtle and difficult distinctions, especially concerning the
relationship between the virtual and the real. By the time we initiated our
project contemporary research also seemed to understand the virtual and the
Internet in analogy to a new and unexplored continent, i.e. as something radically different and new compared to the real. There were also a number of
books and research papers in which explorers of this new social space reported
on their experiences.132 These texts were often focused on subjective feelings
and experiences of being part of this new form of reality and also often dealt
with the similarities and differences between our everyday reality and experiences of the virtual. One of the more general impressions from these stories
was that there seemed to be a potential within this kind of use of information
technology that evoked and established a sense of belonging and a sense of
community.
Within our project we were not only trying to understand the social migration into new virtual spaces but we also wanted to explore how the use of information technology in this way changed and affected traditional social
groups, ways of perceiving kinships, etceteras. As such we affirmed that virtual
community is not something outside, but are also perceived as true parts of
social reality and as such also part of its ongoing change and evolution.
We also followed various attempts from people working at universities, research centers, software companies and ordinary people that were creating
131
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software and added functionality and various features. We considered this to
be a very important part of the emergence of virtual communities, although
then often neglected, since technical infrastructure and new software in important ways encompasses the structure, functionality and future of the virtual
community. But since such developments are not an overall conscious design,
and definitely not a design guided by a single idea or a plan, we conceived of
them as tectonic. That is, constantly formed into new functions, new structures,
new protocols by disparate ideas and initiatives "Stolterman, 1997; 2001#.
“This tectonic character lends people to be creative and to find ways to continuously redesign and add new designs to the overall system. This is one reason why it has been difficult to
predict the way people will make cyberspace usable.” "Stolterman, 2001, my emphasis#

One of the more general outcome from our efforts during this project as a
whole however is that virtual communities needs to be carefully examined in
terms of what make people form and establish a sense of belonging. We also
concluded that virtual communities seem to emerge as a result of the designable
and open character of information technology "Stolterman, 2001#. The specifics of
our own encounters of Confuse provided me with a sense of belonging to information technology that I previously lacked and were unable to obtain.
Hence, for me this project provided me with a sense of a place where the dialectics of use and design, subject and object complete and becoming directed
my attention to how I experienced information technology.
Also, as discussed in Chapter 6, throughout these two projects we also
found that is was relatively common for members of virtual communities to
act and communicate as if they were inhabitants of a physical public place.
Virtual communities were also often regarded as a new kind of third place,
where people gather and develop a sense of belonging "e.g. Fernback, 1999;
Schuler, 1996; Smith, 1996; Turkle, 1996; Valtersson, 1996; Ågren, 1997; 1998#.
This among other things helped me to create an understanding of virtual
communities as places that people seek out for finding companionship and support amongst people with similar interests. The development of virtual communities is also often regarded as a mean for people to find organized ways of
getting in touch and developing relations with other humans. That is, participants of different virtual communities, us included, often referred to the com-
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puter conference systems as different kind of places. Statements like “this is a
nice place to get together” or "this is a convenient place to meet" are, according to Stone, very common. Such sense of place is also, according to Schuler
"1996#, a very important characteristic since it directs attention to the physical,
mental and/or emotional place of people’s everyday life.
“The main thing that The Well provides is a computer conferencing environment. This
is a place for people to meet each other and exchange ideas and thoughts in a conversational fashion.” "Smith, 1996, p.18#

Hence during this project I gradually came to regard information technology
as being constantly designed and redesigned!as a dynamic and constantly
changing, shifting and drifting as a technology that people in assorted ways
inhabited and attributed great potential to.

Becoming ambiguity!Information technology and Quality of Life
The last research projects informing this work were based on an appreciation
of the unique character of everyday life.133 The research project was formulated
around the straightforward question: Why and why not do people use information technology in their everyday life? In this respect the project saw the
opportunity to empirically investigate meanings of information technology
within a context that!at least ideally!have few explicit structural and formal
restraints. The importance and the aim of this project were to investigate lived
experiences as formulated by various subjects. As such meanings associated with
information technology were considered to contain at least a certain amount
of freedom with respect to its relation to the context of use.
As already discussed in Chapter 2, at the time this project was initiated the
presence of information technology in peoples’ everyday life had become a
natural and intrinsic part of human affairs. This movement had among other
things been possible through the integration of computers with more traditional communication media. It had also become increasingly common to
make analogies between information technology and other media such as television, telephones and/or various means of transportation "such analogies are
133
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foremost expressed by researchers within the field of cultural and media studies#.
But in this project we departed from the assumption that the comparison
between information technology and traditional media and communication
technologies diminished the possibility to further investigate the transformative potential of information technology!i.e. its potential to portray life in
new, dynamic and concrete ways. As such, we were in this project keen on
learning more about the sensuous, perceptual and/or experiential qualities of
information technology related to the individual and existential contexts of
everyday life.
During the project we therefore had an open attitude towards the experiences that the research subjects reported concerning information technology
and everyday life. But, when people were asked about their experiences, the
most immediate answers and accounts from our respondents almost always
bore witness of some kind of instrumental rationality, although most people
agreed that something different, more and/or else also seemed to be ongoing as
this technology entered everyday life. As such, signification processes with respect to
information technology seemed problematic to make explicit.
In our attempt to capture the significance of information technology in the
everyday lives of our informant most of the time we ended up with examples
and illustrations where the individual’s appeared as irreducibly mysterious and
paradoxical, due to the personal and subjective character of their stories. The
ambiguity concerning the role and meaning of information technology as for
instance reported on in Chapter 8 were also found in other stories. Although
portrayed through different unique positions "e.g. Coffey and Levén Johansson, 2000; Johansson, Persson and Wiklund, 2002 and Ikonomidis Svedmark,
2002#.
“Boundaries between one’s self and other selves are open; we are often realising their
fluidity by realising how feelings of familiarity and unfamiliarity %…& change in time. We
are never able to specify in any final form what makes us unique but at the same time like
any other human %…&.” "Costea & Introna, 2004, p. 14#

This last insight has proven to be of great importance for formulating the purpose of this thesis and providing me with the direction to consider informa-
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tion technologies as constituting some kind of otherness with respect to lived
experiences of everyday life.

9.4 The importance of the unknown
“There is nothing we fear more than the touch of the unknown. Our technologies keep
the world at a distance.” "Robins, 1996, p. 19#

Critically transcending beyond use and design attempting to account for the
reflexive nature of information cannot easily be justified by making reference
to abstractions like technological rationality or the like. Rather, in my exploration of responses evoked by a critical engagement with otherness my own responses to information technology have been essential. By letting go of a perspective of humans as users and/or designers interrelated with information
technology and instead using my own critical responses I have found that some
special kind of treatment is necessary to elaborate and make this explicit.
“In making the world a meaningful place, one that is steeped in personal values, the subject actively engages with and alters its lived situation; and, in so doing, continuously
transforms itself. This is an ongoing process: the self is continually ‘reauthored’ as its life
and circumstances change, and is hence ‘unfinalizable’, always open to further development and transformation.” "Gardiner, 2000, p. 50#

Accordingly, I found that a deeper understanding of the significance of information technology in everyday life demanded that information technology somehow was examined from within itself, which in turn left me with something that
was:
“%…& in a sense residual, defined by ‘what is left over’ after all distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities have been singled out by analysis %…&” "Lefebvre, 1991, p. 97#

It was also Lefevbre "1991# and deCerteau "1984#, among others, that made me
realize that the everyday can be comprehended as comprised by particular energies and potentials that, if carefully considered, could be used to further explore
the reflexive nature of information technology. That is something different than
what is expressed through contemporary conceptions of technological rationality and commodified discourse. Lefevbre "1991#, for instance suggest that every-
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day harbors its own transformation, but that such transformation can never be
captured by images and words, since they are textured by various evocations
pointing to the possibility of a different daily life.
Hence the foremost reason for including my personal reflections emerging in
affiliation with the research projects is that they convey aspects of the lived
character of information technology. As such I hold that the tentatively employed themes depict some essential features of information technology as lifeworlds. Such aspects are however seldom considered part of technological rationality. Rather such aspects are often reduced in favor of the primary qualities
associated with functionalization, i.e. size, shape, color etc. "Feenberg, 1999, p.
203f#.
“Reductionism refers to the process in which the de-worlded things are simplified,
stripped of technically useless qualities, and reduced to those aspects through which they
can be enrolled in a technical network.” "Feenberg, 1999, p. 203#

However as information technology increasingly encompasses peoples’ lifeworld
a rather more complex situation emerges. In such situations researchers also
need to be able to ascribe importance to embrace the unknown emerging from
people’s experiences with information technology.
“Many of us have lost the sense of the magic of technology that attracted us to this area
of study in the first place.” "McCarthy and Wright, 2004, p. 192#

This is however hard to attain by means of traditional analytical and reductionistic approaches to information technology. Since such methods often are sensitive to the growth of complexity and as such take more time and resources
when complexity increases. Hence what I so far have attempted to convey are
images where complexity, paradoxes and contradictions almost by default are
allowed to prosper. In my view this also qualifies my assertion that an increased
use and presence of information technology in our everyday lives contributes to
expose people to such complex situations. We are therefore in need of approaches insensitive to growth and complexity, but sensitive to the ways that
people experience their reality as a whole. Hence in my view information technology as lifeworlds is:
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“%…&highly resistant to translation and codification into a formalized, authoritative language %…& Indeed, their very incomprehensibility in the face of an instrumentalized rationality is a continuing source of strength and vitality.” "Gardiner, 2000, p. 177#

Based on this chapter I suggest that an understanding of information technology as lifeworlds is something that will to large extent remain unknown and
unfamiliar. This is a view that truly contradicts common conceptions of technological rationality as well as instrumental reason. In the next chapter I will
further describe how and why emphasizing such a contradictory and almost
impossible notion can provide us with a deeper understanding of its significance in everyday life. I will also in remaining parts of the thesis suggest that it
is by embracing becoming or unfinished configurations of information technology that the discipline of Informatics might refuel its’ critical base in order
to attain deeper insights into what kind of technology we are involved with.
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10. A new critical sensibility
“It seems obvious that a world with information technology is somehow different from a
world without information technology. But what is the difference? "…# The answer "is…#
to a large extent in one’s particular, implicit or explicit ontology of information technology itself; what is the nature%way of being%of information technology as such?” 'Introna, 2005(

Throughout the thesis I have insisted on using information technology as the
defining concept in spite that such universal notion often is assumed to be insufficient to capture the multiple ways that this technology intervenes in and
condition human experience 'e.g. Fällman, 2003; Introna, 2005; Latour, 1985;
Levy, 2001(. But, since one of the more common views of information technology is as artifact or tool, I have tried to find an alternative way to conceive
information technology rather than giving way for more particular notions and
attributes concerning this technology.
“According to this view, we need to understand the impact that information technology
has on society as it is taken up and used in everyday practices.” 'Introna, 2005(

Due to my persistence I feel compelled to respond to the objection that I consequently advance a deterministic position in assuming information technology to operate in more or less uniform manners in various situations. In this
chapter my aim is to clarify my position by directing attention to the possibility of conducting critical explorations beyond questions concerning ‘the impact’
of information technology.
Transcending beyond use and design I investigate the reflexive nature of
information technology in terms of responses triggered when critically engaging with otherness 'Qualley, 1997(. There is, however, as discussed by Feenberg
'1998(, something paradoxical about associating reflexivity with information
technology, since technology in the framework of technical rationality largely
is supposed to be blind to itself.
“Once technology is differentiated from other social domains, its interaction with them
appears to be external "…#. Such illusions are constituting for social reality insofar as we
constantly act on them” 'Feenberg, 1998, p. 209; 211(
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In the end of this chapter I will advance how the reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned based on my work. My phenomenological position has, however, as discussed in Chapter 2, led me to examine how information technology are experienced in terms of a third alternative. An alternative,
that is neither subjective, nor objective, but lived. Hence, critically transcending beyond use and design my attempt has been directed to the reasonableness of
envisioning the reflexive nature of information technology, referred to in Chapter 9
as information technology as lifeworlds.
“A thing is not a thing-in-itself. "…# Since the unitary being of the thing is essentially
rooted in its scene, it is obvious that the collection of parts cannot explain such unity.”
'Fuenmayor, 1991, p. 21(

In the previous chapter I, thus, envisioned the reflexive nature of information
technology based on my responses as evolved throughout this work. But since I
find that such reflexiveness largely remains unknown and unfamiliar and since
such assertion largely contradicts conventional conceptions of technological
rationality I will onwards further elaborate on how and why my insistency contributes to deeper insights into the significance of information technology in
everyday life.
In this attempt I will relate my studies to the notion of the technological
real as outlined by Kendrick '1996( and the principal components of digital
culture as outlined by Deuze '2006(. These two notions assist my claim that
there is a need for a new critical sensibility of the ways that the lifeworld seek
interconnections with information technology. That is, there is a real need for
more and better accounts of the lived meanings of information technology as
it increasingly in various ways blends with people’s lifeworlds. Also, since most
studies of information technology are based on aspects fundamentally different from those that provide people with an opportunity to establish a sense of
meaning and wholeness, my attempt here is to further explore the prerequisites in favor of an aesthetic response to information technology, since aesthetics provides:
“"…# some of the more important versions "…# of the ‘belonging to’ sense of ‘being apart
of’ "…#. It is through aesthetics that ‘belonging to’ may in certain situation frame and ‘a
part of’ consciousness in our understanding of our being.” 'Ramirez, 1991, p. 36f(
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To be brief, the new critical sensibility advanced in this chapter is in accord,
with the claim that there is a possibility to envision the reflexive nature of information technology by paying attention to the importance of aesthetic experience and sublime reflections in Being-with information technology. Accordingly in this chapter my aim is to summarize the reasonableness behind my attempt to explore alternative aspects, knowledge and preconditions of information technology based on prerequisites in favor of an aesthetic appreciation of information technology.

10.1 The technological real and digital culture
“Machination and lived-experience, then, come together, in modern times, when every
event and object comes to be understood as material for the experience of the experiencing subject, "…#” 'Livingstone, 2003, p.332(

In the previous chapter the everyday life was described as the central domain,
in which people’s various interpretation processes are considered important
and significant. In Heidegger’s '1977( thinking this is expressed as Dasein’s
care of being%constantly searching to understanding its throwness.
“Dasein’s existence is characterize by the elementary and uninterrupted co-presence of
‘self’ and ‘other’ in everyday existence.” 'Costea and Introna, 2004(

In accepting this view the everyday life among other things can be characterized by various interrelationships between self and otherness, interrelationships that are constant changing in various sense-making and interpretative
processes. Because the everyday is constituted by an indefinite number of ongoing sense-making processes it is a poly-semantic and for most part contradictory and paradoxical domain that largely differ from more formal, logical
and bureaucratic contexts.
One of the more recent trends associated with information technology is as
already discussed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 5 the increased interest in associating information technology with experience. This is often suggested to be a
move away from functionality, usability, and other concepts that does not embrace the ways people relate information technology to their lifeworlds. But, it
seems as the struggle to find, define, and explain how experiences should be
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related to information technology often ends up with suggestions with strong
resemblance with the device paradigm outlined in Chapter 5. According to
Kendrick '1996( there seems to be a particular kind of explicitness associated
with experiences and information technology that follows with the new applications and products that are being developed, and this explicitness contributes to the assumption that information technology provides and grants experiences effortlessly. According to Kendrick 'ibid( such explicitness also contributes to make people anxious and disturbed, mostly because our understanding of others as well as of our selves as such becomes the target for a constant change and improvement. Since technology always is important for people’s understanding Kendrick 'ibid( emphasize the necessity of being careful
and sensitive to the technological real, i.e. dialectical processes whereby information technology is created and shaped in symbiotic relationship with human
experience.
“To begin to understand the technological real is to recognize that subjectivity is always
in the process of being reconstructed "…# any sense of a pretechnological reality or a reality distinct from or prior to technological intervention%can be only imaginary. The
technological real, therefore, describes the inextricability of "…# identity and technology
"…#.” 'Kendrick, 1996, p. 144f(

Kendrick 'ibid( ascribes the rhetoric that grounds the discourse around experiential aspects of information technology responsible for creating an illusory
sphere, a sphere behind the computer screen that at the same time denies and
exploits the important dialectical relationship between subjectivity and technology. This paradox is problematic since it diminishes our ability to appreciate information technology at the same time as it lead people to believe that
they are in controlled of what ever experience that are sought and evoked.
Thus, what is oppressed is a sensibility for the reflexive nature of information technology, in the sense that inherent in information technology resides
the interchange between technology and human experience. Similar to Heidegger '1977(, Kendrick 'ibid(, more specifically hold this rhetoric to allure
humans to think that they are in control of the technological innovations that
always shape and reshape our subjectivity, in the sense that experiences evoked
by, from or with information technology are understood as conscious choices and

Emergence

201

decisions that people by manipulating information technology can use and exploit
whenever they feel like it. He writes:
“"…# what ever we experience as true, real, and fundamental is inseparable from the technologies through which we are continually reinscribed.” 'Ibid, p. 160(

According to Kendrick 'ibid( common conceptions of digital culture does not
so far way capture the complex relationship between human experience and information
technology. Since, subjectivity at the same time as it is oppressed it is exploited to
breed the desire of forming a part of reality by being distinct from the technology that condition our experiences%suggesting humans to be superior and
allowing them to consider themselves as selves opposed to or distinct from the
digital materials of lifeworlds. At the same time as information technology contributes to dissolve the uniform subject it offers the non-existent uniform subject to emerge in various experiential applications. This rather oppressive acknowledgement of sense-making processes places information technology at
present in a very awkward situation++in constant denial of the consistent subject that paradoxically is claimed to be both assumed and re-created.
But according to Deuze '2006( the emerging digital culture does not imply
that everyone sooner or later will be online, but rather direct importance to that
the manifolds ways in which people and information technology interact are
gradually changing the way people give meaning to their lives. Such a change,
according to Deuze 'ibid, p.66(, has implications on a shared social level%both
online and offline. Hence for Deuze’s 'ibid( digital cultures are defined by three
principal components; participation, remediation and bricolage. Participation
acknowledges assemblies of people and information technology actively involved in the process of meaning-making. Remediation directs attention to the
increased degree of adoption and modification, manipulation and reform of
consensual ways of understanding reality due to the increased presence of information technology. Finally bricolage refers to the reflexive assembly of our
own particular version of reality and emphasizes people’s openness to possibilities and caring about events, resources, behaviors, and problems.
As such I find that the notion of the technological real and the principals of
digital culture conveys an embryo of reasons for the need of a new sensibility,
both in terms of how experiences and information technology should be ad-
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dressed as well as what significant structures and activities that might assist in
envisioning its reflexive character. Combined with what I previously emphasized,
i.e. that intrinsic to being human is the necessity and the predisposition to apprehend and
form units and wholes, I therefore find it hard to adhere to common conceptions
of technical rationality. That is a view on information technology that according
to conventional conceptions is constituted by values that deprives people of a
sense of belonging, a sense of fulfillment and meaning.
My alternative in this work, however, is largely based on my preoccupation
with gaining awareness about my own state of mind concerning the significance and role of information technology in everyday life.134 The remaining
parts of this chapter can therefore be regarded a recollection of how information technology dispersedly is glimpsed through me. What I so far have found,
is that not only is it possible to establish a sense of belonging with information
technology, I have also found it possible to let dispersed images of the significance and role of information technology in everyday to be equally true simultaneously. But perhaps most important throughout the work I have identified
the two more important perspectives informing our understanding of information technology in terms of a use and design perspective. By this identification
I contribute to the awareness that there might be more learn about the significance and role of information technology in everyday life beyond these two
perspectives.
“Critique can thus be understood as the progressive process of gaining awareness about
our own ‘state of mind’ 'scene(, which is necessarily hidden in our judging.” 'Fuenmayor,
1990, p. 530(

Hence, critique in this work understood as an attempt to see how we are looking at
whatever we are looking at.
“In other words critique is the attempt to se the ‘looking-at-whatever-is-the case
"…# rather than looking at a reduced and isolated. In a phrase, critique is the look
of look.” 'Fuenmayor, 1990, p. 530(

134

According to Husserl '1970, p. 99( a transcendental philosophy is more genuine the more radical it
is. He claims that only when one gets a clear understanding of how oneself works as the primary
source is it possible to apprehend transcendence.
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I have to make explicit that the commonly assumed tension between information technology and human experience needs to be transcended to make way
for new theoretical constructs that adequately captures some of the new frontiers evoked when information technology enters everyday life. The critical
ideas advanced are, thus, intended to inspire a reconsideration of established
ways of thinking about and acting around information technology.

10.2 “A glimpse of the look”
I will briefly revisit some of the claims made in Chapter 2 concerning the critical nature of my research and especially advance how I based on this work tentatively have questioned established ways of critical thinking on information technology. As I so far, have touched on a number of dispersed but interrelated
themes concerning information technology and how information technology
intervenes with and conditions human experience, it is especially these themes
that are the target of my criticism. One central theme that is often pursued
and explored taking a critical approach is the manipulation and objectification
of modern man and society’s role in this process. Thus, humans are often considered prisoners of a certain kind of logic leading to the conformity and passivity of man 'e.g. Alvenson & Sköldberg, 2000, p.114ff(. But humans are also
considered to have a strong potential and disposition to act in different directions as well as being capable of self-reflection and of possessing a critical attitude. The critical approach thus acknowledges humans as contradictory, paradoxical and open++that is as inherently dialectical. As such humans are regarded
as rational and irrational, autonomous and objectified%often resulting in accounts where humans are considered victims of social and political power
structures 'ibid(.
By acknowledging that human have inherent abilities to change the social
realities in which they are part I have tried to critically negate prevailing notions of information technology in favor of a consideration of the prerequisites
in favor of aesthetic responses from engagements with information technology. I also consider that Heidegger’s '1977( thinking on technology suggest,
support and provide such an attempt. Heidegger’s 'ibid( view on technology is
also strongly affiliated with the critical legacy of the Scandinavian tradition
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previously discussed in Chapter 3 and for the sake of clarity of the argument
pursued I again need to recall that his view on technology is two-folded, dual
and dialectical, as thoroughly insisted all along.
“The manufacture and utilization of equipment, tools and machines, the manufactured
and used things themselves, and the need and ends that they serve, all belong to what
technology is.” 'Heidegger, 1977, p. 4(

Although Heidegger 'ibid( find that an instrumental conception of technology
is correct, there is as previously discussed another and equally important aspect of technology. This equally important aspect can in my view be further
comprehended and considered through aesthetics and aesthetic experiences.
That is, although obscure, it is Heidegger’s 'ibid( thinking that supports my
assessment that any approach to the question concerning how information
technology intervenes with and conditions human experience must also consider
the human predisposition to apprehend form, unity and wholeness in their lives. This is
a radically different interpretation of what Heidegger is asking us to consider
when suggesting that technology also must be understood as a whole.
“But this remains correct: modern technology too is a mean to an end. That is why the
instrumental conception of technology conditions every attempt to bring man into the
right relation to technology.” 'Heidegger, 1977, p. 5(

Yet, the quotation above very precisely summarizes what so far has been portrayed in contemporary critical thought as the fundamental argument against
the possibility of understanding technology and human experience as a whole.
Most of the critiques and concerns against technological developments have in
my view been based on an understanding of information technology with
strong connotations to the device paradigm as previously outlined. That is an
understanding of information technology as provider rather than as placeholder
for rich and authentic experiences. Therefore most research results based on a
critical stance emphasizes and consider the negative side effect or ‘impacts’
instead of also exploring the potentials inherent in aesthetic and sublime responses to unknown aspects of information technology. Although the critical
legacy of the Scandinavian tradition offers support to question established
thinking, acting and known in society, such critique is rare.
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“The critical research perspective offers a different view of the world… It alerts us to the
reality of interdependence with the whole, "and…# reminds us of the constantly changing
potential of humans who need not be confined by their immediate circumstances. The
status quo is merely one moment along an evolving and emergent dynamic of social reality.” 'Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991, p. 23(

My position is that since research that today solely and/or only captures and
investigates the reflexive nature of information technology by pursuing people’s roles and desires as users and/or designers of they misses out on the opportunity to attain and elaborate on a new critical sensibility. The new sensibility that Marcuse '1969( suggests is vital:
“"…# the freedom of the imagination is restrained not only by the sensibility , but also at
the other pole of the organic structure, by the rational faculty of man, his reason. "…# But
instead of being shaped "…# by the rationality of domination, the sensibility would be
guided by the imagination, mediating between the rational faculties and the sensuous
needs.” 'Marcuse, 1969, p.29f(

The sensitivity that is densely summarized in the quotation above is also the
sensitivity that I hold to be fundamental to generate a deeper understanding to
the significance of the increased blend of information technology and people’s
lifeworlds. Since challenging reification and one-dimensionality seems to be a
particularly important critical legacy in the Scandinavian tradition of IS research a theoretically informed alternative based on aesthetic experience is
tentatively outlined below.
“It is through aesthetics that ‘belonging to’ may in certain situations frame 'i.e., define or
dominate( an ‘a part of’ consciousness in our understanding of our being.” 'Ramirez, 1991,
p. 36 f(

So in my attempt to critical negate the analytical distinction between human
experience and information technology, and capture some of the ‘belonging to
sense’ of forming part of wholes, I turn to aesthetics.

10.3 Aesthetic experience and sublime understanding
I have previously argued for and attempted to convey that information technology is increasing complexity at a possible expense of significance in paradoxical
ways. I have also suggested that a focus on aesthetic experience and sublime
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understanding offers an alternative. But aesthetic experiences are as discussed in
Chapter 5, often either understood as the mere sensation of physiological perception or as some kind of cultural convention. Yet, according to Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton '1981(, aesthetic experiences can also assist to identify pervasive qualities in an environment as such they suggest that aesthetic
experiences must be comprehended at some other level. That is, at a level where
something genuinely new arises from our encounter with, by, or through information
technology. Such an approach to aesthetic is based on John Dewey’s '1934( view
that meaning and significance can be regarded as a transaction rather than as a
subjective projection and there are also others that refers to such aspects of
aliveness as a fundamental part of aesthetic experiences 'e.g. Brunius, 1968;
Gilbert-Rolfe, 1999; Guillet de Monthoux, 1993; Kant, 1987; Langer, 1951; Mumford, 1952(. As such there are many who accentuate and suggest ways to move
beyond the idea of aesthetics as social convention or as something referring only
to pleasurable sensation.
An aesthetic understanding of the reflexive nature of information technology
should therefore here be regarded as an alternative that is neither analytical nor
reductionistic, but rather oriented towards the productive ways that humans
making sense of dispersed wholes. What is beautiful is in this respect conceived
of as a whole, a whole that is meaningful. According to Pierre Guillet de Monthoux '1993(, aesthetics perspectives combine disparate ideas and knowledge into
meaningful entities. Also Ramirez '1991( and Nye '1994( contend that such a
sensibility might contribute to generate substantial knowledge of sensuous,
experiential and existential aspects inherent in people’s lifeworlds. Nye 'ibid(,
for instance, in particular contends that people traditionally incorporates technology in a way that fosters a sense of control and domination. But larger and
more complex technologies, cultural artifacts, and technological systems also
often evoke feelings of the sublime. This in turn raises questions concerning
what emotional configurations that emerge for instance from our encounters
with information technology. The point however is that aesthetics makes possible an understanding of disparate entities as wholes as meaningful and significant.
This brief sketch of the value of and what might be constitutive of aesthetic
experiences and sublime understanding tentatively results in a distinction of
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aesthetic comprehension into two distinct states, the aesthetic and the sublime.
Although briefly conveyed these two states can in my view be further explored
to empower a critical sense of information technology.
”Aesthetic consists of a symbolization process in which, what is symbolized as beauty or
expressive form is ’felt life’. It’s an expressive form that has an organic character. In other
words it is the aliveness that felt life offers which is thus symbolized.” 'Ibid, p. 66(

Aesthetic experiences can be understood as a symbolization of felt life and has
its roots among different theorist of aesthetics. An aesthetic dimension of
people’s relationship with information technology can as such be used to enhance a critical sensibility of information technology as lifeworlds in terms of
an expressive form with organic character. Aesthetically appreciated, information technology might also be sensed, as it often is, about many different aspects of reality at the same time as it is captured and interpreted as a whole.
This very different view sets aside traditional inside-outside distinctions such
as those between subject and object and between different subjects and different objects. Persons and their worlds as well as their aesthetic experiences of
their environments are the result of relational processes in which information
technology increasingly is playing a major and important part.
Contrasting the notion of aesthetic experience with the notion of the sublime experience, or the movement of the mind 'Kant, 1987, p. 101(, open up for an
acknowledgement of experiences that also deepens the sense of life. In sublime
experience there is, for instance, often an initial strike of terror or a sense of
something threatening in such a way that sensation must be taken seriously.
Hence, the sublime is by Kant '1987(, Makreel '1990( and Pillow '2001( described as a power or a force into ourselves.
“The sublime is not a pure pleasurable feeling, but a mixed feeling of displeasure and
pleasure.” 'Makkreel, 1990, p. 96(

Sublime reflection can according to Pillow '2001( provide a model for a kind of
interpretive response to a mysterious other that seems to escape any attempt of
conceptual grasp. He thereby acknowledges significant value to sense-making
pursuits that resists unified, conceptual determination. However, Pillow 'ibid(
also suggest that the sublime understanding is prerogative, meaning that it
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reaches ahead beyond conceptions and reach unified meaning by relating diverse material. This brings out an open ended interpretive response that I based
on my work find decisive for the significance of information technology in everyday life.
Pillow’s 'ibid( account of the sublime also further challenges to transgress
conventional conceptions of information technology by admitting signficance
to indeterminate feelings evoked when attending to information technology as
lifeworlds. By wrestling with meanings of the sublime, Pillow 'ibid( suggests that
habitual thinking is challenged.
“ "…# however partial and context specific the understanding that results it guides us in
constantly question our habits, and forces us to stretch out for what has been left
unthought.” 'Pillow, 2000, p. 318(

In this brief sketch aesthetic experiences are related to a sense of equilibrium of
mental life, in a way that accounts for the potential of something being meaningfully present or at least the possibility that something could be further explored as such. In contrast the notion of the sublime does not produce feeling
of the interior life as restful, but rather deepens the sense of life and discloses a
more fundamental kind of power to improve our life 'ibid(.
“"…# aesthetic understanding traces how things seem to cohere as a designed whole, but
embraces the sublime condition that the design it seeks to exhibit always exceeds its
constructive powers. The ‘open work’ imagination seeks to interpret in piecing together
its world both resist systematic determination and, by that very fact, provides continual
opportunities for reflection to see how else things might cohere in designed but indeterminate ways.” 'Pillow, 2000, p. 285(

Although not by far thoroughly elaborated here, it seems like aesthetic and
sublime experiences are concepts that can be used to understand information
technology as an expressive form that would allow for a deeper sensibility for its
significance in everyday life. Based on my I work I have also found that it is
becoming increasingly urgent to in a more systematic and coherent way assist
humans to elaborate new extensions of meaning concerning information technology in everyday life. By, responding generously and attentively to the possible
validity of my claim that a new critical sensibility could assist the field of Criti-
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cal Informatics to incorporate an aesthetically sublime understanding into its
research agenda.

10.4 Envisioning the reflexive nature of information technology
In the remainder I will make an attempt to clarify how what has so far been
discussed contributes to envision the reflexive nature of information technology. The ideas that I tentatively apply are of course more thoroughly articulated and discussed by a number of more established scholars and thinkers
around the globe.135 Also, although references to these discussions exists within
the domain of Critical Informatics I have so far found few attempt that seriously consider the major concerns in much of these discussions. That is the
rigid and unmistaken need for a shift in thinking on behalf of technology and
technological rationality. Beck '1992(, for instance, is one who is very clear on
the need for such reconsiderations, in stating:
“My thesis is that the origin of critique of science and technology lies not in the ‘irrationality’ of the critiques, but in the failure of technoscientific rationality "…# this failure is
not in the past, but acute present and threatening future.” 'Beck, 1992, p. 59(

My question concerning how the reflexive nature of information technology
can be envisioned can, however, be conceived as a humble effort to explore a
radical alternative for research%i.e. how research should be conducted and
how information technology should be approached and understood. The need
for such alternatives are also increasingly asked for:
“Social science can make a contribution to this. It would be up to them to encourage the
emancipation of science from self-inflicted fate of immaturity and blindness "…#.” 'Ibid,
p. 180(

Although my reference to Beck 'ibid( ends here, I appreciate his and others
advice as immutable and in concert with the theories accounted for in my
work. Therefore the necessities for a new critical sensitivity should by now
begin to emerge. Hence, although bluntly advanced, the motivations for envi135

Beck '1992(, Feenberg, '2003(; Giddens '1990(, Haraway '1991; 1995; 1997(, Khan '2003(, Latour
'1993; 1990; 2004( and Misa et al. '2003( are some of examples of such discussion that explicitly discusses the problem concerning modernity and reflexivity and whose ideas I only to a limited degree
are able to account for.
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sioning the reflexive nature by embracing an aesthetic and sublime understanding as briefly outlined above, are not only supported by amongst the
theories and theorist that I have explored, but are presently being articulated
and discussed. This of course strengthens my case, but the ongoing and
emerging discussion concerning the need to reconsider reflexivity in science
and technology is in my view only meaningful in so far as research communities start to reconsider and change accordingly.
“The aesthetic universe is the Lebenswelt on which the needs and faculties of freedom depend for their liberation. They cannot develop in an environment shaped by and for aggressive impulses, nor can they be envisaged as the mere effect of a new set of social institutions. They can emerge only in the collective practice of creating an environment.”
'Marcuse, 1969, p. 31(

In the remainder of this chapter I will more specifically discuss my claim that
Critical Informatics has yet to acknowledge that a new critical sensibility also
is a primary knowledge domain, and that the aesthetic perspective on information technology needs further attention and though.
The ongoing development of information technology creates new and immensely complex environments. In these environments information technology is not something that can be separated from anything else. Rather experiences of informational intense artifacts are seamlessly interwoven in a seemingly complex and incomplete web of meaning. Therefore Critical Informatics
must nurture and assist in generating a new sensibility that is based on a deep
and thorough sense of the reflexive nature of information technology.
My attempt might at first be considered in contrast with attempts to approach the underlying structure or logic of this technology 'Ivanov, 199(. As
such the reflexive nature of information technology would be considered by
intense examinations of the nature and limitations of logic and formal systems
'Ivanov, 1991(. A thorough and good understanding of the inherent logic and
composition of the various parts of technology by such an approach could perhaps contribute to envision its potential manifestation and suitableness to
meet various goals. Accordingly if we only understand the underlying structure
and its basics the ways that it contributes to condition human experiences can
be manageable.
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There are also suggestions that favor the necessary and need of contextual
studies and studies of qualities in use 'Enh & Löwgren, 1997; Holmlid, 2002;
Arvola, 2003(. This is perhaps the most prevailing way today to approach and
investigate questions of human responses to otherness in IS research. Feenberg '1999( claims:
“In everyday practical affairs, technology presents itself to us first and foremost through
its functions. We encounter it as essentially oriented toward a use” 'Ibid, p. 211(

This might perhaps be one of the reasons for its pervasive reach and proliferation? That is, people are using information technology in order to learn more
about themselves and out more about its reflexive nature? This also make reasonable the claim that in order to envision information technology humans
need to be involved and deal with it%i.e. the reflexive nature of information
technology is best envisioned in use.
However, based on my work I find this technology to be special, in the
sense that it is a technology that is dynamic and evolving instantly adopting
and adjusting to various situations and contexts. It is also currently possible to
find a number of social hybrids of information technology and people that
contributes to making it the more difficult to understand where one application of this technology begins and ends. In this chapter this is tentatively illustrated by my reference to information technology as lifeworlds.
Accordingly, reducing, categorizing and making distinction from are becoming more difficult, the more its reflexive nature evolves. It is by reducing
and taking apart that technology often is understood. So far there has perhaps
not been necessary to endure the idea of information technology as unknown.
I have based on this chapter found one way to envision its reflexive nature by
paying attention to how this technology can be considered unknown but
meaningful, if we by known refer to conceptions derived from conventions
concerning technological rationality. Accordingly a different kind of sensibility
is needed, where information technology and human experience are considered as meaningful wholes and compositions. Hence the answer to the how the
reflexive nature of information technology can be envisioned remains still in
our question. The questions its significance in everyday life are so far, at least
to me rather unclear, but what has become clearer is that there is a need and a
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value in acknowledging them as unknown, as a mystery%i.e. a technology that
is questionable.
Lefebvre’s '1991( well-known expression that the familiar is not necessary
the known also points in this direction. In that respect the continuous investigation into experiences evolving from and around information technology that
are conceived of as meaningful and significant to people’s lifeworlds. That is,
signification processes where such aspects as effectiveness, productivity and
functionality at least initially are discarded as meaningful expressions. An aesthetic understanding of information technology is, however, not here suggested as a way to reveal peoples’ lifeworlds through the critical examination of
their relations to technology. It is rather suggested to be a radical alternative
for Critical Informatics. An alternative that empower critical researchers with
the necessary sense and sensibility of what might constitute contemporary
critical research concerns. As such this critical stance is basically a creative approach. It is an approach aiming for the inherent potentiality in critical responses to information technology.
The search for potentiality can, in my view, be hindered with a too strong
emphasis on existing perspectives. According to the critical tradition empirical
facts have to be approached from a theoretical strong position. Based on this
chapter I conclude that an aesthetic understanding of information technologies is one way to find and explore creative abstractions, i.e., theoretical constructs that reveal reality in new ways. In the next chapter I will briefly sketch
some themes of a research agenda, Being-with Information Technology, in
which a new critical sensibility and sense might revolve. This framework is my
suggestion of a way to undermine the non-reflective affirmation of information
technology and further explore the potentiality inherent in the reflexive nature
of information technology.
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11. Being-with Information Technology
“It is time to theorize an unfamiliar conscious, a different primal scene, where
everything does not stem from the drama of identity and reproduction.”
#Haraway, 2002, p. 123$

One of the more important changes that come with the emerging digital
culture briefly discussed in the previous chapters is that our lifeworlds are
becoming intertwined with information technology. Since digital objects are
not just adding to the already existing but are also becoming indistinguishable
from the whole, the notion that every new design adds a new part to our reality
is even truer today. Yet as digital objects are becoming a basic material in our
reality our responses need to be more appropriately explicated. I find that this
is a responsibility that IS researchers today cannot yield away from. Since we
are in the midst of impregnating our lifeworlds with information technology
some well-grounded advice and insights into its significance is in my view
urgent.
By directing attention to and trying to approach the reflexive nature of
information technology I have tried to address complex and dynamic
questions concerning the various ways that information conditions people’s
lifeworlds. Hence the tentative framework that will be discussed in this
chapter is both a summary of some important aspects of information
technology emerging beyond use and design, and brief sketch of what a new
research agenda based on the critical tradition of Scandinavian IS research
could include. The departure for the framework is the need for a new critical
sensibility, i.e. a sensibility that can contribute to generate knowledge about
alternative aspects of technological rationality. Since the framework is largely
theoretically informed its challenges and claims might appear dogmatic and
provocative. If so, this can be understood in the light of the critical
perspective taken, where the attempt, as discussed in Chapter 2 is to formulate
an alternative that both illuminates and makes possible the surpassing of
dominant ideas. In this chapter I will also make a brief statement concerning
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the value and need of theoretically informed research even if and when such
approach risk evoking inadequate images.
“By constantly seeking counter-images&not with a view to suggesting ideals but in
order to provide meaningful contrasts '…(. It is important to stress that it is not a
question of contrasting the existing order with some sort of utopia. Rather, it is
about the way the empirical phenomena are conceptualized and interpreted.”
#Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000, p. 139$

Since I find that information technology on a fundamental level intervenes
with and conditions human experience the critical legacy inherent in the
Scandinavian tradition of IS research in my view is well suited to ground a new
research agenda. In Chapter 3, I also characterized the critical tradition of IS
research according to four themes&emancipation, representation,
contextualization and attraction&and suggested these themes to convey
commonly held critical concerns regarding the relationship between human
experience and information technology. Further, these themes are closely
related to what others have regarded as a vital and intrinsic part of the study
for the critical tradition of IS research, i.e. the discovery of the user and user’s
knowledge and interests. Being-with information technology is also based on
the assumption that people’s experiences and their ways of appropriating
information technology are important to further pursue and explore. As such
the four themes previously discussed are below revisited and injected with
some slightly different arguments and positions based on my work.
The basic idea behind my proposal, however, is that today the most crucial
challenge for Critical Informatics is the study of the overall transformations
emerging as information technology becomes an intrinsic part of our
lifeworlds. Such a challenge should not be accepted on behalf of humans as
users, customers, designers or practitioners, but as humans living a life #e.g.
Stolterman & Croon Fors, 2004; Stolterman, 1995; 1994$. At a time when
ubiquitous computing, embedded systems and ambient intelligent are
considered by those involved in the technological forefront it might appear
quaint and outdated to suggest that researchers need to re-consider and pay
attention to its significance. It is perhaps even a suggestion that is difficult to
comprehend since most of us affirm that we know about what kind of
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technology in which we are so involved. My claim however is that we so far
only are able to make our attention to information technology explicit when it
is either erroneous, or exceptional. In my view this means that our attention to
it is followed by an exclamation rather than a question mark. This in turn
results in the ontological assumption that information technology is
unquestionable.
My position is further that if Informatics researchers need to accept the
responsibility to elaborate a critical position that challenge the device
paradigm as discussed throughout this work. In what follows the themes
outlined in Chapter 3 are briefly returned to and renewed with preliminary
notions and ideas that have emerged throughout my work. These themes must
of course be further improved both in terms of theoretical and empirical work.
The framework suggested here is thus considered to reveal the potential of the
reflexive nature of information technology but where its significance in
everyday life is considered future work for the research agenda that I propose.

11.1 Emancipation: Democratic rationalization
As discussed in Chapter 1 the emancipating ideas is two-folded: It is
concerned both with learning some more about the reflexive nature of
information technology, but to establish a platform from which critical
research within the field of Informatics can further explore its significance in
everyday life.
So far, critical associations between information technology and the
lifeworld have mostly been concerned with interventions in technological
designs to stop the leaks of the lifeworld from draining because of too much
instrumentality and technological rationality into the measurements of life.
Based on my work I find reasons to question the ideas behind such notions
and concerns since interrelationships with information technology also can be
conceived of as meaningful. But for such meaningfulness to emerge researchers
need to move beyond use and design in search for meaningful and significance
inherent in the reflexive nature of information technology.
The Swedish social psychologists Johan Asplund #1970$ writes about the
difference between the questions: What does the letter F mean? What is
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causing F? Does F exist everywhere? What is F’s character? Has it always been
so? Being attentive to F in this way is to approach F as something significant
and meaningful, as something that can be and must be interpreted #ibid$.
Accordingly, questioning how the reflexive nature of information technology
can be envisioned is my attempt to tentatively explore information technology
as permeated with meaning.
Feenberg #1999$ makes this emancipating idea even clearer suggesting that
more appropriate accounts of the relationship between human experience and
technology are necessary. By the notion democratic rationalization Feenberg
#ibid$ suggest that research should investigate the subordinated meanings,
interpretations and understandings that so far are not accounted for as significant to
conventional conceptions of technological rationality. As such, Feenberg #ibid$, finds
that democratic rationalization differs from contemporary interpretative
studies of domestication in the sense that they are pre-figurative and open up
possible futures rather than protect values already inherent in technology.
“The concept of democratic rationalization makes the link between cultural
studies of technology and the problematic of modernity focused by Critical
Theory. The issue of technocracy can now be engaged with new conceptual means
that open possibilities foreclosed unilaterally by '…( earlier pessimistic critiques.”
#Feenberg, 1998, p. 109$

I have in a number of ways illustrated the everyday as an emerging context of
information technology and also tried to make explicit the variety of meanings
revolves within this evasive and dynamic domain. I have thus made an effort to
convey the potential inherent in grasping information technology from the
generally subordinated standpoint inherent in the realm of meaning. This also
corresponds to what I hold that Feenberg #1999$ are suggesting when he
proposes that democratic rationalization must begin at the end seeking
alternatives within the large sphere of human experience.
However, the real challenge that also is a challenge to Critical Informatics is
to find ways to open up the interpretative flexibilities inherent in the reflexive
nature of information technology in ways that allows it to remain open. To do
this research has to embrace the assumption that every critical examination is
an act of interpretation #Guillet de Monthoux, 1993; Stolterman, 1994$, as such
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taking it as its primary endeavor to learn more about and explore the ways in
which technology intervenes with the people’s lifeworlds. However for this
endeavor to succeed, the interpretations has to be founded on substantial
theoretical work otherwise they might risk the accusation of pure subjectivism
#e.g. Stolterman, 1991$. Using theories, as lenses through which our
interpretations of subordinate meanings revolve is an effective way to share
our knowledge and interpretations with others and unfold a degree of
intersubjectivity. In other critical disciplines such as literature, art and film
criticism such work also contributes to improve people’s sensemaking
processes both in acquiring and forming professional criticism and in helping
the public to make explicit some foundations from where to distinguish good
and bad in design.

11.2 Representation: Performance, playfulness and potential
It is by now rather obvious that theoretical lens primarily has been the
Heideggerian notion of care, i.e. an understanding that humans are always
predisposed and oriented towards opening up coherent perspectives of reality
#Feenberg, 2003; Heidegger, 1977$. There are indeed a number of things that
contributes to forming such coherence and in my work I have barely been able
to give this potential a proper account. This is also challenge to further pursue,
i.e. to reveal the potentiality of information technology by critically examine
new ways to represent people’s non-affirmative or affirmative responses of
information technology.
Spinosa et al. #1997$ for instance found three corresponding practices
around which a different sense of what is real and important emerges&i.e.
articulation, cross-appropriation and reconfiguration #Feenberg, 2003$. These
three themes also have striking resemblance with Deuze #2006$ identified
principal components of digital culture&participation, remediation and
bricolage #as discussed in Chapter 10, 201f$.136 The significance of information
technology in everyday life has throughout my work in particular had three
136

Articulation refers to refocusing a community on its core values and practices #cp. participation$.
Cross-articulation weave together values and practices from diverse domains of social life in new
patterns that alter the structure of the world #cp. remediation$. Finally, reconfiguration is the process
by which a marginal practice is transformed into a dominant one #cp. bricolage$. #Feenberg, 2003$
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recurrent themes that also resemble the two examples briefly
mentioned&performance, potential and playfulness. These themes are perhaps
best found in chapters of Part III in this thesis, but have also appeared
elsewhere in the text. So in this tentative framework the themes of
performance, potential and playfulness are suggested important for further
investigating of the meanings of being-with information technology beyond
use and design.
Inspired by the Scandinavian traditions shift in focus from ideas about
work-place democracy to human comprehension and experience as discussed
in Chapter 3 my work can be seen in continuum with this shift towards
sensemaking subjects. The representational themes suggested here are
therefore indicative of the necessity for sensemaking processes that are
detached kinds of preconceptions, i.e. detached from perceptions based on
actual terms of empirical facts.
Performance, for instance is perhaps best understood by Butler’s #1990$
notion of the sex that is not one, but multiple and constituted through
reiterative and referential practices. By emphasizing gender as performed
Butler #ibid$ allowed feministic critique to move beyond common essential
critique to instead explore instances where gender performances are materially
bounded. Closely related to performance is play and playfulness where
imagination as an important human capability is acknowledged. According to
Marcuse #1969$ imagination contribute to unify reason and sensibility in
productive ways, ways that resembles the sublime understanding discussed in
Chapter 10. In playful activities people are more freely using their imagination
and sublime understanding in order to allow their mind to establish patterns
that relate to meaningful wholes, such aspects are also important to further
study and explore in relation to the significance of information technology in
everyday life. The theme of potential finally is the hardest theme to briefly
comment upon. It is also the most important to further consider for Critical
Informatics. Potential refers to all aspects associating with the realm of
meaning that so far remain obscure. Throughout this work I have pursued the
theme of potential by a slow acceptance of the dual view of technology
suggested by Heidegger #1977$. Hence by questioning information technology
Critical Informatics can contribute to raise an aesthetic sensibility to the level
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of critical knowledge where it is possible and desirable to appreciate several
contradictory notions of information technology equally important at the
same time. If that can be manageable Critical Informatics might contribute to
further investigations of its potentials.

11.3 Contexualization: Universality without Totality
Contextual approaches, as discussed in Chapter 2, has frequently generate
valuable insight into how information technology actually is used by people in
different context. As Nardi #1996$ clearly formulates it, “taking context
seriously is to place oneself in the middle of the complexities of the particular”
#Nardi, 1996$. In a number of books concerning the nature of digital culture
Pierre Levy #2001$ suggest that digital culture is characterized by a universality
without totality. Such notion of digital culture fits well within the scope of this
thesis since it emphasizes that information technology conditions everyday life
at the same time as it inhibits a certain amount of freedom, tension, and
ambiguity that is important to be sensitive to. According to Lévy:
“Digitally mediated universality is transforming the conditions of life in society.
However, it is an indeterminate universal, which tends to maintain its
indeterminacy because each new node on the expanding network can become a
producer or transmitter '…( and can reorganize segments of the network for its
own use” #Levy, 2001, p. 91, my emphasize$

According to Levy #ibid$ it is impossible to attain a fixed meaning to a
technical galaxy that is constantly changing. In that respect the significance of
information technology in everyday life are at the same time becoming more
profound and varied with each new interface, with each increase in computing
power and capacity, with each new connection to other technological systems.
However within this dynamic variety, the speed and complexity of change is
paradoxically invariable. The virtualization of information and communication
is a key aspect of cyberspace. Another immutable feature of digital culture
appears to be its tendency to create a tension toward the universal. This implies that
if one wants to question the importance of role of information technology in
contemporary societies the answer will be: it depends on our capacity to
interpret and judge its significance. He claims:
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”The universality of cyberculture lacks center as well as direction. It is empty, it
has no determined content. Or rather it accepts all kinds of contents since it is
satisfied by joining whatever with whatever, without paying any attention to the
semantic charge” #Ibid, p. 139$.

This does not mean that this universality is neutral or lacks consequences, but
truly transforms the human condition of society in paradoxical ways. By joining
partial views and halting voices into different kinds of collective subjects Haraway
#1995$, for instance, hold it to be possible to formulate an understanding of
what it means to live within finite bodies, in dynamic circumstances where
limits and contradictions are essential features. Haraway #1995$ as well regards
the feministic as a universal without totality seeking the standpoint of those
with partial sight and limited voice to find connections and openings that such
knowledge make possible. Hence, approaching the significance of information
technology in everyday life, needs some well articulate responses and strategies
from Critical Informatics, that are established on a more elaborate
understanding of the reflexive nature inherent in information technology.

11.4 Attraction: Aesthetic games and interpretations
In this thesis I have investigated the prerequisites in favor of an aesthetic
understanding of information technology and suggested that to entail the
possibility of investigating ambiguous meaning that so far has received little or
no attention. An aesthetic understanding of information technology by its
nature concerned with it as meaningful expressions, but such an understanding
must also be guided by the ability to evaluate an to judge meaningfulness. This
ability needs to be fostered since few accounts of information technology as
meaningful so far are elaborated.
Pierre Guillet de Monthoux #1993$ has ascribed it to criticism to cater for
and foster aesthetic experiences. He #ibid$, for instance distinguishes six
different processes that aesthetic experiences might entail that always can
further evolve in various aesthetic games: to enhance, to liberate, to
emancipate, to habituate, and to stimulate. These different processes can,
according to Guillet de Monthoux #ibid$ be further managed and fostered if
considerately coordinated.
Hence, in order for an aesthetic sensitivity of information technology to
emerge Critical Informatics need to be considerate and sincere in attempts to
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convey meaningfulness inherent in our relationships with information
technology. Otherwise Critical Informatics cannot be animated by such
sensitivity. Since an aesthetic sensibility takes time and does not immediately
result in logical conclusions there is a need to follow the varied movements of
being-with information technology in such a way that alternative perceptions
of its significance can assist us to more elaborate appreciations or the
significance of information technology in everyday life #Dewey, 1934$. Dewey
#ibid$ suggestion is that criticism should be seen as a reeducation of
perception. A perception that can be educated by well-grounded
interpretations of the significance of information technology, not only of the
discursive elements of information technology, but also the presentational
logics inherent its reflexive nature.
An essential aspect of the attractiveness of being-with information
technology is then that it allows accounts of information technology to emerge
by slow, dense, tentative and contradictory ways of approaching information
technology in search for alternatives. Dewey #1934$, for instance suggest that
aesthetics is a philosophy of experience that is keenly sensitive to the
unnumbered interactions that are the material of experience. So from what I
gather it is not so much a matter of taste as it is about hard work to attain a
deeper understanding of the significance of information technology in
everyday life.

11.5 A summary of Part IV
Throughout this part I have among other things struggle with the delicate
matter of suggesting that information technology can be considered to be
mysterious and how such mystery could be approached. The delicate nature of
this suggestion is that essential for a mystery is precisely to be unknown.
Hence, intrinsic of mystery is a need to be. Accordingly, the natural response
is: Let be. Perhaps, it is Heidegger #1977$ that has led me astray on matters way
over my head? If so, I am both regretful and thankful. Feenberg #2004$,
however, provides a good account of my predicament and also release me from
the most troublesome attachments to Heidegger by stating that:
”An account operating under the constraints that Heidegger imposed is unlikely
to shed much new light on his meaning. We need to permit ourselves what he did
not permit himself, a free movement back and forth across the line dividing his
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language from that of the tradition. This will enable us to understand some things
that remain obscure.” #Ibid, p. 28$

Although strongly influenced by Heidegger, the perspectives taken in this
thesis, are mainly my own. I have creatively employed theoretical and
conceptual tools steaming from Feminism, Phenomenology, Aesthetics and
Philosophy of Technology. The comprehensive account of this employment is
a broad, vague and rough framework promoting a critical research program in
search of new, different and unconventional characterizations of information
technology in everyday life. A particular emphasize is made on the need for
research primed with an aesthetic sensitivity and response to the various gatherings
of human experience and information technology. That is an approach guided
with the sensitivity to embrace the unknown as an important part of significant
transformations of our everyday lives.
The framework&Being-with Information Technology&advances Critical
Informatics towards embracing information technology as something always
becoming and/or something unfinished rather than as something complete and
ready-made. I believe that information systems research is better suited than
most other disciplines to take on this position, since it is already much in line
with already existing research tradition. It is also the case that the IS discipline
is one of the few fields that have a necessary double competence both in
technological development and in theoretical advancements within social
theory. Therefore there is only a minor, although radical, change in direction
that is suggesting by also paying attention to and foster a public sense of and
respond to being-with information technology.

REFLECTION

”The ways of reflection constantly change, ever according to the place on the way at
which a path begins, ever according to the portion of the way that it traverses, ever
according to the distant view that opens along the way into that which is worthy of
questioning. "…# Still the poverty of reflection is a promise of a wealth whose treasure
glow in the resplendence of that uselessness which can never be included in any
reckoning.” $Heidegger, 1977, p. 181%
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12. Concluding remarks
The general assumption that this thesis is founded on is that some kind of reconsideration is needed in order to be able to respond to the questions concerning the ways in which information technology affects our preconceptions,
values and ideas. In this thesis the point of departure is the rejection of the
idea that human experience and information technology are two distinct and
separate fields of investigation.
In particular the thesis addresses the question of how the reflexive nature of
information technology can be envisioned. This question directs attention to
transformative, experiential and dynamic qualities of information technology.
Envisioning peoples’ experiences of information technology as a response to
the critical engagement with otherness has, in this thesis, been achieved by
employing theoretically explore critical and relational perspectives. That is a
perspective where the relationship between human experience and information technology is understood as a whole in a way that has not previously been
acknowledged. This whole is framed information technology as lifeworlds and
emerges from seriously considering the claim that humans-with information
technology experiences the world differently than humans"without. Or to put
it differently, the world#as we experience it#with information technology is
different from the world without it. Some readers might find this rough statement an indisputable fact, unworthy of further consideration. Others would
argue that this claim is biased towards utopian expectations concerning the
potential of the transformative aspects of this particular technology. Nevertheless, in this thesis I have tried to express some of the difficulties of not admitting as well as admitting this claim and used these difficulties to qualify the
need for a new sensitivity to information technology.
One basic problem that I have struggled with is how to grasp and deliberate
on the mysterious ways in which information technology changes our everyday
life. This was made the more difficult as prevailing ideas both regarding the
significance and role of information technology in everyday life as well as prevailing perspectives within Informatics research prevent others and me from
learning about what is going on. Based on this thesis work I therefore con-
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clude that Informatics research needs to widen its scope and character. However, I not only conclude that it is important to consider research questions
concerning the reflexive nature of information technology, but I also suggest
that the tentative framework outlined in Chapter 11 offers initial support for
further investigations of alternative views.
Based on this thesis I conclude that in order to envision the reflexive nature
of information technology:
• The relationship between human experience and information technology must be comprehended as a whole.
• A critical sensibility directed towards the aesthetic potential inherent in
being-with information technology must be fostered.
• Conventional conceptions of technological progress and technological
rationality must be relentlessly questioned.
The way in which this thesis is arranged might mislead readers into thinking
that such an understanding of information technologies has been clearly formulated from the start, and assume that the thesis primarily is concerned with
revealing empirical evidence that supports this re-conceptualization and
change of perspective. Such an assumption#apart from being wrong#would
however ignore most of the distinctive features of this particular research
process as well as most of its more general contributions. Therefore, in the
remainder of this concluding chapter I will reflect on the nature of this particular research and its general conclusions. The concluding remarks are separated into three parts that all in different ways revolve around how to envision
the reflexive nature of information technology
First, in section 12.1, I discuss the significance of the increased presence of
information technology in everyday life based on my research. Second, section
12.2 is devoted to a summary of what I aspire to address when employing the
perspective being-with information technology, especially in terms of how this
framework can be employed to generate a deeper understanding of the reflexive characteristics of information technology. Third, in section 12.3 I comment
on the challenges for further inquires into being-with information technology.
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12.1 The significance of information technology in everyday life
This thesis has been guided by the overall intent to generate a deeper understanding of the significance of information technology in everyday life. I have
also early conveyed that such a deeper understanding needs to be attained beyond conventional conceptions of technological progress. Yet, when we reflect
on the significance of this technology in our everyday lives we are inclined to
an immediate response to information technology in terms of different devices
that make us more efficient, professional and/or productive.
Inspired by the works of, among others Martin Heidegger, Herbert Marcuse, Andrew Feenberg, Don Ihde, Carl Mitcham and Albert Borgmann I have
found that people not only experience things separate from each other as individual objects, but also as parts of a whole. As such information technology also
reveals being and makes us aware of the environment and the reality we live in.
Any technological artifact also:
“ %…& points to the larger context of their setting in nature, and call for attention, effort,
skill and fidelity to regular practice, and invigorate individual and community life.”
(Strong & Higgs, 2000, p. 32)

Hence, questioning as I am the significance of information technology in everyday life I find it hard, as previously discussed, to accept that people turn to a
technology that according to conventional conceptions is constituted by values
that deprives people of a sense of belonging, a sense of fulfillment and meaning. As the
spread and use of information technology increasingly are penetrating the everyday I also find such conceptions of its role and importance to be difficult to
hold on to as well as disheartening to contribute to. My studies also generate a
rather paradoxical account of the significance of information technology in
everyday life, both because its significance varies and changes depending on
what people is doing, but also since people in their relationships with information technology create new context of significance and distinctions accordingly. Previous research also suggests that its significance should be understood as a continuum (e.g. Deuze, 2006; Ihde, 1990; Markham, 1998).
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“With participation comes disconnection, remediation goes hand-in-hand with originality. These are not dichotomies, but must be seen as distinctions on a continuum, or as
mutual constitutive parts of a whole.” (Deuze, 2006, p.67)

In this thesis an attempt is made to capture the potential inherent in such
continuum in a unifying and holistic way and embrace this as an important
part of attaining a deeper understanding of the significance of information
technology in everyday life. This whole is in this thesis referred to as information technology as lifeworlds. Hence with respect to the first and overall intent
of this thesis I conclude that both the everyday and information technology
are complex and dynamic entities, seemingly without orientation and direction.
However based on my studies it seems that a different sensibility and sense
offers ways to embrace and further understand the potential and energies that
exist in the experiential realms of people’s encounters with information technology. In one respect this is not a novel conclusion, there are as also discussed
in the thesis other disciplines and researchers currently investigating terms and
conditions of our engagements with information technology. However the
theoretical underpinnings of this thesis, in combination with the four research
projects affiliated with my work lead me to conclude that grasped and approached as wholes paradoxical, dispersed and changing images of information
technology can generate a deeper understanding of our throwness in an ever
increasing digital surrounding. Understood as lifeworlds, information technology becomes a never-ending object of study that constantly is shaped and ascribed meaning to and that also needs constant care and attention in order to
evolve. As such the next part of my conclusions also discusses my tentative
framework that I suggest could support further inquires of the significance of
information technology in everyday life.

12.2 Being-with Information Technology
Being-with information technology is a complementary perspective, which
supports questioning established ways of thinking, acting and knowing in society. This perspective and framework draw attention to the potential that exists in questioning what information technology means in everyday life, which
in turn is infinite and complex, since its potentials are hard to understand by
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means of traditional analytical and reductionistic approaches to information
technology. Such methods are often very sensitive to increases in complexity,
i.e., the more the complexity increases the more time and resources they demand. By employing the complementary perspective based on my suggested
framework an alternative sense and sensibility might be fostered.
The complementary perspective and the recognition of information technologies as lifeworlds is the result of a slow, dense, ongoing and evolving elaboration
of ways in which to reconsider the relationship between human experience and information technology. One fundamental characteristics of the research presented is
thus the duration of time. Time, during which the need to reconsider the relationship between human experience and information technology has emerged.
While doing this work I have found that most of our common conceptions
about information technology are based on the assumption that there is an
asymmetry between human experience and information technology and that
this asymmetry feeds many research problems within our discipline. This conclusion is based on my appreciation of the asymmetry between information
technology and experience conveyed in Chapter 1, and further explored in
Chapters 3-5.
This thesis also concludes that one possible research approach that should
be further investigated is the significance of information technology in everyday life. Based on this thesis this could be regarded as Critical Informatics, an
approach which already has been advanced in Scandinavia and which this thesis aspires to follow in advancing by adding something new to the approach.
However, most critically inspired research has so far advocated a user perspective and has also considered information technology as a disturbing and disempowering force that needs to be overcome by different and improved designs. In contrast the critical approach advanced here suggests an approach
that explores the potential within the aesthetic space inherent in the relationship between information technology and human experience. Some design researchers have seen the space of possible actions within information technology also a space for possible interpretations that are dependent on different
particularities within the use context. There are potentialities inherent within
information technologies as lifeworlds that could and should be subjected to
further attention and exploration.
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12.3 Critical Informatics meets Philosophy of Technology
The overall issue on how information technology, on a fundamental level, influences our lives is perhaps one of the more crucial issues today. This thesis is
at least an attempt to focus on some aspects of this and also concludes that
there is a real need for a new, active and critical stance in order to resist the
development of information technology based on the device paradigm previously discussed. This is not a novel agenda, but something that over the years
already has been done by a number of researchers. However, most critical approaches have so far been based on an understanding of information technologies with strong connotations with the device paradigm, portraying and approaching this technology as a provider of means rather than exploring its potential for evoking rich and authentic experiences. Therefore most research
results based on a critical stance have so far considered and emphasized the
negative side effects of the new frontiers opened up by information technology.
The critical sensibility that I propose is to be based on the desire and need
to explore alternative views of technological rationality. Based on my assessment of the critical legacy this is also how the critical approach has traditionally established a strong case for research. It is a position that takes on the
challenge of being an intellectual ‘opponent’ to the contemporary conformity
of the ways in which researchers as well as society as a whole make meaning
out of the new frontiers evoked by information technology. As long as critical
research does not accept this as a serious challenge, the outcomes will continue to be ever more efficient support of the ongoing device paradigm leading
us to places where we might not want to go.
Therefore I have struggled with making room for as well as endure with
complementary, partially and halting perspectives and also tried to explore
some of the subtle but important qualitative changes revealed when information technology intertwines with everyday life. There are of course many significant aspects that I have left unattended""perhaps are the crucial one’s left
unexplored? For instance, questions that take serious inequalities with respect
to knowledge, access and power and questions concerning various criminal and
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extreme usage patterns associated with an increased spread and use of this
technology within the sphere of everyday life.
Yet, as what I have attempted to do is really a too grand project for one single researcher, it might even be considered unrealistic for the research community as a whole. It is also seemingly inconsistent with contemporary research politics and funding. All the same time, I assert that Critical Informatics cannot yield away from important issues because they are too hard, outdated and/or quaint. Quite contrary, Critical Informatics has to nurture as well
as assist society and people who need well-grounded advice based on a an alternative sensitivity and sense.
In a time when information needs to be instantaneously available and answers should be clearly delivered any time, anywhere it at first feels like big
failure no being able to deliver straight answers to what being-with information technologies is all about. For a long time my ambition with the thesis was
to accomplish some straightforward answers to the questions posed. But the
complementary perspective being-with seems rather to promote an understanding, that when addressed, evaporates into a big cloudy mess of questions
than answers. This is also according to Heidegger (1977) a fundamental quality
in being; “Being withdraws when attended to.” But intrinsic in posing questions of the kinds and in the way that I have attempted to do, is a value. A
value that Heidegger (ibid) expressed as follows:
”We shall be satisfied with having pointed to the inconspicuous state of affairs. Through
this pointing to the inconspicuous %…& we are %…& directed onto a way that brings us before that which is worthy of questioning.” (Heidegger, 1977, p. 179)

Hence, letting be and not challenging forth is in my view a great challenge in
many aspects of life. This is also a challenge that I have struggled with during
this thesis work. Such a challenge can also serve as a reminder that there is
much more to say about how information technology affects human experience beyond this thesis work#perhaps is this THE major insight of my work.
The big difference is that I now feel confident and safe in saying that the unknown remains within.
”In sum, the search for a meaningful theory of technology has by no means achieved ’closure’. It must begin anew.” (Winner, 1993, p.452)
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