New media in everyday life

4.10 Powering up

4.3.4 Technology and newness in everyday life

To differentiate between stages of children’s everyday media culture both within the digital era
as well as before it brings us again o the question of the newness of new media, of how it
is understood and experfenced.
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! This discussion hints at some of the conceptual questions to come in this section, par-
ticularly those that arise in the rethinking of iurnan and technological agency in everyday (fe. & home
- N it also raises the question of how the significance and-texdure of everyday technoculture can online h
i The following . be fruitfully traced and studied. We will now turmn our attention to one area in which Cultural the wor
discussion should be and Media Studies, along with other fields concerned with: new media cultures, have felt
| f;ftlll az;émdy linked rrore confident in their observations of technocuitural change and newness: subjectivity and
com[,)lementary Lo, identity. Chandlef’s
sections 3.16 through to ) on welbsite
;ﬁiri: :?f:;:n:fyﬁfr 4.4 The everyday posthuman: new media and identity 2;2%;2 »:2: _
?}fxg;ixﬁﬁﬁn © fn very general terms the various discourses of new media studies often coneur that new of home p
communities. Evidently media herald genuineg change in relation to human identity or subjectivity. This may be in vised use
commuaity and " terms of an ever more thorough integration of everyday life and the mediasphere (Kinder practices
individual identity arc 1991; Hutchby and Moran-Eflis 2001); shifting relationships between the public and private appropria
;ﬁiﬁa}i Eleuffr;‘;‘; a:;“te realms or between the individual (or local cormmunity) and the global reach of popular media youth suk
address the different and cultural forms (Mackay 1997; Moores 1993b); the claims for radical experimentation or
overall concerns of Part play with identity in some Internet media (Stone 1995; Poster 1995a; Turkle 1998); or an the ex!
3 and this part of the increasing intimacy or hybridisation between the human and the technotogical figured in the humar
i’gﬁiﬁ;’;i’gg :ﬁ;m cyborg (Haraway 1990; Gray 1995). _ . and 8¢
b the local, domestic uses So questions of the relationship between the human and the technological in new media MUSHC
i of new media, whilst studies are generally addressed in relation to questions of identity and subjectivity. However,
il ‘ Part 3 looks to the in research on media technologies and identity or subjectivity it is not always clear exactly
L ?;fear‘iz;a;&hf‘;%}éﬁc what is meant by ‘identity’. On the one hand it may indicate little more than the day-to-day SUSJB'
political and ceonomic choices about how an individual chooses to present him or herself to the world (choice of people’s
spheres outfit for the day, preference in mobile phone model and ringtone, etc.), on the other a sense " lageof i
. / ofidentity ‘under construction’ implies more fundamental changes in the sense of seff, closer argues t
| :
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1o the claims of cybercultural studies. The rest of this section wili examine claims that iden-
ity and subjectivity have undergone, of are undergoing, profound changes in the age of new
media, and suggest the implications of such claims for an understanding of contemporary
lved experience.

4.4.1 From identity ‘under construction’ to social networks

The web is now the most widely accessed Internet medium and can be seen as both con-
tinuous with, and offering distinct new possibilities for, established relationships between
public and private space, public and private gelves. With the web's inception in the mid-
1990s, the personal home page soon came to ba a relatively accessitile, and distinctly new,
form of media 'production’. Designing and publishing a personal website was relatively easy
and inexpensive, and allowed the designer 1o address a (potential) woridwide audience, or
engage witha gaographically distributed community of interest well beyond the scope of ear-
fer DIY media production. The term ‘home page’ itself highlighted the relays between public
and private space. Even in web browsers and large-scale commercial websites today this
reassuringly dorestic terminology offers the lost browser a return to a familiar page.

Daniel Chandler studied early individual websites and interviewed their designers. He '
inked their production with other forms of personal documentation, communication or samiz-
dat publishing {diaries, newsletters, ‘round robin’ letters, fanzines), but pointed out that where
horne pages differed was precisely their potential for a global audience. The spare room or
bedroom shift in their relationship with the outside world, becoming permeabie:

a home in the reaj world is, among other things, a way of keeping the world cut .. . An
online home, on the other hand, is a little hale you drill in the wall of your real home to let
the world in.

(John Seabrook, quoted in Chandler 1998).

Chandler's main interest, however, was in the way$ in which indivicuals present themselves
on websites. Borrowing a metaphor from the conventions of web page production, Chandler
argues that just as incomplete wels pages are often labelied as ‘under construction’, s0 100
are the identities of their designers. He describes the aesthetics and construction methods
of home page design as ‘bricolage’. This term originates in anthropology, denoting the impro-
vised use by pre-industrial peoples of everyday materials and objects to fhand in the symbolic
practices of art and rituals. The term has been adopted by Cultural Studies to descripe the

- appropriation and manipulation - even subversion — of the meanings of commodities by
youth subcuitures:

the extraordinary symbolic creativity of the multitude of ways in which young people use,
humanize, decorate and invest with meanings their common and immediate life spaces
and social practices — personal styles, and choice of clothes; selective and active use of (

music, TV, magazines; decoration of bedrooms.

See also Hebdige (1979:
103-106)

(Willis 1990: 2)

Susanna Stern also makes the connection between the content and aesthetics of young
people’s public presentation and self-expression through web page production and the brico-
lage of the bedroom wall. Through her research into the home pages of adolescent gitls, she
argues that the construction and presentation of identity is mapped onto ‘real world’
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gendered practices and spaces. Thus, Stern's research does not find “luid” identities as sug . peseent
rather a more complex picture of self-presentation and construction of image: ‘in this stug Wweb 2.01
girls’ home pages were uttimately regarded as texts that reflect in some way the selves girg communi
shink they are, the selves they wish to become, and most likely, the selves they wish otherg
to see’ (Stern 1999: 24). 4.2 Vi
There are distinct approaches to seif-reprasentation in the sites studied, which Stern sum- s
marises as ‘spivited’, ‘sombre’ and ‘galf-conscious’ sites. Each af these develops new ways Our ir
of making private practices of identity construction public, from light-hearted listings of likes and {
and dislikes to the presentation of very personal, often painful, reflections or pcetry, modes k (Gene
of writing previously confined to diaries and journals. Stern takes this further: the bedroomas throu
techit

a ‘safe’ if restricted social space for girls i transtormed through the use of Internet media into

a spagce for salf-expression which is more public, but stitt safe:

It seemns likely that for some girls, ihe web presents the ‘safe company' they need to
hat is true’. It also seems to grant some girls the free-

‘speak their exparience’ and ‘say W
dom to ‘develop their sense of possibility and to experience themselves as active agents

in their own lives'.
{Stern 1909: 38

displaced the personal home page as the primary
Internet medium for individual professional and non-professional self-expression. The key dis-
finctions from the home page are that no knowledge of HTML editing software or FTP is
required to set up a simple klog; the chronalogical journal or diary-ike structure suggests and
shapes a particular kind of engagement and content (a more or less frequent updating of
thoughts, observaiions, comments and links to other blogs of sites of interest); and blog soft-
ware faciitates and encourages other

bloggers to link to and comment on the site. Thus the
blog lends itseif more to sustained and continu

In recent years the weblog or bleg has

ous communication than doss the home page:

a way to scaffold on previous impressions and
expressions; thus, constructing identity can be a continuous process for adotescents, and
one to which they can refer. Finally, when blog software offers ways to provide feedback

or link to other bloggers, this can fosier a sense of peer group relationships.
{Huffaker and Calvert 2005)

the ability to archive blog posis creates

their form and content in response to the

Other Internet media and sites have developed
notably YouTube's support for

particutar technical format and cultural conventions of the blog,
the embedding of its video clips in blog posts, or facilities for linking to users’ photograph
albums on sites such as Flickr. Social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook cer-
tainly build on the same long-established traditions of vanity publishing and journal-keeping:
they often assume, or attempt o initiate, an ongoing comminication network with their read-
ers and viewers. They encourage the acquisition of online contacts {friends”), providing all
manner of channels of private and semi-public cornmunication along the lines of email and
messaging, but also with more playful rodes such as quizzes, remediations of card and
board games, virual gifts, autornated comparisons of tastes in literature and fiim, drawings
and photographs, and games, such as Facebook’s zombies, that exploit the interwoven net-

works of friends in a kind of ludic viral marketing.
If wel home pages were sites of self-presentation or identity construction through the
bricolage of interests, images and links, then personal blogs and social network profiles could
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pe seen to add an ongeing identity performance bath individually and collectively, driven by
web 2.0 technologies of multimedia, content management, network building and persistent
communication.

4.4.2 Virtual identity -

Our interaction with the world around us is increasingly mediated by computer techrology,
and [thus] bit by digital bit, we are being ‘Borged’, as devotees of Star Trek: The Next
Generation would have it — transformed into cyborgian hybrids of technolegy and biclogy
through our ever-maore-frequent interaction with machines, or with one ancther through
technological interfaces.

(Dery 1994 6)

The language and concepts of cybercultural studies are shot through with science fiction and
cyberpunk imagery, bluming distinctions between the human and machine in near-future
worlds replete with media technologies, or riddled with gateways to virtual worlds. These dis-
courses and their cyberpunk imaginary are widely critiqued in those strands of new media
studies drawn from Cultural Studies, wary of assumptions of radical newness and the tran-
scendence of historical and social divisions and conflicts via new technclogies and their
aternative, disembodied worlds. Feminist Cultural Studies in particular has questioned the-
ories that assume a separation of mind {or consclousness or identity) from the body, evident
in cybercuttural studies {Bassett 1997; Kember 1998}, cyberpunk fiction (Squires 1986} and
computer sciences such as cybernetics and Al (Hayles 1989).

Yet there are resonances across this discursive divide. Cultural and Media Studies and
Feminist Cultural and Media Studies make far-reaching claims for the mutability of the human
subject in a heavily mediated culture, whether characterised by print and electronic media, or
computer-based media. Moreover, important work on technoscience and technoculture
emerges from both Culiural Studies and Feminist Cuitural Studies, work that asks sericus
guestions about the nature and volatility of the subject or of identity in a time of rapid tech-
nological change.

Theories of the virtual age responding to new computer media such as VR, the Internet
and videogames in the 1980s and early 1990s promised the transformation of the everyday,
or fransport into realms far distant from the everyday. There was a tendency to define these
New media and their users in oppaosition to the embodied and material: the virtual versus the
feal, play versus consumption, Utopia versus the mundane politics and contractions of the real
world, cyberspace and VR versus commercial communications and information media, iden-
ity versus corporeality (and all the body's historical and cultural ‘baggage’). To question some
0 the assumptions of the ‘virtual age’ thesis is not to argue that identities are not being con-
structed or transformed, or to deny that our increasingly intimate relationships with machines
and networks challenge long-held conceptual oppositicns between the local and global, public
and private, or consumption and production. Indeed media technologies can be seen as impli-
tated in a shifting sense of identity in numerous ways,; including the following:

* through changes in mass media: we have seen, for example, how developments in tele-
vision broadcasting can facilitate the presentation or performance of identity;

: o through consurnption as an active practice of bricolage, constructed through the images
and consumer goods we ‘choose’, a process parhaps given new impetus by the inter-
active and reproductive power of digital software;
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identity can be ‘constructed’ in cyberspace or virtual worlds;
as individuals within virtua! communities;

virtual reality and cyberspace are undermining {our understanding of) the real, within
we have constructed our identities;

an ever more intimate relationship with technologies and media from the Intern
genetic engineering, raising questions of the boundaries between the human bady 3
consgciousness, machines and networks;

that new media are only a part, howaver significant, of the impact of broader histori=
economic and/or cuitural change on identity.

As the exciternent of the early 1990s and its assumptions of widespread entry (or uplo:
of human consciousness into virtual reality fades into cuttural history, critiques of its najy
increasingly seem to have been misplaced, as attacks on straw men, running the risk of misg
ing significant concepts and objects of study bound up in this technocultural idealism. Ifw
put ihe fictional cyborgs in Dery's statement to one side (for now), the statement can b
reread: it is clear that interaction with the world i increasingly mediated by computer tech
nology, people do experience ever-more-frequent interaction with sophisticated machines
and with one another — through technological interfaces. Increasingly intimate relationship
with machines and networks do chalienge long-held conceptual and lived opposition
hetween the local and global, public and private, consumpticn and production, or as we sha
see later, between the human and the non-human.

The discursive constitution_of identity, subjectivity, and old and new media and technclo- '

gies is thoroughly tangled. As we have noted, ‘identity’ and ‘subjectivity” are rarely defined,
are used differently in different discourses, and are often apparently interchangeable. Also, ihe
term ‘real world’ should be read with caution. Viriual environments and media are no less real
for being virtual — they exist as both data and lived experience. What follows is a short survey
of how new media studies have constituted the refationship between identity, subjectivity, the
body, technology and media. :

What is new about networks?

New media studies generally concerns itself with networked new media, and the Internet
media in particular. Much of the early exciternent about the possibilities for users to present
or periorm alternative identities, to play with identity was predicated on the simple fact that
Internet users were geographically remote from one another. Hence conventional markers of
identity become irrelevant because users cannot see each other. This then, it has been
argued, facilitates new online cultures based on meritocratic principles in which often mar-
ginalised people (the young, women, the disabled, black people) can be accepted for their
knowledge or communicational skitl.

in bulletin boards like The Well, people connect with strangers without much of the social
baggage that divides and afienates. Without visual cues about gender, age, ethnicity, and
social status, conversations open up in directions that otherwise might be avoided.
Participants in these virtual communities often express themselves with fittle inhibition and
dialogues flourish and develop quickly.

(Poster 1995a: 90)
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From this, some make the bolder claim that with online communication in ‘cyberspace’ or vir-
tual reality, not only can we not be seen, but we are liberated to present our identities in new
ways, or more profoundly, develop new identities — playful identities in which gender, race,
species even, become fluid. Sherry Turkle has addressed the individual's sense of seif in corm-
puter networked communication. She sees networks as potential 'identity workshops' in
which identity is refracted through role-play and remote interaction with other users: ‘The self
is nat only decentered but multiplied without limit. There is an unparalleled opportunity to play
with one’s identity and to “try out” new ones’ {Turkle 1996: 356). '

From this, early cybercultural studies sometimes made the bolder claim that in onfine
communication in cyberspace, not cnly can we float free of biological and sociocuttural
determinants’, but in some way our bodies are left behind in “incorporeal interaction’ (Dery
1994: 3). Thus not only can we present ourselves as a different gender, race or species, we
could be disembodied (see 5.4.4). While the fevared predictions of the sarly 1990s about the
imminent uploading of human conscicusness to cyberspace may have faded, current aca-
dernic and popular debates on digital culture often still assume a fundarmental separation
bstwean actual space and virtual space, and between the actual domestic, everyday lives of
the users and players of virtual spaces and their presence (through avatars for example}
within the virtual. :

Does then the everyday engagement with Internet media escape established patterns of
play and the negotiations and constructions of identity in ‘old’ media consumption? On what
notions of historical, technological or cultural change are these incorporeal virtual identities
besed? Alluguere Roseanne Stone asks ‘what is new about networking?’ and gives two pos-
shle answers. The first is ‘nothing’, i.e. communicating via a computer network is little
different from using the telephone {though this overlocks the possibility that early telephony
might in fiself have been a profound proto-cybercultural experiencel). The second possible
answer is ‘everything': networks could be seen as maore like public theatre than ‘old’ media,
as new arenas for social expérience and dramatic communication, “for qualitative interaction,
diaslogue and conversation’ (Stone 1695: 16), Stone asserts that the second answer is true
and argues that this has profound implications for our sense of our selves as bodies in space,
our sense of ‘presence’. She argues that the relationship between the material nature of the
Body ~ the ‘physical envelope’ — and the identity with which it once seemed coterminous is
‘smbedded in much larger shifts in cultural beliefs and practices [including] repsated trans-
gressions of the traditional concept of the body’s physical envelope and of the locus of
Numan agency’ (Stone 1995: 16). For Stone, these larger shifts are symptomatic of nothing
less than the enc! of the ‘mechanical age’, and the beginning of the *virtual age’ {Stone 1995;
17). Others concur. Mark Poster is one contemporary writer on new media who sees the
advertt of electronic media as analogous in historical importancs to that of movable tyoe. New
Media mark the end of the modem era and usher in postmaodern subjectivity:

In the twentieth century electronic media are supporting an equally profound transforma-
tion of cultural identity. Telephone, radio, filrn, television, the computer and now their
integration as ‘multimedia’ reconfigure words, sounds and images so as to cultivate new
tonfigurations of individuality. If modern society may be said to foster an individual who is
fational, autonomous, centered, and stable . . . then perhaps a postmodern socigty is
émerging which nurtures forms of identity different from, even opposite to those of moder-
+ - Nity. And electronic communications technologies significantly enhance these postmodern
Possihilities.

(Poster 1995a: 80)
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Cutting across cybercultural (and postmodernist) thought we can see
assumptions about relationships between the individual or subject, media technology, an
historical and cultural change. The guestion we must now ask is: what role might media tach
nologies play in effecting or facilitating changes in identity or subjectivity? As Poster indicag
above, the development of print through movable type in the mid-fifteenth century is gener.
ally seen as the first mass medium and is often cited as a key factor in the deavel
modern rationality and subjectivity, and the undermining of the medieval religious
also Mcluhan 1962, Birikerts 1994, and Provenzo 1088).

It could be argued that the epochal shift from the mechanical to the: virtual is not quite o
clear cut. Poster for example seems confused as to whether his ‘postmodern possibilitieg:
are the product of new media in particular, or electronic media (including television and radio).
in general. The above quote suggests the latter, but elsewhere he specifically identifies dligi-
tal media as the point of rupture. Against the ‘alienation’ of ‘one-way’ broadcast Media, he
posits the many-to-many system of the Internet:

Quite divergs

Opment o
world {seg

the question of the mass media is seen not simply as that of sender/receiver, pro-.
ducer/consumer, ruler/ruled. The shift to a decentralized netwark of communications

makes senders receivers, producers consumers, rulers ruled, upsetting the logic of under-
standing of the first media age. :

(Poster 1995a: 87-8g)

Stone, however, is clear on the distinction between old and new. It rests on the netwarked
structure of new media use. Thus ‘one-to-one’ telephone conversations and ‘one-to-many’

model of broadcast medlia are superseded by ‘many-to-many’ communications facilitated by
internet media

4.4.3 Virtual ethnography

A comprehensive understanding of refationships between identity, technologies, and every-

day fife must draw on ethnographic approaches and description. The athnography of new 12 1der
media cultures faces distinct challenges. There are questions of the sites, as well as the sub- 3
jects, of ethnographies of new media cultures. Christine Hine outlines an established view of 1 Th
ethnography as ‘the sustained presence of an sthnographer in the field setting, combined . which
with intensive engagement with the everyday life of the inhabitants of the field site, which Stater
rake for the special kind of knowledge we call ethnographic’ (Hine 2000: 63-64). Traditional tures ¢
ethnography then is site-specific: Miller and Slater argue that even Internet ethnography can _ primar
be sited in actual places, ‘by investigating how Internet technologies are being understood pants :
and assimilated somewhere in particular . . ." {Miller and Slater 2000:1). How then to conduct is rare!
an ethnography that describes both actual and virtual spaces? culfure
Hine makes (after Clifford Geertz) a key distinction between two broad and contradictory netwo
approaches to ‘traditional’ ethnography: media
the te
The ethnographer is able to use this sustained interaction to ‘reduce the puzzlement’ nen-ht
(Geertz, 1983: 16) which other peaple’s ways of life can evoke, At the same time, ethnog- For ex
raphy can be a device for inducing that same puzzlernent by ‘displacing the dulling sense ‘ in her
of familiarity with which the mysteriousness of our own ability to relate perceptively to one puters
another is concealed from us' (Geertz, 1993: 14). image
{Hine 2000: 64) also i
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This latter strategy, of inducing puzziement {perhaps denaturalising, ‘making strange’} is par-
ticularly suggestive for the study of the researcher's own culture (or subcultures or groups
ihereof). Hine is clear that her intentions, in studying the Internet, are thus oriented; such an
approach allows for the description and articulation of the familiar and the strange, the estab-
lished and the novel. The following case study exemplifies this.

Neat {i}
Qutgaing
Active
Playful
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412 Identity play? The Sims. © Slectronic Arts Inc. All rights reserved

' Thereis now a substantial body of “virtual ethnographic’ research, the most interesting of
which traces the interpenetration of virtual and actual worlds (see for example Hine 2000,
Slater 1998, Taylor 2008, Dixon and Weber 2007). The attention of this research to the tex-
wres of actualivirtual cultures and events is rich and productive, but it can be noted that its
fimary concern is often with the conversations and relationships between human partici-
ants and the broader contexts of language and culture that position them. Explicit attention
rarely given to the nature or specific effects of the technologies that facilitate or afford these
uliures and identity games in the first place. This accounts for new media studies’ focus on
eMOfked communication, on the relationships between humans across the various Internet
ledia, It also explains the reluctance to study direct relationships between the hurman and
& technological in digital environments, for example that between playar-avatars and the
umen agents (bots) in online games. There are important exceplions to this general rule.
xample, Turkle's assessment of the possibilities of identity play online is based very much
ler earlier work on the relationship between computer users, their identities, their com-
&rs and the programs {including games) they were using. It is not only information anc
ges that this technology allows us to experiment with and manipulaie, she argues, but
0 the user's personality, identity and sexuaiity (Turkle 1984: 15). Here then identity play is
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effected through the feadback between individual and machine, not between individuals
tnrough networks. This raises & couple of important points. The cybercultural paradigm of
jree-floating identity play in virtual worlds is not necessarily predicated on remote cornmuni-
cation betwean humans: the technological imaginary of networked virtual reality is rooted in
the interactive engagement with the space of the computer game. | follows then that, at the
very least, new media studies’ conceptualisation of identity and subjectivity shoutd encom-
pass the direct relationship belween human and machine as weft as the refationships
petween humans facilitated Dy machines. ‘

For example, the characteristics of online ‘identity’ have shifted somewhat with the advent
of graphically sophisticated persistent virtual worids of Second Life and garmes such as World
of Warcraft. Rather than the player's descriptive skills, the avatar is developed through the
software conventions and defaults of the world itseif and time, application, aptitude and tech-
pical resources are required to produce a more customised avatar. To engage fulty in these
worlds and realise their ludic and creative potential also requires substantial investments of
~ time, effort and ability {and money). in World of Warcraft this means the forging and mainte-

nance of teams of players to undertake quests, leveling up through the acouisition (withir the
diegesis of the game} of financial, armorial and supernatural resources. Similarly in Second
Life, to buiid a house, and o learn how 1o make (and then distribute ot sell) virtual objects,
requires many hours learning the software, developing skil's, networking and experlise.
! i Whatever identity play might be evident in these everyday virtual praciices, it is only one
¥ of a broader range of playiul (and work-like) activities and processes, shaped by the affor-
dances of the software and the social (and game) rules. established by both the corporations
. that run these worlds (for World of Warcraft and Second Life: Blizzard and Linden Labs
: respectively) and the protocols and norms astablished, negotiatad and fought for by the play-
- ars themselves {in this sense these graphic virtual worlds are similar to social networking

" sites), Tanya Krzywinska suggests that

Identity play is only one aspect {of Worid of Warcraft], however, and for many it tends to
tail off after a while as it is harder to maintain the more you play. Transformational elernents
do not simply operate in ierms of identity play: becoming more skilled at piaying the game,
making for a greater sense of agency and acting as an apparent foil to the forces of deter-

mination, is also a form of pleasure-generating transformation.
(Kizywinska 2007: 117).

hat is needad is a model of enguiry that factors in both the intangible nature of subjectiv-
and the matenality of the technologies and iechniques with wiich subjectivity is

Tterwoven.




