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The title of this framework paper  - Under Construction - should be understood in two senses.   The first is as an acknowledgement of the far from completed changes that are taking place in everyday life as a consequence of the rapid emergence of new media and information technologies as increasingly mass market objects and services.  Despite the fact that technologically stimulated social change is always on-going, as indeed are the socially induced changes in technology, it would be fair to say that at this point, as well as in the immediate future, that such changes are both particularly significant but also both particularly uncertain and uneven.  

The second sense of the phrase, Under Construction, is as an acknowledgement of the limitations, theoretically, in social constructivist models of technological, and indeed in sociological, change.  Here the issue is an epistemological one.  It is more difficult to present, but perhaps even more important from the point of view of developing our research agenda.  

It addresses the need to be cautious in accepting the more radical claims of social constructivism as a theoretical tool to provide not just a necessary but a sufficient account of innovation and its social consequences.  Likewise – though this perhaps is more easy and obvious – to be cautious in seeing technology as actively constructing social and societal change.  The complex relations between media, technology and society which EMTEL is charged with investigating require an epistemological scepticism in relation to both reductions.  

Both technologies and everyday life are, therefore to be considered as under-constructed.  They are under-determined by the forces, both in structure and agency, both of the machine and of society.  Perhaps the most radical implication of this perception is that there is a need to recognise technology and technological change as being an independent variable in the analysis of social change, but one in constant and unstable tension with society, society considered as a complex of values and actions, interests and constraints.   This leaves open, and open to empirical investigation, the precise relationship between the social and the technological, and it does so in the recognition that neither society nor technology are either entirely determined or determining. 

We can characterise this relationship between the technological and the social in a number of different ways, and I will suggest some of these ways in a moment – but what they all address is the fundamental complexities of both living in, and thinking about, a world which consists of both material and symbolic spaces, sites and discourses, and the multiply converging and diverging boundaries that separate them: physical and virtual spaces; symbolic and epistemological boundaries.  This is hardly news, but it poses for us a range of demanding empirical challenges.

I want, in the first section of this paper, to review some of the concepts which address these fluidities – which speak to the under-constructed nature of technologically mediated everyday life in Europe on the one hand, and express the under-determination of the relationships between its core components on the other.   I am not proposing a synthesis, nor a critical reduction, but would like to identify the variety of arguably overlapping terms which may enable us to grasp some key aspects of the complexities which our research in varying degrees must confront. 

Liquid Modernity  (the social)

Zygmunt Bauman (2000), as it happens, also points to the degree of under-determination that increasingly defines the character of modern society, both at the individual level, where we move through life increasingly without the fixed reference and control points of even relatively recent modern times, and at the general societal level, where the solids of modernity, the institutional and political frameworks, both guiding and being guided by human action, have increasingly become unhinged, remote and unreachable.  Ulrich Beck’s account of risk society is another version of this estrangement between system and life worlds, and our increasingly general incapacity to exert control or presume responsibility for the world in which we find ourselves living.

The fluidities and instabilities referred to in this notion of liquid modernity are structural  - that is they emerge from the fundamental changes generated in the contradictions of boundary ignoring globalisation.  As Bauman suggests, in his inimical and paranoid prose, this liquidity is both a condition and a consequence of the emergent dominance of global powers and it becomes a synonym for social disintegration:

… social disintegration is as much a condition as it is the outcome of the new technique of power … for power to be free to flow, the world must be free of fences, barriers, fortified borders and checkpoints.  Any dense and tight network of social bonds, and particularly a territorially rooted tight network, is an obstacle to  be cleared out of the way.  Global powers are bent on dismantling such networks for the sake of their continuous and growing fluidity … and it is the falling apart, the friability, the brittleness, the transience, the until-further-noticeness of human bonds and networks which allow these powers to do their job in the first place (Bauman, 2000, 14).

We do not necessarily have to accept the full force of Bauman’s apocalyptic vision to recognise, once again, the centrality of information and communication technologies to this contradictory process: a contradictory process both of connection and disconnection; both of empowerment and disempowerment.  But we do need to acknowledge and accept at least as hypothetical, that the arguments announcing this critical fluidity, grounded as they are in a sense of a fundamentally changing social space, have to be relevant to a European society, however it comes to be defined or defended.

Hybridity (the cultural)

By and large the notion of hybridity has emerged to describe and analyse the particular emergent property of a significant dimension of modern or post-modern culture.  It recognises the fluidity of boundaries around and through the formation and sustaining of identities in a world of increasingly intense instability, both material and symbolic.  Hybridity speaks above all about the instabilities of ethnicity at the core of modern culture.  It is associated discursively, and also politically, with notions of diaspora, multi-culturalism, and the changing nature of the nation state in the face of globalisation.   It is a key concept in post-colonial theory, where it also has a status as a way of measuring inclusion and exclusion, and the processes, once again both discursive and political, which shape the positioning of the post-colonial subject in the novel and challenging relations of power that have emerged with the collapse of Empire (Bhabha, 1994, 112).  

The problem with the notion of hybridity in this context is that it presumes a moment when the world (or the nation or the state) was anything other than in some sense hybrid – that there was once some primordial (or achievable) purity against which the hybrid is taken to be significant.  As Stuart Hall points out this is both misleading and pernicious.  

These arguments are significant for us especially in the context of our reading of Europe, and in assessing the lines of inclusion and exclusion, difference and identity which mark the basis for comparative work.  For I would suggest that we need to be cautious in identifying a unity against which to measure the present, or indeed hopes for the future, and in our assessment of information and communication technologies’ contribution either to sustaining hybridity (in enabling increasing connectivity and sociality in a multi-cultural world) or incorporating the hybrid into the European whole, and thereby denying its significance and its disturbance.  

There is another weakness too in the notion of hybridity, which should also suggest caution.  In biology the hybrid is both an achievement (the merging together in a single organism of otherwise distinct and possibly incompatible elements) but it is also sterile (it cannot reproduce itself).  Both of these elements – finality and sterility - are never fully addressed in cultural studies theorising.   The suggestion of the finality of the hybrid in particular, the suggestion of hybridity as a fixed end-point, runs the risk of leading to a blindness to the instabilities and inevitable contradictions of cultural processes and social formation in our highly mediated late-modern world.  This is particularly relevant to our work in diasporic and migrant communities in the EU, but also I would suggest to any analysis of information and communication’s contribution both to the quality of life and to the changing democratic process.  For in these areas too it is essential to be open to the continuing instabilities of social and cultural change, even while recognising dominant trends in the merging of otherwise different and incompatible, identities, values and practices.  As many have argued, the politics of multiculturalism (c.f. Ganguly, 2001) is often a politics of disguise and dissemblance rather than genuine and meaningful recognition of rights of difference.

Convergence (the technological)

Convergence is a much more familiar notion to students of information and communication technologies.  It refers to a multiple process of coming together, of boundary weakening, and of interaction, between, firstly, digital technologies, between, secondly, the commercial organisations that produce and distribute these technologies and the content and services they in turn enable, and finally between the multiple uses and sites of use amongst consumers.  We are comfortable with accounts of technological change which talk of the convergence between telephony and computing, with hand-held technologies that combine personal organising capacity with digital radio, with on-line video-streaming, and the like.  We are equally at home amongst accounts of global alliances between companies in traditionally distinct sectors; between Time-Warner and AOL; Sony and Universal, or the mix that is Vivendi.  And those who have been researching uses, know of the ease with which the young especially, move between different technologically mediated experiences, both simultaneously and sequentially.

Each of these dimensions of convergence is therefore tangible, empirically identifiable and well covered in the literature. Together they provide a distinct framework for discussing not just the fluidities at the heart of the digital world but also its new certainties.   Convergence, like hybridity, signals an achievement or a finality.  It refers to a process, but a process which is essentially teleological, and which has a fixed  - and in much of the literature  - a desirable end-point.  

One of the other hidden injuries of notions of convergence is that it provides a blanket account of a much more complex and uneven set of technological, industrial and consumption processes.  Not only does it tend to mask, conceptually, the non-starters and the failures, both in technological development and in industrial activity, thereby simplifying, from an inevitably post hoc perspective, the uncertainties and instabilities of innovation, but it also simply ignores those areas of technological and social activity that are excluded.  As a result we tend to become blind to the continuities within technology and practice, as well as failing to recognise the divergences – perhaps above all in the moments of resistance or failure - always present as threatened in the experienced present, when the supposedly inevitably converging future has yet “quite to mature” (the current situation, it might be said, in relation to the 3G telephony, never mind e-commerce).

Convergence, however, has two further, and perhaps equally problematic referents.  The first is the often proposed convergence between production and consumption, and the second is the equally often proposed convergence between the technological and the social – symbolised most powerfully in the image of the cyborg.  

Let me briefly address both dimensions.  

The first, the convergence between production and consumption, involves two moves.  The first is a predominantly empirically derived claim that the process of production - perhaps especially the production of media and information products and services - is not complete until the consumer, actively engaged with the plenitude of meanings that surround the commodity, whatever it is, has finished his or her own work.  Consumers produce meaning and significance in their acts of consumption.  Their capacity to do so not only adds value, but also feeds back into the otherwise discrete dimension of production to inflect, change or divert it.

These are arguments are paralleled in similarly articulated discussions in relation to technology (Feenberg, 1999), where the tension between production and consumption is reframed as a struggle between system and agency, between the forces of control and those of resistance. 

The second move is more theoretically derived (Bourdieu, 1984).  It involves the claim that the centre of gravity in the political economy of late modernity has shifted away from production towards consumption.  Bourdieu’s claim is that we are increasingly to be defined, and define each other, from the point of view of our place in a hierarchy of consumption rather than that of production. 

These arguments involve both a blurring of the boundaries between production and consumption or use, and a revaluing of the relative weight to be given to each dimension of the process.  They tend, Feenberg is arguably an exception, to romanticise the significance of creative consumption and use, and also to under-estimate the very real consequences of the inequalities of power.  The relations of production and consumption are always political (Silverstone and Mansell, 1996).  They are never equally balanced, and the predominant skewing towards the forces of production are persistent and indisputable.  Claims for the convergence between production and consumption, and associated claims that these two aspects of single process are broadly equivalent, need to be treated with caution. 

What perhaps I might call cyborgism has been a consistently dominant trope in the analysis of the convergence of the human and the technological.  It has, of course, bio-genetic dimensions as well as communicational ones.  Scholars as different as Marshall McLuhan and Donna Haraway have identified and analysed the increasingly significant ways in which bodies and machines are converging and in what ways the boundaries between social and technological objects are no longer impermeable.  Indeed some social theories of technology embody a kind of cyborgism in their own epistemologies, for example in the principle of symmetry in the relationship between social and technological actors in actor network theory.  There are, I would suggest, significant, and significantly unexamined, moral and ethical issues that emerge in this claimed convergence (Silverstone, in press), and in the implicit and sometimes explicit claims that even the human is under-constructed and under construction.

Mobility (the geographical)

We increasingly live in a world in which people are on the move, voluntarily or as a result of oppression or economic necessity.  We increasingly live in a world in which the materiality of population movements has its equivalent in the symbolic mobility to which, in part, Bauman refers.  Appadurai’s (1997) set of scapes (ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, ideoscapes) has provided a framework and a range of metaphors to identify the instabilities and fluidities at the heart of social life, and ones which focus, above all, on the disintegration of modernity’s confidence in, and dependence upon, boundaries: boundaries of demarcation, boundaries of defence, boundaries of distinction.   

One can identify this broad brushed process at a number of different socio-geographic levels.  In the context of the present essay, I will briefly discuss two: migration and the relationship between public and private spaces.

When people move, and when people move on the scale that they have within Europe over the last 50 years, the consequences, both for them and their neighbours – those they have left and those that they encounter along the way - are immense. This kind of mobility is, of course, dislocating; but it also involves relocation.  Such population movements shift the balance geo-politically, between the alternatives of inclusion and exclusion, and also phenomenologically, in the experience of everyday life, between permanence and transience.  The issue of security is a common thread in these shifts and a common preoccupation.  And indeed these changes are not just spatial.  Location in space has profound implications for location in time; disturb the first and you disturb the second just as much.  Traditions and memories are disrupted as people leave the sites in which those traditions and memories are embedded, and on which they depend for their meaning.  

Migration blurs or problematises the boundaries between States, though States, of course, still remain.  Migration challenges the claimed certainties of identity and community, though the rhetorics of identity and community still persist, and persist perhaps with increasing intensity -  the symbolic, as ever, compensating for material loss.

Mobility has, of course, another location, though one equally significant for any concern with the social, economic and political implications of technological change in this area.  Mobility is personal.  Individuals move between public and private spaces with new degrees of freedom and new degrees of connectability.  The material and symbolic boundaries between public and private spheres and spaces have become fuzzy and in their fuzziness they have become troublesome.  From within this framework it is possible to see the connections between issues of privacy and the changing nature of public space.   

On the one hand, domestic and individual spaces and times are vulnerable to the intrusion of mediated communications, communications which are seeking to gather information and opportunities for control.  Public agendas, those of state and capital, intrude (with or without licence) into the otherwise privileged sanctity of the home.  On the other hand public and shared spaces and times, the spaces and times of both crowd and community, are disturbed by the increasing freedoms that mobile and portable information and communication technologies have enabled, most significantly in the cities of advanced industrial societies.  Such mobilities  - the symbolic and the material - have consequences for how we live and how we work; they have implications as much for urban architecture and planning as they do for the psychology and sociology of the individual, the family and the work-place.  They inevitably challenge any simple-minded notions of public-ness and private-ness, never mind the public sphere.

Mediation (the communicational)

Mediation is a difficult term.  It is used in a number of different senses in the literature on communication, but it is particularly troublesome in translation.  In both German and Spanish, for example, the sense proposed in this strictly speaking media context is often found to be uncomfortable.

Mediation, as I have defined it elsewhere (Silverstone, 1999; in press), is a fundamentally dialectical notion which requires us to address the processes of communication as both institutionally and technologically driven and embedded.  Mediation, as a result, requires us to understand how processes of communication change the social and cultural environments that support them as well as the relationships that participants, both individual and institutional, have to that environment and to each other.  At the same time it requires a consideration of the social as in turn a mediator: institutions and technologies, as well as the meanings that are delivered by them, are mediated in the social processes of reception and consumption. 

Mediation, then, speaks to the under-constructed nature of the relationship between the social and the symbolic, between texts and technologies, between communication and experience.  It requires a focus on the institutional and, broadly speaking, textual work that media, information and communication technologies in their long history have undertaken, but also a focus on the ways in which that work itself is both extended and constrained by otherwise resisting or resistant social formations.

Indeed Jesus Martin-Barbero (1993) uses the notion of mediation to characterise a set of more specific cultural processes crucially involving social movements and their capacity to resist and to negotiate the otherwise singular communications of the mass media: “… communication began to be seen more as a process of mediations than of media, a question of culture and, therefore, not just a matter of cognition but of re-cognition.  The processes of recognition were at the heart of a new methodological approach which enabled us to perceive communication from a quite different perspective, from its ‘other’ side, namely, reception.  This revealed to us the resistances and the varied ways people appropriate media content according to manner of use” (1993, 2).

The notion of mediation therefore provides a route into a concern with the delicate, but always historically and sociologically specific, ways in which public (and inevitably private) meanings emerge and merge in the socially and culturally contested spaces of everyday life.  Such meanings are the product of institutional, collective and personal work in the shared project of constructing significance, legitimacy, identity -  those aspects of ourselves  which in turn enable or disable action in complex societies.  The notion of mediation also allows to specify the particular characteristics of information and communication technologies, for they (and no other) are the means by which this communicative project is enabled.  

As we move, or appear to be moving, into a new communicative age, one marked by the speed, efficiencies and choices released by digitalisation, as well as by the possibilities of new orders of interactivity on the net, these questions of mediation, of their nature, and of their implications will loom increasingly large.   

There is one further, but crucial dimension of the process of mediation so far left unsatisfactorily implicit.  I refer to reflexivity.  Anthony Giddens argues that modernity’s reflexivity is different from that which constitutes the reflexive monitoring of action intrinsic to all human activity.  It  refers to “the susceptibility of most aspects of social activity, and material relations with nature, to chronic revision in the light of new information or knowledge” (Giddens, 1991, 20).  As he notes, such information is not incidental to modern institutions but constitutive of them.  Ulrich Beck (1992) by and large shares this view in his analysis of risk society.

It is obviously the case that the mass media, and increasingly the latest interactional media, have become not just the sites where such reflexivity takes place, but actually provide the terms under which it becomes possible at all.  Information and narration, news and stories, communication on a global as well as a local scale, and eternally intertwined, are in their mass and inter-mediation the key processes at the core of modern societies.  Information and communication technologies, institutionalised as the media, are crucial for any understanding of the reflexive capabilities and incapabilities of modernity.

Interim Summary 

I hope I have given a sense of those dimensions which social scientists of various hues have identified as ways of approaching the under-construction of social life and the relationship between the social or the human and the technological.   Fluid modernity, hybridity, convergence, mobility and mediation each address specific dimensions of that under-construction, but they also together reinforce an epistemology – a way of thinking – which insists on the mutual indeterminacies at the heart of late modernity.  Together they also point to the coincidences (and also the contradictions and instabilities) of process in the various levels and discourses that aim to capture the particularity of the society in which we now live, and the centrality of information and communication technologies in its emergence and its management.

What I would like to do now, in the final section of this short essay, is to focus on the two essentially related ways in which we frame our research: everyday life and Europe.  I do so without seeking to resolve some of the difficulties that I have identified with the intellectual tools that we have at our disposal, and I do so without specifying in any precise way a single methodological procedure.  I have a more modest agenda: that is to indicate how sensitive our empirical work needs to be to fluidities and complexities of life in late modernity, and to ensure that we do not endanger our research by too simple and too final an analysis.

The everyday

We think of ourselves as researchers of everyday life.  But to claim the everyday as an object of study is presumably not a neutral act.  It  involves a certain perspective, a certain set of perspectives.  Above all it would seem that the concern with everyday life requires an epistemological openness to what I now what I want to call, indeed I have already called, synthetically, its under-construction.  This is involves a requirement that we ourselves recognise both its certainties and its uncertainties, its ordinariness, its taken for grantedness, but also its crises.  We need to be aware of the critical status of our own location and participation – and the our here is a reference both to our subjects and ourselves – that is to our own implication (George Marcus (1999) calls it “complicity”) in the lives of our subjects.  We need to be aware, indeed, that in some meaningful sense we are engaged, primarily, in the lives of others. 

The terms which we use to approach and describe the everyday – meaning, significance, value, experience, security, anxiety – address our capacity as human beings to live in the world, to manage it, to survive in it, even in those situations when management and survival are far from easy or guaranteed.  The everyday is where we act, even in our passivity.  It is where the framing and containing of time and space are felt and directed.  Time, as the times of the moment, of the calendar, of the longue durée.  Spaces, that become places as we, or others, invest them with meaning.

Everyday life is empirical.  But it is also critical.  It is in this double sense that Michel de Certeau (1984, De Certeau, Giard and Mayol, 1998)  (and indeed also Henri Lefebvre (Gardiner, 2000)) understands it, as he and his colleagues offer detailed accounts of the practices of everyday life, in the most mundane of settings, but at the same time valuing these practices as activities of self-assertion, appropriation and occupation.  Such a project can easily fall into a romantic valuation of the everyday, and an equally naïve misreading of the structural constraints that define location: that set the limits, that are difficult to shift.  There is a tension at the heart of everyday life, a difficulty, which sociologists have long recognised and with which they have long been concerned.  It is precisely this instability at the interface of structure and agency, the difficulty of determining what is determined, and what is not, that we have to address in seeking to understand society’s confrontation with technological change.

In this context of an attempt to make sense of the role of information and communication technologies (networks, services, products, programmes) in modernity’s everyday life, some of us have developed a notion of domestication.  It has been used as way of trying to understand the process by which the technologically new or threatening comes to find a place in the patterns and practices of the everyday, most literally in the home.  There are a number of problems with this notion (Lie and Sorenson, 1996; Feenberg, 1999; Michael, 2000), The first and most specific is its arbitrary limiting to the household as a site of the process itself (and an arbitrary limiting of what the household is, and where the boundaries around it should be drawn).  The second is in the concept of domestication’s undialectical stress on the conservatism of the process as a whole, failing clearly enough to register that while technologies will change, will perhaps be softened, as they become incorporated into the everyday, they will also change, sometimes radically or painfully, our experience, indeed the reality, of the everyday.  We talk of technologies failing.  We do not very often talk of our capacity (the inevitable tendency) to fail our technologies.   Lorenzo G. Simpson (1995) points to the weakness of the notion of domestication in its refusal of technology’s radical potential, its radical edge.

There are two further issues that this brief discussion of the everyday raises.  

The first is that of the status of the virtual.  I raise it, at this moment, merely as a question.  To what extent do we want think of everyday life extending into, or including, everyday life on-line?  In what sense does our presence on-line, in chat-rooms, web-sites, as players of games, constitute or extend everyday-life?  If in one sense the answer is obvious, and the answer is that, yes, it does, then we are immediately confronted with a new set of epistemological and methodological questions as to how to approach that new space, and how to understand its relationship to the “real”.  

Everyday life in modernity has become progressively mediated.  Increasingly and increasingly pervasively, our relationships to each other, and to the other, have been conducted within settings and networks that have become dependent on electronic mechanisms.  To say we could no longer do without these technologies, that our dependence is complete, is a banal truism.  But it suggests the need for some scepticism in relation to the exaggerated claims for the unique qualities of cyber-space.  Likewise it suggests that methodologically no analysis of what takes place in cyber-space can be understood except through (the still mediated) world of life off-line (Miller and Slater, 2000).

The second issue concerns the problematic pronoun us.  There is a generic and often unexamined presumption in much of the writing (both theoretical and hypothetical) about information and communication technologies in everyday life, that their significance is uniform, that their power is universal.  It presumes a uniformity of effect, and an inevitability of access and participation.  In other words us is an undifferentiated us, often quite insensitive to the profound and often pernicious distinctions of power, wealth, and cultural difference that clearly police the boundaries around who will gain and who will lose, who will be included and who excluded, within this rapidly changing socio-technical world.

Analysis of the everyday is more likely to sensitise us to these discriminations.  Indeed much of what do as researchers require us to be attentive to these differences, without, however, reifying them.  Information and communication technologies are uneven in their effect as well as their effectiveness, and their users and consumers uneven in their capacity and their capabilities in relation to technology’s perceived potentialities.  But this unevenness is unstable: it shifts with policy interventions; it shifts with changes in the technology; it shifts across and between gender, generation and ethnicity.  Us is an intensely problematic term.

European society

We are committed to apply this agenda to Europe, or at least to the 15 member states of the European Union.  In doing so we commit to the study of a specific socio-geographical area.  Our research is to explore some aspects of the dynamics and consequences of the presence of information and communication technologies in the everyday life of its citizens.  We have promised to “build a model for the analysis of the relationship between technological and social change in Europe” (EMTEL Proposal, 1b).  Our generic themes are community, exclusion, citizenship, quality of life, flexibility, consumption and domesticity.

What the arguments in the essay suggest is that the model must be sensitive to the dynamics of a socio-technical process still to be completed (perhaps more accurately to the dynamics of an uncompletable socio-technical process).   

The tensions and contradictions at the heart of European society (indeed the tensions and contradictions at the heart of the concept of a European society) are well known and well taken.  But these tensions and contradictions are real in their consequences.  Information and communication technologies are currently seen by Commission policy makers as a means for managing them: the Information Society mobilises the rhetoric of total inclusion through the implementation of a policy of steered inevitability, as the technologies, networks and services are expected to roll out across the face of the Union.  

The European Information Society is both under-construction, and under-constructed.  It is in a permanent state of flux, because, in late modernity, flux is permanent.  Investigation of the possibilities for enhanced democracy, or for greater socio-economic participation and inclusion, as well as for the greater flexibilities of work and changes in the quality of both public and private life, requires recognition of the instabilities at the core of late modern society.   It also requires a recognition of the weaknesses of boundaries, and the fluidity of the movements, both material and symbolic, across them.  It requires, finally, a recognition that information and communication technologies have to be understood as central to the reflexivity of late-modernity, doubly articulated into the social and cultural dynamics of its everyday life.

Ignoring this state of under-construction risks misrepresenting as neutral and unproblematic the dynamics of its socio-technical processes, and in so doing risks denying the under-constructed and under-determined materiality of the process itself.   It risks failing to register its tensions and contradictions, its essential and uneven dialectic.  
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