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Abstract

In Canada, digital media has become an integral part of young individuals’ daily lives.
Their well-being, social participation, and future prospects are entwined with their ability
to navigate the ever-evolving digital landscape. However, recent scandals such as
Cambridge Analytica (2016) or evidence of TikTok surveillance (2022) underscore that
digital tools are not neutral and can exert profound impacts on society, politics, and
learning processes. To address these concerns, educational policies aimed at youth
have developed digital literacy frameworks that delineate the essential skills necessary
for young people to thrive in this digital milieu. Nonetheless, the conventional one-size-
fits-all approach to many of these efforts fails to consider the rich tapestry of practices
that young individuals engage in, shaped by diverse social and cultural practices.
Moreover, this approach neglects the intricate and often obscured dynamics through
which technology companies capitalize on social media use. Relying on the seminal
works of Simondon (1958, 2007) on the interplay between individuals and technical
objects within processes, this dissertation explores these complexities through a
relational ontology (Barad, 2003) that considers technologies as more-than-human
actors. This research is guided by these questions: How might we understand
relationships between young individuals and technical objects in terms of digital
literacies? Can a relational ontology offer a novel approach to digital literacies? Rooted
in a multidisciplinary theoretical framework, this research investigates the experiences of
40 young individuals in British Columbia through 23 in-depth interviews and
ethnographic observations. Using walkthrough methods (Light & al., 2018) to establish
the co-agency of digital objects, the study delves into the multifaceted dimensions of
human relations with digital objects, encompassing personal, collective, cultural, and
political aspects. The findings are presented as thresholds (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013),
where theoretical frameworks and lived experiences converge, offering insightful
narratives in the form of five vignettes. These vignettes illustrate the far-reaching
implications of design, datafication, and algorithmic processes on digital literacies. In
conclusion, this dissertation presents a manifesto for researchers and educators,
emphasizing the recognition of diverse and sometimes divergent processes at play when
engaging with digital objects. It underscores the importance of acknowledging these
complexities to mitigate potential discrimination in digital landscapes and to consider

digital literacies differently.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Amy is a 21-year-old student in physiology at a university in British Columbia,
Canada. At the time of the recorded interview we had together, she was conducting an
internship in a veterinary laboratory as part of her studies. We met as volunteers in a
non-profit organization, which was one of the two community settings in which |
conducted this ethnographic study. This program welcomed young people, recently
arrived in Canada, in helping them to explore Canadian life and culture through
workshops and physical activities. | noticed Amy was often using her mobile phone,
even during physical activities. During the recorded interview we had together online at
the end of 2020, | asked her what a typical day with digital technologies would look like.

Amy answered:

Every day | wake up and the first thing | do is to stop my alarm [on my
phone] and listen to podcasts like the news for the day. It helps me catch
up on the news every morning [...] On my way to work, | would listen to
podcasts and [...] if | don’t listen to podcasts, | feel like I'm wasting [my]
time on the Skytrain and it just feels so boring. So, | really need to make
sure | charged my headphones, | charged my phone so when | am on the
Skytrain | can listen to something that keeps me like entertained. (Amy)

When she arrives at the veterinarian laboratory or for her extra-curricular

activities:

Technology is a big part like, we need to do presentations; we need
technologies for lab meetings and everything. That's also a really important
part of my life and of course, like for my extracurriculars | need technology
to have meetings with my peers, especially now that everything is online.
Before things were online, we would still send meeting minutes and
everything on Facebook or whatever so that’s still really important and |
don’t think there is a single club that doesn’t have a Facebook chat [...] My
hobby is to draw on the iPad [...] | think technology is pretty much integral
in my life [...] | don’t use like a clock, | use my phone at work so if I'm doing
an experiment and | wanted to run for five minutes, then | use my phone
timer. So, | use it for everything in my life. (Amy)

At the university, Amy uses an iPad to take notes. She explains that digital

technologies have helped her become more efficient at notetaking.

| used to take notes on paper, but | was wasting so much paper and it’s so
heavy that | just bought an app called Notability on the iPad and | take all
my notes on there and it syncs to Google Drive, so | never have to worry



about losing my notes. | take all my notes on my iPad so if | were at school,

I would use my iPad every day to take notes and to study. [...] All | need is

my Apple pencil and they have like a highlighter, they have a pencil, they

have different colors, they have erasers, and they have a voice recording

too on the iPad so | can record my lecture. It's really easy and | just get

used to the interface of the app like if | were to take notes on paper then

“oh! I have to grab an eraser, or | have to grab a highlighter [...]" | can take

it with me everywhere and you know no matter how much notes | have, |

don’t get extra weight in my backpack from the paper. So that’s why | prefer

the iPad. (Amy)

These interview excerpts show how Amy’s activities are pervaded by digital
devices. She defines her relationship with these technologies as” pretty integral in her
life” and says they support every dimension of her life, including information,
entertainment, taking notes, and communicating with her colleagues, family, or peers.
Additionally, this relationship informs her emotions and affectivities such as the fear of
boredom that Amy expresses if her phone dies because she has not sufficiently charged

the battery.

As with Amy, digital technologies permeate the daily lives of most young people.
In this thesis, | explore this deeply entangled relationship and what emerges from it, in
terms of digital theories and pedagogies. Indeed, as Donna Haraway (1985) explains
when she develops her notion of the cyborg, “It is not clear who makes and who is made
in the relation between human and machine. It is not clear what is mind and what body

in machines that resolve into coding practices” (p. 24).

It is important to understand how these new bodily and coded practices are

shaping our lives and societies. As David Buckingham (2020) emphasizes:

We’re moving quite quickly to a situation where our whole society - our

political system, our economy, our arts and culture, our working lives, as

well as our social and intimate relationships - are suffused with media

technology. Almost everything is mediated. (p. 234)

To comprehend these intricate and ubiquitous connections, which are still quite
new, scholars, educational institutions, and youth organizations have embraced the
concept of digital literacy. First coined by Paul Gilster in 1997, digital literacy was initially
defined as “the ability to understand and use information in multiple formats from a wide

range of sources when it is presented via computers” (p. 1). Digital literacy is presently



often used in its plural form, “to acknowledge the multiple and varied practices young

people draw on to make meaning of the world” (Pangrazio, 2018, p. 18).

In the upcoming sections, | trace the conceptualization of digital literacies across
different onto-epistemological stances on human relationships with technologies. | show
the promise and the limits of these stances and gesture toward a relational ontology. |
then outline my research goals and questions, followed by an explanation of my
approach to addressing these inquiries. Finally, to conclude this introduction, | will

provide an overview of the structure of this dissertation.

1.1. Digital Literacy: A Literacy like the Others?

This section aims to trace the emergence and evolution of the concept of digital
literacy. In this partial retrospective analysis, several approaches discussed here draw
upon earlier conceptions of literacy, which traditionally referred to the ability to read and
write text (Jones & Hafner, 2012). In this context, digital literacy can be seen as the most
recent iteration of what is understood as literacy. Scholars such as Hilary Janks (2000)
or Kalantzis and Cope (2012), recognize that literacy is intimately linked to the
development of various technical objects throughout history, such as papyrus,
parchment, pencils, paper, pens, typewriters, and computers. Along these lines, the
concept of digital literacy often highlights the one-sided relationship between humans
and technology, emphasizing individuals' activities with digital tools. However, this focus

fails to fully capture the potential co-production of literacy and technology.

Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope (2012) propose the concept of the three
globalizations to shed light on three historical moments in which literacy and
technologies are entangled. The first globalization occurred with the emergence of the
first languages. Humans could express meaning in different and multimodal ways, such
as through dances, gestures, songs, and signs on bodies. The second globalization
occurred with the advent of writing, perceived as the symbolic representation of
language. According to Kalantzis and Cope (2012), writing introduced a tremendous
change in the way humans organize societies. Initially, writing was predominantly used
by elites as a means of social control within a power system. Over time and with new
technologies such as the printing press, it became a governance tool for standardizing,

regulating, and controlling narratives, encompassing rules and values. The third



globalization emerged with the advent of what was once referred to as "new
technologies of communication," enabling signs, images, and sounds to be produced by
the same device to broad audiences (from one to many), such as radio and later
television. To address these societal shifts, various attempts have been made to adapt

literacies to techno-social changes.

Scribner and Cole (1981), two social psychologists studying literacy practices
among the Vai peoples in Liberia, conceptualized literacy as “a set of socially organized
practices which make use of a symbol system and a technology for producing and
disseminating it” (p.236). Their proposition that literacy as an expression should always
be thought of as plural, became a central principle of what became known as the New
Literacy Studies. Accordingly, literacies do not simply involve knowing how to encode
and decode a particular kind of script but also how to apply this knowledge for specific
purposes in specific contexts of use (Scribner & Cole, 1981). According to them, practice

involves three components: technology, knowledge, and skills.

Other early attempts to conceive of digital literacy, focused primarily on the
specific skills individuals should possess. Paul Gilster (1997) was one of the first to
introduce the concept of digital literacy, identifying three core competencies: the ability to
think critically, the ability to assemble knowledge from different sources, and the
development of effective search skills. According to Gilster (1997), unlike other forms of
literacy, digital literacy does not primarily concern the ability to write code or language.

Rather, it emphasizes the ability to read and search for knowledge.

This perspective remains significant as it prompts us to consider the skills or
competencies that people need to acquire in order to navigate everyday digital
technology practices. In Amy’s case, she appears to be adept at using and
comprehending digital devices, suggesting a ‘level’ of digital literacy. However, viewing
digital literacy solely as an individual skill discernable across ‘levels’, overlooks the
affective, bodied relation Amy has with technologies, as well as the entanglement of

technologies in the broader social, cultural, and contextual aspects of Amy's life.

Scholars, drawing inspiration from the ideas presented by the New Literacy
Studies, and more specifically in the influential essay by the New London Group (1996),

A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: Designing Social Futures, expand upon Gilster's definition



of digital literacy as multiple skills, by asserting that digital literacies are social practices.
They emphasize the importance of understanding these practices within their social
context, particularly in relation to power dynamics and relationships. The New London
Group did not explicitly refer to digital literacy, focusing their essay on multiliteracies to
provide a “theoretical overview of the connections between the changing social
environment facing students and teachers and a new approach of literacy pedagogy” (p.
60). In this essay, they introduced the idea of design as a key component of literacy
education. Luciana Pangrazio (2016), for example, refers to their work when she
explains that defining digital literacy is complicated as the spaces, tools, and texts that

conceptualize practices are continually changing. She further argues:

(...) digital design literacies respond more specifically to the digital context
and therefore represent a potential way forward for critical digital literacy.
While this approach is focused on the outcomes of making, creating and
producing, it provides an avenue for individuals to express their ideas,
values and beliefs and in this way can mobilise personal or affective
responses to digital texts. (p. 166)
These approaches to digital literacies, including the design and reinsertion of
digital practices within the social sphere, are crucial to comprehending what people‘s

practices with digital technology are and to considering the context of these practices.

To illustrate this point, let us think about Amy once again. The social practices
paradigm goes beyond simply observing what Amy is doing, such as reading the news,
listening to podcasts, writing, drawing on her iPad, and meeting with friends. It also
considers the broader context of who or what has designed these technologies, what is
enabled through them, and what is constrained. In this perspective, objects are made
with a particular intention and a particular purpose. Within the framework of these
practices, Amy can be regarded as digitally literate because she displays a high level of

proficiency in using these technologies.

However, by focusing solely on individual skills and practices, the social practices
paradigm fails to fully capture the nuanced dynamics between Amy and digital devices. It
disregards the intricate interactions, preferences, and collective decision-making

processes that shape her practices.

In response to the New London Group’s (1996) call for a deeper understanding

of literacies as socially and politically formed practices, critical digital literacy scholarship



conceptualizes digital literacies as social practices within a specific context, allowing us
to consider the everyday practices of digital literacies such as using social media
platforms and video gaming, and situating these digital practices in the sociocultural
context of power and culture. As with other literacy practices, the question of whose
literacies are considered normative is a pressing one in digital literacy scholarship.
Deborah Brandt (1998) develops the idea of sponsors of literacy as “any agents, local or
distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, model, as well as recruit,
regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy — and gain advantage by it in some way” (p. 166).
Whether they are community leaders, academic institutions, or technology companies,
they ultimately control “the ideological freight that must be borne for access to what they
have” (p. 168). This sponsors of literacy approach reifies literacy practices as always
being value laden and situated in networks of influence and socialization. According to
Bhatt and MacKenzie (2019), companies such as Google or Facebook, names that often
come back in the different interviews of this study, are among today’s influential
sponsors of literacies. Consequently, the philosophy of these companies permeates the
content and platforms they provide (Duguay, 2017b). According to Noah Golden (2017),
critical digital literacies seek “to investigate manifestations of power relations in texts and
to design, and in some cases, redesign, texts in ways that serve other, less powerful
interests” (2017, p. 3). This approach considers not only the individual and digital

technology, but also the power relations pervading these relationships.

The value of the critical digital literacies approach dwells on the recognition of the
active role of objects in these relationships. In these conditions, Amy is not considered in
isolation, as her practice is influenced by digital technologies and their contexts for use.
The digital device or application is then recognized as an object defined by the ideology
of its creators that led to its creation. However, although this approach allows the
recognition of flows of power and the active role of the device or the application in
literacy practices, it does not often offer an understanding of the processes in action or

of what emerges through these relationships.

As shown in this brief overview, various approaches to digital literacies offer
distinct perspectives on the relationship between Amy and digital devices. While the first
definitions of digital literacy discuss a list of skills needed by the individual, scholars
inspired by the New London Group also consider the context of use and the design of

the digital devices. Critical digital literacy, for its part, emphasizes the circulation of



power dynamics in digital literacy practices. While the existing approaches acknowledge
the skills, practices, and social context surrounding digital literacy, they often overlook
the tangible and productive dimensions of this relationship. This oversight fails to
consider the material properties, affordances, and constraints of digital devices, as well
as the ways in which they shape and influence interactions with young people. As
Luciana Pangrazio (2016) underlines, “the increased complexity of contemporary digital
contexts has caused several researchers to call for new frameworks through which to
study and develop these new literacies (Avila & Pandya, 2013; Coiro et al., 2008)” (p.
164). In other words, Pangrazio is calling for a consideration of both the multiplicity and
complexity of digital contexts. She implies that complexity will not be easily contained by

the development of digital literacy frameworks.

This study aims to contribute to Pangrazio’s call to grasp the complexities at play
in Amy’s description of her everyday life with digital technologies. In light of the ubiquity
of digital technologies in various aspects of life, it is necessary to go beyond the
traditional frameworks and explore the broader implications and intricacies of the
relationship between young people and digital devices. This study aims to contribute to
this understanding by delving into the multifaceted dynamics, encompassing the
materiality, collective experiences, cultural influences, and political implications

embedded within these practices as they shape and are shaped by young people’s lives.

1.2. Toward an Ecological Approach of Digital Literacies

In the past decade, scholars have acknowledged the necessity of advancing
digital literacy theories by considering not only what transpires on the screen, but also
what occurs behind or even beyond the screen. These approaches investigate not only
what happens at the level of using these different applications (super-screenic literacy)
and what these sponsors of literacy, through coding languages, convey in terms of

processes and values (subscreenic literacies).

Tom Lynch (2017) insists that we must explore the concept of "sub-screenic
literacy", which he defines as “computational and human languages that are used to
create software. It refers to things like computer code and APls (Application Program

Interfaces), which are long strings of data pushed to and pulled from systems"(p. 92).



Consequently, considering this literacy also involves focusing on the various constraints

and opportunities provided by the underlying code.

In addition to super-screenic literacies, scholars have also highlighted the
significance of "sub-screenic literacies" (Golden, 2017; Lynch, 2017). These literacies
encompass the systems and processes that enable the functioning of what appears on
the screen. It is crucial to recognize that our practices of super-screenic literacy are
constrained by those who produce and control the sub-screenic literacies that underpin
them (Lynch, 2017).

By acknowledging the interplay between super-screenic and sub-screenic
literacies, scholars aim to shed light on the broader dynamics and power relations that
shape digital literacy practices. This expanded perspective enables a deeper
understanding of the complex interactions between individuals, digital devices, and the

underlying technological systems.

In the last five years, several scholars have underlined the need to conceive of a
more holistic approach of digital literacies, not only considering individual and digital
devices but also educational, social and political aspects. Sefton-Green and Pangrazio
(2021) advocate for a more intricate approach to digital literacy, highlighting that
frameworks should not focus solely on the individual. They argue that data processes
simultaneously deconstruct and collectivize the individual, as desires and actions can be
recorded, transformed into digital data, analyzed, and ultimately commodified. They
recognize that the pervasive datafication of educational experiences reshapes the very
nature of the learner and the dynamics of learning: “In some respects, the designers and
developers of big tech have their own motives and interests in the agency and self-
reflexivity of users (to commodify and economically exploit interaction) — contributing to a
crisis for the educative subject” (p. 2). Sefton-Green and Pangrazio clearly express the
active role of digital device and application providers in the educative experience of the
individual. They go further and, in this case, join Ruha Benjamin (2019)’s assertion that
datafication reshapes both the learner and learning processes. Hence, this

conceptualization raises:

(...) new epistemological and ontological challenges forcing us to consider
not only how it impacts education as a distinct field, but also how these
changes affect the constitution of the educative subject and their capacity



to learn and think reflexively, critically and creatively about the world in
which we live. (Sefton-Green & Pangrazio, 2021, p. 4)
While focusing on education, Sefton-Green and Pangrazio acknowledge here that the
conception of digital literacy needs to also consider social and political dimensions,

among others.

Similarly, Leander and Burriss (2020) advocate for alternative perspectives on
digital literacies, moving away from traditional representational paradigms. They propose
that approaches influenced by posthumanisms and new materialisms offer a way to go
beyond the conventional notions of "text" and "reader." These alternative perspectives
enable the exploration of diverse elements within digital systems and their
interconnectedness. By looking “at what happens behind the screen and the dynamics
which happen before and after media’s representative societal function” (Reichert &
Richterich, 2015, p. 8), these approaches emphasize the significance of understanding
the behind-the-scenes processes and the broader contextual factors that shape and

influence digital literacy practices.

These new perspectives on digital literacies, known as digital materialism, bring
complexities to the relationships between Amy and her digital devices. In contrast to
previous approaches, digital materialism focuses not only on the individual, the object,
and what they produce together, it also considers what emerges from these relationships

and highlights the significance of these interactions for education.

In this research, Gilbert Simondon's work serves as the key theoretical
foundation. Simondon, in his 1958 doctoral dissertation, delves into the intricate
relationships between individuals and technical objects. His philosophical framework
conceptualizes both individuals and objects not as static final products but as dynamic
processes that evolve in non-linear ways through the temporary resolution of tensions,
facilitated by their relationships with one another. While Simondon did not explicitly
employ the term "technical object" to encompass digital devices and applications during
the time of his writing, this research employs this terminology to capture the notion that
digital technologies are not fixed end-products but rather intertwined within ongoing

processes that evolve through relational dynamics.



By drawing on Simondon's insights, this research aims to shed light on the
complexities and dynamics inherent in the relationship between individuals and digital
devices, emphasizing the evolving nature of these relationships and the role they play in

shaping digital literacy practices.

This research also looks at the work of new materialist and posthuman theorists,
such as those of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1988) and Bruno Latour (2005) who
advance process theories that do not attempt to predict or “tame” the social environment
but, rather, to think about the heterogeneous practices of association that make it up.
These approaches assert that the material world is not passive or simply responding to
human actions or intentions. Instead, it plays an active role in how these practices
unfold. Importantly, this approach decentres the human and focuses on the productivity

of relations between humans and more-than-humans.

New materialist and posthuman approaches enable new insight when analyzing
phenomena such as Artificial Intelligence (Al) (Leander and Burriss, 2020). Because
these theories observe the agencies of both humans and more-than-humans in
technological encounters, they tend to include in their analysis the design of the interface
(Wittkower, 2016; Duguay, 2017), and the ubiquity of the software (Parikka, 2012). This
perspective, as Smythe et al. (2017) recognize, “does not promise clarity, universality or
finality about these relationships; however, it may be able to deal more effectively with
the complexity of events in education settings that we have heretofore not been able to

pay attention to” (p. 22).

The main goal of this thesis is to reconceptualize digital literacies, thinking of
them relationally and analyzing their implications on multiple domains (educational,
political, and cultural). Relying on the acknowledgment of the never-ending processes of
both individuals and technical objects evolving through relationships, it aims to take
seriously the intensity of these relationships. To do this, | attempt to define or redefine
what is at stake in these relationships and to re-think both “individuals” and “technical
objects” by attending to what is produced and what or who is impacted in these
entangled relations. Ultimately, the objective is to examine potential pedagogical

strategies from within these entanglements.
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1.3. Research Questions

As the introduction has touched upon so far, digital literacies are part of an ever-
changing field. Consequently, as this thesis evolves, matures, and investigates new
perspectives, new questions arise. In answering these questions, | carry out an
ethnographic study in two different community-settings welcoming young people who
had recently arrived in Canada, spending time with and conversing with them, and
reading these experiences and meanings through sociology, philosophy, techno-

sciences, feminist, literacy and education literatures.

Listed below are the two primary questions, which are supported by secondary
ones. These are general at first and are refined toward the concluding chapter through

my reading of theories as well as the reading of data.

1. What are the relationships between young individuals and digital devices or
applications?

e How do young people and technical objects experience each other? How
do they evolve together? How do they shape each other?

e What are the social, cultural, and political dimensions (including power
relations) pervading these relationships?

2. How can we approach digital literacies to take into consideration individuals from
diverse cultural and social backgrounds and digital devices and their multiple
dimensions?

1.4. How Does this Thesis Aim to Answer these Questions?

Rather than engaging in a critique of existing approaches to conceptualizing
digital literacies, this study takes a different path. It does not seek to invalidate or
undermine the value of these approaches, which have contributed to the understanding
of digital literacies as seen earlier. As a PhD student, | acknowledge the importance and

significance of these approaches, having been trained and influenced by them.

This thesis takes a distinct direction by focusing on redefining the notions of
young individual and technical object. By reframing these concepts, the study aims to
provide fresh perspectives and insights into the dynamics and complexities of the

relationship between young people and digital technologies. These redefinitions open up
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new avenues for understanding the entanglements and interactions between individuals

and technical objects in the context of digital literacy practices.

This theorization of young individuals and technical objects as well as other
constructs that populate this thesis is based on what Alecia Jackson and Lisa Mazzei
(2012) call “thinking with theories.” In this approach, theories, philosophy and social life
are plugged-in together and put into conversation. In so doing, | recognize that my
understanding of what an individual is and what a technical object is evolves according
to the observation and interviews | carried out. This understanding is also shaped by the
different articles and books | have read so far, my experiences, and particular
becomings. How observation, interviews, theories, and social life are connected is
important. Jackson and Mazzei (2013) explain that the zone of connection, what they

call the threshold is of particular importance. They define it as follows:

In architecture, a threshold is in the middle of things. It exists as a
passageway. A threshold has no function, purpose, or meaning until it is
connected to other spaces. That is, a threshold does not become a
passageway until it is attached to other things different from itself.
Thresholds contain both entries and exits; they are both/and. A single
threshold can be not only an entryway, but also an exit; therefore, the
structure itself is not quite as linear and definitive as one might think.
(p.264)
This approach is useful in this dissertation for conceptualizing what is commonly
referred to as findings. Indeed, both chapter five and six are thresholds in which
theories, methodology, and participants sharing intersect. These connections allow me

to suggest new possibilities for a digital literacy framework.

Form this approach, Amy, like other participants of this research, has contributed
to my understanding of young people, as well as my reading of scholars who specialized
in the study of young people, as well as the study of technical objects. These various
perspectives align or collide in this threshold, creating nuances. In so doing, data
collected during this research are not perceived as illustrations or evidence of theories
but rather as generative of new knowledges when put in relation to readings,
conversations, the 23 interviews | conducted with young people and educators, and the
several hours of observations that | was able to attend to in two community-settings. It is
worth noting that plugging in these data with other theories would have generated other

understandings and other questions to be answered.
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Thinking with theories has implications on both the theoretical and
methodological aspects of this study. For example, how can | study what emerges from
relationships between individuals and technical objects without decentering the human
being from the focus of my study? What is at stake here is the recognition of the
inevitable relation of theories, data, and methods. In this thesis, | aim to make the
relation visible and describe how these theories, data and thresholds have changed my
perception of this study during these several years of work. | also take time to reflect on
how these new “knowledges” (Haraway, 1998) influenced the questions of this research,

and reshaped pedagogies and theories of the young people, the digital, and literacies.

1.5. Organization of the Thesis

The organization of this writing aims to reflect the lively process of this study. In

so doing, | try to make clear to the reader how this inquiry evolves.

The second chapter of the thesis sets the stage to conduct this research. In the
first part, | introduce the concept of flat ontology, decentering the focus of the
investigation from a human perspective. This claim does not aim to overlook young
people but rather to acknowledge what Gilbert Simondon (1958) calls the “mode of
existence of technical objects”. Both young people and technical objects as theoretical
constructs are analyzed in this chapter, prefacing the analysis of what can be the
relation between them. The interest is not only in the human perspective but also in the
object and how what emerges from their relationships changes the ontological stance of
this thesis toward a relational ontology. This paradigm shift triggers the evolution of

some research questions, changes that are reflected in the conclusion of this chapter.

In the third chapter, having located the participants of this research to then focus
on their productive relationships in theory, this writing turns toward how this research
can occur in practice, with regard to which lens and methods are used. Because nothing
happens as expected, and even less when a worldwide pandemic crisis arises, this part
also relates the constant adjustments and the evolving ethical precautions and issues
that it faced.

Both the theoretical and the methodological approaches enable a specific writing

of the different participants of this research taking into consideration their stories, their
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metastable present and how they envision themselves in the future. That is what is
related in chapter four. Indeed, as the research acknowledges the difference-in-itself
(Deleuze, 2011), describing each participant and their sociogenic principles (Wynter,

2001) is essential to better understand their experiences.

The findings of this study are gathered through two thresholds encompassing five
vignettes in chapters five and six. While chapter five focuses on the relationships of
individuals and technical objects, chapter six delves into the political and collective
dimensions of these relationships. This multi-faceted approach embraces the complexity
and productivity of the diverse relations between individuals and technical objects. Each
vignette triggers an analysis of two specific points aiming to better define the specificities
of technical objects, what Gilbert Simondon (1958) calls their mode of existence, that are

digital devices or applications, and individuals.

Chapter five introduces three vignettes. The first one analyzes how the design of
these technical objects is significant in their first encounters and how design shapes and
is shaped by these relationships. The second vignette analyzes the different processes
that the individual is going through, namely psychic and collective individuation, as well
as the process that pervades technical objects, namely the concretization. Considering
these two processes shows how data emerges, thus triggering the process of
datafication. The third vignette analyzes how individuals learn through the algorithmic
processes of social media applications. Analyzing these processes at play questions
what is visible and what is hidden in this relationship, what Bhatt and MacKenzie (2019)

call the epistemologies of ignorance.

Chapter six relies on two additional vignettes. The fourth vignette dwells on the
geopolitical dimensions of these relationships described in chapter five. Indeed, relying
on the use of the application Google Maps, the analysis shows how mundane activity
shapes the world and how we see it. The fifth and last vignette relates how the
constraining process of registration for courses in post-secondary education institutions

opens the possibility of collective individuation for students.

These five vignettes demonstrate not only how to approach the complexity of
these relationships but also, to gain a better understanding of different actors and how

they are taken into consideration in these different configurations.
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The seventh and final chapter aims to answer a question that pervades the entire
thesis: can we consider digital objects the same way that Simondon, in 1958, considered
technical objects or shall we go further in this definition? If the goal of this thesis is not to
bring a definitive definition about what digital objects are, refining the definition might
help to better understand the digital part of the digital literacy framework that this thesis
aims to enable. It is important to show how the positioning of both individuals and digital
objects triggers the needed localization of the technicity and agency in these
relationships. This step is critical in understanding potential objectives of these digital
literacy frameworks. In the second part of the chapter, a digital literacy framework is
outlined, drawing upon diffractive and speculative methods. This framework is formed by

eleven principles that converge in a manifesto for a new relational digital literacy.
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Chapter 2. From a Flat to a Relational Ontology

2.1. Introduction

The introduction of this dissertation has highlighted the prevailing focus in
existing literature on digital literacy, which primarily centres around individuals' usage of
technologies and the activities they engage in with these objects. While this individual-
centric approach provides valuable insights into users' behaviours and practices, it tends
to overlook the mutually generative relationship between individuals and technical

objects.

Nevertheless, this dissertation takes on the perspective that the significance of a
technical object only emerges within the context of its relationship within a network.
Drawing on Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari's (1988) argument, the dissertation
recognizes that people perceive the world differently based on the technologies they
employ, indicating that the relationship between individuals and technologies is a
productive one. Technology becomes a means through which human subjectivity unveils
the truth and latent potential inherent in the world (Mansfield, 2000, as cited in Savat,
2012). Therefore, when analyzing how individuals experience the world, it is essential

not to separate human beings from technological entities.

This chapter serves as a theoretical foundation for the relational approach to both
the individual and the technical object in this thesis. It adopts the "thinking with theories"
modalities, as developed by Alecia Jackson and Lisa Mazzei (2013), to guide the
conceptual development of this research. As a result, it is recommended to read this
chapter linearly to fully comprehend the progression of the theoretical ideas that shape

this thesis.

| start with the willingness to flatten the social with the description of the flat
ontology. This flattening is critical to better grasp what is at stake in terms of social,
cultural, and political aspects of the phenomenon and who or what entities are
considered through this writing. Indeed, how would it be possible to consider the political
aspect of this relationship if neither the individual nor the technical object can be located
culturally or socially? Once this flattening has been defined, it will help to delineate,

albeit temporarily, some of the key actors of this study. These actors include processes
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of individuation—both at the psychic and collective levels—sociogenic principle, and
concretization, which manifest in both human and more-than-human entities. By defining
and understanding these processes, as well as the relationships that are becoming

together, the focus of this study shifts toward a relational ontology.

Figure 1 shows how the concepts form a relational ontology.

‘ Towards a Relational Ontology ‘

Becoming (Deleuze,

" ) Guatarri, 1988)
4( Relational Ontology }'/://,

Psychic Individuation
(Simondon, 2005)

/ﬁeclwmas! Emotions|

(Simondon, 2005)

Ontogenesis
(Simondon, 2005)

Callective
individuation
(Simondon, 2005)

Young people

Sociogenic Principle
(Wynter, 2001)

Technical Object 1 ( c i W ﬁ
(5|mondon.195@)J L or J 1958)

Figure 1: Mapping the theories that relationally shape thinking

2.2. Flat Ontology

The concept of flat ontology is derived from the work of Bruno Latour (2005), who
proposes an analytical framework that considers all elements involved in influencing
action as actors. This approach aims to go beyond human-centric perspectives and
recognizes the agency and contributions of more-than-human elements, including

technical objects, software, codes, digital policies, as well as affectivities and emotions.

By flattening the social, Latour emphasizes the interconnectedness and co-
constitution of various actors, both humans and more-than-humans, in shaping social

phenomena and practices. This approach allows for a more comprehensive
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understanding of the complex dynamics and influences at play within digital practices,
moving beyond focusing solely on individual or social aspects and acknowledging the

role of diverse elements in mediating these practices.

Adopting a flat ontology and considering young people, adults, educators, and
technical objects as interconnected actors, challenges the taken-for-granted
assumptions and binaries that often limit our understanding of these relationships. By
positioning all these actors on the same level and recognizing their mutual connections,
the analysis moves away from traditional dichotomies such as human/non-human or

nature/culture. Suresh Canagarajah (2018) describes it this way:

A flat ontology challenges the traditional adoption of binaries and
hierarchies, such as mind/body, cognition/matter, human/nature,
time/space, expressive language/mute objects — with the first term in each

pair treated as primary. Flat ontology argues for the agency of all these

entities, enjoying the equal status and shaping each other in activities (p.

271).

This approach allows for a more nuanced and complex exploration of the
dynamics at play. It acknowledges that young people, adults, and educators are not
isolated entities but are intricately connected to technical objects, circulating discourses,
affectivities, and emotions. In this perspective, there is no predefined hierarchy or fixed
categories of entities, and the distinction between micro- and macro-levels becomes

blurred.

As Latour (2005) explores in his Actor-Network-Theory, what matters is not only

the different actors of a phenomenon but how they relate to one another.

[T]o distinguish a priori ‘material’ and ‘social’ ties before linking them
together again makes about as much sense as to account for the dynamic
of a battle by imagining a group of soldiers and officers stark naked with a
huge heap of paraphernalia—tanks, rifles, paperwork, uniforms—and then
claim that ‘of course there exist some (dialectical) relation between the two’

(p. 75).
In this example what makes a soldier is not only being a human but also the becoming of

the soldier in relation to uniforms, paperwork, guns and the battlefield.

Returning to the first excerpts that opened this dissertation, when Amy explains
her morning routine, she mentions the multiplicity and interconnectedness of actors at

play in her digital practices:
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if | don't listen to podcasts, | feel like I'm wasting [my] time on the Skytrain

and it just feels so boring. So, | really need to make sure | charged my

headphones, | charged my phone so [...] | can listen to something that

keeps me like entertained. (Amy)

Amy's description encompasses not only her usage of digital devices but also the
emergence of various other actors such as affect, emotions, and connected actions, like

ensuring that her digital devices are adequately charged.

Before proceeding, it is crucial to establish the conceptualization of two key
actors in this thesis: young people and technical objects. Understanding the definitions
of young people and technical objects is fundamental in comprehending the ontological
perspective of this study and how it enables an emerging and relational conception of
digital literacy. In analyzing both actors, | draw primarily from Simondon's theorization
(1958/2008) which conceptualizes individuals and technical objects as processes. |

firstly examine them separately before exploring their interconnectedness.

2.3. From Young People to Individual

The definition of the individual in this study is divided into two sections. The first
section relies on a political discourse positioning youth in the context of the pandemic
and focuses on understanding the construction of young people's identities within the
specific context of British Columbian society. It considers the influence of political
factors, such as ideologies, and discourses, in shaping societal perceptions and
representations of young individuals. Additionally, it incorporates insights gained from
various organizations that were contacted for the ethnographic study, providing valuable
perspectives and experiences on how the perception of young people is constructed
within the given context. The second section of the definition aims to provide a detailed
explanation of the theoretical approach that will be employed in this dissertation. This
theoretical framework outlines the conceptual tools, perspectives, and theories that will

inform the research findings.

Young People, Youth...

‘Youth’ and ‘young people’ are broad terms that can lack precise definitions and
may be subject to interpretation and variation both in everyday discussions and scientific

literature. For example, on March 29, 2021, during his daily intervention on the evolution
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of the COVID-19 pandemic, BC Premier, John Horgan publicly targeted the behaviour of

whom he calls young people in the propagation of the pandemic’:

Dr. Henry [BC public health officer] and Minister Dix [BC Health Minister]
are following the rules. They are paying attention to the details and focusing
on and making sure that they do their part to get British Columbia through
this. The cohort from 20 to 39 is not paying as much attention to these
broadcasts and quite frankly is putting the rest of us in a challenging
situation. I'm asking, I'm appealing to young people to curtail your social
activity. [...] but my appeal to you is do not blow this for the rest of us, do
not blow this for your parents and your neighbours and others who have
been working really really hard making significant sacrifices, so we can get
good outcomes for everybody.
This short excerpt from Horgan's intervention provides an example of how young
people are defined and perceived in British Columbia by public figures such as
politicians. In this context, young people are characterized based on two criteria: their

age and their behaviour.

Indeed, if the age range used to define young people can vary depending on the
specific context and the institutions involved, age remains the most obvious, and the
most used criteria to define this population. The BC Premier's discourse defines young
people as those within the age range of 20 to 39 years old. On the other hand, certain
programs funded by the federal government may adopt a narrower age range to define

young people, specifically ranging from 15 to 24 years old.

The differences in age ranges used to define young people can stem from
various factors, including the objectives of the programs, legal definitions, and policy
considerations. Institutions may adopt different age ranges based on their specific
mandates and target populations. These variations highlight the contextual nature of
defining young people and the flexibility that exists within different institutional

frameworks.

In scientific literature too, labelling a person as ‘young people’ is more
complicated than mere age. For example, as the social media and youth scholar danah
boyd (2008) underlines in her dissertation, teenagers are not a natural category but

rather a social invention that is characterized by compulsory schooling, which has

' https://youtu.be/TiwKI1aWpn8 video accessed on April 13,2023
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resulted in youth becoming isolated in their roles from the older and younger
generations. Similarly, in his cultural history of adolescence, the British writer Jon
Savage (2007) argues that the social categories of childhood and ‘teenagerhood’
emerge for varying social, political, and economic reasons and were justified through
developmental psychology. In other words, the constructs of adolescence or youth are

historically and culturally dependent (Aries, 1962).

Within Western psychology, youth is often defined not only by age but also by the
roles and thresholds that individuals have to navigate during this life stage. Jeffrey Arnett
(2015) highlights the notion that youth share a common culture distinct from both young

children and adults.

According to Arnett's conceptualization, youth is characterized by a set of
experiences, attitudes, and behaviours that differentiate them from other age groups.
This shared culture among young people is shaped, in part, by the challenges and
transitions they face as they navigate various thresholds, such as obtaining a driver's
license, finding employment, or living independently away from their parents. These
milestones mark important transitions between childhood and adulthood and contribute

to the formation of a distinct youth culture.

This understanding of youth as a distinct cultural group, defined by shared
experiences and meeting specific thresholds, can be valuable in fostering a shared
understanding of what it means to be a youth in Western societies. It recognizes the
unique experiences and challenges faced by young people during this transitional period
and acknowledges their distinct cultural identity. However, it is important to note that
cultural definitions and experiences of youth can vary across different societies and
contexts. Therefore, it is essential to consider the cultural and contextual nuances that

shape the experiences and identities of young people in different settings.

Furthermore, as seen above, labelling young people appears to be complicated
as the different terms often lack clarity: am | writing about children? Teenagers? Young

adults? | face the same dilemma as danah boyd (2008) when she writes:

Initially, my focus was more broadly on “youth.” Prior research on early
adopters and subcultures (boyd 2008b) had led me to think through the
construction of youth culture. Yet | quickly found the label “youth” too
unwieldy for this project. The term itself lacks clarity— is it defined by age
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(e.g., anyone over 14 and under 24), legal standing (e.g., “minors”), life

stage (e.g., unmarried individuals with no children), or something else?

Literature on childhood, teenagers, youth, adolescence, minors, and

students only complicated matters. More important, the population marked

by such a label is too diverse for analysis. (p. 56)

However, using the terms ‘young people’ or ‘youth’ might also suggest the
specificity of these individuals, thereby differentiating them from children or adults.
Consequently, every definition of young people or youth implies not only subsequent
definitions of adults or children but also the idea of a rupture with childhood and a
homogenous step toward adulthood. This transitional phase, referred to as youth or
young people, can be problematic as it tends to essentialize the individuals and raises

questions about its validity.

Indeed, what is pervasive in John Horgan’s allocution is the uniform definition of
young people who, supposedly, put in danger all the efforts made by the rest of the
population. There is here an underlying assumption that ‘young people’ either need to be

protected from society, or that the rest of the society needs to be protected from them.

Essentializing a part of the population is certainly practical to generalize
behaviours but does not reflect the reality of this research. In this study, all participants
are from diverse cultures, racial identities, genders, and socio-economic backgrounds.
This is particularly significant as all the human participants in this thesis arrived in
Canada from another country. Consequently, they do not all experience the world the
same way. Therefore, analyzing youth relationships with technical objects through a

unified framework would risk glossing over this diversity.

To mitigate the risk of essentializing the participants as young people, this
research adopts an alternative perspective that views them as individuals rather than as
part of a homogeneous social and cultural category. Instead of treating young people as
singular, monolithic groups, the study recognizes the complexity and diversity of their
experiences. The research acknowledges that each individual undergoes a unique
process of individuation, informed by specific sociogenic principles that | will describe
later in this thesis, recognizing the uniqueness of each of them and emphasizing the
importance of understanding their specific experiences, aspirations and challenges. At

the same time, the research also acknowledges the collective dimension of individual’s
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experiences. They are not isolated entities but are influenced by and actively engaged in

broader social, cultural, and relational contexts.

In researching the individual and the collective, this study draws primarily on
Gilbert Simondon's (2005/2007) conceptualization of individuation, which provides a
theoretical framework for understanding the process through which individuals emerge
and evolve. However, | also incorporate perspectives from those who critique Western

concepts of the Individual and the Human, including feminist and Black scholars.

Feminist and Black perspectives enrich the analysis by shedding light on the
intersectional aspects of digital literacy practices and how power dynamics, social
inequalities, and individuations intersect with the use of digital technologies. This multi-
dimensional approach acknowledges the complexities and nuances of the concept of the
Human that is often read through individuals' experiences, considering their diverse
socio-cultural contexts and the specific challenges and opportunities they face in relation

to digital literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic.

To better comprehend and illustrate how these theoretical constructs introduce a
new approach to young people and their realities, | create a portrait of Amy whom we
met in the introduction of this dissertation. This portrait originated from my interactions
with her while we were volunteering together in a community setting, as well as during

the interview we had together in 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.3.2. Amy’s Portrait

Amy was a nine-year-old when she arrived with her mother in British Columbia
from China. During her first year of school, in Grade 4, adaptation was hard as she could
barely speak English and that nobody talked to her. Her first schooling in Canada was in

an English Language Learning class.

She rapidly managed to improve her English proficiency and started to develop
her social network. When she got to high school, she started volunteering in diverse

clubs, as well as in other programs.

Twelve years after her arrival, she is now enrolled in a work-study program,

sharing her time between the university and her workplace, a veterinary laboratory. A
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typical day for Amy would also involve extra-curricular activities as she is a committed
volunteer, in several humanitarian or research clubs at her university. Whether in high
school or now at the university and in other community settings, volunteerism is,

according to her, “a pretty common part of my life” (Amy).

As shown in the introduction of this thesis, all her activities are pervaded by
digital through the uses of her mobile phone, tablet, and laptop and through different
applications of social media, video and music streaming that provide her entertainment
and feel like she is not wasting her time. Her use of digital technologies has intensified
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. During this period, she misses the daily
social aspects of her life: if she still goes to her workplace every weekday, she mostly
spends her evenings online with her club peers. She thinks that it has become harder to
connect with her classmates now that everything is online. She also mentions, during an
informal conversation, that she doesn’t go outside anymore, except for grocery
shopping, once a week. Additionally, she stopped volunteering in person in the
community setting where we were together when the second wave of COVID-19
reached British Columbia. However, she mentions that the pandemic has little impact on

her relations with friends and family members who are still in China.

In the future, Amy would like to be a physician after finishing medical school and

work close to where her mother lives as she is her only relative outside of China.

2.3.3. Individuation

This portrait of Amy underlines the entanglement of different individual and
collective processes. To better understand what is at stake in these processes, we must
consider how the concept of individuation is integral to specific trajectories of each
individual’s past, present, and potential in relation to their milieu and moves us away
from any essentialization of young people. For example, Amy’s activities during the
pandemic appear to be in complete opposition with what John Horgan describes. As she
mentioned, except for transiting to her workplace and the grocery shopping once a
week, she stays at home for all her other activities (gathering with friends,
volunteering...) that have moved online. Even if she is between 20 and 39, as the BC

premier defines young people, she is very cautious to “not blow this for the rest of us, do

24



not blow this for your parents and your neighbours and others who have been working

really really hard making significant sacrifices.” (Horgan, March 29, 2021)

Simondon (2007) conceptualizes individuation mainly as a process of
ontogenesis, a term he borrows from biology, to describe the genesis of the individual.
Using this theorization to focus on the ongoing process, the articulation with Sylvia
Wynter’s understanding of sociogenic principle in her inquiry of what it means to be
human is also critical in grasping new ways to understand young people and how power
circulates in a Western society. Indeed, Wynter’s theorization, as | will elaborate below,
encourages us to perceive the human not only as a biological unity but as a hybrid
being. In her conversation with Katherine McKittrick (2015), she explains this hybridity as

well as the consequences on the system of knowledge:

Once you redefine being human in hybrid mythoi and bios terms, and
therefore in terms that draw attention to the relativity and original multiplicity
of our genres of being human, all of a sudden what you begin to recognize
is the central role that our discursive formations, aesthetic fields, and
systems of knowledge must play in the performative enactment of all such
genres of being hybridly human. (p. 31)

Ontogenesis

Gilbert Simondon is often cited as a “thinker of technics” but the approach of
individuation he developed in the first part of his thesis in 1958, and published in 2007,
provides what Muriel Combes (2013) calls an “in-depth renewal of ontology” (p. xxi). He
inspired numerous scholars such as Gilles Deleuze and Bruno Latour’s process
theories. Simondon’s individuation is a philosophy of movement, unpredictability and
relation. His concept of ontogenesis moves away from both the substantialist and
hylomorphic approaches to conceptualize the reality of the individual as an individuating

being, always becoming.

The substantialist view defines a being as consistent in its unity and self-
sufficiency. In this approach, the individual is what they were always meant to be. This
view supports some discourses, such as Horgan’s speech, in which young people are
envisioned as a specific and homogeneous population whose behaviour and actions can

be defined according to the category in which they are placed.
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The hylomorphic perspective, in contrast, reveals the being as an individual
emerging from within an encounter of matter and mould, or the physical being and its
culture. We can sometimes find this prospect in the literature about young people in
which educators are supposed to shape the child or the adolescent, provide them with
skills needed to fulfill their potential, and become the ideal of a good adult, a good citizen
(Noula, 2019.).

If the substantialist way insists on the permanency of the idea we might have of
young people, the hylomorphic perspective suggests the permanency of the mould. Both
views are deterministic in the sense that the individual is not accorded much agency.
Moreover, these concepts define individuation as a result, a consequence of processes,
and not as a process.

Gilbert Simondon (2007) suggests a third approach focusing on the process of
individuation, that of “ontogenesis.” He focuses on what is happening in the present
rather than on the causality of the being. This ontogenesis, through which the being
becomes, allows him to comprehend the individual in their relative reality in one of the
individuation phases. In other words, he “seek[s] to know the individual through

individuation rather than individuation through the individual” (Simondon, 2007, p. 23).

Analyzing individuation as a process and not as a final product allows us to
consider the uniqueness of each individuation experience: “We cannot claim to study
individuation in general. We are always dealing only with singular cases of individuation,
which complicates the task of a global theory of individuation” (Combes, 2013, p. 12).
However, escaping generalization does not imply that individuation occurs randomly or
without constraints. As we will see later, Simondon's theory recognizes the influence of
social, cultural, political, and economic factors as part of the milieu, which are conducive
to creating tensions. These tensions and their temporary resolutions lie at the heart of
the individuation process. Therefore, this dissertation acknowledges the diverse and

unpredictable individuations of individuals and the impossibility of essentializing them.

According to Thomas Keating (2019), “Simondon’s philosophy accords an
understanding of individuals as necessarily indefinite (potentialised, intensive) and

incomplete (non-unified, forceful) products of individuation” (p. 217). Simondon’s
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philosophy is one of movements and instabilities, valuable for those wanting to analyze

individuals in relationships without essentializing them as subjects.

Simondon rejects the notion of linear progression or a straightforward
developmental trajectory. He conceives the individual as always being in process, where
everything is in flow and inherently changing. Accordingly, if something appears to be
stable, that stability is relative to a frame of reference or, more precisely, to a concern

such as discovering a new culture, or a new society.

Individuation, as conceived by Simondon, can only happen in a metastable
equilibrium, which is an equilibrium packed with tensions but also consequently full of
potential. Individuation is then conceived as a discovery in a conflictual situation, as a
temporary resolution of tension. Some obvious metastable equilibriums happened during
this research, such as the development of the worldwide pandemic. Amy, for example,
had to move all her extracurricular activities online during the pandemic as she did not
feel comfortable continuing them in person. To face these metastable equilibriums, she
manages to find a temporary solution by using online platforms allowing her to continue

her social activities.

Tensions and their temporary resolutions occur in what Simondon calls an
associated milieu. No individual can exist without a milieu that is their complement,
arising simultaneously from the operation of individuation. In Simondon’s philosophy, the
milieu is different from the social context or environment because it is always
concomitantly created through its reciprocal and dynamic relationships with the
individual. For example, going back to Amy, through her narrative during the interview,
her milieu is partially created by her story, emigrating from China with her mother when
she was a nine-year-old without knowing the English language. Her associated milieu is
also built through her activities, her internship, her university, friends and volunteering
engagements, and her use of technical objects. All these elements are related to each
other, generating both tensions and temporary resolutions of these tensions. This is the
relation between the individual and the milieu that allows individuation. According to
Muriel Combes (2013), Simondon suggests an ontological postulate which is that
individuals result and consist in relations. Consequently, a relationship has the status of
being and constitutes being. The focus on relations rather than on the individuating

being is useful for studying the multiple dimensions of a phenomenon such as the digital
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one. It also relocates the individual as part of a network of relationships and not as the

intact centre of a phenomenon.

The definition of individuation as proposed by Simondon encompasses multiple
phases, namely the pre-individual, psychic, collective individuations, and the
transindividual. These phases are not bound by specific chronological boundaries and
can overlap with one another. For instance, while the pre-individual phase may initiate
the individuation process, the subsequent phases do not replace or diminish the
significance of this initial phase. Instead, the development of these phases is not linear
but intertwined within the individuation process. In other words, if the pre-individual
phase emerges first, it coexists and is entangled with the psychic and collective

individuations.

Simondon defines the pre-individual as a phase full of tensions and potential, a

phase that no individuation can exhaust, as he specifies:

The individual would then be grasped as a relative reality, a certain phase
of being which presupposes before it a pre-individual reality, and which,
even after individuation, does not exist on its own, because individuation
does not suddenly exhaust the potentials of the pre-individual reality, and
on the other hand, what individuation makes appear is not only the
individual but the individual-milieu pair. [Simondon, 2005, pp. 24-25;
personal translation)
In defining the pre-individual as such, Simondon locates individuation as a constant
resolution of tensions starting even before the appearance of the individual. The pre-

individual is what allows these temporary resolutions of tensions.

From this pre-individual reality, Simondon distinguishes two individuations: the
psychic and the collective individuation. Both are simultaneous and reciprocal preventing
us from concluding that the psychic individuation as a phenomenon occurs inside the
individual and the collective individuation as outside the individual. Instead, the
philosopher shows, in his explanations, how these two individuations are constantly
developing and completing each other. In the example of Amy's individuation, as
portrayed through her narration, it becomes evident that both psychic and collective
individuation are intertwined. Amy's relationships, particularly with her mother, play a
significant role in shaping her individuation processes. For instance, the experience of

immigrating together from China without knowing the language, and Amy's decision to
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work in close proximity to her mother's residence, all contribute to her individuation

journey in both the psychic and collective dimension.

These two individuations are important for this research as these presuppose
that the process of ontogenesis exceeds the limits of our bodies. Relationships between
the pre-individual, individuated beings and the collective are made possible through what

Simondon defines as affectivities and emotions.

The Role of Affectivity and Emotions in the Individuation

In Simondon’s theorization, emotions and affectivities constitute the link between
the pre-individual, the individual and the milieu. The philosopher dissociates the two
terms. Affectivity operates as exchanges between what remains undetermined, the pre-
individual, and what manifests in the present (Tucker, 2021). Emotion modulates
affectivity and allows the individual to enter into a relation with the collective. As lan
Tucker (2021) underlines:

Simondon frames emotion as “socialised affect”—because it constitutes
the relation a subject has to itself and to others and operates as part of the
constitution of psychic individuation. Affectivity cannot be the mediator and
mediated—it needs emotion to act as the latter. Emotion operates as an
attempt to resolve the tension that is the “affective problem”—namely the
initial and persistent incompatibility of the pre-individual and individual that
operates as the subject-milieu system. (p. 8)
Conceptualizing affectivity and emotion this way enables the recognition of the
permanent relationship and the productive role of the pre-individual, the individual and
the collective in individuation, moving us away from any Cartesian rationality and

acknowledging the role of affect and emotion in emerging relationships.

This triadic relationship involving the pre-individual, the individual, and the
collective in the process of individuation is inherently dynamic and open-ended. It is
important to note that it is never completely closed or predetermined but remains
receptive to indeterminacies. This recognition challenges the notion of a rigid and
predetermined trajectory of individuation, emphasizing the fluid and contingent nature of

individual and collective becoming.

In this conceptualization, affectivity and emotion are seen as integral components

in the ongoing process of individuation. They are not mere by-products or secondary
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aspects but active forces that shape and inform the formation of relationships and the
emergence of new subjectivities. By acknowledging the productive role of affectivity and
emotion, we can better understand the complexities and nuances involved in the

continuous process of individuation.

Taking emotions and affectivities into consideration complexifies the relationship
between young people and technical objects: the relation is not only triggered by the
rationalization of a need but pervaded and intensified by emotions and affectivities.
Emotions and affectivities are present in Amy’s words when she mentions her feeling
wasting time when she is not able to use her phone and headphones during her transit
to work. The intensity of this affectivity triggers an action and her relation to technical

objects, such as making sure that her devices are fully charged before taking the train.

In this sense, the expressions of affectivities and emotions are critical to better
understand the processes that this research describes. According to Simondon, these

emotions are also key to another of his concepts, that of collective individuation.

Collective Individuation and the Transindividual

In his thesis, Gilbert Simondon (2007) explains that the individual is in contact
with society only through the mediation of collectives. A collective is not to be confused
with communities (Anderson, 2016) in which a sense of belonging is required. In a
collective, as Muriel Combes (2013) underlines, there is no immediate or obvious
relation existing with the individual. Simondon explains that collective individuation
occurring in the present, is active, and the presence of the relation is the most important
whereas society is seen as a correlation between the future and the past. In these
conditions, the difference between collective and society is temporal: while society
considers both the past of the individual and their future, the collective focuses on the

present.

This notion of collective emphasizes Simondon's belief that the individual should
primarily be understood through their relationships. According to Simondon, the
collective is not merely an outcome of a relationship but an active relationship itself,

which manifests the process of individuation of the collective.
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Simondon argues that the connection between the individual and the group is
fundamentally rooted in the simultaneous individuation of both individual beings and the
collective as a whole. This perspective highlights the reciprocal and interdependent
natures of individual and collective developments. The individuation of individuals and
the formation of the collective are intimately intertwined, and they continually shape and

influence each other.

The relationship between the individual and the group is not static or
predetermined but is constantly evolving. It is grounded in the present moment,
emphasizing the importance of presence and the ongoing dynamics of the individuation
process. This means that the connections and interactions between individuals and
collectives are actively shaping and being shaped in the present context. For example, a
collective emerged from the relation Amy and | had while we were volunteering together.
It remained as long as we both were active in this relationship, which was meeting
together every Saturday to support the program. When Amy decided not to come to in

person meetings anymore in the community-setting, this collective ended.

This idea is relevant to this research as participants are part of programs that are
designed by community organizations. They rarely know each other prior to the program,
but they enter into a productive and active relationship with other individuations in the
present such as the one existing between Amy and me. If their backgrounds are
different, they may encounter, in their present, similar tensions such as understanding a
new society. Collective individuation, in these terms, does not mean that participants will
resolve these tensions the same way. Rather, it suggests that these tensions arise in the
present moment and trigger a relationship between two individuating individuals or more.
For example, in one of the programs | was volunteering in during this research, two
participants were in a gap year, between high school and university and were trying to
support each other while looking for a job by sharing tips and applying together. This
active relationship, which can be temporary, helped them to resolve some tensions

arising during this gap year during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Simondon refers to the relation that occurs between one individual and another
as the transindividual. This transindividual action is what brings individuals together as
elements of a system, encompassing potentials and metastability. “The transindividual

does not localize individuals: it makes them coincide; it makes individuals communicate
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through meanings: it is the relations of information which are primordial, not the relations

of solidarity, of functional differentiation” (Simondon, 2005, p. 294; personal translation).

Simondon's theoretical constructs offer valuable insights into comprehending the
process of individuation as an ongoing relationship between psychic and collective
individuations within a specific milieu. According to Simondon, individuation goes beyond
the confines of the individual and entails a multifaceted interplay between psychic
individuation, which refers to internal processes of individual development, and collective
individuation, which pertains to external social and cultural factors. This process unfolds
within a specific milieu that encompasses both the pre-individual, representing the
potentiality of becoming, and the transindividual, which encompasses shared and

interconnected aspects.

By employing Simondon's concepts, this research seeks to redefine the nature of
the relationship between individuals and technical objects. Instead of solely considering
utility or rational purposes, or practices in context, the study recognizes the importance
of examining the entangled role of relations, emotions, collectives, and the agencies of
technical objects. This perspective acknowledges that the interactions between young
people and digital devices are not solely driven by individual needs and goals but are
also influenced by broader social and cultural contexts. It emphasizes the significance of
understanding how technical objects mediate social interactions, shape emotional

experiences, and contribute to the formation of collectives.

Simondon's individuation provides me with a framework to understand the reality
of participants as dynamic movements, characterized by tensions and rich potentials, in
which their relationships serve as an ongoing, unpredictable, and emergent process of
individuation. However, to fully grasp their vibrant and social reality, it is essential to
situate these individuals within the broader context of society and the power
relationships that shape their experiences. The concept of sociogenic principle, as
theorized by Sylvia Wynter (2001), helps to situate each individual and to comprehend

how power circulates within society.

The Sociogenic Principle

As seen above, Gilbert Simondon (2007) delineates a temporal difference

between the collective that focuses on the present and on a society that considers both
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the past and the future: to be socialized, the individual needs to project their future within
the existing social network. Theorizing individuation, Simondon focuses mainly on the
biological aspect of the process. But, according to Frantz Fanon (2008) and Sylvia
Wynter (2001), what it means to be human in a collective is not only a question of
biology, of ontogeny or ontogenesis, but rather of the bio and the social, sociogeny.
Relying on both Fanon and Wynter, anti-colonial writers and philosophers who reject
pre-existing categories such as those of age, gender, and race, enriches the
ontogenesis theoretical approach developed above. Sociogeny starts with the axiom that
a human is always already a socializing being, always becoming. This starting point is
not far from Simondon’s collective individuation as the French philosopher theorizes that
collective and psychic individuation are interrelated from the start of the process of
individuation. However, for anti-colonial theorists, the collective and the psychic, and the
milieu must be understood within post-Enlightenment racist and colonial configurations

of the Human.

The concept of sociogeny was initiated by Frantz Fanon (2008). Trained as a
psychologist, he makes the distinction between “the ‘corporeal schema’ (the body’s
implicit knowledge of itself in relation to its milieu) and the ‘historico-racial schema’ (the
meanings of lack attached to Black bodies and of wholeness attached to white bodies in
the colonial imagination; the internalization or epidermalization of these meanings)”
(Erasmus, 2020, p. 54).

The critical race theorist Sylvia Wynter (2001) expands upon Fanon’s insight and
provides a valuable sophistication to Simondon’s theory of individuation, even though
she does not refer to his work. In her reflection about what it is to be human, Wynter
defines the human as always hybrid, merging the bios (the living system), and the

mythos (the symbolic, ‘languaging’ being of ‘the Word’).

The individual perceives and categorizes the world through the lens of their
specific cultural system. In sociogeny, the relationship is central, encompassing the
geopolitical constitution of social relations and subjectivities. However, what
distinguishes this perspective from Simondon's is the consideration of subjectivity.
According to Sylvia Wynter, the sociogenic principle explores the interface between the
body and the world. Wynter argues that the stories we live by and dream of shape our

actions, making 'the human' a set of practices. The sociogenic principle underlies the
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narratives that inform our thinking, guide our struggles, and differentiate our lives. It
encompasses the resources we utilize as we navigate our lives within configurations of
power and at specific historical moments. For instance, when Horgan encourages young
people to care for others, he specifically refers to parents and neighbours, highlighting a
particular notion of family and community as normative and social foundations in British
Columbia. This perception of what it means to be a good child reflects a specific cultural
context. However, in other societies, these conceptions of family and community may
differ. By examining this perspective through the lens of the sociogenic principle, we can

better understand the nuanced power relationships that permeate this particular society.

In Western societies, Sylvia Wynter offers a reading of humanity as

representatively linked to the figure of the Man.

[...] the new “idea of order” on whose basis the coloniality of being, enacted
by the dynamics of the relation between Man—overrepresented as the
generic, ostensibly supracultural human—and its subjugated Human
Others (i.e., Indians and Negroes), together with, as Quijano notes, the
continuum of new categories of humans (i.e., mestizos and mulattos to
which their human/subhuman value difference gave rise), was to be
brought into existence as the foundational basis of modernity. (Wynter,
2003, pp. 287-288)

She argues that talking about humans or Man implies a specific Man, the man of
Western Europe with its origin in the Renaissance as homo politicus. This figure of the
man of the Renaissance opens up a slot for a new Man, white, Christian, based on the
figure of the Western bourgeoisie’s model of being human, the homo oeconomicus.
Wynter, in a co-produced interview with Black feminist scholar Katherine McKittrick
(2015), explains that these figures of Man suggest a powerful knowledge system and

origin stories that explain who and what ‘we’ are.

These systems and stories produce the lived and racialized categories of
the rational and irrational, the selected and the dysselected, the haves and
the have-nots as asymmetrical naturalized racial-sexual human groupings
that are specific to time, place, and personhood yet signal the processes
through which the empirical and experiential lives of all humans are
increasingly subordinated to a figure that thrives on accumulation (Wynter
& McKittrick, 2015, p. 9).

These power relationships need to be acknowledged as they recognize that race
is often essentialized or overlooked, as is the case for Simondon, by Western

philosophers. As the participants of this research come from different horizons with
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diverse backgrounds, understanding the different stories that build and shape all of us is
important to escape the trap of a “westernization” of who they are. The sociogenic
principle, that we are hybrid, both biology and stories, reminds us that the stories that
are shared in this thesis are not free of hierarchy or discrimination. For instance, during a
workshop, when Amy recounts the challenges she faced in her first months in British
Columbia due to her limited English proficiency, her story underscores how language
proficiency delineates the division between the have and the have-not. In the context of
sociogeny, her narrative highlights the supremacy of English, creating her as the 'Other’,
thus generating power dynamics. Here, power is not only seen as constraining but also
as an active producer of knowledge in society. In this acceptance, stories are not only

representative of the world we live in but also make the world.

Furthermore, the sociogenic principle is entangled with other power relationships,
such as those defined by Michel Foucault (1979) and influences what is considered as
knowledge. Indeed, the French philosopher conceptualizes power not as dwelling in the
individual but as in a productive relationship with knowledge. If the sociogenic principle
starts from the socialization of a specific individual, Foucault’s theory provides a “top-
down” approach to understanding how power circulates in Western society. This
conceptualization from the French philosopher has been further updated and expanded

by Gilles Deleuze.

In his monograph about Foucault, Gilles Deleuze (1988) unfolds the relationship
between power and knowledge, qualifying it as local, dynamic, multiple, and
unpredictable. Knowledge is defined as a practical assemblage of what is articulable,
like statements or discourses, and what is visible, what is language and what is light.
Each twofold assemblage is specific to each context, and each era and, as Sylvia

Wynter (2001) would add, is also shaped by the stories shared.

However, according to Deleuze, there is no conjunction between the articulable
and the visible: “what we see never lies in what we say” (Deleuze, 1988, p. 64).
Knowledge lies between the two, through power relationships. Power relationships
render certain things visible and facilitate discourse. Power and knowledge are not
opposing forces, but rather a complex nexus that determines the acceptability and

functioning of a system or society. Therefore, it becomes crucial to attend to both
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discourses, the narratives discussed by Sylvia Wynter, and the processes of visibility

and hiding—how and why they occur.

Prominent feminist scholars, such as Donna Haraway (1988), and critical race
theorists, like Sylvia Wynter (2001), critique the prevailing notion of knowledge as
predominantly Western and white, falsely assumed to be universal and natural. This
hypervisibility of Western white perspectives has resulted in the hiding of other
knowledges. Donna Haraway argues that knowledge is always situated, contextualized,
and plural. This thesis aligns with these ideas by acknowledging the diversity and

situatedness of knowledges.

In this section of the chapter, | have proposed that individuals are defined as
engaged in a continuous process of individuation, recognizing the importance of
relations, movements, and unpredictability within this process. In addition to psychic and
collective individuation, which acknowledge the interplay among the pre-individual,
individual, transindividual, and the milieu, the sociogenic principle enables the

positioning of individuals within dynamic and structuring power relationships.

Acknowledging that individuals and collectives are engaged in continuous
processes fueled by tensions and relationships compels us to consider various crucial
aspects for the conceptualization of digital literacy. Firstly, it highlights the uniqueness of
each process, as they are entangled in distinct relationships. Understanding that digital
literacy is not a uniform or static phenomenon prompts us to delve into the intricacies of
individual experiences and sociogenic principles. Moreover, it draws attention to the
ongoing and pervasive circulation of power within digital literacy practices. Examining
power dynamics becomes essential to comprehending how certain voices, perspectives,
and values shape the landscape of digital literacy. This necessitates a critical
examination of power relations, inequalities, and the potential consequences they may

have on individuals and collectives.

Both individuation and the sociogenic principle emphasize that individuals and
their stories are shaped by diverse relationships, not only with other individuals but also
with objects. To gain a deeper understanding of how these relationships unfold with

technical objects, the subsequent section delves into the processes that shape the
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formation of what Simondon (1958) defines as technical objects and their social, cultural,

and political implications.

2.4. Technical Objects: From an Extension of the Human
Body to the Transductive Process of Technicity

The relations between humans and objects are often conceptualized as intimate
and based on senses. Robert Innis (1984) for example, explains that “technology, in all
its forms and in all its functions, independent of historical periods or a social matrix, is
rooted in the general production of exosomatic organs which mediate between the
human body and nature” (p. 67). This quote suggests that each technical object is
rationally created as an extension to the human body to help the individual achieving
their goals. In this relation, the object is defined as inert and at the service of the
individual. Daniel Black (2014) relates how the inventors of the phonograph and the
typewriter envisioned these technologies modelling them as a function of human organs.
Vannevar Bush (1945) did the same when he foresaw the computer as an extension of

the brain to stock up and sort the increasing flows of information.

These definitions imply a certain neutrality of the object that is seen as a
complement to or an extension of the human being. Donna Haraway (1985) troubles this
conception when she affirms that technologies are crucial tools recrafting our bodies. It
is not clear, she argues, who makes and who is made in these relations underlining the

interdependence between bodies and technologies.

This section of the dissertation aims to insert ontologically technical objects in
relation to individuals. As Faulkner and Runde (2019) notice in the introduction of their
article, most of the research so far focuses on the human and organizational implication
of technology rather than on the devices themselves. Technical objects are not merely a
reflection of how we live, but they also actively contribute to shaping how individuals live,
think, and behave in society. This assertion moves us away from an instrumental or
anthropological definition of technology which considers it as made by humans and as a
means to an end for us. For Adrian Mackenzie (2006), relying on Simondon’s
vocabulary, “technologies are not a domain exterior to human bodies but are
constitutively involved in the ‘bodying-forth’ of limits and difference. Technical

materializations are always involved in what we take to be a living, human body” (p.52).
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Mackenzie thus complexifies our understanding of the relationship between bodies and
technologies. Building upon the insights of both Haraway and Mackenzie, this section
argues that technical objects encompass more than mere extensions of human bodies;
they also embody values and fulfill a range of functions, including social, cultural, and
political roles. Consequently, these technical objects play a part in our individuation
processes. To explore this perspective further, it is necessary to trace the origins of
technical objects and delve into what Gilbert Simondon (1958) refers to as their

"technicity."

2.4.1. The Genesis of Technical Objects

In defining digital devices and applications, | draw upon Simondon's concept of
the technical object and extend its applicability to the digital realm. Other scholars,
including Faulkner and Runde (2019) and Yuk Hui (2016), have made efforts to
conceptualize the specific characteristics of digital objects. Yuk Hui (2016) explains “by
digital objects, | mean objects that take shape on a screen or hide in the back end of a
computer program, composed of data and metadata regulated by structures or
schemas” (p. 1). Faulkner and Runde (2019) also base their definition of digital object as
objects including one or more bitstrings. While these definitions acknowledge the
existence of data and lines of code as constituents of digital objects, they may overlook

other aspects, such as the materiality of these objects.

Simondon's conceptualization, which recognizes both the materiality of these
devices and other elements such as pieces of code, provides a comprehensive and
valuable understanding of objects as dynamic processes. This approach avoids
delineating digital objects based on a priori specificities that would set them apart from
other technical objects. Nonetheless, building upon Simondon's definition of technical
objects and deliberately keeping the initial definition broad, this research aims to explore
and analyze the nature of digital objects. By adopting a comprehensive approach, it
becomes possible to examine the various aspects that contribute to the constitution of a

digital object.

Gilbert Simondon (1958) starts the second part of his doctoral thesis by deploring
that technical objects are yet to be inserted into Culture that he defines as a world of

meaning which functions as a regulator in society. Worse, “Culture is constituted as a
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system of defense against techniques; but this defense is presented as a defense of
Man assuming that technical objects do not contain human reality” (Simondon, 1958, p.
9, personal translation). In this sense, he suggests not only considering technical objects
as functional, but also as expressions of knowledge and values with their own modes of

existence.

For Simondon, the technical object is the temporary result of a process. For
example, a smartphone is considered as the latest version of the evolution of the phone
which becomes increasingly consistent with its milieu. In the case of Amy, she says that
she uses her phone to communicate but also to get informed and to be entertained. For
instance, the functions Amy refers to were not envisioned at the start of the evolution of
the phone. They appear progressively as the phone technology evolves, which is

nowadays mobile for example, to its specific milieu.

Simondon refers to the process of adjustment to the milieu as concretization.
During the initial stages of this process, individual elements of the technical object may
not be fully compatible with one another, resulting in potential incompatibilities. However,
as the process unfolds, subsequent phases of the technical object work toward
enhancing the convergence between the object and the milieu in which it operates. Put
another way, Simondon emphasizes that each technical object is closely aligned with a
specific collective or society. For example, in the introduction, Amy explains that at
university, while she used to take her notes on paper with a pen, she is now using an
application that allows her easily to bring everything she needs through her iPad with no
risk of losing a written note: “l used to take notes on paper, but | was wasting so much
paper and it's so heavy that | just bought an app called Notabilit