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Abstract

The Covid-19 Pandemic highlighted the critical role of the internet in shaping citizenship
in Canada, as individuals and businesses deepened their reliance on digital connectivity.
The literature on digital citizenship often focuses on helping people engage in responsible
online engagement. However, the nature of digital access structures human experience in
many ways. This study asks, “What does the materialization of internet connectivity reveal
about our experiences of citizenship?” It considers digital influence in urban contexts by
comparing experiences at two internet access points: a public library and a fast-food
restaurant in Metro Vancouver. Using a critical spatial perspective, the research explores
individual experiences at the micro-level, community and institutional dynamics at the
meso-level, and the wider implications of digital policies at the macro-level. This analysis
reveals how our relationships with internet technologies inform and materialize our

experience of citizenship.

Keywords: Citizenship; Internet; Access; Free Wi-Fi; Terms of Service (TOS);
Technology
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Chapter 1.

Introduction

“I am not an Athenian or a Greek, but a citizen of the world.” — Socrates

“Ours is a brand-new world of allatonceness. 'Time' has ceased, 'space’
has vanished. We now live in a global village...a simultaneous
happening.” — Marshall McLuhan, The Medium is the Massage, 1967

People’s lives have increasingly become interwoven with internet technologies,
transforming how we act, live, and communicate. This interconnectedness has reshaped
private and public spaces and impacts the very nature of citizenship. Internet technologies
have expanded our ability to connect with the world, echoing Socrates' notion of belonging

to something greater than one’s immediate surroundings.

But what exactly is citizenship? Humans have grappled with belonging, freedoms, rights
and responsibilities, exclusionary societies, wars, and immigration. ‘Citizenship’ cannot be
easily defined universally or historically. Scholars have explored citizenship from various
perspectives, including educational (Dewey, 1916), political (Arendt, 1958; Tilly, 1996),
social (Marshall, 1950), and communication (McLuhan, 1964; Habermas, 1962; Castells,
1996, Carey, 1989) Additionally, digital and internet technologies have introduced new

concepts such as digital citizenship.

The literature on digital citizenship tends to focus on responsible internet use, often framed
as a behavior that internet users should adopt. However, within this context, the internet is
less often explored as a phenomenon that shapes people’s experience of citizenship. This
thesis takes up the latter by examining digitally mediated spaces in urban settings and the

experiences of the people who navigate them.

This work is guided by the central question: “What does the materialization of internet
connectivity reveal about our experiences of citizenship?” It specifically investigates how
internet experiences manifest tangibly, focusing on what can be observed, experienced, and

felt by technology users. This work employs a critical spatial perspective through



participant observation and interviews conducted at Wi-Fi-accessible locations such as
fast-food restaurants and libraries to explore technologically mediated spaces. It also
examines the governing Terms of Service (TOS) at two Wi-Fi hotspots; how internet users

are utilized as data sources; and their engagement with physical and digital spaces.

Conducted during Canada's transition out of the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions and during
the reopening of public spaces, this research provides a perspective on technological
experiences during and after this period. This is because reliance on digital technologies
shifted during the pandemic as we transformed how people work, relate to each other, and
spend leisure time. The aim of this work is to fill gaps in our understanding of digital
citizenship, particularly the intersection of digital citizenship and space, to better grasp the

implications of a technologically mediated society.

The main finding from this work 1s that the materialization of internet access has significant
implications for the experience of citizenship. This was identified in three ways. Firstly,
free internet services at access points are not neutral; the nature of Wi-Fi provision shapes
the nature of connectivity and this in turn has implications for our experience of rights,
responsibilities and social norms. Secondly, data collection that can occur at Wi-F1 hotspots
or via social media services has become normalized, regardless of how people feel about
it. Thirdly, experiences of connection vary across different spaces of access, indicating that
spaces offering internet access become spatially organized in ways that structure the
experience of citizenship. Overall, this thesis considers the situated nature of rights and
obligations in digital spaces, emphasizing the importance of understanding the
organization and regulation of each digital space and physical access point in shaping
internet users and their interactions with internet technologies. This work challenges
notions of public space utility and demonstrates the dynamic nature of public environments

as influenced by connectivity.

In the remainder of this introduction, I offer a literature review about citizenship and space,
digital citizenship, and the evolving landscape of internet technologies. This review finds
that the literature on digital citizenship, and especially on digital literacy, tends to put the

onus on individuals to use technology responsibly. It also explores critical structural and



agentic concepts that provide a framework for thinking about the materialization of
citizenship in different digitally mediated contexts. This framework forms the basis for the

research findings to follow.

1.1. Context: Ubiquitous Internet Connection

One rainy day in March 2022, while in downtown Vancouver, I noticed a taxi offering
“free” Wi-Fi which sparked my interest in digital hotspots. The option of connecting to
Wi-Fi in a taxi is presumably a marketable amenity, allowing passengers to stay connected
while traveling from one destination to another. This availability of “free” Wi-Fi is
significant in many scenarios: in cafés, stores, city centers, and more. The prevalence of
these access points, even the ones in motion, demonstrates that people are continually

invited to be connected to the internet.

Driven by both policy and corporate interests, free internet access has fostered a culture
where the perpetual availability of the internet and constant connection are normalized.
Present-day environments not only invite individuals to stay connected but have also led

to a reliance on internet connectivity.

According to the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission
(CRTC, 2019, p. 20), from 2013 to 2017, there was a notable decline in the use of landline
phones and television in Canadian households, while internet and mobile phone usage
significantly increased. By 2017, 90% of households had mobile communication, and 89%
had internet connectivity (p. 20). This trend captures a shift toward technologies that
facilitate online connectivity, surpassing traditional communication methods like landline

phones and conventional mass media such as television and satellite services.

The influence of mobile communication technologies has been advancing, with wireless
technology evolving over recent years. This has taken us from 2G services, which
supported voice calls and simple messaging, to 5G networks that provide fast internet

speeds and enable an array of loT (Internet of Things) devices.



People increasingly have access to various connectivity options, such as 5G, personal Wi-
Fi, and free Wi-Fi. The key difference is that 5G and personal Wi-Fi networks are privately
purchased, while free Wi-Fi is typically provided by businesses or city services. In diverse
settings, from public parks to grocery stores, free Wi-Fi can be provided to enhance the
customer experience, echoing offerings like Wi-Fi in taxi cabs that keep passengers
connected. Accessing free Wi-Fi often requires agreeing to specific terms, leading to
differences in how internet experiences materialize across locations. Consequently, the
nature of connectivity has the potential to shape our experience of citizenship in different

spaces and contexts.

Changes to the nature of our connectivity have been magnified by the Covid-19 pandemic.
As the pandemic unfolded, the internet demonstrated its multifunctional capabilities
(Bilodeau et al., 2021): it supported virtual classrooms (Buchholz et al., 2020); fostered
social interactions (Liddicoat, 2021); disseminated public health information (Badr et al.,
2022; Park et al., 2022); facilitated telehealth services; transformed homes into virtual
office spaces (CIRA, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2021); and accelerated the growth of e-

commerce (Government of Canada, 2022).

Video conferencing platforms like Zoom and Google Meet saw a surge in use, becoming
essential tools for education and work (Wiyono et al., 2021). However, this also introduced
new challenges, such as “Zoom Gloom,” a term coined to describe the fatigue and
psychological strain many experienced as they adjusted to an online lifestyle (Williams,

2021).

Liddicoat (2021) describes this transformation, noting that the internet became “a space in
its own right, a place where we truly live” (p. 128), highlighting how the internet has
evolved into an integral space where people exist. Overall, the internet proved critical
during the pandemic, embedding itself more deeply into the fabric of both individual and
communal activities. This period was marked by new experiences, varying skill levels with
ICTs, and significant adaptation to technology. Section 5.2. of this thesis explores personal

accounts of these experiences through interviews.



With shifts in societal norms, especially under the rapidly changing conditions brought
about by the Covid-19 pandemic, the materiality of connection evolved. By 2020, 94% of
Canadian households were connected to the Internet, and 81% of individuals in
metropolitan areas had a mobile data plan (Statistics Canada, 2021), indicating a substantial
increase in digital connectivity. The invitation to connect to the internet—through both
personal and public means—combined with shifting societal practices emerging during the

pandemic, forms the basis for my investigation into citizenship in the digital age.

1.2. Literature Review

1.2.1. What is Citizenship? What is Digital Citizenship?

This section considers citizenship from its classical definition and the associated norms,

which pertain to levels of belonging.

Citizenship encompasses both a legal status, and a set of rights and responsibilities that
shapes the participation of individuals in society. Traditionally, frameworks such as those
proposed by T.H. Marshall, define citizenship in terms of civil, political, and social rights
within a nation-state (Marshall, 1950). It determines an individual’s access to various

societal benefits, legal protections, and forms of political participation.

Citizenship also serves as a framework through which individuals understand their place
within society, influencing their identity and their relationships with others. This
contributes to a broader culture of citizenship. A culture of citizenship may not be limited
to a formal status, and instead, can relate to people’s participation within society. However,
within this culture of citizenship, we can also observe that it can be exclusionary, reflecting
socio-political dynamics and power structures. While citizenship grants rights to some, it
can marginalize certain groups (Isin & Turner, 2002, p. 5; Lister, 2007, p. 50; Mossberger
et al.,, 2008, p. 145-146). Traditional frameworks of citizenship often exhibit a Western-
centric bias. For example, Abu-Laban (2014) uses Canada as a case study to illustrate these
biases, showing how the country’s foundation on settler ideals has historically
marginalized Indigenous and French-Canadian communities. This legacy of exclusion

continues to affect many groups.



In the digital age, the nature of our participation in society complicates the idea of
citizenship. The internet expands the boundaries of citizenship to include digital rights and
responsibilities (Hintz et al., 2019; Mossberger et al., 2008). Discussing citizenship
requires considering both the beneficiaries and the excluded. The concept of inclusion and
exclusion extends to the digital realm through the digital divide, which refers to disparities

in internet access (Castells, 2001, p. 275).

Importantly, this divide involves not just who can access the internet but also the impact
of such access or lack thereof (p. 275). A study by Wavrock et al. (2021) categorize the
digital divide into levels: the first concerns basic internet access and frequency of use, and
the second focuses on the variety of activities users engage in, from basic to advanced.
Notably, proficient users are more likely to engage in capital-enhancing activities such as
learning and networking (p. 9). For instance, using the internet for services like registering
for classes and checking schedules was reported by only 5.1% of basic users compared to
67.1% of advanced users (Table 1). Proficient internet users are therefore more likely to

engage in activities that enhance their social and economic capital.

Hintz et al. (2019) argue that in our digital age, "digital acts become important means
through which citizens create, enact, and perform their roles in society" (p. 26). This aligns
with the works of Castells (2001) and Wavrock et al. (2021), which examine the varying
impacts of internet access among different users. Digital acts can contribute to societal
enrichment, making digital citizenship integral to how individuals contribute to and benefit

from society in the digital age.

However, digital citizenship does not guarantee equal access or capital-enhancing
experiences for all internet users. The digital divide reflects challenges intrinsic to
citizenship, emphasizing that societal participation now hinges not just on the fact of digital
accessibility but also how that access is provided and what that means for the experience

of social spaces.

In summary, traditional views of citizenship emphasize possessing rights within a context,
and cultural perspectives of citizenship consider belonging and identity. However, a critical

examination reveals that rights are often not uniformly granted and the degree to which



people belong is different for all. This notion is central to this thesis, which argues that
digital citizenship, like its traditional counterpart, encompasses more complex realities than
the term might initially suggest. Accordingly, this work re-evaluates digital citizenship to
reflect the materialization of connectivity and the lived experiences of individuals in

increasingly digital spaces.

1.2.2. Media Literacy

Digital citizenship is commonly framed and promoted within the context of media literacy,
a perspective prevalent in educational settings. This widely adopted approach emphasizes
that being a digital citizen involves demonstrating responsibility and accountability for
one's actions on the internet, often supported by strategies like digital literacy resources.
However, this thesis diverges from this approach to digital citizenship. Rather than
focusing on how users can adapt responsibly to a digital society, it explores how digital
technologies affect individuals in ways that often contradict the expectations of digital
citizenship. This approach shifts the emphasis from user adaptation to an examination of
the broader, and sometimes unexpected, impacts that digital experiences have on people’s

lives.

Livingstone's 2003 framework for media literacy introduced essential skills necessary to
navigate the digital world: accessing, analyzing, evaluating, and creating content. These
skills are fundamental for the proficient use of ICTs (p. 6). This foundation has evolved
into what is now known as digital citizenship, which emphasizes responsible online
behavior. Contemporary educational resources and programs, shaped by the works of Ohler
(2010), Ribble (2015), and Lauricella et al. (2020), aim to foster digital responsibility
among young users. These interpretations of digital citizenship reflect neoliberal ideals,
promoting individual agency within a society that minimizes questioning of or intervention
in hegemonic structures (Harvey, 2005). This shift encourages digital citizens to effectively
use digital tools, actively engaging and contributing to society through their online

presence.



Resources for enhancing digital literacy include websites and books, providing guidance
to educators, school boards, and the youth. An exemplar of these resources is MediaSmarts,
a Canadian non-profit that has pioneered "Media Literacy Week" in Canada with a focus
on Digital Citizenship. MediaSmarts advocates the principle that "We all have a role to
play in our online world, and we are all digital citizens" (2023), underlining the idea that

digital citizenship applies universally, regardless of age.
MediaSmarts defines digital citizenship as:

the ability to navigate our digital environments in a way that’s safe and
responsible and to actively and respectfully engage in these spaces.
Although we live and interact in the digital world in a similar way to the
offline world, we’re not always as mindful of our actions online. We can
sometimes act without realizing how it could affect our reputation, safety
and growth as digital citizens. In the meantime, everything we do online
continues to affect and define our digital world and selves (2023)

This definition aligns with the neoliberal focus on individual responsibility and
efficient online behavior, framing digital citizenship as a status that internet users hold and

should actively manage to sustain a positive online presence.
Other resources for educators advocate for digital citizens to be “ideal” citizens:

We don’t want students to know just how to use technology but also when
and why. We want them to be not only good workers but also good
neighbors, informed voters, and involved citizens. After all, once they
graduate, they may be living next door to us, if not physically then certainly
digitally. We would do well to ask ourselves just what kind of neighbors we
would like them to be (Ohler, 2010, p. 19).

This viewpoint promotes the impact the internet can have on civic engagement, portraying
students as digital neighbors interconnected in the online community. Ohler challenges
educators to extend their role beyond traditional teaching, emphasizing the necessity to

mentor students in navigating the digital world responsibly:

In fact, if we as educators and adults are interested in continuing the mentor-
mentee relationship that has existed for millennia between the old and the
young, then this is a key component of our new job description: to help
students see and evaluate the technology in their lives. Any consideration
of digital citizenship is useless without this ability (p. 19).



This definition of digital citizenship bears resemblance to the digital resources from
MediaSmarts, advocating for a comprehensive educational strategy that cultivates
informed, responsible digital citizens prepared to engage ethically in the digital landscape.
These perspectives are integrated into the media literacy framework, which emphasizes the
development of responsible internet users who ethically consume and contribute to online
content. This approach is typically top-down, where adults are tasked with guiding students

on proper internet usage to become positive contributors within the digital sphere.

Media literacy approaches to digital citizenship are popular because they offer a framework
for action in educational, policy or community contexts. However, these approaches often
generalize the experience of citizenship that materializes in different media and
connectivity environments. This thesis demonstrates the importance of considering
context. If digital citizenship is reduced to notions of responsible behavior, it places a
significant burden on users to navigate the variations in experiences they encounter
effectively. Therefore, this thesis rejects agency-centric definitions of digital citizenship,
and instead focuses on how experiences or cultures of citizenship materialize in specific

contexts.

1.2.3. Citizenship, Data and Privacy

Recent scholarship on digital citizenship has focused on datafication (van Dijk, 2014)
which refers to the process where users' digital activities generate valuable data for those
who collect it. Datafication raises concerns about personal privacy. The debate around
data collection gained significant attention following the Edward Snowden leaks in 2013,
highlighting how businesses like Facebook (now Meta) and Google profit from user data
(Hintz et al., 2019; Hong, 2020; Zuboff, 2019).

Datafication implies that online activity is converted into insights that impact various
aspects of users' lives. This data can include metadata, or "data about data" (Cheney-
Lippold, 2017; IEEE Xplore, 2023; Office of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada, 2014),

which encompasses details like timestamps and locations, forming a "data double" that



profiles citizens and influences everything from consumer behavior to civic engagement

(Hintz et al., 2019).

Personalized advertising illustrates how algorithms leverage data, targeting users with
highly specific ads. However, these algorithms, often function as opaque 'black boxes,'
which lack sensitivity. Users frequently navigate the digital realm without fully
understanding the algorithmic foundations that shape their experiences which have

inadvertent consequences (Bucher, 2017; Diakopoulos, 2014; van Dijk, 2013).

As described by Hintz et al. (2019), digital citizens are characterized as both "active" and
"supervised," meaning their online engagement is often subject to monitoring and
surveillance, which impacts user experiences even if they are unaware. Within a critical
framework, digital citizenship addresses the complexities of navigating digital spaces,
including issues like data collection and algorithmic functioning. This framework
recognizes the dual role of digital technologies in enabling participation while also

exposing users to various forms of oversight and control.

The literature on personal data and citizenship once again tends to emphasize the
responsibility of individuals to protect themselves (Mansell & Steinmueller 2020). In fact,
digital literature is often mobilized to educate people about the risks of sharing personal
information online (Pangrazio & Selwyn 2019). As in the case of media literacies, less
attention is paid to how the nature of digital divides and internet access shape datafication

and materialize experiences of citizenship'.

1.2.4. Rethinking Digital Citizenship

As I reviewed the literature on 'digital citizen' I found the concept to be increasingly
ambiguous. I also noticed a gap in the literature concerning a major component of

citizenship: public space and its relationship to digital citizenship. Therefore, I focused on

' More recently, media literacy perspectives have intersected with issues of personal data and
citizenship, as organizations like MediaSmarts address algorithms and surveillance concerns.
However, the argument here is that while they provide resources for youth to navigate these
complexities, they may still fall short in addressing the full range of challenges posed by evolving
digital landscapes or in focusing attention on the role of policymakers in addressing these issues.
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studying people’s experiences with internet technologies in public spaces to understand
what these experiences reveal about citizenship and a culture of citizenship more broadly,

such as how free Wi-Fi might influence certain norms.

With this in mind, I deliberately chose not to confine my investigation to the concept of
digital citizenship. This is because it remains unclear whether all individuals who engage
with digital media consider themselves digital citizens. For instance, someone who works
and studies online might identify as a digital citizen due to their reliance on digital
technologies for societal participation. In contrast, another individual who participates in
online civic discourses might never have encountered the term digital citizenship.
Furthermore, the term digital citizen is relatively recent, gaining prominence in the 2000s,
and its familiarity might be more pronounced among younger demographics who have
encountered the term in educational settings where digital citizenship can be part of a

curriculum?.

In my interviews, discussions naturally touched on whether participants were citizens,
international students, or permanent residents of Canada. The individuals I interviewed
frequent the public spaces examined in this study. Although some may not be formal
citizens, they are part of a culture of citizenship within the studied area, engaging with
spaces where they work, socialize, and carry out various activities. Ultimately, this study
is centered on people and their experiences of internet technologies. While also considering
how corporations create the conditions for digital users, this work seeks to strike a balance
between understanding agentic and structural perspectives and how they together shape the
digital environment. In what follows I present the theoretical framework that allows me to
explore the materialization of people’s experiences of citizenship within digitally mediated
spaces. [ will start by examining space and citizenship, then move on to addressing the role

of the digital within these contexts.

2 The term gained prominence with the work of Ribble et al. in 2004, which outlined strategies for
schools to integrate their educational practices with technologies.
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1.3. Theoretical Framework: Citizenship and Space

Public spaces are tied to citizenship. Whether a predetermined space, like a mall designed
with a specific socio-economic demographic in mind, or a park used for social interaction,
or a mix of settings—people continuously find, use, and reshape spaces. These spaces are
crucial because they provide opportunities for people to express their rights and
responsibilities and participate in society. Citizens need spaces where th