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Abstract

This thesis addresses the question of how users can be seen as legitimate agents in

technology's generative process, a question essential to defining freedom in a technologically

mediated society. User agency, the capacity to influence the social world, rests on users'

awareness of how technology shapes thought and action. This thesis explains this shaping

by re-conceptualizing technology as deeply connected to social meaning. However, to avoid

both essentialism and relativism, this thesis proposes that all technologies, by mediating

social action, are forms of communication technologies. Thus requiring a phenomenological

approach, this thesis proposes a hermeneutics of technology that helps clarify technology's

involvement in humans' self-interpretation and interaction with their world. Such a

framework then provides a way to evaluate how well a society's technological basis

supports user agency, while also showing that agency has a transformative potential even in

a technocratic world.

Keywords: user agency; discourse theory; interpretive flexibility; instrumentalization

theory; materiality of meaning; hermeneutics of technology

Subject terms: Technology - Social aspects; Technology - Political aspects; Technology 

Philosophy; Discourse analysis; Communication - Philosophy; Social sciences 

Philosophy
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Glossary

Abstraction A general idea or concept not associated with any specific instance;
the conceptual opposite to concrete thinking. This thesis argues that
underlying essentialist thought is the mistake of taking an abstraction
as an exhaustive representation of reality.

Agency The general capacity for action that effects change in the social
condition of action. Agency, however, depends in part on a social
condition that fosters freedom.

Articulation theory A discourse theory based in structuralism that looks at how linkages
between discursive phenomena determine meaning but also pose
instability, providing the possibility for social change.

Being-in-the-world Heidegger's term for the action or "doing" of existing. The hyphen +
"in" (i.e., "-in") designates not a spatial but an existential relation to
the world, expressing "involvement, as in being in love, being in
business," etc. (Dreyfus, 1991, p. 41). The world, the reality humans
know, comes about through this relation. At the same time, Being-in
the-world means existing as something (e.g., as a woman, as a
student, etc.), and this "something" can happen only as an
interpretation, that is, as a concrete enactment.

Black-box A technology or process whose inner workings and rationale are
concealed but whose function and mode are accepted without
question and taken as normal and reasonable. This thesis argues that,
since it appears impenetrable and stable, the black-box works against
users' sense that the technology's design could be different. The
black-box thus lies at the root of technocratic control.

Concrete thought Conceiving of things in context. Unlike abstraction, concrete thinking
observes phenomena in action, recognizing that their meaning arises
in relation to their environment. This thesis argues that concrete
thinking, the basis of critical thought, also sees particular phenomena
in light of the universal/abstract concepts that they manifest. This
allows for the tension between what is and what should (and can be),
leaving thought open to meaning surplus.
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Communication

Dasein

Disclosing
(or revealing)

Discourse

Element
(in articulation
theory)

Essence

Essentialism

The process of bringing different social identities into common
understanding and shared participation. Communication is not
simply the transmission of messages but a process of social
formation brought about by a material medium, or technology.

Heidegger's term for the kind (i.e., way) of Being that is concerned
with its own Being. It is the kind of Being humans have. Translated
from the German, Dasein is "being-there," referring not to an entity
or thing, but a dynamic action of being engaged with one's own
existence, similar to the meaning of a phrase like "being there in the
moment." Dasein is the kind of Being for which its Being is an issue;
it "asks" how it should exist, that is, what the meaning of its Being is.

Heidegger's word for the bringing forth of essence, or meaning; it is
the process, or "happening," of Dasein's engagement with the world.
Disclosing is key to Heidegger's preoccupation with understanding
the existential process he claims philosophy skipped over in its
preoccupation with essence rather than existence. For Heidegger,
useful tools and thus technology are essential to disclosure. For
example, a saw discloses wood as lumber, i.e., material for building.
The tool illuminates (reveals) meanings, which arise through their
connection to, or significance for, human life.

The conceptualization of social action as fundamentally meaningful,
thereby applying the metaphor of language to social life. Discourse is
prior to the linguistic/extra linguistic distinction, not simply sets of
utterances but the conditions that make certain practices and/or
utterances, and not others intelligible and/or "true."

Any content whose meaning has become uncertain (such as the once
distinguishing characteristics of "woman" or "man," for example)
and therefore cannot be taken for granted by social participants. An
element is a "floating" signifier; discourses (representing different
social perspectives) thus compete to fix its dominant meaning.

What a thing is; what it exists as.

A view that insists any being can be reduced to a singular, ideal, or
absolute essence that is the same regardless of that being's context or
the human perspective from which it is viewed. This thesis argues
that essentialist thought is deterministic but also political since it
stifles questioning in favour of those who benefit from certain
"truths." Rejecting essentialist thought, however, requires a
philosophical, i.e., legitimating basis; otherwise it risks falling into
the traps of relativism.
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Existence

Fetishism

Hermeneutics

In terpretive
flexibility

Materiality

To be. Defining existence-i.e., asking what its essence is-is difficult
since it refers back to itself: existence is to be. Philosophy has thus
been preoccupied with essence (Feenberg, 2003, p. 7). To get at
existence, Heidegger starts with the notion that existence means
existing as something (i.e., anything that exists has essence, or
meaning). The question is how this "as" comes about.

The (so-called primitive) belief that an object is endowed with a
magical property/capacity. Marxist analysis uses the term
"commodity fetishism" (somewhat ironically) to describe the
seemingly rationality and objectivity of the autonomy acquired by
objects and services bought and sold in a capitalist market. This
"'phantom objectivity' ... conceal[s] every trace of its fundamental
nature: the relation between people" (Lukacs, 1968, p. 83). This
thesis argues that the character of a society's technological base can
produce a kind of technological fetishism, where objects appear as
the manifestation of pure rationality, masking their role in human
practice, social relations, and culture or meaning (Feenberg, 1999).
The black-box is the emblem of technological fetishism.

The study of interpretation or understanding. An important concept
is the "hermeneutic circle," where the meaning of something can be
understood only in light of the greater whole of which it is a part,
and this whole, in turn, can be grasped only by reference to its parts.
Heidegger's phenomenological analysis of Being is a kind of
hermeneutic analysis.

A concept central to SCOT that refers to the ambiguity regarding an
artefacts' function, which cannot be determined by technical
principles alone (just as grammar cannot determine the content of a
sentence). Different social groups will have different interpretations
of what counts as "functional" for the device. These competing
interpretations have their own "translation" in design. These
translations compete until one dominates, when the technology
becomes stabilized and interpretive flexibility falls away.

The physicality and thus solidity of any aspect related to human
existence. This thesis emphasizes the essential mediating role
materiality plays in the manifestation of social meaning. Materiality
is the necessary technology (medium) of meaning and thus the
meaning of technology (i.e., communication).
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Meaning

Meaning surplus

Mediation

Phenomenology

Present-at-hand

The content of the answer one gives when asked what something
means. This answer has a relation of appropriateness to that
something; that is, the answer indicates how people make sense of
that something, a complex process that is based in culture and
shared understanding. Meaning thus indicates the way things are
appropriated, that is, how they are taken up into human practice and
action.

The potential for meaning variation; the possibility for something to
mean something different than its current or dominant meaning.
This can happen by a change in context, illuminating something new
or different about a social condition. This thesis argues that openness
to meaning surplus is crucial to a just and free society, and depends
on concrete thinking.

The essential process of communication. Mediation is the
(reconciling) process "in between" non-identical parts or instances
that brings them together, making them common aspects of the same
whole, without washing away their difference. Mediation thus is also
the process of making something manifest, concrete, or real. It brings
together a universal concept and the way that concept makes its way
into (i.e., is enacted) in human life.

The study of things as they manifest directly in experience (not what
external causes underlie them, which is the focus of science). In
taking a phenomenological approach in his project of understanding
Being, Heidegger thus describes how existence "shows itself" in
experience. In devising a hermeneutics of technology, this thesis
argues that, to support user agency, a society needs to emphasize not
only causal aspects of technology but its role in human experience,
which needs to be understood phenomenologically.

Heidegger's term for the kind of Being an entity has-i.e., the way in
which it is experienced by Dasein-when the entity becomes
explicitly seen as a thing rather than a ready-to-hand device, which
mediates action in the flow of practice. An entity becomes present-at
hand in a moment of breakdown, where it asserts itself rather than
brings forth the meanings necessary for practice.
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Principle of
symmetry

(or methodological
relativism)

Ready-to-hand

Reflexive paradox

Reification

A social constructivist tenet by which "true" and "false" statements
are seen as formed by the same social processes and thus require the
same kind of explanation. Because the goal of social constructivism is
to explain how certain notions count as "facts" and/or artefacts come
to be seen as "functional," the approach applies the principle of
symmetry in empirical studies to avoid biased assumptions
regarding what corresponds to some objective truth. The goal for
social constructivism is rather to get at the interactions by which
"truths" and "falsehoods" are selected.

Heidegger's term for the kind of Being an entity has-i.e., the way in
which it is experienced by Dasein-in the flow of human practice
(the skilful "doing of Being"). A ready-to-hand object refers to the
way a practical object is experienced in its concrete functioning: it is
disclosure, thus withdrawing from explicit awareness to bring forth
not itself (in which case it is present-at-hand) but the essence of an
aspect of the world for Dasein. A ready-to-hand object is an object
that can be simply picked up and put to use, not requiring a set of
instructions or rules. Readiness-to-hand comes about through
Dasein's profound familiarity with the entity, which in turn also
provides the condition for Dasein's free-relation to the world (i.e., for
Being-at-home-in-the-world). (Compare readiness-to-hand with
black-box.)

A paradox that occurs when a speaker makes a statement of doubt
that applies to his or her own identity, making the statement
indeterminable. The most famous reflexive paradox is the liar's
paradox. If I say that I am a liar, it becomes impossible to believe me
or disbelieve me. If you believe me, you trust that I am a liar, which,
in turn, means you must, in believing me, take my statement as false.
If you do not believe my statement that I am liar, your action of
disbelief means you must believe I am a liar, bringing you back to
the same position.

The "thingification," or objectification, of what is really a social
relation or process. Money, for example, is an objectification that
makes it possible to see labour as an autonomous commodity that
can be bought and sold rather than accomplished by a real person
who might have interests different than managers and owners.
Reification creates a kind of "reality," but it is illusory insofar as it
appears objective and natural rather than perpetuated by human
practices that are perpetuated by the (unquestioning) belief in the
objectivity of the very conditions these practices in turn create, and
soon.
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Science and
technology studies
(STS)

(or Science,
technology, and
society)

Self-reflexivity

(or self
consciousness)

Social construction
of technology
(SCOT)

Stabilization

Structuralism

Subjugated
knowledge

A sub-discipline of the social sciences that studies science and
technology as social phenomena. This field is heterogeneous and has
a complex history, but since the 1980s, STShas been largely
influenced by various (and divergent) approaches (namely
constructivism) that challenge positivism and argue that knowledge
is socially shaped, that is, negotiated by various social groups.

The action of observing oneself. Self-reflexivity is the process of
coming to a clearer understanding or explanation of one's own
thoughts and actions, and is thus inherently transforrnative. This
thesis argues that self-reflexivity is essential to agency and a self
determining existence. Self-reflexivity is also about seeing that one's
actions can have real effects and shape reality in particular ways,
thus transcending the subject-object divide. Self-reflexivity is a way
of taking responsibility for oneself, an action of choosing to grasp
possibilities (and thus choosing the freedom available to it).

An approach to studying technological development as a process of
social negotiation.

A stage in the process of a technology's development (as
conceptualized by STS) where an artefact's function and form reach
certainty; that is, a particular design version of the artefact "prevails"
over other possible versions, thus exhibiting a stronger bond with
the social environment. At stabilization interpretive flexibility falls
away and the artefact becomes a black-box. This thesis questions
how inevitable the black-box really is.

An approach to the study of meaning that, in rejection to
hermeneutics, emphasizes meaning's objective ordering principles,
the laws that, out of the hands of anyone individual, give it its
necessary structure.

Foucault's term for the tacit, contextual knowledge held by ordinary
people but also excluded from the truth claims of formal disciplinary
knowledge. Subjugated knowledge does not arise from scientific
verification but grasps the unpredictable and uncertain effects of
modern, rational practices. For Foucault, subjugated knowledge
represents the limitations of official knowledge and thus poses a
potential source of resistance against rationalized forms of control.
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Technological
determinism

Thematization

Universal

The belief that technology follows a singular path of development
determined by autonomous, rational laws. Thus technology is seen
to be the determining force behind human life rather than the other
way around.

The action of making something an explicit theme or focus of
thought. This thesis argues that language (in the literal sense) is
essential to thematization.

An abstract concept that is true in every society and or culture.
Universals are general concepts, exemplified by statements such as
"happiness is good" or ''being a good father is respectable."
Universals only become meaningful (mediated, or real) through
concrete enactments within a culture. That said, this thesis argues
that, at the same time, grasping the universal is essential to concrete
thinking (which is essential to social critique).
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Introduction

"But whereas the scientific apparatus (ours) is led to share the illusion of the
powers it necessarily supports, that is, to assume that the masses are
transformed by the conquests and victories of expansionist production, it is
always good to remind ourselves that we mustn't take people for fools."

Michel de Certeau, 1984, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 178

"I dwell in Possibility- / A fairer House than Prose- / More numerous of
Windows- / Superior-for Doors-"

Emily Dickinson, 2007

It is easy for those of us who are not designers and engineers to suppose that we

have little to do with technological development. From our perspective as users, we seem to

enter the technical story only after the engineering process has applied its mastery in

"discovering" some new functional device for human life. And as machines and devices

become increasingly sophisticated, common sense affirms the extraordinary scientific and

technical knowledge underlying these tools. It would seem, then, that determining what

technology is and what makes it possible boils down to a myriad of technical and scientific

questions to be answered only by experts. The rest of us have simply one role to fulfil: await

the next high-tech wonder and then just figure out how to use it. If we have any respect for

technical (and scientific) knowledge (not to mention the "good life"), how could we possibly

see technology and our involvement with it any other way?

This thesis is devoted to exploring this question-and the effect of the popular silence

it encourages-in hopes of glimpsing the answer to another question: what possibilities may



open up if we, as users, could see ourselves as legitimate forces in technology's generative

process'?

Determinism Unmasked

Why even ask such a question? What is the stake in challenging the ability of experts

to exhaust technology's possibilities? For this thesis, such a challenge is essential to the

question of how a modern society defines and practices freedom. If most individuals agree

that their participation in technological development simply comes down to adopting the

products of engineering "success," an implicit technological determinism lies at the heart of

modern common sense: technology appears to have a rational logic of its own, and it thereby

propels the human universe.

But perhaps this assessment of common sense is unfair. Of course, once its rationale

is made explicit, technological determinism sounds out a squeal amidst the hum of our

trusted and sustaining machinery. To say that technical rationality, even if it is "neutral," is

the primary vigour of human life would be to flaunt a crude dogmatism. But, surely, having

some faith in technological progress and recognizing the special role of expert knowledge do

not warrant the label of determinism! Surely, human users have choices and responsibilities

when it comes to their tools. Do we not decide the ends regardless of the means? The stark

line, then, between technological production and use corresponds to the natural order of

things, does it not? If this is true, then no other technological alternatives are necessary, and

questions about users' role should simply be geared toward determining responsible use.

But trusting in the neutrality of technology leaves some questions about freedom

dangerously unattended. The apparent neutrality of technology breaks down once applied

to even the most familiar of our tools. Certainly, I could use my car to take a sick person to

the hospital or I could use the car to run the sick person over, but what if I wanted to extend

my definition of "responsible use" beyond these prosaic choices to those that have more

bearing on urban experience in general? How could I ever use a car differently to ensure its

1 By "generative process" I mean both how technology is developed and how it generates a certain form of
human life.
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exhaust no longer emits harmful, sickness-causing gases, its motor and motion do not create

disturbing noise, and the roads it requires do not dictate where people can walk? If our

technological conditions satisfy the natural order of things, then questioning the conditionsof

responsible use remains just plain irrelevant-such questioning, it could be said by the

technological neutralist, simply points out the impossible. But if that is the case, users' range

of choices is determinedby the singular track that technology can follow. Clearly, then, the

neutralists' liberal faith in progress, without exploring how technology can broaden or shut

down alternatives available for so-called "responsible use," is only a pretty mask for an

insidious determinism.

And determinism needs a pretty mask for a reason. Whether disguised as freedom or

the explicit justification for complacency, technocratic celebration, or dystopic rejection of

technology as a whole, determinism poses a barrier to thought and questioning about the

nature of our being. As my example about my (hypothetical) car shows, moving beyond

determinism means asking questions about the conditions for choice set by technology, not

simply what I should do with a device once engineers have supposedly established its

design and handed it over to the free market. If transcending the production/consumption

divide seems absurd to a society, that society harbours not only a very thin definition of

freedom, but remains blind to effects that are deeply political. If technology is seen as neutral

and/or simply obedient to laws out of human reach, "rational means" become an inarguable

basis for power asymmetries, such as those between experts and non-experts, managers and

employees, and corporations and users. The health of social critique, therefore, comes under

threat since various interests and experiences can easily seem legitimatelyexcluded from

public discussion or remain invisible by the hands of so-called rational imperatives.

"Rationality," therefore, aligns with the interests of the powerful, those few who benefit

most by technical practices, forms, and systems that on the one hand have a profound effect

on users' lives, but on the other hand seem neutral and subject to users' choices. Certainly, as

voices of critical thought such as those of the Frankfurt School still remind us, the powerful

flourish when the subjugated think they are asfree as they could be.

3



The argument that technology is neither neutral nor apolitical is, of course, not new,

occupying a dominant (and pessimistic) theme in the history of critical theory and the

philosophy of technology. My aim for this thesis, however, is not simply to review and

reiterate these arguments, many of which cast dystopic visions, but rather to contribute to a

more recent turn taken by this intellectual history, notably by the critical theory of

technology (Feenberg, 1995, 1999,2002). With this shift, the political nature of technology

inspires thought about how technical forms can support and mediatedemocratic social life. The

question of how user agency is both possible and rational, even from an engineering point of

view, is a necessary task on the agenda of a project that conceptualizes freedom in a

technologically mediated society: "The fundamental problem of democracy today is quite

simply the survival of agency in this increasingly technocratic universe" (Feenberg, 1999, p.

101). By agency, I refer not only to the capacity for action, a new synonym for "use" marked

simply by the skill to wield a device. By agency, I refer to the capacityfor users to act

independently of the technological systems that shape their lives and, more importantly, users'

capacity to act upon such systems, their design andfunctions, so as to change the conditions of and

constraints on action and use. As my brief critique of the neutrality thesis already implicitly

shows, the principle barrier to user agency and threat to freedom need not be technology

itself so much as the way users think about technology. Agency rests on their explicit

recognition that a current manifestation of technology does not necessarily represent the only

way it can or ought to be. Agency, in short, rests on a particular consciousness. It rests on

glimpsing possibility.

Both the pessimist and liberal critic may point out that these definitions of agency

amount to an oxymoron: if technology shapes people's lives, how can they act

independently from it? If nothing can change the fact that technological development

depends on expert knowledge of functional properties, what insight could users possibly

add in the shaping of technical forms? These problems are precisely what this thesis aims to

untangle. Doing so requires proposing a theoretical framework that, in philosophical terms,

opens a view into how technology is deeply connected to human life-having a bearing on

action, thought and social relations-but also shows how this connection suggests not that

4



users are at technology's mercy but instead represents the legitimate possibility for social

change from the ground up.

From Determinism to Meaning and Interests

The first step in theorizing user agency requires rethinking what technology is. If it is

simply society's entire set of rational and practical means, both theorists and users are forced

to choose between two equally discomforting stances toward technology (Feenberg, 2002, p.

8): either accept it without question (the technocratic and liberal response) or reject it as

incompatible with an ethical and meaningful life (the humanist response). Unrealistic as it is

to expel technology from our realm and return to supposedly more enchanted modes of

social being, the second stance can only recommend limiting technology's proliferation so

that it does not dissolve distinctly human attributes such as creativity, reflection, and

communication. Such a recommendation, however, supposes that technology is nothing

more than rational means (Habermas, 1970) and thus remains the province of technical

experts.

If we look at technology in the everyday context, however, things change. Clearly,

our useful tools do more than simply fulfil our natural needs. By using artefacts we

participate in certain practices, reflecting our understanding of what characterizes not only

modernity but also community and culture, a sense of who belongs (Franklin, 1999, p. 6). It

is not only that possessing the latest technology, as a category of consumer good, represents

a certain social status. On a deeper level of social being, technology and tool use, regardless

of how high- or low-tech, is fundamental to knowing how to be part of a social world and

culture. Furthermore, technology's relation to culture is not simply a contingency but the

very possibility of social life (Latour, 1992). Subjects can belong because their things bring

them into participation with others, whether these things are mp3 players or wooden

spoons. All actions and interactions involve some thing. Thus, in its very functioning,

technology is intertwined with social meaning.That is, technology is a part of the things and

actions so familiar that social subjects do not have to think about these actions explicitly to

participate in a world with others. At the same time, these things and actions shape social

life so profoundly.

5



We do, however, have to think consciously about dominant social meanings to ask

how they have a differential effect on experience, depending on the positions of various

social identities, and the possibilities for human life, particularly freedom. My argument

about the importance of consciousness can thus be phrased more explicitly: user agency

depends on social participants' awareness of the connection between technology andsocial meaning,

the processes of apprehension to which these agents are wedded in their every action,

reaction, word, and gesture." In other words, agency depends on users reflexively observing

that theyhave an understanding of technology. Agency thus depends on self-consciousness. With

such recognition social participants can evaluate the meanings to which technology is

connected and thus glimpse the possibility of new meanings, or more specifically, new

functions, thereby shaping technology's development, including the range of possible

actions it affords. As long as users and experts see technology as objective and autonomous,

purified of the human perspective, the more there is a general disconnection between

thought and reality, including reality's possibilities. As long as this disconnection holds, the

more likely users will remain outsiders to technology's generative process. The more likely,

then, technology's real relation to the survival of democracy remains hidden behind the

adorning mask of liberal rhetoric.

Before I proceed to give an overview of the analysis in the following pages, it is

important I define precisely what I mean by "meaning," and why I argue that users' self

reflexive awareness of its connection to technology is a condition of user agency. With a

focus on "meaning," I do not have in mind some transcendent truth that holds a special

secret about reality or the "human condition." By meaning, I mean quite simply what makes

sense to us, from the mundane to important, as we go about our daily concerns. By

understanding ourselves and the things, people, and events around us, we have a sense of

how to respond appropriately in situations. When I walk into a coffee shop, for example, and

within its space I see a person standing behind a counter near a cash register, I know that the

counter, with its sturdy flat surface, means that food and drinks are served across it, and that

2 This does not mean that self-consciousness is the only condition of freedom, but it is the condition on
which all others depend and thus the factor this thesis takes as its focus, particularly in relation to what
users think about technology itself.
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I need to order from the person standing behind it. If I sit down at a table and wait to be

served, I will likely be sitting there all day, thirsty and hungry.

Meaning refers simply to the content of our response if someone asks us the familiar

question, "what does that mean?" (Cooper, 2003, p. 28). Our answer (if we know it) connects

the item in question to something beyond the item itself in a distinct way (p. 30). The coffee

shop counter is not simply a coffee shop counter, nor does its meaning comprise what its

builder would say about its dimensions (Le., its causal properties). The coffee shop counter's

meaning indicates its appropriateness in the everyday context and the set of various actions

and decisions appropriate in relation to it (p. 35): setting up a counter, which eases the

exchange of drinks and money, is appropriate to an informal establishment that serves hot

coffee and teas, and walking up to this counter is an appropriate action for buying those

sorts of goods. The counter's "function" is not simply reducible to its causal properties (what

physically makes it work well for its purpose), nor is it reducible to an abstract statement

such as, "a counter is used for serving coffee and/or tea." The counters' function, its

meaning, indicates the way the counter bringsforth and shapes the practices by which the

business serves its patrons and I fulfil my concern for getting a drink: without the counter's

meaning, the way it is appropriated by users, its causal properties would make no difference

and would be meaningless. Without this appropriation, the fact that a right angle is 90

degrees and that oak is sturdier than beech would never find its way into the shared human

context; in fact such properties would not be seen as causal/useful properties at all.

Apprehending the counter's appropriateness, in relation to which I respond in an

appropriate way, depends on a procedure whose staggering complexity becomes apparent

with the attempt to describe it.' Knowing what a counter means depends on my background

familiarity with coffee shops and counters, with an overall culture in which coffee and tea

3 Lucy Suchman (2007) explains this complexity based on Garfinkel's theory that meaning is indexical,
depending entirely on its context for its intelligibility. Because of meaning's context dependence, an insight
that programmers overlook, computers are incapable of communicating with humans in the same way that
humans communicate with each other. Human communication requires a background of shared
understanding and an ability to process the current situation in ways that cannot be captured by algorithms
and the calculation of ones and zeros. Recognizing this impossibility, however, can, Suchman argues, help
programmers in their design of human-computer interaction.
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are conventional drinks at certain times of the day, commonly sold in ready-to-drink form,

etc.

How does technology's connection to meaning make our tools a legitimate political

concern? First of all, foregrounding this connection shows the inadequacy of the notion that

technology's place in the world speaks of its connection to some rational law or truth

independent of our practices and perspectives, our concerns and desires, etc. Expert

knowledge may explain what causes things to work the way they do, but these causes do not

account for why we engage in certain practices or how we "know" how and when to engage

in them. Secondly, thematizing the connection between technology and meaning opens

agents up to recognizing other possibilities, other realities; meanings are necessary, but,

unlike some immutable law, they are subject to variation. The factors that condition

"appropriateness" can range from normative or political concerns to matters of a culture's

taste, climate, religion, and so on. But appropriateness also encompasses an object's

materiality-the way its physical properties lend themselves to the object's associated

involvements. If anyone of these human or material factors change, so will the object's

appropriateness. Because meanings have the potential to change-that is, the present

moment does not exhaust them-they carry a "surplus," holding potential to exceed

themselves. This is why meanings are relevant to political struggle: as long as conditions are

seen to be fixed.' there is no reason to discuss how these conditions could be better. These

conditions become political once a social group sees that they could be better aligned with

certain interests. But how could those innocent meanings of artefacts linked to our practical,

everyday concerns possibly be political?

4 An example is the debate over whether climate change is the result of human activity (a variable condition)
or a natural part of the earth's cycle (a fixed condition). If the condition is not fixed, humans have a moral
obligation to slow down climate shifts by altering their practices; thus, the meaning of "environmentally
friendly" exceeds any single example of its current enactment: there is just simply more that can and needs to
be done. The argument that refutes the impact of humans on the earth, on the other hand, sees the meaning
of "environmentally friendly" as identical to current practices, which thus require no alteration. Clearly the
second position is void of agency because it sees itself as such: if we do not think we can or need to do
anything, we won't, but this means we risk making things worse.
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As we saw with the example of my driving above, technology constrains possibilities

for action," and these possibilities are not the same for everyone. The coffee shop counter in

my example in the paragraph above is quite compatible with my own concern, but what if I

was an elderly person with a walker? The self-serve counter would have the same dominant

meaning; that is, it would still be appropriate for me to get my coffee or tea from the person

at the counter, and I would still likely not be served by simply sitting at a table. But this

meaning of the counter would have a different effect: it would pose a greater challenge to me,

perhaps even an outright barrier to achieving the simple task of carrying a cup of hot liquid

to a nearby table. In this way, the very same counter could lend itself to excluding my interest

in participating in a coffee- or tea-drinking culture. For me as an elderly person, the counter

carries the opposite of its (dominant) meaning. This notion of "effect" indicates the meaning's

surplus, its irreducibility to any given, actual, or established action or instance: the

appropriateness of the coffee counter, for example, is not reducible to its ease of use for

mobile adults; for other adults the appropriateness is altered.

Effects therefore throw the technology's dominant mode of appropriateness, its

dominant meaning, into question and create a possible imperative for altering the artefact.

Of course, the likelihood of the counter being modified to protect an elderly person's interest

depends on a host of factors such as whether aging is seen as a legitimate public or private

concern. But the question of whether to modify comes about by the appearance of what

Andrew Feenberg (1995) calls "participant interests," which refer "to the diverse personal

impacts of technical activity: side-effects, both beneficial and harmful, social preconditions

and consequences, effects on life conditions, and so on" (p. 140). We can see even from this

simple coffee shop example how participant interests do not precede technology but come

about in relation to a technology or artefact in context. I will return to the consideration of

participant interests at various points throughout this thesis. But the point here is that

connecting the counter to its meaning, that which indicates how it is taken up in the

5 I do not mean here that technology should not pose allYconstraints, which would be impossible since
practical possibilities depend on the presence of constraints (i.e., the solution to any practical problem is
always geared toward doing something and not other things). The point is rather to remain open to their
potential range-constraints may not be as rigid as technological determinists claim.
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practices and concerns of everyday life, is a necessary condition for questioning whether this

condition ofappropriateness can bealtered. Such questioning may very well call upon

knowledge of the mathematics that calculates the angles necessary for holding the counter

together, but this knowledge could never say how well that counter supports a wide range

of actions and interests, a condition of freedom that to be actualized requires input from

reflections on experiences of ordinary users.

From Meaning toward Communication: Questions, Arguments, and Overview

Inspired by the idea that technology-as-meaning can form the basis for a theory of

user agency, this thesis asks the following core research questions, which together form the

backdrop of the following chapters:

• What theorization of the relationship between technology and meaning proves
most fruitful for realistically understanding how users experience technology?

• How can such a theorization, without ignoring the pitfalls of both essentialism
and relativism," provide a philosophical basis for asserting that user agency is a
reasonable possibility in a world so permeated by expert discourses and seemingly
apolitical tools? How can such a theory show that users' knowledge is a necessary
and legitimate political priority in technological development?

• How is technology involved in how we interpret what it means to be human?
What is the relation between technology (in practice) and consciousness,
particularly how users think about technology itself?

• What framework of social analysis-without trading a perspective of the social
whole for the perspective of its parts-can evaluate the technical basis of a society
in terms of how well it supports user agency, that is, how well this basis shapes a
self-reflexive social consciousness that views technology concretely?

Chapter 1 of this thesis looks at how the social constructivist approach of science of

technology studies (STS), with its notion of interpretive flexibility (Pinch & Bijker, 1989),

provides a starting point for theorizing the meaning-technology relation. But despite its

6 By rejecting relativism, I do not mean to argue that analysis should not prioritize a focus on relations.
Without such focus, objects of analysis become dangerously de-contextualized and abstract, obscuring
rather than illuminating reality and its context, the very process is pernicious to agency. Nor does my
caution toward relativism mean to imply that two seemingly incommensurate choices cannot both be
considered "correct." By "relativism," I mean rather a complete "faithfulness in scepticism," which leads to
the corresponding denial that there are ally grounds for deciphering how one form of life may be more
desirable, just, or ethical than another. "Relativism," then, is a kind of scepticism toward meaning
altogether, which is far from helpful when trying to theorize users' experience.
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success in showing that technology is not bound by scientific laws, SCOT leaves some

important questions unanswered. Specifically, it says little about the greater social

mechanisms by which technology comes to embody "interpretation." Attempting to fill

these gaps, I look to the work of Michel Foucault, particularly his concept of subjugated (or

local) knowledges, to explore how these knowledges can create shifts within the greater

social meaning system. As we will see, however, Foucault's commitment to showing the

constructed-ness of social life, which requires a ruthless normative agnosticism, leaves him

with no way to talk about individuals' experience.

The critique in Chapter I, detecting the problems in both SCOT and Foucault's ideas,

clarifies how a conception of technology-as-meaning needs to negotiate the standpoint from

which such a conception is to take place. Attending to this issue, I position both SCOT and

Foucault within a broader intellectual movement called the "linguistic" or "discursive turn,"

with which this thesis grapples critically throughout. The discursive turn represents a

compelling approach that asks not how the world can be represented correctly and

truthfully, but how the social and cultural contexts that shape knowledge can be understood

(Angus, 200Da, p. 3). Recognizing that a singular commitment to universal knowledge is

inappropriate for understanding culture, the discursive turn privileges diversity and

plurality. It thus argues that there are many ways of "knowing," to which different possible

"realities" correspond. With the discursive turn, social and cultural actions-whether words

are used or not-are considered achievements of meaning building. And, insofar as

language exemplifies the constitution of meaning, language becomes the discursive turn's
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illuminating metaphor? for (all) social practice and phenomena: these phenomena are thus

considered to be instances of discourse. 8

Recognizing the gaps in both Foucault and SCOT, this thesis puts this metaphor of

language to the test instead of importing it uncritically into the task of conceptualizing

technology as meaning. Although SCOT shows that the metaphor provides a helpful start

for a theory of user agency, the metaphor proves to cast only a partial, abstract view.

Chapter 2 takes a closer look at a crisis in philosophy that is defining for both the discursive

turn and critical theory: a moment in which the notions of knowledge and rationality,

Western philosophy's core priorities, come under fire. Such a moment represents crisis-in

the form of paradox - because a critique of rationality loses its ground if rationality is

entirely refuted. Responding to this crisis is important for theorizing user agency because

agency, in part, involves legitimately challenging the status of expert, technical knowledge,

which claims to achieve neutral "truth" and rationality. To explore how the paradox can be

resolved, I draw a connection between the work of Andrew Feenberg (rooted in critical

theory) and Ian Angus (a communication theorist) who both, from different approaches,

show how "subjective" meaning and "objective" knowledge are intertwined on a more

fundamental level of social being, which I term "mediation," where meaning is enacted. With

this idea, I establish the core conceptual basis for theorizing user agency: meaning (precisely as

I define it above) and technology (as a material "object" that carries out a 'function") are abstractions

7 With the metaphor of language, the discursive turn has come under fire from "foundationalist" camps,
which see the turn as mistaking reality for representation, reducing the world to the mere invention of
words. Although I critique the discursive turn, this thesis is not aligned with such critiques, which are based
on a fundamental misunderstanding (Angus, 2000a, 2000b). The application of the metaphor of language does
not erase the literal distinction between language (what is used in speech and writing) and everything else.
On the contrary, it is important to understand that, far from simply saying that facts and reality are the
result of linguistic expression, the discursive turn makes the plausible argument that extra-linguistic social
practices (such as going shopping) and objects (such as clothing) work like language insofar as they are
meaningful and expressive. Social practices and objects can thus be considered "discursive" phenomena.
8 To avoid confusion, this thesis will use "language" when referring to language in the literal sense, i.e.,
words and the principles applied in writing and speech. The word "discourse," however, will refer to the
metaphor of language, where the item of inquiry works "like" a language but may not necessarily be
language itself. As my critique particularly in Chapter 4 will show, this distinction between language and
discourse will become somewhat tricky since the discursive turn's measure for "discursivity" seems to
collapse into "that which is spoken about," and ends up making language, in the literal sense, stand in for
reality. This collapse makes the tum vulnerable to the "foundationalist"critique it aims to elude.
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of a larger communicative social process. This conception of technology, which provides the

grounds for concrete thinking,9 is not quite the same as deeming technology as a kind of

language: mediation instead asserts that technology is a fundamental aspect of any

"language"; technology, whether in the form of a microphone or a bicycle for cruising

around the city, provides meaning with the materiality required for organizing a context in

which social understanding takes place. Technology is not simply a "type" of language but

integral to language in general.

With this paradox-exiting notion of mediation, Chapters 3 develops a general social

framework-a "meta-language" -in terms of which different historical manifestations of

technical practice can be analyzed. Based on Ian Angus's (2000a, 2000b) critique of Laclau

and Mouffe's (1985) articulation theory, the framework I adopt takes an experiential

approach, looking at how social agents can self-reflexively and thematically grasp the

character of their social whole from a standpoint from within the whole. The framework

based on the phenomenological model of meaning, where a theme's meaning is constrained

by a background -provides a way to think the relation between social agents and their

society without reducing one to the other. In other words, the model makes it possible to

conceive how the part belongs to the whole without being identical to it and vice versa. The

theme/background relation provides the terms in which to analyze the conditions of thought

and consciousness in a technically mediated society.

This thesis thus proposes that the metaphor of language be replaced with that of

communication, a more general concept that encompasses language but also emphasizes

meaning's dependence on a material medium, which implies an enactment within a shared

cultural background. As such, communication refers to meaning-in-context, which

necessarily involves technology in one form or another. Such a conceptualization provides a

more concrete understanding of how technology sets social meaning into play on the level of

practice, a realm where meaning is not only processed thematically (as it is through

language in the literal sense), but enacted and experienced within the social arena. The

9 Concrete thought defines the kind of consciousness on which I argue user agency depends. Drawing off
Herbert Marcuses One-Dimensionni Mall, I define more clearly what concrete thinking entails in Chapter 2.

13



metaphor of communication, then, allows for a more nuanced understanding of meaning

that captures how it is experienced differently in thought than in practice.'?

This nuance - which can be expressed by the phenomenological theme/background

model-provides a position from which to ask the questions essential to evaluating user

agency. Is the modern social consciousness broad enough to see technology as more than

simply a collection of neutral, rational means? Can such a consciousness glimpse

technology's role in the foundations by which a society forms through participants' shared

understanding? Can social agents ever be robbed completely of-their capacity to shape the

technology that shapes them? If not, how is user agency imminent to the process of

mediation made possible by technology, and how can consciousness broaden so as to gain a

self-reflexive understanding of the social being that produces it?

Equipped with the concept of mediation and the theme/background framework,

Chapter 4 addresses these questions by developing a hermeneutics of technology that looks

at how technology is woven into cultures' and individuals' interpretation of what it means to

be human. Drawing off Martin Heidegger's analysis of significance in Being and Time,

Chapter 4 establishes how technology and artefacts are essential to humans' relation to their

own existence and to their reality (i.e., reality arises in this relation), what Heidegger (1962)

calls "world." Heidegger traces the source of meaning to human beings' care for how they live

out their existence, how they enact what they believe it means to be, for example, female or

male, a mother or father, a responsible citizen, etc. The definition of what it means to be

human cannot be traced to facts but to how these facts are lived concretely. In the example

above, we see that part of my interpretation of what it means to be human involves visiting

coffee shops, which I do in order to get going in the morning, in order to complete my

Master's thesis, in order to think (reflexively) about freedom in a technical world, all for the

sake of Being as free as possible. The meaning of this possibility of freedom is made real not

by the fact of the coffee shop or the fact that I like what they sell; the meaning is a concrete

10 This distinction between thought and practice/action is why the metaphor of language is inadequate: even
if everything is a kind of discourse, theory still needs some way to distinguish and address the relation
between different kinds of discourses, some of which may involve primarily actions and materials while

others are based in thinking.
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self-interpretation made real through my enactment, what Heidegger calls "facticity."

"Human being" is not a noun so much as a verb. Beingisfundamentally a doing. Being, thus,

does not have meaning but rather makes (designs?) meaning.

In sum, human Being involves self-determination, which requires taking responsibility

for existence-it requires self-consciousness. Georg Lukacs's theory of reification in History

and Class Consciousness provides further insight into why such reflexive awareness is the

very possibility of social change. But it also shows how the lackof such awareness is all-too

possible. I analyze this possibility in terms of Heidegger' s analysis of "world-hood,"

providing an existential analysis of the pernicious objectivist view of technology, the view of

the technocrat and the liberal believer in progress. In other words, I suggest a way to analyze

the relation between technology and the capacity for self-consciousness, a capacity that may

be supported or hindered by historical conditions. This, in turn, allows me to identify how,

on the one hand, technical practice can produce an impoverished world - and a

corresponding lack of self-consciousness and reduced opportunity for human self

determination-but also how agency (despite Heidegger's own essentialist view of modern

technology) is possible even in a (prosaic, window-less) world "designed" by technocracy.

In some ways, my attempt in this thesis may seem contradictory: it attempts to work

out a general analytical framework for social forms that prioritizes the particular standpoint of

the individual; it works with abstract categories in order to gear analysis toward the concrete;

it is suspicious of essentialism but also of anti-essentialism. But these contradictions are

durable only through an obedience to old dualisms-such as universality/particularity,

logic/contingency, and object/subject-whereby these terms are opposites and

incommensurable rather than fundamental aspects of human life as a whole. Formulated to

move beyond these dualisms, the questions set forth for this thesis have ushered me along a

fruitful (though sometimes unpredictable) research trajectory through philosophy and social

theory, demanding I encounter some of their most difficult questions. Considering the

question of meaning cannot ignore asking also one of Western philosophy's original

questions-what is knowledge?-along with the variation posed in the 20th century: is there
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such thing as knowledge, and if so, what is its role in society, and what is its appropriate

status? My aim is to assume the discursive turn's critical stance on this status, remaining

sceptical of essentialist claims and appeals to "objectivity," but, not without addressing the need

for a philosophical grounding, a legitimate standpoint, without which my theoretical attempts

would collapse into either easy relativism or rigid absolutism (both of which remain blind to

the world).

This priority for a grounding-which, in this postmodern climate, often feels like a

strange caution amongst the heady excesses of scepticism-has proven to be remarkably

compatible with what I argue must be a priority of a theory of agency: conceptualizing the

experiential perspective not of the "knower" so much as the everyday, ordinary social

participant, a kind of knower in his or her own right. To illuminate this perspective, this

thesis is grounded firmly in reflections on examples from the lifeworld rather than a case

study of one technology. The aim is to show that expert scorn for the "ordinary" perspective

reduces the expert's "pursuit of knowledge" -whether technological, scientific, or

humanistic-to an overestimated view of itself, mistaking people as fools and leaving itself

ineffective. With a more realistic self-understanding, knowledge has a greater opportunity to

connect to concrete social life and clarify its role for the society to which it belongs,

participating in (rather than dictating or avoiding) the ethical questioning of "how to live?"
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Chapter 1:
Abstractions: Technology and Discourse

In joining the challenge to positivism by the sociology of scientific knowledge (SSK),

the social sub-discipline of science and technology studies (STS) has provided empirically

grounded insights into the meaning-technology relation, showing that technology's function

is determined not by scientific laws but primarily by the social environment. This chapter

starts by examining STS's concept of interpretive flexibility, prevalent in the social

constructivist approach to technology (SCOT), which implicitly applies the metaphor of

language to technology. Identifying this metaphor, however, also reveals that, to give the

concept of interpretive flexibility more explanatory power, SCOT still needs to say more

about the process of interpretation itself, the very social process that STS says is driving

technical development. If it is to help with clarifying what factors influence user agency (i.e.,

what conditions make such agency possible, what its limits are, and what stymies it),

particularly in relation to stabilized technologies." STS needs an account of how meaning

works in society.'?

11 This does not mean that SCOT ignores users or stabilized technologies (see Pinch, 1996; Kline & Pinch,
1996). There seems to be little said, however, on what SCOT means by meaning (sometimes it is equated
with function, other times with "effects"). Furthermore, SCOT does not seem to address why thinking about
teclmology as "an object of interpretation" is important for better understanding social life. Finally, if
technology has meaning, SCOT does not seem to address how the process of interpreting technology may be
different or the same as interpreting other things in the social field such as actions, material goods, or
literary works. Are these things separate from technology? Does viewing technology as a carrier of meaning
tell us something new about how social meaning works? Finally, why would technology ever be seen as
meaning-free?
12 This is not to say that no approach in STS explicitly addresses how to approach the study of meaning in
relation to technology. Actor-network theory, which I critique throughout this thesis, has been called the
"ruthless application of semiotics" (Law, 2003), and has defined "vocabularies" for conceptual handling of
such an application (Akrich & Latour, 1992; Akrich, 1992). Other STS attempts have applied the metaphor
"text" (Woolgar, 1991a, 1991b). All apply the metaphor of language to technology, which, as this chapter
will show, misses how technology is fundamental to meaning (not simply "like" a language).
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In the attempt to give the notion of interpretive flexibility further potential for social

critique, this chapter looks to Michel Foucault's ideas about the role of official knowledge

and power in modern society. With his insight into this role, Foucault identifies discursive

mechanisms by which dominant meanings win their position. Instead of simply

investigating how knowledge is constructed by a social interaction (as SSK and STS do),

Foucault emphasizes how such a construction speaks of a certain clash of forces: the

possibility of knowledge is not purified of the human will to power (i.e., it is not neutral)

contrary to what its meaning in society would insist-but comes about through power

(Foucault, 1995, p. 27). But since, for Foucault, power also implies resistance, my aim here is

to look at what the Foucauldian conception of discourse implies about agency, specifically

how those in a subordinate position, those with "subjugated knowledges" (Foucault, 1980, p.

81) can turn the exercise of power back onto itself.

As we will see, Foucault's outlook and approach, however, do not transfer to the

question about user agency without difficulty. Granted, his analysis shows how truth can be

destabilized, and in that way, makes it clear that a theory of user agency cannot presuppose

that either reality or social subjects have an essential nature. Foucault's system of thought,

however, inadvertently risks reducing agents to the effects of the system. Although his

outline of the operation of discourse can help illuminate how truth is "produced," Foucault's

ideas are missing an account of individuals' experience, which is necessary to any theory

that attempts to elucidate how social subjects (not simply Foucault, the analyst) can evaluate

the truths that hold sway. After all, do social subjects really experience their social

understanding as a matter of either obeying or resisting an implicit "discursive policy"

(Foucault, 1972, p. 224)? My look to Foucault, then, has proven most fruitful through not

appropriation but critique, asking what his account of discourse needs for its anti

essentialism to indicate realistic possibilities for social change. The gaps in Foucault's theory,

I argue, stem from an abstracted notion of meaning, which cuts out how meaning is "real"

for agents (not about what is constructed).

To gear analysis to concrete understanding, Foucault's theory requires an account of

mediation, the material means by which the systemic forces that he describes are lived by
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social participants. This kind of analysis requires attention to what Ian Angus (2000b) calls

"the materiality of expressive forms" (p. 13). Since such materiality includes technology, it

may be more helpful to think of technology not as a kind of language, but as a fundamental

aspect of any expressive form (i.e., of any kind of language, in the metaphoric and literal

sense). Technology and meaning, therefore, are two aspects of the same communicative

process, an insight that provides this thesis with a foundational conception of what

technology is and how it must be thought to theorize user agency.

1.1 Interpretive Flexibility: An Implicit Discursive Account

STS's success in demystifying technology and its development-in opening the

"black-box"!" of technology-can be attributed in part to the social constructivist

perspective. Studies in the social construction of technology employ what is called the

principle of symmetry, which refuses to presuppose a fundamental distinction between true

and false statements, and successful and unsuccessful technologies. Its methodological

agnosticism frees SCOT from presuppositions concerning what defines a valid technology

and allows the approach to trace how the very definition of what counts as a functional

object comes to be (Pinch & Bijker, 1989). Such definition is determined through a process of

"struggle" between various social groups. The definition of what is functional does not

depend, SCOT shows us, on the "proper" application of engineering principles (i.e., these

13 This term will become an important for this thesis since it can refer to two different things. The term
"black-box" can refer to an artefact whose function is stable and self-evident (while its causal operations
hidden) but it can also refer to what appears before common sense when technology is thematized in
thought. "Black-box" in the first sense refers simply to a familiar object (or, as Heidegger would say, a
"ready-to-hand" object), whose "invisibility" is a normal part of practical activity. The second sense of
"black-box" refers to a narrow and therefore mistaken conceptualization of technology, which reduces our
familiar functional devices to what only experts can say about them. This narrow view makes technology
appear impenetrable to the user and therefore dissolves user agency. STS is helpful because such study sets
itself the task of "opening the black-box," showing technology's functions to be defined by not engineers but
various factions of society. What is left unclear in STS accounts is whether the black-box in the second sense
(i.e., technology = application of expert knowledge) is inevitable for users. A central concern for this thesis,
then, is to address what factors encourage common sense to see technology as largely freefrom the potentialof
interpretiveflexibility. If it were part of common sense that technology is flexible, would that not increase
flexibility? For the remainder of this thesis, the use of the term "black-box" will from now on refer to the
second sense 1 have defined above: a familiar object that is defined in terms unfamiliar to the user, based on
the assumption that the technology's definition can be traced only to what experts can say about it.
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principles are shown to be "underdetermining"), but on how whatever an artefact does

corresponds with the interests, values, and outlooks of different social groups. For SCOT,

technology is a social product rather than the application of fixed technical principles.

Technologies exhibit what Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker (1989) famously refer to as

"interpretive flexibility" (p. 42). In its early stages, a technical artefact will take different

forms, often simultaneously. Each form of the technology will be better suited to solving

different practical problems, which vary across social groups. It is not simply that a singular

artefact will be perceived differently by different people, but that these competing

perceptions of what the technology should do (i.e., what meaning it should have) have a

translation in the design variations of the technology itself (pAO).

In their well-known account of the bicycle's history, Pinch and Bijker (1989) show

that it was not technical imperative alone that brought forth what we know as a relatively

safe means of two-wheeled transportation. When it first appeared in the 19th century, the

bicycle appeared as variations of basically two forms (to oversimplify). The first form,

exemplified by the penny farthing, had a large front wheel and small back wheel, lending

itself to high speeds. The second, whose wheels were closer in size, allowed for safe

transportation. Each of these appealed to two different kinds of people. The penny farthing

appealed to macho sportsmen, who were interested in solving the problem of how to go as

fast as possible. The safety bicycle generally appealed to anyone who was interested in

getting around without spinning out of control. Clearly, the two social groups exhibit two

different frameworks of understanding whereby they saw the bike to work well. The design

that prevailed (as evidenced by the bicycles of today) is the one whose even-sized wheels

allowed for relative safe transportation. This is the design that shared a stronger bond with

its social environment, and, as such, the bike technology "stabilized" in this form, thereby

reaching "closure" on the previous uncertainty over what the bike should be (i.e., a speed

machine or safe mode of transportation?). SCOT thus demonstrates that technology cannot

be explained purely by technical logic; there was no technical constraint dictating that the

bike should be a safe means of transportation. Cultural and social relations instead prove to

be the primary dynamics shaping a technology's development.
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If technology is a carrier of content, as meaning translated in technical form,

language becomes the illuminating metaphor for technology studies' object of investigation.

SCOT, in other words, implies that technology is a discursive phenomenon. In many ways,

this linguistic metaphor works well to express what SCOT is trying to argue. Language, like

technology, operates by technical rules, in the form of syntax, but none of these rules can

fully determine what might be expressed. If they did, I could, for example, expect this entire

thesis to be considered nothing more than an exercise in obeying grammar rules, hardly an

inspiring task! What is more obvious about language-that expressed meaning is

underdetermined by technical principles -is less obvious in the case of technology, which is

why STS has its work cut out for it. With its application of the metaphor of language (as we

can see in the very word "interpretive flexibility") SCOT goes beyond the notion that

"technology is merely embedded in human affairs" (Kline & Pinch, 1996, p. 766). The

linguistic metaphor shows that technology is not simply a given object that can be assigned

meaning (i.e., something that can be represented by language), but how meaning is

dependent on and built out of a particular technical structure or configuration (like a

sentence or text).

That said, by applying the linguistic metaphor, STS appears to make meaning its

central object of analysis, the main social phenomenon to be understood. User agency,

therefore, can be defined as a kind of meaning intervention. The problem, however, is that the

concept of interpretive flexibility does not itself clarify how meaning works in society, how

meaning holds its sway, how it enrols subjects into participation with their social world, and

by what processes meaning is a terrain of struggle, as Michel Foucault (1972) puts it, "the very

object of man's conflicts" (p. 216).

Before looking to how an analysis of Foucault might supplement SCOT's thin

account of meaning, it is necessary to elaborate more clearly exactly why there is still space

for a theory of user agency within the STS debates concerning the social and cultural aspects

of technology.

21



1.2 Re-interpreting Interpretive Flexibility: Beyond Constructivism

As we have seen, STS presents an exit out of the mires of technological determinism

and widens the definition of what it means to be a relevant participant in technical

development. Actually, as any good social constructivist would point out, it is more accurate

to say that interpretive flexibility shows us that technology is inseparable from social

processes. This inseparability, however, creates a great deal of ambivalence within the body

of technology studies literature. One set of ambivalences centres on the extent to which the

social and the technical can be distinguished. This issue, in turn, raises other questions about

the extent to which technology is implicated in mechanisms of control and power. Sorting

out these ambivalences has a heavy bearing on why it is even important to theorize user

agency beyond what STS already tells us.

Deciding on interpretive flexibility's implications essentially comes down to a choice

between two theoretical alternatives: the concept either concludes what we can say about

technology or provides a basis for asking more questions about technology's consequences.

For "strong" social constructivists, interpretive flexibility means technology can be

understood only as a product of social processes. Technology's thorough integration with

society means technology's features exemplify contingency and therefore inherently escape

"real" definition. As Steve Woolgar (1991b) argues, interpretive flexibility precludes any

reliable reference to technology as a source of causality. In other words, technology's effects

are completely indeterminable (p. 31). Woolgar's argument can be traced back to his

assertion that the principle of symmetry must be applied reflexively to studies of technology

themselves; to see technology as a causal factor, he argues, means operating by some given

definition of what counts as a cause. Wool gar points out that, if it is to take the concept of

interpretive flexibility seriously, STS's primary task is to look at how definitions are socially

constructed, not to rely on them in the attempt to say anything about reality.

But Woolgar's call for self-reflexive application of the principle of symmetry plays a

dangerous epistemological game, as H.M. Collins and Steven Yearley (1992) point out:

clearly, if there is no fundamental difference (i.e., if there is complete symmetry) between
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what Woolgar says and what his opposing arguments say, Woolgar's own argument is

completely indeterminable, and, as such, "leads nowhere" (Collins & Yearley, 1992, p. 305).

What Collins and Yearley (1992) do not seem to address, however, is that their own

critique of reflexivity throws the very principle of symmetry into question. If the principle

should not be applied self-reflexively (but only to scientific facts and technological function),

does that not indicate that the principle is fundamentally flawed? As a kind of

methodological tool, symmetry enforces (rather than discovers) the tenet that technical and

scientific phenomena are reducible to social interaction. It leaves no way of sorting out what

is subject to social negotiation, what constrains this negotiation, and what, if anything, is

non-negotiable; the principle of symmetry simply makes the assumption that everything is the

result of such negotiation, and then its studies, seen through this lens, confirm the original

assumption. If social constructivism successfully undercuts technological determinism both

in lay and expert sensibilities, it is still important to ask whether this happens at the risk of

trading one kind of determinism (technological) for another (social or discursive)." The

assertion that all factors of "reality" are socially constructed, including subjectivity and

identity, carries an implication in line with the structuralist assertion that it is not individuals

who speak, but their language (or "sociotechnical system"?) that speaks them (Hawkes, 1977).

This hardly seems compatible with a theory of agency. A consequence is either a wild over

or underestimation of new possibilities in the meaning systems that condition social reality."

Coming from the point of view of the philosophy of technology, Langdon Winner

(1993) also critiques strong social constructivist's denial of technology's causal factors.

Winner argues that such a denial leaves the analysis with no way to detect what may be the

14 Michel Calion and Bruno Latour (1992) make a similar argument by pointing out that Collins and Yearley
remain caught in a vicious binary: the former point out that if it is not the laws of nature that explain the
truth statements of scientists and technologists, SSK and STS assert that it can only be social relations that
explain these statements. Actor-network theory, Calion and Latour's STS approach, attempts to overcome
the dualistic thinking underlying social constructivism with yet another symmetry: that between human
and non-human actors, which is geared to emphasizing how non-human factors playa role in what makes
social negotiation even possible. That said, the principle of generalized symmetry presents problems of its
own, leaving itself no way to talk about how human experience is different than that of artefacts. I return to
a critique of ANT in various places within this thesis.
IS See Footnote 26.
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"machinations of the powerful" (p. 369). To move past its weaknesses, social constructivism

might have to be comfortable with having some prior conception of what constitutes

domination (instead of assuming that the definition of "domination" can only be an upshot

of negotiation).

Do these critiques necessarily short-circuit social constructivist ideas, even if they do

undermine technological determinism? Well, the interpretation of interpretive flexibility is

itself flexible. For "milder" versions of social constructivism, the insight that technology

arises out of the dynamics of social processes does not erase the obvious-that "technologies

feed, clothe, and provide shelter for us ... " (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999, p. 3). Instead, for

this SCOT camp, technology is "shaped" by the social, an assertion that makes the question

concerning effects not completely indeterminable but defined in relation to social and

cultural contexts. Attention to real effects (instead of simply the social construction of effects)

is necessary if interpretive flexibility is to help with showing that the definition of .

"functional" is not exhausted by anyone technological manifestation. After all, how could

technologies be invested with interpretation if they had no real effects? The penny farthing

was actually dangerous and this is why it was not seen to be functional by those who wanted

to get around without hurting themselves." Philip Brey (1997) therefore points out the

notion of interpretive flexibility need not present any inherent methodological defect-it does

not imply that the principle of symmetry should be ruthless, doubting every instance of

reality-and STS's compatibility with the philosophy of technology depends rather on

widening the analytical scope to include political and normative concerns.

But, aside from issues of methodology, would it not be more accurate to say that

interpretive flexibility, if taken seriously, inherently speaks of the political nature of

technology? If it is the product of competing interpretations, does that not mean

technological design is invested with the interests of social groups? How can it be taken for

granted that these interests do not come at the expense of other social groups? Also coming

16 Sure, if analysts wanted to, they could chase a spectre of a white rabbit down the spiralling hole of
symmetry; the notion of "dangerous" and "hurt" might very well be socially constructed, but what about
the notion of "death-by-bicycle"? Is this not a real possibility in relation to how people will decide which

bike is best for them?
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out of philosophy of technology, Andrew Feenberg's (1995, 1999,2002) critical theory of

technology centralizes questions about power with a focus on the nature of rationality

(which I return to in Chapter 2). He draws on interpretive flexibility as a way to talk about

not only how technology, far from neutral, has the potential to support forms of social

domination (1999, p. 80), but also how a more humane society could have a technical basis.

Dystopic visions of early philosophies of technology, Feenberg (1999) argues, are no longer

helpful (p. 15). The notion of interpretive flexibility, because it opens a door for conceiving

how users can shape technology, points to new possibilities for modern life. But this also

means that understanding the relationship between technology and society cannot end at

stabilization, which is where the social constructivist story often ends." The very insight that

technologies emerge out of a process of competing interpretations prompts the question of

what kinds of social, political, and cultural formations technologies subsequently come to

constitute.

A factor characterizing these formations, I argue, is how social agents view their

relationship to technology. As I have already stated, if technocratic outlooks and

technological determinism pervade these formations, these views legitimate the conception

that ordinary users' "naturally" have no way of acting on the process of technical

development. If technology is an object of interpretation, why then does it ever appear to be

nothing more than a category of human-made objects that provide neutral, rational solutions

to practical problems? The notion of the stabilized technology seems self-evident enough,

but why, then, if interpretive flexibility is to undo the self-evident appearance of technology,

does the concept not explain why a technology appears as a neutral "thing" when it is not? Is

it really because interpretive flexibility simply disappears (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003)? Is

such disappearance inevitable or itself the product of a social construction, an "effect of

truth" (Foucault, 1980, p. 118)? When reading SCOT accounts of technology, it is easy to get

the feeling that once a technology reaches closure, which is defined by Pinch and Bijker

17 Trevor Pinch (1996) acknowledges this weakness, and points out that there is nothing about the concept of
interpretive flexibility that prevents study of technology after stabilization. But my question is, how do such
studies go beyond asserting that flexibility is possible again after stabilization? What specifically, makes

interpretive flexibility possible after stabilization?
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(1989) as the :"disappearance' of problems" (p. 44), the technology satisfies the majority of

social participants as well as can be. But what if the technology continues to create problems

that are ignored in the name of "rationality" (hence Winner's critique)? Can we say that

interpretive flexibility vanishes because practical problems have been solved (or is it that

problems have been silenced, perhaps even behind the backs of those holding the "losing"

interpretations)?

My point is that STS needs a more nuanced definition of "black-box." Clearly, the

celebration of technological determinism by technocracy is itself a kind of interpretation of

technology that attempts to shut down interpretation, except for its own, which claims to

deliver an external and eternal truth. And it is a claim supported all too well by the black

box. It follows then that the very mode of dominant technical practices and the design of

artefacts' practical functioning appear to authenticate technocracy, a process Feenberg (1999)

calls "technocratic legitimation" (p. 102-103), a discourse that constructs the relation between

people and their tools. But, more importantly, such legitimation is a political manoeuvre

largely because it appears apolitical, providing an inarguable rational basis for the power

asymmetry between experts and non-experts, managers and workers, designers and users,

and between winning interpretations and losing ones.

The "opening of the black-box," therefore, may be better served it if pays attention

also to how interpretive flexibility is opened up or shut down in the very process of social

interaction. What I am saying here is that social constructivism seems to miss that, if

technological development exhibits interpretive flexibility, there is a possibility for

interpretations to bury this j1exibilitlj itself. SCOT does not seem to acknowledge how the

potential for social agents' recognition of interpretive flexibility might be cut off by certain

powers (namely, social constructions of rationality that say there is no such thing as

interpretive flexibility when it comes to knowledge). Without attention to how interpretive

flexibility can itself minimize or maximize the potential for interpretive flexibility, SCOT

seems to say that user agency is a natural part of technological development. In sum, what

SCOT does not fully address is that user agency is a variable- not a given-in the character of
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modem life. Clearly, a theory ofuser agency, then, must aim to be more than a rephrasing of

social constructivism with simply a particular focus.

One reason interpretive flexibility has not yet gone much further than affirm that

users can be "agents of technological change" (Kline & Pinch, 1996; Oudshoom & Pinch,

2003) is that SCOT's central concept does not clarify how interpretation actually works and

by what mechanism certain interpretations dominate over others. What interpretive

windows allow users to re-open the black-box to redefine it? What barriers stand in the way?

Such questions need a way to examine how established technologies, in their very

functioning, position subjects in such a way so as to limit their view into possible

interpretations."

The extent to which a society's individuals can influence technical directions stands

as an important mark of how well that society's technology supports a wide range of social,

human, and environmental interests. But, agency is not simply a measure of technological

democratization. It is also its possibility. How, then, can user's destabilize the meaning

systems that "construct" their subordinate role in technological design? Here is where

Foucault's discourse theory, or a critique thereof, may help.

1.3 Technology, Subjugated Knowledges, and Anti-Essentialism

As we have seen, SCOT shows that those encountering a new technology draw off

differentframeworks of understanding that shape competing conceptions of what works well. It

may, therefore, be helpful to conceive of these different terrains of sense-making as sets of

"discourses," which, as the work of Foucault has shown, are not simply sets of utterances,

but the conditions that make certain utterances (but also practices) and not others intelligible

18 This is a big task, so my primary focus for this thesis is limited to investigating what I see as a principle
barrier to user agency in modem society: the essentializing of technology in thought. A wider
consciousness, where the idea of a black-box is absurd even for a stabilized technology (where users and
designers know that there are always other possibilities) is a condition, I argue, for increased user agency
and therefore the democratization of technology.
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and true.'? In Pinch and Bijker's (1989) history of the bike, for example, the statement "the

penny farthing is functional" would not make good sense to those users who were interested

in getting around safely; the statement would, however, make perfect sense to those

sportsmen who were interested in going as fast as possible. This is because the conditions of

intelligibility are based on a specific set of meaningful interests and problems to be solved by

the bike. Technology development can therefore be understood as a strugglebetween different

discourses that attempt to circumscribe and stabilize function through a translation of

meaning. Once this circumscription happens, the technology stabilizes and becomes self

evident; it becomes a dominant discourse.

1.3.1 Discursive Struggle: Erasure of Interpretive Flexibility

How, then, is it helpful to look at the development of a technology as discursive

struggle in the Foucauldian sensei'-" One reason is that Foucault looks at the mechanisms

and procedures that establish dominant discourses, providing some complexity missing in

SCOT. Foucault is especially preoccupied with the role of specialized knowledge in the

functioning of institutions in modern society and how this role of knowledge is caught up in

a system of normalization, which, to Foucault, can (in part) be thought of as a system of

dominant discourses.

In Discipline and Punish, for example, Foucault (1995) aims not simply to trace the

modern penal system's move from public torture to hidden incarceration. He looks at how

the operations of formal knowledge pursuits such as criminology provided "the mechanism

of legal punishment with a justifiable hold not only on offences, but on individuals; not only

19 This idea that technology represents a kind of discourse is similar to Bijker's (1989) concept of a
"technological frame." His definition shows he too implicitly relies on an implicit linguistic metaphor: "The
technological frame of raj social group structures this attribution of meaning by providing, as it were, a
grammar for it" (p. 172). Essentially, like Foucault's notion of discourse, a technological frame operates by a
set of "rules" that determine what is intelligible, what can and cannot be "said," etc. In a way, discourse and
"frame" refer to limits on thought. But, unlike Foucault, Bijker does not discuss how these limits are

conditioned by the meaning (technical) knowledge holds for social groups.
20 Foucauldian and poststructuralist traces within STS (particularly within ANT) have been acknowledged
before- see, for example, Jensen (2004) and Law (1992, 2003) - but my point here is to recapture some of the
critical aspects of Foucault's theory that clarify the conditions of modern agency.
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on what they do, but also on what they are" (p. 18). Knowledge's implication with practices

of control is not simply a matter of a powerful body (the courts) employing experts to

expedite the task of determining guilt or innocence. Power is a condition of the very

procedures that produce knowledge (Foucault, 1980, p. 51-52), such as defining a domain of

objects and producing "official" truth statements about them (discourse is one of

knowledge's procedures). In a way, power-as-knowledge brings forth what and who exists by

the way it provides a kind of lens onto the world (Andersen, 2003, P: 11). This production

comes about not because power is a substantive force (something a "knower" or institution

has) but a differential relation" (Gordon, 1980, p. 236) between different subject positions

and between objects (including those that have come to count as objects and those that do

not). The procedures of knowledge, which involve an administered one-way gaze, can move

beyond the official disciplinary apparatus, but, in a way, these procedures bring discipline

along with them, inserting its form into a myriad of social relationships: "We are in the

society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge... it is on them that the

universal reign of the normative is based" (Foucault, 1995, p. 304). The circulation of

power/knowledge has immense institutional support, but also descends to the "capillaries"

of society, penetrating actions and behaviours even at the most micro-level, in a "net-like

organisation" (Foucault, 1980, p. 98). It is as though the modern emphasis on knowledge and

administration makes subjects ready and willing to become objects of an unseen "knower"

even outside the context of the panoptic prison and official research.

Pinch and Bijker (1989) do not discuss the special force of official knowledge in the

process of technology's stabilization, which might explain why this stabilization seems to

happen somewhat naturally. But, clearly, once a technology's design becomes dominant, it

becomes the object that engineers subsequently develop, improve, and explain. The

stabilization of a technology is really its institutionalization. As such, the (informal)

discursive struggle over what counts as "functional" (the struggle that marks interpretative

21 For an example of how Foucauldian ideas about power show up in the seeds of actor-network theory, see
Latour (1986).
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flexibility) can be seen as conditioned'? by forces that work to define what becomes the

domain of official knowledge, what the technical disciplines ordain as a technology's "real"

properties, relegating everything else (such as a losing design) to the realm of "false

properties." The discursive struggle over a technology's function, thus, has another powerful

facet: the"official" inscription of what counts as the definition of technology itself.

Foucault (1972) identifies this inscribed distinction between truth and falsity, an

exclusionary division governing the human "will to knowledge," as one of the fundamental

procedures of modern discourse (p. 218). To observe how these distinctions are made,

Foucault too uses a kind of methodological principle of symmetry:

Now I believe that the problem does not consist in drawing the line between
that in a discourse which falls under the category of scientificity or truth, and
that which comes under some other category, but in seeing historically how
effects of truth are produced within discourses which in themselves are
neither true nor false. (Foucault, 1980, p.1l8)

That said, there is a difference between Foucault's use of symmetry and that of strong social

constructivists. His point is not simply to assert that truth claims are negotiated. He goes one

step further to show that the negotiation strives for a particular kind of social asymmetry

(hence the power-knowledge dyad), which is achieved by modern practices of sketching out

"a schema of possible, observable, measurable and classifiable objects" (Foucault, 1972, p.

218). This schema speaks of the modern intolerance of uncertainty, of hostility toward

anything like interpretive flexibility of facts and artefacts. If it is seen through the lens of this

schema, technology becomes a "neutral" set of rational means, the application of science,

and a formal structure with causal properties. Official knowledge shines a narrow but

22 I use this somewhat vague terminology because discourses that struggle to define what counts as a viable
working object (what SCOT discusses) and the discourses that struggle over the real definition of technology
(which I draw off Foucault to highlight) are not quite the same thing. Proposing precisely how the two kinds
of discourses interact might risk oversimplifying the relation between the realm of use and the realm of
expertise; my point here is to point out how expert discourse represents a special kind of force in interaction
with the "relevant social groups" that compete over what counts as a working object. The main idea here is
to identify how a technology's interpretive flexibility may be constrained by the modern brand of "will to
knowledge" (Foucault, 1972, p. 218) and that this conditioning is important, I argue, to understanding the
"social construction of technology." Without an account of the power of knowledge, the SCOT account may
be somewhat skewed.
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powerful spotlight of certainty on technology; it de-contextualizes technology, showing it to

be an object only someone with a privileged gaze can understand. Although Foucault's

studies are concerned with the human sciences, which make humans its object of study and

therefore assign them a subordinate subject position, it is possible to see official discourses

about technology perform a similar maneuver: those without official technical knowledge

are positioned so that they cannot provide "valid" technical statements. Of course, if

technology, whether stabilized or not, is only what experts can say about it, it is no wonder it

becomes a black-box:" the incalculable social meaning (including values and interests) that it

translates falls away from the dominant discourse that defines what a technology is. In

stabilization, the technology's meaning becomes normalized, but it also becomes normalized

as meaning-free.

My point here in exploring technology development as discursive struggle is to

identify the discursive power/knowledge forces that are peculiar to modern sensibilities and

practices, including those of users. These forces too are part of the social construction of

technology, but ones that work all interpretive flexibility itself, burying it in ways that

perhaps cannot be explained simply by the "disappearance of problems" that Pinch and

Bijker refer to. A stabilized, familiar technology is one thing, but an impenetrable black-box,

made as 'black" as possible by power-knowledge forces is another. Such forces have the

power to minimize the participation of social groups in technology's development and re

development. And since technology is not simply a collection of artefacts in some laboratory

but active everywhere, such minimization, therefore, reinforces social asymmetries; the

banishment of uncertainty works all to well for those who benefit from certain truths and

"rational functions."24

24 I'm not trying to say that all certainty necessarily equals domination (and neither would Foucault, it seems,
as he insists that power does not necessarily imply repression and oppression, but can be "productive"), but
that the obsession with certainty can work in the favour of certain forms of domination, particularly modem
ones, that work best if they appear neutral and rational. The task, however, as I will show below, is how to
distinguish between knowledge-as-productive and knowledge-as-domination, on which Foucault is
extremely vague.
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1.3.2 Subjugation and the Possibility for Agency

How can we define user agency with this expanded view of struggles that shape

technology? Clearly, one of the barriers to users re-opening the black-box is the mechanisms of

knowledge, which, as Foucault shows, penetrate individuals' social understanding to the core.

The procedures of knowledge are woven into the fabric of modern social meaning. One

reason I look to Foucault's ideas is that he tries to conceive how social agents can act on the

social meaning system not from some exteriority but from within the system. For Foucault,

social agents do not (and cannot) free themselves from the "nets" of their social condition

before acting on it. Modern power is not attached to some identifiable sovereign but

circulates as a constraint on and "within" individuals even in the absence of an authority

figure. Modern power, for Foucault, inserts itself into the very way individuals interact with

their world.

Foucault's take on this condition of the modern social subject does not make it easy

to identify exactly who or what should be the target of resistance, and, in that sense,

demands careful answers to what effective critique and agency are (Fraser, 1981, p. 272). His

ideas about power/knowledge may be appropriate, however, for theorizing user agency

because power cannot be easily traced to a singular agent in a technological world. The

design of objects and our environment shapes individuals' action and enrols them into the

system without making them feel like they are obeying or confronting authority. The source

of control is diffused via micro-mechanisms that span the system as whole, thus reducing

the salience of the interacting forces. For example, if the function of a technology exemplifies

official knowledge, its technical imperatives set a legitimized standard, which, as the

definition of "standard" implies, demands a particular organization of social roles. A

manager's power comes about through a prior configuration of hierarchical relations rather

than something that he or she inherently "has" and then exerts over others. Technology is

integral to such relational configurations that work to support the system as a whole.
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If users are to be conceived of "agents of technological change," it makes sense, then,

to think of them as already shaped by technologies." Agency therefore must be conceived of in

relation to mechanisms of technocratic control, a seizing of the subversive potentialities

within the system itself. Thefact that subjects' areconstituted by thesystem must, in otherwords,

beconceived as the very possibility of agency. This, however, needs some further qualification to

avoid reducing agents to their social roles (i.e., to the positions discourse assigns them),

which can lead to either over- or under-estimating" agents' capacity to effect change.

25 A fixed subject-object distinction, in other words, is not helpful for thinking about agency. If a user is
thought as a "person-plus-technology," analysis risks employing the very same presupposition of the
technological neutralist, asserting that the user and the technology each have some prior and determining
essence. Latour (1994) critiques this mistake with his example of what happens when a person picks up a
gun. To understand the possible actions in that situation, it is not helpful to refer to the independent essence
of the subject holding the gun. Such an independent essence does not have a gun and therefore does not
have the capacity to shoot anyone. A person becomes something different with a glm in hand, so looking only to
his or her prior essence risks missing the very possibility of being shot!
26 As fascinating and daring as they are, some anti-essentialist social theories run the risk of over-estimating
the possibility for social change (unlike Foucault, whose anti-essentialism, I think, risks falling into a
deterministic trap, as I explain in the remainder of this chapter) because they leave their theories insensitive
to the different factors that constrain meaning: in trying to look for why social change is possible, anti
essentialism often ends up saying that anything and everything is possible. Examples may include the
theories of Donna Haraway (2004) and Judith Butler (1990). The latter's feminist strategy tries to show how
the originary category of "sex," conceived as biologically anchored in the body, is already an effect of a
particular set of discursive and cultural practices. Butler recommends new gender "performances" to expose
the constructed-ness and variability of gender: cross-dressing, for example, is subversive in the way that it
demonstrates that a person's gender (which encompasses sex) is an effect of an expression, and not the other
way around. Haraway's cyborg represents a new social identity formed through the encounter with
technology; any change in a meaningful body (whether it be a human body, a machine body, or a collective
body) is constitu ted by new linkages between meanings. For both Bu tier's and Haraway's theories, nothing
constrains gender except for discourse, which, in turn, consists of only "unstable" relations. John Law's
(2003) description of actor-network theory (ANT), prevalent in STS, discusses ANT's basis on the same anti
essentialist principles: "Entities take their form and acquire their attributes as a result of their relations with
other entities. In this scheme of things entities have no inherent qualities... , A consequence is that
everything is uncertain and reversible, at least in principle. In this scheme of things entities have no inherent
qualities" (p. 2-3). The problem with these theories is that, by reducing everything to relations, they imply
that there is infinite variability in the social field, leaving themselves with no way to discuss what constrains
these relations. Everything is left up to contingency and therefore anything is possible, which is not helpful
for social critique: not only would such presuppositions miss very real barriers to change, but also wash
away the ethicalnecessity for new relations to arise. If the necessity for change is simply a measure of
instability in the original relational configurations, then there is a conflation of the possibility of variability
with an ethical imperative (the reason for the change). As I argue in the footnote above, looking at entities in
terms of their relations in context is necessary for analysis, but relations are not everything. Saying so is
itself an essentialist move.
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Foucault (1980) sees modern agency happening as what he calls the "insurrection of

subjugated knowledges" (p. 81). These knowledges, representing the subjectivities

subordinated by the dominant, official discourses, "have been buried and disguised in a

functionalist coherence or formal systemisation" (p. 81). They are "naive knowledges,

located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the required level of cognition or scientificity...

a particular, local ... differential knowledge" (p. 82). Subjugated knowledges are the lay

perspectives under the exertion of the knowledge-power complex. These knowledges arise

only in concrete situations; they are spontaneous and experiential, grasped (though not

formally) by those who know what it feels like to be watched, studied, even silenced by the

rational territories of sense-making that privilege the obscure language of science. The

knowledge-power complex's intolerance of uncertainty instates asymmetrical knowledge

practices, but this complex cannot fully contain or capture the field within which it does its

work. Subjugated knowledges are not bound by systematic methods or formulas; as such,

these knowledges are open to the messy, flexible, uncertain, situational aspects of human

actions and interactions. Subjugated knowledges grasp the unintended effects and

weaknesses of official knowledge. Held by ordinary people, ordinary users, whose

subordinate position" gives them a special view, subjugated knowledge captures what

official knowledge is alone incapable of knowing about itself. "Ordinary" perspectives offer a

source of a special kind of effective resistance and change, representing the dominant

system's instability: "It is through the re-appearance of this knowledge, of these local

popular knowledges, these disqualified knowledges, that criticism performs its work"

(Foucault, 1980, p. 82).

According to Foucault, the re-appearance of subjugated knowledge throws the self

assurance of knowledge regimes into question, showing them not as the conduits of truth,

,7 In his discussion of "Walking in the City," Michel de Certeau (1984) offers an example that demonstrates

the difference between official and subjugated knowledges: those who roam the streets might encounter or
even paint the "calligraphies that howl" on the surfaces of buildings erected by meticulous plans. Here he

refers to the way graffiti transforms "the rigid and contrived territories" (p. 102) of urban space: the city

built by a plan and the city experienced in practice are two different things that the plan of the official
knowledge could never control nor capture. For more on how de Certeau's ideas about "strategies and
tactics" -which are influenced by Foucault- may have relevance for user agency, see Feenberg (1999, P:
112-113).
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but conduits of power that have the "effects of truth." The critique made possible by

subjugated knowledges reintroduces uncertainty-the interpretive flexibility of facts and

artefacts-over which official knowledge carries so much anxiety. The insurrection of

subjugated knowledges has the potential to adjust the divisions between reason and folly,

and truth and falsity that Foucault (1972) identifies as fundamental to the production of

discourse (p. 216). The insurrection, in other words, has potential to change the terms of the

dominant discourses within modern society.

In the technical sphere, this insurrection qualifies as the re-opening of the black-box:

it is not only the re-appearance of problems." but makes explicit the limits of technical

knowledge, putting its authority over the realm of users into question.

1.3.3 Genealogy: Exposing the Tyranny of Discourse

Before I move to identifying the theoretical issues that need to be addressed in the

endeavour to envision lithe insurrection of subjugated knowledges," here's a recap of the

two main points that I want to draw from Foucault's discourse theory: (1) the powerful

effects of official knowledge discourses contribute to the formation of the black-box,

shielding the technology's potential for interpretive flexibility from users' view, and (2) the

fact that subjects are constituted by their sociotechnical system is a condition for user agency.

Clearly, by arguing that both these ideas are helpful, I am also arguing for an anti-

28 Kline and Pinch (1996) discuss the way farmers re-invoked the interpretive flexibility of the automobile in
the early 20th century first by trying to bar it from country roads and then by putting it to new and
interesting uses, such as making it an energy source (acting like a generator). Kline and Pinch show how
subjugated knowledges, when voiced, can bring to light the unexpected effects and possibilities that
designers of the car could never have known. Designers and manufacturers (official knowledge holders),
however, saw the farmers' new applications as irrational, and tried to reassert their official and rational
status by eliminating the farmers' practices through introducing new products that solve the problem of
energy (p. 793). The subjugated knowledge of the farmers shaped that of the manufacturers-but a question
here remains: is there really a power shift and thus real agency on the part of the farmers? The case study
points to the importance of the subjugated position but just how much agency did users have if the system
just ends up shaping their actions for the benefit of those already in power?
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essentialist theory of technology." At the same time, such a theory needs to ask how is it

possible to conceive of a subject that is at once constituted, culturally and discursively

formed, but also has a grounded identity that is at stake in the subject's interests. Without

such a stake there is no basis for resistance. Let us see how Foucault would answer my

question. It helps to look at his place within the discursive turn and into the assumptions

underlying his ideas.

In the history of the human and social sciences, the need for an adequate theorization

of meaning's role in society comes about in part because of the peculiar epistemological

situation of these sciences, a situation in which humans pursue a study of themselves. Unlike

the natural sciences, the human sciences have the task of (objectively) understanding

(subjective) human expressions, the process Wilhelm Dilthey terms Verstehen (Bleicher, 1980,

p. 26). A major methodological debate concerning this task of the human sciences occurs

between hermeneutics and structuralism (Levi-Strauss, 1970). The first, concerned with

interpretation, focuses on elucidating a process mediated by a subject that internalizes

meaning manifested in symbolic form. Structuralist analysis, committed to objective social

scientific investigation, analyzes the structuring principles of sign systems that operate

independently from a speaking or understanding subject. From the perspective of

structuralist semiotics, the possibility for the objective study of symbolic forms requires a

"de-centring" of the subject, accomplished by a shift of focus to the permanent laws of the

linguistic system (the synchronic level) that underlie anyone statement in time (the

diachronic level).

Foucault's approach attempts to surpass what he saw as problems with both

structuralism and hermeneutics (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. xix). For Foucault,

structuralism tries too much to emulate science and assumes that meanings' governing

principles are independent, objective aspects of reality. On the other hand, he also argues

that hermeneutics, which relies on a phenomenological notion of a unified subject, gets into

2Y A critique of technocracy can be cast as a question that critical anti-essentialist theories ask of certain facts:
who has a stake in "this truth" or "technical rationale as an inarguable standard"? Who has a stake in "this"
definition of a technology's function? A certain critique of essentialism is clearly necessary to confound
domination through technology-it shows how things can be different no matter how things may appear.
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trouble by assuming there is some deeper level of meaning to get at. At what point, Foucault

asks, is there no deeper, truer meaning (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. xix)? Rejecting the

notion that reality is more than meets the eye, Foucault starts with re-conceiving the subject

as an effect of the system, tied to its relations within the social field and the practices and

discourses that set up these relations. Foucault thus concedes with structuralism that there

needs to be a de-centring of the subject, not to emulate science, but to ask how the notion of

an autonomous subject comes about (Gordon, 1980, p.237). Foucault departs from both

structuralism and hermeneutics by arguing that nothing is more fundamental than

appearances (Andersen, 2003, p. 2). Again, there are no truths about subjects and objects to

be discovered. There are only "effects of truth" (which imply effects of power) and the task

of social analysis is to ask how such effects have come about, that is, how truths have been

constructed, not how they have an origin.

If truths are constructed rather than simply elaborated, they are better thought to

have a multifarious line of descent (like a family tree). Borrowing from Nietzsche, Foucault

(1984) employs the method of "genealogy" to trace these historical lines, which do not follow

some rational, predetermined path, but involve heterogeneous elements, "the accidents, the

minute deviations-or conversely, the complete reversals-the errors, the false appraisals,

and the faulty calculations that continue to exist and have value for us" (p. 81). Such

elements come into view when genealogy looks at how discourses overcame discontinuities,

failures, and mistakes eventually to gain the power to uncover what appears to be

foundational in the present" (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. 105). Genealogy shows that what

looks like origins to be unearthed and interpreted are "only masks, appeals to unity"

(Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p.107), a fabricated effect of the institutional practices of power.

Since no truth is an innocent representation of reality but always a force against

contenders, genealogy represents, for Foucault, a method of critique, an activity aligned with

resistance. "Genealogy ... seeks to re-establish the various systems of subjugation: not the

30 In many ways, Pinch and Bijkers (1989) history of the bicycle can be seen as a kind of genealogy, showing
technological development not as a singular line of development to what is now a "successful tool," but a
host problems and solutions whose definition varied across social groups.
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anticipatory power of meaning, but the hazardous play of dominations" (Foucault, 1984, p.

83). Genealogy stands in theservice of subjugated knowledges, and by giving them voice once

again, exposes "the tyranny of globalizing discourses" (Foucault, 1980, p. 83). Genealogy

opens the black-box of all those meanings and truths we take for granted in the present.

1.3.4 The Reduction to Discourse and the Missing Agent

How, then, does Foucault answer my question raised above: how is it possible to

conceive of a subject that is at once constituted, socially and discursively formed, but also

has a grounded identity at stake in the subject's interests? In a word, Foucault's ideas resist

this question. Genealogy must assume that everything we know and understand is an effect

of an insidious power play. As such, Foucault would assert that there is no such thing as

"grounded identity" or "interests." Reminding oneself of this agnosticism of the genealogical

method is puzzling, especially given Foucault's recurrent diatribes against historical

knowledge procedures. Surely, if Foucault argues that the effects of truth involve

"domination" and "tyranny," he must be working with some idea of what injustice is. Or is

his own sense of injustice too an effect of truth? This question signals two ambiguities in

Foucault.

The first ambiguity, clearly, has to do with genealogy's present-yet-absent normative

position (Fraser, 1981). Clearly, genealogy frees the analyst from dogmatic presuppositions,

opening a wider view of modern knowledge. Genealogy carries no anxiety over finding

silenced uncertainties or even invasive and coercive practices. At the same time, however,

without some normative position, the genealogist has no way to decipher between

"productive" power and "violent power." Is there a difference at all? If not, what is the point

of seeing power as a condition of knowledge? Is it just to say that only differential relations

account for the appearance of any positive identity, any truth statement? If it is, then we are

back to the problem of reflexivity: if Foucault asserts that any compelling statement (which

he no doubt hopes to make) requires power, i.e., some differential (asymmetrical relation),

he cannot avoid implying that his intellectual contribution is a result of his privileged

position-that is, unless, of course he can somehow (arbitrarily) convince the rest of us that

he is exempt from the same power conditions he identifies. Clearly, if Foucault cannot even
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stand up to his own critique, the future of knowledge can do little to evaluate itself (and the

ugly face of determinism begins to betray itself once again ... ).

A way out of this shifty moral ground might be indicated by looking at the second

ambiguity I see in Foucault. Recall Foucault's rejection of hermeneutics. He sees the

obsession with interpretation as an obsession with an illusion since, as a method, it cannot

realistically decide the final ground of its interpretations; therefore, in interpretive practice,

"the only limits are those arbitrarily imposed" (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. 107). But to

make this critique, Foucault (apparently without his notice) must presuppose a difference

between (false) interpretation and "reality," which is the very mistake he argues depth

hermeneutics makes by supposing there is something beyond appearances. That is, he

essentially ends up faulting the practice of interpretation for not being able to shed itself of its

interpretive-ness, for not being able to escape its (arbitrary) human perspective. But it is

Foucault's entire project to show that it is impossible, even for science, to escape such

perspective. In other words, he critiques hermeneutics for not being able to achieve what he

says is impossible.

Clearly, genealogy exhibits some slippage. For Foucault, "subjects emerge on a field

of battle and play their roles, there and there alone. The world is not a play which simply

masks a truer reality that exists behind the scenes. It is as it appears. This is the profundity of

the genealogist's insight" (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p.109). So, on the one hand, discourse

arranges the world, constructs intelligible categories and objects, provides subjects with a

sense of truth and falsity, but on the other hand, by "uncovering" the development of this

construction, Foucault concludes there is nothing beyond the terms of representation. It

seems Foucault's insight that discourses construct a kind of reality, when followed through,

reverses and brings him back to showing how we have all somehow confused expression

with reality-but this is the very critique essentialist arguments make against the discursive

turn! In trying to flee from this trap and assert there is nothing deeper than discursive

constructions, Foucault does not acknowledge that meanings would not work if they

appeared purely constructed. According to his model, this constructed-ness needs to stay

"hidden" for dominant discourses to have their sway. So if this constructed-ness is what
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genealogy brings forth, or "uncovers," it cannot simultaneously assert that everything "is as

it appears."

The problem here is that, despite what the term "insurrection of subjugated

knowledges" implies, Foucault's anti-essentialism somewhat discounts people's real

experience of their social world, including technology. Clearly, Foucault commits a

methodological move that misses part of the story of discourse: he looks in on discursive

systems from the outside. This leaves Foucault without any sense of how, as social agents go

about daily life, they experience the reality of, not the construction of, the meanings that

coordinate their social participation. Secondly, if subjects recognize meaning as constructed,

they must have some ground for self-reflexivity. Social participants must be able to ask why

certain truths are taken for granted (i.e., whether they are the result of construction) and

whether these truths could incorporate their own, subjugated knowledge. If this capacity for

self-reflexivity is itself a constructed effect of the system, this is somewhat like saying that

subjects are reducible to their social roles. However, if this capacity for self-reflexivity is

instead built into the very structure of subjects' understanding of their social world,

identities can never be entirely exhausted by the way discourses position them. If this

positioning becomes intolerable for subjects, they havegroundsfor social critique. Foucault's

genealogy can only retain a normative framework if it privileges the experience and

perspective of individuals themselves, but this would contradict his insistence on "de

centring the subject." How might such re-centring be possible without a fall-back into the

essentialism Foucault is trying to escape?

First it is worth asking if he really escapes this essentialism. Foucault's denial of the

substance or "reality" of meaning bears a striking similarity to the way official knowledge

cuts out the validity of individuals' understanding and experience of their (real) world. This

unfortunate parallel suggests that, for the purposes of theorizing user agency, it is not only

technology but also discourse that needs to be re-thought. The problem with Foucault's notion

of discourse is that is makes the (essentialist) mistake of taking an abstracted, de-contexiualized

aspect of a process for the wholeprocess. Whereas technocratic outlooks reduce technology to
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its meaning-free, scientific properties, Foucault reduces the organization of reality to the

scouted-out, albeit constructed, territory of power/knowledge (discourse).

The missing aspect in Foucault's theory is that of mediation, of how the part (the

social agent) and the social whole are brought together, how the dynamics of the space "in-

between" subjects position them in a particular way to render experiences that cannot be

thought apart from understanding. If this process had no material mediation, it would be a

space defined only by what official knowledge defines as intelligible, which is only a

conceptual space (and this is the space Foucault works with). Meaning is never conceptual or

spontaneous but involves a medium, which is not only constrained by relations but by its

materiality/physicality." It poses resistances that shape the social and cultural context which

constrain official knowledge and discourses.

This emphasis on materiality can inform the STS application of the metaphor of

language to technology. Thinking of technology (a kind of materiality) as discourse, which is

only an abstraction, provides a limited view. Technology, rather, must be thought of as

fundamental to meaning: technology is a process of enactedsocial being put into play through

an artefact. Pinch and Bijker's bicycle not only "expresses" a social value (such as safety) that

makes sense according to a prior social understanding, but the very technology enables

subjects to enact what "relative safe travel" means; it makes the meaning and therefore also

the understanding of it operative-this process of mediation is how the meaning of "relative

safe travel" becomes shared understanding. Technology therefore represents not simply

discourse but something more fundamental, what Ian Angus (2000b) calls "'making

common,' 'being in contact with,' 'establishing and maintaining participation" (p. 63).

In other words, all technologies can be thought of as communication media.

31 In terms of technology, attention to its materiality is important. Although technology can be understood as
socially constructed, this does not mean there is no constraint on what it can do and therefore on the
interpretations of it. A strategy of resistance must begin with foregrounding the effect technology has on
human life but must also stay rooted in the realistic possibilities for change. Clearly, arguing that gasoline
works well as a fuel purely because of its social construction would not only be unintelligible to the public

but offers no alternatives. It is easy here to see Winner's point about the complicity of social constructivism.
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1.4 Conclusion

This chapter traces the implicit discursive roots of STS's notion of interpretive

flexibility. On some level, its comparison of technology to language highlights the (false)

barriers to user agency that technological determinism erects with its commitment to an

essentialist technology. Regardless of how explicit STS theorists may be about their critical

stance, their implicit application of the metaphor of language to technology provides a

valuable opening for a social critique of technology; the metaphor shows that technical

design is not the fulfilment of some independent technical law but a kind of "translation" of

a social group's interpretation of what a technology should be and what needs and values it

should fulfil. If technology is like a kind of language, then new "expressions" are possible.

But, to theorize these possibilities, this implicit linguistic model needs a more explicit

account of social meaning. In the pursuit to offer a start to this elaboration, this chapter

traces STS's affinity to Foucauldian discourse theory, which emphasizes relations, system,

and instability.

But Foucault's highly influential and remarkable theory-in the pursuit to "de

ontologize" social phenomena, to interrogate how certain knowledge questions become

possible-loses the perspective of the subject and thus has no means to suggest a normative

critique by which domination and subjugation can be discerned.

The critique shows that something is missing, a gap that STS has an opportunity to

fill and thereby deepen the intellectual and philosophical history out of which it grows. That

is, the object of STS's own discipline can give the metaphor of language more dimension,

contributing back to the discursive turn instead of simply importing the turn's tenets

unchanged, providing a genuine break from the paradoxes that result from reducing social

phenomena, including technology, to discourse.

In the next chapter, I examine these paradoxes and their history more deeply,

looking at how they can be exited with the notion that meaning and technology are

abstractions of the same concrete process.
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Chapter 2:
The Search for Meaning and Reason in Modernity

The last chapter looks at how SCOT, with its concept of interpretive flexibility, can

contribute to a theory of user agency by demonstrating empirically how technology, like a

language, constitutes meaning. User agency, then, is about introducing new possibilities for

such constitutions, which, for stabilized technologies, means reviving their interpretive

flexibility. To clarify the "discursive" dynamics involved in the stabilization of technology's

meaning, I looked to Michel Foucault's ideas, whose emphasis on the discursive power of

official knowledge (which produces "effects of truth") helped me conceive of how the

differential position of these knowledges in relation to users contributes to the "blackening"

of the black box. Although Foucault's genealogy has a critical orientation (unlike SCOT), the

method's agnosticism prevents it from comprehending what is really at issue for subjects

since it casts them as thoroughly constructed by the dominant meaning system. It is

therefore missing an element that is essential for all critique: the question of how the present

social condition can be transcended for a more just and free society (Marcuse, 1964). Aside

from showing how definitions of "justice" and freedom" are constructed, a theory of agency

needs some way of evaluating such definitions.

These critiques of Foucault point to the challenges that social critique must address. I

have already named one of these challenges: defining the position from which the critique is

to take place. Unless it hopes to remain solely the occupation of erudite scholarship, critical

social theory must envision hoio critique is possible from the position ofordinary individuals as they

experience daily life. Such vision is particularly important for my purposes here since user

agency is not only about expert knowledge (whether technical or philosophical) but about

users' ability for self-reflexivity, their capacity to reflect on the processes and conditions that

shape what they think about. There is no doubt, then, that social critique requires

distantiation (which genealogy achieves), but if theory is to assume a position from within
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the social field, how helpful, then, is an elaborate method that allows the analyst to escape the

meanings and values that shape social experience? Shining light onto realistic possibilities

for social change means facing the (perhaps precarious) attempt to envision how a critical

consciousness can be realized from the position that is subject to the very dominating forces

critique is meant to expose.

In the last chapter, we saw how relying on an abstract notion of meaning cuts out a

view of how meaning is mediated, that is, how it is made operative and set into playby its

materiality. This materiality plays a role in the coordination of action and practice (such as

riding a bike). It is by this action that subjects "know" what anything means. Mediation'?

concerns subjects' relation to and interaction with the physical and social world (including

technology), which poses constraints that are missed by a purely conceptual notion of

meaning. By the term "mediation," I am also referring to the action of "bringing together"

non-identical parts (such as diverse social subjects or differing concepts within a system of

thought), which form a totality. I am suggesting that because meaning is mediated by

technology, whose functioning within a context is the enactment of meaning.P social subjects

can share a common background, which makes the comprehension of meaning in conceptual

form possible."

32 My sense of mediation is related to its original meaning in the Hegelian dialectic, where unlike parts are
taken up into the whole, but I also have something different in mind. Whereas Hegel saw a singular total
system, "a whole which develops through an internal unfolding of its essence" (Angus, 2000a, p. 53), the
kind of mediation I have in mind does not operate by a single rational organizing principle, where there is
only one, true reality. The Hegelian totality implies the sum of all possibilities. The mediation I am thinking
about here is not a substantive principle but a general one that can take different forms, bringing unlike
parts (i.e., "realities") together in different ways. My aim here is to show that despite multiplicity, there
must be a sense of how different identities can interact -i.e., find common ground -so as to support their
diversity: an issue pressing in this global world (Feenberg, 2003).
33 Meaning in this sense is a way of Being in the Heideggerian in sense, which I elaborate in Chapter 4.
34 Meditation is thus also a key process in the critical aim for social change (Marcuse, ]964). Without
mediation between what "is" and what "ought," both of which are part of reality, critical thought can only
affirm the actual (p. 97), in the same way that the technological determinist insists that whatever form
technology takes is a fulfilment of the natural order of things. Essentially, my main theme for this thesis is to
develop an understanding of how technology, as mediation, can provide the conditions by which social
subjects recognize (or remain blind to the fact) that their interests can be mediated toward (reconciled with)
the social whole, which is the action of "transcending" the actual toward desirable possibilities.
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My concern in this chapter is to clarify how such a "material" conception of

meaning-what Ian Angus (2000b) calls "the materiality of expressive forms" (p. 13)-can

provide the basis for achieving what genealogy sets out to accomplish (distance from

apparent truths to show they are constructed and subject to change) without relinquishing a

clear sense of how subjects experience reality (which means avoiding reducing subjects to

their social roles). It is this sense of experience that can provide the normative vocabulary to

define (in general terms) freedom in a technologically mediated society. Furthermore, this

sense addresses a difficult issue in the history of philosophy and social theory that is

defining for various theoretical positions, including that of Foucault and the discursive turn,

as well as critical theory. The issue I am referring to here is this: what happens when

philosophical, scientific, or technological principles, trusted to be "universal" by Western

civilization show themselves as not only limited but also pernicious if they were to abide by

their illusions of grandeur> (Angus, 2000a, P: 2)? Ian Angus, negotiating the assertions of the

discursive turn, and Andrew Feenberg, carrying on the project of Frankfurt School critical

theory, examine issues related to this paradoxical question, addressing its effect on the status

of philosophy and social critique. If there is a limit to "reason," is there also a loss of

philosophy, the means of legitimating knowledge and thought? But if people have no means

to legitimate their sense of the world, only scepticism or complacency can prevail.

Feenberg's and Angus's concerns address the questions, but from opposite sides of the so

called modern-postmodern divide. That said, bringing their ideas together shows that

critique (whether modern or postmodern) becomes entangled in paradox only if it works

from an overestimated but incomplete version of reason and technical rationality.

In addressing their philosophical concerns, Angus and Feenberg both interrogate the

humanist tendency to demarcate different human modes of being, the most general of which

is that between theory (what we think and say about the world) and practice (what we do to

accomplish practical tasks), which includes technical practice. But both theorists (whether

explicitly or not) are careful not to critique humanism at the expense of a theoretical space

35 This is an important question for theorizing user agency because such a pursuit involves questioning the
status of expert knowledge-its power of legitimation-in the modem world.
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for effective social critique. The chief lesson to be learned is that what social subjects

know/think and what they do in their practical everyday lives can no longer be thought as

discrete. That is, the character of the distinction between theory and practice emerges out of

a third, more fundamental, communicative process, in which these two modes of being are

inextricable. For both Angus and Feenberg, this third position comes into view if meaning

and technology are radically rethought (beyond even the assertion that technology is a kind

of language, where STS stops short). Such an insight may provide a basis for thinking how

the character of technology produces particular forms of practice, consciousness, and

capacities for self-reflexivity-" In its concern for agency, this thesis is committed to

understanding not only how users interpret technology, but also how the character of

technical practice shapes agents' ability to take a step back from their social involvement and

reflexively understand the relation between their technical practice and the meanings they

live out. A hermeneutics of technology that provides such understanding, (which I outline in

Chapter 4) must illuminate how the process of technology interpretation is itself interpreted by

agents, a process in which technical practice is deeply implicated.

2.1 Images of Paradox

Science and philosophy, if committed to knowledge and rationality, must question

whether they can claim to discover and represent universal truths by coming out of a

particular (Western) culture (Feenberg, n.d.b., pp. 4-5). This question exposes how, "the term

'civilization' had been used for centuries as a mark for the self-nomination of European

superiority" (Angus, 2000a, p. 3). That said, in facing its own limits, the pursuit of reason

encounters a necessary but entangling reflexive paradox."

Conceptualizations of and responses to this paradox have been defining for different

intellectual approaches. The discursive turn interprets it as a need to understand and

36 As r argue in Chapter 1, the black-box poses a barrier to self-reflexivity since it appears apolitical and
therefore impervious to critique. For this reason, the black-box needs to be explained - if it is simply
considered an inherent byproduct of the technical process, then user agency, will always be a thin

possibili ty.
37 For a definition of reflexive paradox, see glossary.
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appreciate difference and diversity, and, as such, breaks from philosophy by shifting focus

from universal knowledge to culture (Angus, 2000a, p. 3). As we have seen, the approach

accomplishes such a shift with the application of the metaphor of language to social praxis,

which conceptualizes culture as the constitution of meaning. On another side of the paradox

is the critique of instrumental reason, a defining concern of critical theory and the Frankfurt

School. This critique targets the rationality that comes to dominate social organization since

the Enlightenment, which effectively subordinates other aspects of human life and modes of

thought incompatible with those found in technical, scientific, and administrative pursuits.

My question here is whether the discursive turn and the critique of instrumental reason,

despite their difference, remain within the paradox, inheriting the very condition thatwarrants

their criiioues/" the grounds of which they need (whether explicitly or not) to negotiate. My

interpretation of Angus and Feenberg here highlights how both theorists explore possible

exits from the reflexive paradox that results when the grounds of knowledge and reason are

under question-after all, on what ground does one stand for such an exercise? But perhaps

the entanglement stems from accepting rather than interrogating the assumptions

concerning the relation between particularity and universality that are deeply embedded in

the forms of reason under critique. If the commitment to philosophical legitimation dances

on paradox, the universal may need new character, and philosophy, as Angus (2000a) puts

it, may have to be "won again in each case of cultural intervention" (p. 39).

2.2 The Critique of Social Rationality and Instrumentalization Theory

The condition for thought in a rationalized society-which marks its nonconformists

as irrational-can easily sweep critique to either dystopic or utopic poles. On the one hand,

modernity's generalization of what Feenberg calls"social rationality" - with its proliferation

of administered institutions, rule-guided processes, and organization of roles and

practices-subordinates human aspects that involve creativity, interpretation, emotion, and

38 This is the same position as social subjects from within the very system, which at once shapes subjectsbut
also becomes the objectof critique.
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communication. 39 On the other hand, modem rationality provides undeniable

advancements with science and technology (Leiss, 2005, p. 7), making a return to a pre

modern way of life untenable (Feenberg, n.d.a, p. 7).

The Frankfurt School critique tends toward dystopia, pointing out that true

rationality has two aspects: means and ends, a way of getting something done and a guiding

reason for doing it. History can manifest different expressions of the means-ends connection.

The development of rationality by the methodology of the sciences analyzes reality

"exclusively under those empirical aspects that expose it to calculation and control"

(Feenberg, n.d.b., p. 9). Marcuse (1964) calls this diminished form of reason

"operationalism," "a total empiricism in the treatment of concepts; their meaning is

restricted to the representation of particular operations and behaviour" (p. 12). The ethically

legitimated ends that push thought toward new possibilities for human development, which

cannot be measured or verified but require value judgements (and imagination), become

severed off from the technological project and reason becomes purely instrumental. Ends are

cut off from means, containing no objective, no connection to any guided and therefore

humane pursuit (Feenberg, n.d.b., pp. 8-9). Operationalism restricts itself to the "the actual,

what is already realized and available for technical control" (Feenberg, 2002, p. 169). Turning

its back on consideration of values and human potentiality, technical rationality can serve

only the dominant powers already established within the larger social context. By its

apparent "neutrality" such rationality aligns subjects' thought and practice with the status

quo, the "facts of [their] existence without leaving room for the conceptual critique of facts"

:'19 To define what he means by social rationality, Feenberg (n.d.a) draws from Weber's interest in the

extreme organization of modern social life, "forms of thought and action that bear some resemblance to
scientific principles, and the role of modern organizations in generalizing those forms in society at large" (p.
3). The three main characteristics that distinguish modern social rationali ty are: "(1) exchange of
equivalents, (2) classification and application of rules, and (3) optimization of effort and calculation of

results" (p.3).
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(Marcuse, 1964, p. 107). The prevailing rationality of the one-dimensional society

unfortunately reduces the actions of its members to a mindless behaviourism (p. 14).40

The critique of instrumental reason should not go ignored, but if it becomes caught

in dystopic logic, it remains also caught in paradox, risking any hope for a humane yet

modern way of life. An exploration of the attitudes and positions of the Frankfurt School, the

nuances between them, the difficulties they present, and the ideas that inspired them goes

beyond the scope of this thesis. Again, what interests me here is how critical thought is left

in a precarious position if it makes despairing claims about the reason by which social

subjects operate, if it sees that across social life, "[t]he movement of thought is stopped at

barriers which appear as the limits of Reason itself" (Marcuse, 1964, p. 14). If theory sees

people as programmed slaves of their social reality, the prospects-for both social life and for

critical theory itself-do not look good. How could theory ever hope to interact with the

impoverished rationality of the masses? Furthermore, dystopic logic in some way mirrors

what it abhors: affirming that the prospect for an authentic modern life is lost also amounts

to a kind of affirmation of the "actual"41 without a look toward possibilities. Such a critique,

then, acquires the same loss of ends characterizing the apparent impoverished rationality of

advanced capitalist society.

To carryon but also assess critically the Frankfurt School's critique of instrumental

reason, Andrew Feenberg, a former student of Marcuse, proposes a way to think about the

relation between social rationality and culture that can help explain and critique modernity

while allowing for the envisioning of an ethically committed yet technologically mediated

40 One can ask if Foucault's conception of the staggering "capillary" mode of modern power paints a similar
behaviourist picture: subjects fall into line without even the need of an authoritarian presence. If this
represents a general model of power and action in society, however, one might wonder if Foucault is
suggesting that there is no real way out of the one-dimensional society; we can only hope for "ruptures" and
"discontinuities" in discourse that might provide the hope of new possibilities for meaning while the
general structure of the power/knowledge operations that condition meaning stay the same. Theorizing real
social change must take Foucault's model of power/knowledge as a particular historical condition, a particular,
"actual" state of the whole of society that must be explained in general terms, a "meta" vocabulary different
than those that simply "verify the actual."
41 Near the end of One-Dimensional Man, however, Marcuse tries to envision the possibility for a new science,
one that is not dominated by operational logic, but takes as its proper object "formerly metaphysical ideas of
liberation" (p. 233). Establishing how and why this is possible-the aim of Feenberg's work-is a first step

out of unhelpful dystopic thought.
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form of life. The task of the critique of instrumental reason, then, is to ask how humane ends

again become intrinsic to technical means. For Feenberg, a clue lies in the very structure of

Marcuse's understanding of technology in One-Dimensional Man. For Marcuse, scientific

technical rationality is not inherently the "rationality of domination," as it is for Habermas

(1970, p. 90). For Marcuse, technical rationality, once seen concretely within the greater social

context, becomes aligned with dominant social powers because the naked operationalism of

the scientific and technological disciplines cannot work against the subjugating forces of the

status quo. Operationalism itself does not institute domination; it is more accurate to say that

operationalism "allows" domination" to happen because it restricts itself to verifying facts

and measuring technical results. This "neutrality" of operational logic is really only neutral

and purely instrumental if it is seen abstractly and de-contextualized, And as long as

modern societies affirm the neutrality of technology, they think by de-contextualization and

mistake an abstraction for a view of the whole of reality. It is this prevailing way of thought

or modeof consciousness that perpetuates technology's availability to domination. Instead of

insisting that technology inherently institutes operationalism, Marcuse's approach opens a

window to ask whether teclmology can support the values of a free society instead of that of

the dominant social subject.

With his instrumentalization theory, Feenberg (1999, n.d.a) develops this glimmer of

hope in Marcusc's ideas, elucidating their roots in Marx's investigation of the problem of

economic inequality. Instead of taking inequality to imply that rationality in the economic

sphere necessarily violates human dignity, Marx asked whether the notion of rationality as a

self-identical and independent operation is even possible in its realization. Marx's approach

is distinct because he does not deny rational principles as inherently inhumane, but instead

42 In a way, Marcuse is making a charge against operational logic that is similar to a charge that the law
would make against a person who witnesses a violent crime and does nothing, allowing the violence to
continue. If the bystander becomes hypnotized by his or her own "neutrality" and thus refuses to make a
Ijudgement on the violent actions of the offender-choosing instead to see the action in terms of what is
!measurable, such as perhaps the conversion of a hard object's kinetic energy into mechanical energy - is
Isuch "neutrality" really neutral? Considered in light of the greater, concrete context, such "neutrality"
i(which might be able to multiply the mass of a weapon by its acceleration to affirm its actual physical force)
bmounts to inaction, a forfeit of the opportunity to stop the victimization, and thus becomes an accomplice.
l'N litv" f . I ibl I'eutra ity 0 any sort IS t lUS POSSl eon Ym a vacuum.
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observed that, for the market to operate, certain valuative decisions must be made that the

principle of exchange cannot take on: "A system such as the market involves operations of

equivalence that have a rational character but the framework within which these operations

are performed is not itself an exchange of equivalents. Rather, it stems from the social and

political conditions governing the market" (Feenberg, n.d.a, p. 12). The exchange of

equivalents alone cannot decide, for example, what counts as input and what counts as

output.

Since any rational principle (such as the exchange of equivalents) is only "pure" in

thought as an abstraction, it takes on social, political, and cultural aspects in order to become

something real in the world. Critiquing any rational system must therefore operate on two

levels, which Feenberg (1999, n.d.a) calls the primary and the secondary

instrumentalizations, together reflecting the abstract rationality and concrete social aspects

of the system. The primary instrurnentalizations, which accomplish "funtionalization," refer

to the imaginative orientation to the world that characterizes technical practice. Although

Feenberg details four distinct aspects of this orientation, their general character is that of

abstraction, a simplifying mental orientation that highlights only those affordances of things

in the world that lend themselves to a particular use, or function. The secondary

instrumentalizations--which account for technology's "realization," its becoming real as

something useful for human beings-refer to the factors of a technology's integration into

the context of its functioning. The secondary instrumentalizations compensate for the

abstraction of the primary, allowing a technical device to become part of a context and to be

brought into interactionwith users. What is important to remember is that both primary and

secondary levels operate simultaneously- they are not two stages in the technical process,

but are both present at any stage in the realization of a technical device: "The relationship

between them is not external: the device does not pre-exist the social determinations that
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determine its design" (Feenberg, n.d.a, pp. 12-3).43 There is no such thing as a technology

that has only undergone primary instrumentalization. There would simply be no way for

any primary instrumentalization to take place without corresponding operations that allow

the device to become part of human life, operations that the primary instrumentalizations

cannot accomplish "any more than a musical score is a symphony" (Feenberg, n.d.a, p. 14).

Note how this theory is different than the SCOT framework: the primary

instrumentalization, the technical relation to the world, is not simply the product of a social

interaction but provides techniques that, dealing with material resistances, produce

(operational) results that these techniques set out to accomplish and measure; the nature of

primary instrumentalization has real consequences for the range of functional possibilities,

even if these techniques cannot determine function. Feenberg's ideas thus show not only that

technology is socially constructed but why it involves social factors, which can only be

explained in terms of technology's dual aspect. The social construction of "what counts" as a

functioning device requires some kind of technical relation. For example, the question of

whether the rubber air tire around the wheel of a bicycle really means a smoother ride or "an

[uri-macho] aesthetically awful accessory" (Pinch & Bijker, 1989, p. 44) would not be possible

if (1) rubber did not lend itself to shock absorption and (2) if some engineer had not seen

rubber's properties in terms of its usefulness-that is, in terms of the rubber's causal

properties. At the same time, the search for causal properties requires, or presupposes, the

definition of some practical problem to be solved. The definition of practical problems

indicates a device's appropriateness in the social world; recall from the introduction to this

thesis that appropriateness characterizes the relation between an object or action and its

43 A good example that illustrates the primary and secondary instrumentalizations is a person's
handwriting, which is not only "unique," but may also reflect where in the world he or she learned to write
by hand. Although each letter of the alphabet follows certain "primary" principles that dictate how its parts
fit together, and although all alphabetic handwriting follows these "rules," these principles cannot dictate
other "secondary" aspects of actual written alphabetical symbols, such as size, shape, slant, serifs, etc. All
these characteristics make a person's handwriting distinctive, but these secondary aspects are more than
that: without them, a letter of the alphabet is only an abstract "ideal," not something that becomes realized in
writing. The primary and secondary instrumentalizations are present and both are necessary throughout the

entire process of marking the page.
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meaning, which takes place against a cultural background and constrained by a whole host of

factors, including normative ones."

With its emphasis on the dual aspect of technology, the instrumentalization theory

develops a framework that sets technology in context. At the same time, the dual aspect

illuminates something about meaning that the metaphor of language alone does not capture:

meaning is not only an indication of appropriateness, but, in requiring a special relation to

the material, or physical, world, is better thought of as an enactment of appropriateness.

Meaning is a process, a practice. And practice requires a material mediation-this is the core

point that, as we will see below, Ian Angus develops from within the discursive turn.

The instrumentalization theory, illuminating both relations of causality and

meaning, helps with the reflexive paradox for two interdependent reasons. First, it sidesteps

the logic of dystopia, refusing to accept that technology-whether in traditional or modern

societies-is inherently external to human pursuits and interaction. The distinction between

pre-modern and modern historical modes can be explained by sociocultural variables in the

secondary instrumentalizations that shape functionalization (and vice versa)." It is for this

reason that different historical realizations are possible, a key point that essentialist views of

technology miss, entrapping themselves in their own deterministic argument. Feenberg's

emphasis on the analytic nature of the distinction between primary and secondary

instrumentalizations shows there is no such thing as a "pure" technology, not in traditional

nor modern societies. Critiques of the Habermasian sort take a mental stance that sees a

conceptual distinction between the technical and social as a real distinction. In other words,

these critiques assume precisely the same (partial) view technocracy has of the world!

The instrumentalization theory thus helps with the reflexive paradox, escaping

dystopic logic because of its generality, providing a vocabulary that could be used to analyze

44 The operationalism that Marcuse sees built into the scientific and technical methodologies formally leaves
out or de-emphasizes questions about a technology's appropriateness. The kind of technology that is
generated by such de-emphasis, however, perpetuates a way of such thinking across all of social life. I
develop a framework that outlines the relation between technology and consciousness in Chapter 4.
45 In modern life, the secondary instrumentalizations de-emphasize the social aspect of technology in the
method of the technical disciplines. In other words, the interpretive aspects of the secondary
instru mentaliza tions cast technology as meaning-free.
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the historical condition of any society or culture. In other words, the theory does not need to

abide by the substantive, overestimated versions of rationality provided by modern science

and technology, whose factual representations about reality claim to be exhaustive, final,

and fixed.

Insofar as Western society fails to recognize its own rational practices as particular

interpretations, it is easy but also grossly problematic to proclaim these realizations as

appropriate for every society. Technical realizations can never be free from interpretation,

but operationalism, going for apparent neutrality and objectivity, insists they must be.

Modern "rational" self-interpretation demotes meaning and interpretation to a realm of

arbitrariness, to what is "merely subjective," having only inward relevance. The

instrumentalization theory shows, however, that such an assertion is itself "merely

subjective." But the paradox loosens its hold because the word "merely" no longer applies.

Technical principles and the scientific method alone cannot decide what ways of life are

preferable for modern human subjects. But if the definition of knowledge stops there and

thus insists knowledge must be disconnected from "speculative" questions about meaning,

then knowledge collapses into a flaccid relativism, resulting from the "objectifying glance of

the outside observer who peeks in on a way of life represented by its 'values' and can find

no compelling reason to prefer it to any other" (Feenberg, n.d.b., p. 19).

2.3 The Advocacy of the Local and Materiality of Expressive Forms

Whereas Feenberg critiques the tendency in modern thought to exile meaning from

apparently value-free technical means, Ian Angus's critique of the discursive turn shows that

an account of technology and technical practice needs a place in the study of meaning.

Without it, the possibility of social critique in the discursive conception is cut off at the

knees.

As I have already noted at the start of the chapter, the discursive turn can be situated

as a response to the recognition in philosophy and the human sciences that knowledge must

have a relative standpoint from which to observe and represent the world (Angus, 2000a, p.

3). Letting go of the possibility of the absolute human knower, the discursive turn focuses on
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the problem of understanding culture, the ways in which human beings together make sense

of and participate in their world - human social life is conceptualized as the process of

constructing meaning, and, as such, language or discourse becomes the dominant metaphor

for social phenomena. Again, this metaphor does not assert that words themselves are

fundamental to reality, that, in the straightforward sense, there is no difference between

language and the thing it represents, but that the central phenomenon to be understood is

meaning, even when it comes to non-linguistic actions and objects. Angus's critique (2000a,

2000b) does not repeat "foundationalist" protests of the discursive turn that he argues

misinterpret it as reducing social reality to a projection screen for our statements. Accepting

that philosophy and social theory must account for the constitution of meaning, Angus

wants to take the endeavour a step further and ask whether the linguistic metaphor, in its

current application, adequately captures this process. He shows that, although the discursive

tum tries to expand what constitutes language (showing that social institutions, behaviours,

and, as STS shows, technology can be thought of as languages), the turn's conception of

language itself as reducible to meaning is very narrow, the result of an (essentialist)

abstraction.

Whether overt or not, the relativistic implications of the discursive turn are dear.

According to discursive models' of society, knowledge-what social groups take to be

obvious, right, and truthful (even in the sciences and philosophy)-develops not out of a

correct correspondence between representation and reality (which presupposes reason), but

as a product of conventions, discourses, or sets of meaningful statements. As we have seen,

this assumption is enforced methodologically in SCOT with the principle of symmetry,

which refuses any presuppositions regarding true and false statements. Discursive

approaches, which assume multiple realities are possible, conceive society as a plurality of

discourses. But since statements can be only internally legitimated within a discourse, none

is any more legitimate than another. Here is the root of Angus's concern: if social criticism

must remain internal to a discourse, it therefore finds legitimation only by the same criteria

that already legitimate the dominant practices or truth statements under critique (Angus,

2000a, p. 7). Critique must thus be based on a pre-existing self-understanding constructed by

the discourse under question (or, as Foucault does, remain committed to an innocuous
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agnosticism), and the risk here is that the criticism has no way to detect the limits of its self

understanding (i.e., the barriers blocking its thought), beyond which viable alternatives lie. It

can come up against different discourses, but it has no way to evaluate them, so choosing

one discourse of common sense over another is like wandering through a philosophical

shopping mall, a condition well-evidenced by consumer culture: "The institution of the

consumer-capitalist regime continuously pressures the politics of difference toward

differences established within this regime" (p. 31).

Clearly, Angus's critique of the discursive turn shows that the approach remains

caught in the reflexive paradox. If appreciation for local culture and meaning necessarily leads

to a sweeping rejection of the possibility of reason altogether, does that rejection not

presuppose that the Western philosophical and scientific attempts at reason have been

exhausted (as unsatisfactory as they may be)? Furthermore, in favouring local discourses,

discourse theory seems not to notice that it still cannot help but comment on the universal.

Even if, for example, we were to agree with Lyotard (1984) that there has been a loss of the

meta-narrative, we would have to admit we are still simply subscribing to yet another meta

statement. The approaches of the (postmodern) discursive turn "want to accept the main

conclusion of the critique of philosophy-that all forms of thought are embedded in forms of

life-without theorizing the standpoint from which such a conclusion can be arrived at and

enacted" (Angus, 2000a, p. 46). Clearly, even though it favours local standpoints, discursive

theory cannot assume such a standpoint for itself.

To explore how the discursive turn can advance beyond the limits it tries to

transcend without itself assuming an "objectifying glance of the outside observer," Angus

asks a question about the nature of meaning that (like Feenberg's question about rationality)

attempts a reconciliation of seemingly incompatible conditions: how can philosophy give

new status to local meanings, which can be socially constructed in various ways, without

discarding or demoting the possibility of theorizing the social formation as a whole, its

totality (Angus, 2000b, p. 15; 2000a, p. 29)? The resistance on the part of discourse theory to

do so is obvious. The notion of totality or universality implies a logical, internal

development, such as the Hegelian dialectic, where "moments" resolve into a single higher
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unity. Since, within the discursive tum, society is understood as a plurality of discourses,

conceptions of totality are outmoded, Such resistance on the part of the discursive tum,

however, might not be entirely unrealistic. An emphasis on multiplicity is difficult to refute

in our present day experience. With the myriad streams of identity politics, the spins around

social and environmental issues coursing through the "knowledge economy," not to mention

the flood of consumer products that are to confirm our identities, it is difficult to reduce

social development to one underlying rational principle-which would cast this messiness

as a "purely logical space" (Angus, 2000a, p. 32). But this does not mean that the notion of

totality is entirely impossible, that the present situation in industrialized, consumer society

has no "distinct formation of temporality" (Angus, 2000a, p. 29) or a "setting of the

determinations of [the present] epoch" (Angus, 2000a, p. 30). Even though society may

comprise a multiplicity of discourses, they all share a horizon-that is, they are mediated

("brought together" even though they are non-identical) in some way.

Angus (2000b) argues, however, that, with an emphasis on the "materiality of

expressive forms" (p. 13), the discursive turn can attempt to understand the character of the

whole that encompasses discourses' various relationships to their common horizon: " ... the

instituting of a historical epoch of culture occurs through a given complex of media of

communication" (p. 74). The metaphor of language alone cannot illuminate that meaning

always has a tie to some material medium, to some technology, which makes expression

possible. Meaning does notfloat freely or simply arise spontaneously, an insight at the core of

communication studies: the sound waves emitted by a musical instrument, for example,

allow for the formation of melodies; oils and canvas mediate a masterpiece; and the elastic

character of rubber around a wheel constitutes a particular kind of bike ride. The sound

waves, canvas, and rubber are a part of the very process that make meaning possible-they

are not reducible to meaning but integral to it. Its material possibilities require some

determination, and this Feenberg shows us, occurs by instrumentalization. But, in light of

Angus's emphasis on the materiality of expressive forms, we can see a further implication of

the instrumentalization theory's assertion that no "primary" technical knowledge can

determine how materials should be shaped to make them part of the meaningful human

context. Feenberg's emphasis on technology's context is an emphasis on how their "intrinsic
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characteristics" (p. 23), their forms and properties, affordances, and resistances organize the

context in which people relate to one another." A technology- in-context, in other words, is a

medium, a mode in which different social subjects and identities are positioned in relation to

one another in a common world, i.e., within a communicative "space." If the "technologies"

of the musical instrument, canvas, and air tire are simply thought of as kinds languages, as

SCOT does, the consequences of their material characteristics-which shape different

practices, social interaction, and thought - go unseen.

Feenberg's instrumentalization theory and Angus's emphasis on the materiality of

expressive forms together express how technology is integrated into human life but also how

technology integrates subjects into their social world. A medium constitutes a social formation

within which meaning is shared but also within which different meanings can potentially

"share" a place in the whole. The idea of mediation, in other words, makes it possible to

think the relation between part and whole without reducing one to the other, an essential

step for theorizing agency. (1 explore the structure of this relation in Chapter 3-and how it

can only be theorized from the standpoint from within the whole- by examining Angus's critique

of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe's articulation theory.)

Mediation denotes the constitution of social relations because it refers to the practices

by which meanings are not simply constructed but made operative by the way they are enacted

and lived: "materiality consists of animated modes of expression" (Angus, 2000b, p. 37). Why

is the notion of meaning-as-enactment (through technology) important? It provides a way to

make a distinction necessary for the concrete thinking stymied by the "affirmation of the

actual" that Marcuse critiques. According to a discursive conception of social action,

meaning-as-an-idea and meaning-as-action are both purely context-dependent constructions.

But this suggests that the concept held in consciousness is identical to the particular context

dependent construction of meaning. The principle of symmetry suggests something similar.

SCOT thus ends up essentially arguing that, for users of the bicycle, their sense of the

(rational) abstract notion of "function" is identical with whatever version of the bicycle works

46 The organization of context is not just an organization of physical space or time, but that of thought and

perception, which I develop in Chapter 4, drawing off phenomenology.

58



for them.v SCOT, thus, mistakes an abstraction for concrete reality, and vice versa. If

meaning instead is thought of as enacted, i.e., as "appropriate action," such confusion does

not take place: a distinction can be made between a particular action or material enactment of

meaning and the abstract, universal notion" (such as "function" or "reason") that it

exemplifies. If it did not provide such exemplification, the action would have no

appropriateness; there would be no stake in the agent appropriating it.

The notion of mediation, which both Angus and Feenberg emphasize, retains a sense

of "the universal," the concept that diverse discourses share. Angus's call for a theorization

of the totality reminds the discursive turn that, even though there may be a multiplicity of

discourses, they all have a relationship to universal concepts such as "function," "freedom,"

or "reason." Discourses are distinguished by their different social constructions of "what

counts" under such universal concepts, but no discourse spontaneously invents these

universal concepts as local achievements." Discourses, instead, provide multiple, possible

versions of what constitutes universal concepts (such as function, freedom, or reason), which,

as we saw in Feenberg's and Marcuse's work, can never be entirely exhausted in the

"actual." Thus, as meaning enacted via a medium, mediation also refers to the "bringing

together" in-tension, non-identical parts, the condition for what Marcuse (1964) sees as a key

process in the critical aim for social change; this condition is the mediation between what

47 This could very well have been the case, and, in some sense, according to Marcuse, is likely the case in a
one-dimensional society. But if SCOT has no way of distinguishing between the abstract notion of
"function" and anyone example of a functional device (whether deemed as such by one social group or
another), its mode of explanation is tied to the terms of the one-dimensional society.
4H Marcuse (1964) calls this "the concept," which "comprehends more and other than a particular thing
some universal condition or relation which is essential to the particular thing" (p. 106). The abstract,
universal concept and the actual are essential to critical (two-dimensional) thought: the universal concept
stands in tension with the"actual," but bothare partof reality.
49 This emphasis on local achievement is prevalent in ethnomethodology, with its assertion that all meaning
is indexical, or "context-dependent" (Suchrnan, 2007. pp. 77-80). There is no doubt that the meaning of any
expression depends on the location of its utterance, but to say that meaning is purely indexical suggests that
social participants' understanding never extends beyond their local setting. Such a suggestion is, however,
the same as saying that human beings could never have an idea of what, for example, is "good" or "bad"
until they experience particular, local examples of such meanings.
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"is" and what "ought," both of which are part of reality." The discursive turn, however,

cannot gain a sense of this brought-together multiplicity if it insists that the emphasis on

locality (which emphasizes how meaning is purely dependent on local contexts) precludes

the movement of thought toward the universal-that is, toward the concepts that apply

across the social totality, which means they can never be fixed by anyone reality-i.e., these

universal concepts are continually undergoing development and definition. If it asserts that

thought toward the totality is impossible, the logic of the discursive turn still operates by the

ruthless empiricism of modern operationalism, which sticks only to the particulars, to what

it can verify in the present and immediate context (Marcuse, 1964). If SCOT and discourse

theory were to expand their notion of meaning as mediated enactment, they could retain a

notion of abstract, universal concepts, and thus avoid confusing the concept of "function"

with the way anything functional is actualized in human life. Seeing the universal by means of

the particularand seeing the particular in light of the universal characterizes concrete thinking, which

recognizes that the here-and-now has the potential to be something different.

If we understand function, reason, or freedom to be abstract universals that apply to

human life in general but cannot be exhausted by anyone particular enactment of them, our

thought remains open to new, different possibilities: it becomes possible to critique current

interpretations of rationality without rejecting rationality altogether. The notion of mediation,

therefore, provides a way to talk about how versions and characterizations of "the

universal" can be different, opening thought to how new potentials for human development

that are not incompatible with technology but, on the contrary, require technology for such

potentialities. But such concrete thought needs to occur on the part of social subjects, the

users of technology. The conditions for such thought is indicated by the notion of mediation

itself: the (technical) media by which meaning is enacted in a given society provide the

possibilities and constraints for what does and could potentially count under any universal

concept such as "reason" or "freedom." Mediation, in other words, refers also to the material

50 Essentially, my main theme for this thesis is to develop an understanding of how technology, as
mediation, can provides the conditions by which social subjects recognize (or remain blind to the fact) that
their interests can be mediated toward (reconciled with) the social whole, which is the action of

"transcending" the actual toward desirable possibilities.
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processes that shape consciousness; it shapes the extent to which social agents glimpse new

possibilities for reason and freedom. Such vision presupposes an action of self-reflexivity,"

an ability to ask how or why its society's examples of "freedom" are defined as such, and

whether such examples measure up to the "essence" of freedom, a universal concept (I

return to this issue of "essence" in Chapter 4). Such reflexivity means glimpsing the very

process of mediation itself: recall that it provides the means to distinguish between the

particular and the universal that is necessary for concrete thought. Here we have a more

precise notion of what is happening in the process of users opening the black-box, and re

introducing interpretive flexibility of a device. The question thus becomes: how or why is

such self-reflexivity possible in a technologically-mediated society so thoroughly permeated

by the black-box?

2.4 Conclusion

The agency of social participants, the users of technology, depends on their ability to

glimpse new possibilities and alternatives, i.e., new meanings, thereby posing a rationality

that is different than that of the status quo. This "possibility of seeing possibility" is not a

given: subjects are part of a world and social reality that shape the situations and terms by

which freedom can be thought and enacted. Theory can determine this "possibility of seeing

possibility" only from a standpointfrom within the system;1have thus argued that the

situation of the critical user, one who refuses to accept that his or her relation to technology

is fixed, mirrors the paradoxical venture of questioning rationality. A theory of user agency

must think its way out of the paradox, making it possible to question reason while

remaining reasonable.

51 In his Essay 011 Liberation, Marcuse (1969) seems to describe a similar kind of reflexivity as the basis of
freedom-and it is a reflexivity that comes about by a new form of material practices, one that allows
consciousness to grasp its own shaping by technical and practical involvements. In this way, art (or
meaning) and technical realms show themselves as inherently part of the same process: "In the
reconstruction of society for the attainment of this goal [consciousness of freedom], reality altogether would
assume a Form expressive of the new goal. The essentially aesthetic quality of this Form would make it a

work of art, but inasmuch as the Form is to emerge in the social process of production, art would have ...

become a productive force in the material as well as cultural transformation" (pp. 31-32).
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The ideas of both Feenberg and Angus -meeting on the notion that I have called

"mediation" -show that the terms of the reflexive paradox change once meaning and

interpretation are released from their modern pejorative senses of naive, arbitrary, and

"merely subjective" understanding. Modern sensibility tends to discount the view and

experience of the individual, asserting that only a detached viewpoint, one that is free from

interpretation, can be properly deemed universal. Yet, as both Angus and Feenberg argue in

some way, it is because individuals are involved with their context, enacting meanings and

participating in their social world, that there would ever be any reason for a society to strive

for justice or freedom,for onekind of being overanother. Critique must be grounded, must

come from some standpoint or mode of experience for it to have relevance for human life

this grounded-ness in the particular, in otherwords, is the very condition for any statement to have

universal relevance. This is not to say that every statement of critique is legitimate or

universal, but everyday experience is inherently connected to the whole, and technology-as

mediation, the materiality of expressive forms-is involved in this connectedness.

The remainder of this thesis looks at how this notion of mediation can help with

conceiving how a social participant, with a particular identity, can gain awareness that

extends beyond the immediate sphere to the social totality, whose character defines that

identity and therefore shapes experience. This issue essentially has two interdependent

aspects, each of which I explore in the next two chapters (1) what general, non-essentialist

framework expresses the relation between part and whole (Chapter 3), and (2) how does this

framework help explain how social identities gain a (hermeneutic) self-reflexive awareness

of their situation within a social system that has the potential to gain connection, or

"linkage," to the system so as to change it (Chapter 4)7
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Chapter 3:
Toward the Concrete: Technology and Discourse as
Communication

In the last chapter I argue that technology-in-context constitutes mediation, or the

enactment of meaning, i.e., meaning-in-play or meaning-as-operative. Such a view of

technology helps expose the false opposition between the particularity of meaning and the

universality of reason/rationality. The grounds for concrete thinking are now set. For

theorizing user agency, the next task is to determine what relation between part (social

subjects) and whole (society) mediation indicates. Such a framework, like the

instrumentalization theory, needs a general vocabulary for explaining various historical

formations (not simply particular epochs) and how these formations either support or block

agents' capacity to influence their social conditions. In other words, the framework needs to

provide a way to talk about how well a society supports users' capacity for critical thought,

that is, their ability to see technology's "meaning surplus." This, in tum, requires users to see

technology not as a collection of things but as forms of mediation, i.e., as communication

media.

Like Chapter I, this chapter develops through critique. To "think" totality from a

standpoint within the totality, I look at Ian Angus's (2000a, 2000b) critique of Ernesto Laclau

and Chantal Mouffe's (1985) discursive theory of articulation, which theorizes subjects'

interventions into particular discourses but also dares to conceive of the totality of

discourses. Articulation theory finds its precursors in the French structuralist tradition, a

movement that stands in opposition to "all theory oriented to finding its origin in experience

(whether empiricist or phenomenological)" (Angus, 2000a, p. 53). The target of structuralist

critique is the concept of immediacy, which structuralism sees as a kind of unmediated, pre-

linguistic structuring of experience. The rejection of experience, however, constitutes a

rejection also of what structuralism sees as the opposite of immediacy: the idea of a
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rationalist or expressive totality, "a [closed] whole which develops throughout all its aspects

through an internal unfolding of its essence [such as the Hegelian dialectic]" (Angus, 2000a,

p. 53). Structuralism sees this emphasis on the expressive totality simply as immediacy's

complement, and thus proposes that social life be seen as organized by a stable, yet latent

system of relations. But, as poststructuralism points out, this proposal provides a different

version of the closed whole, thus remaining within metaphysics' most general yet mutually

reinforcing essentialist dualism between origin and goal (Angus, 2000a, p. 52).52 Laclau and

Mouffe's efforts thus stand as an attempt to finish the job of bringing articulation theory out

of this essentialist, deterministic dualism.

Although they intend to correct the mistakes of structuralist determinism, Laclau

and Mouffe (1985) retain the structuralist denial of the experiential approach, and maintain

that escaping essentialism means a sweeping rejection of phenomenology altogether (p. 108).

They thus repeat the Foucauldian principle that identity, knowledge, etc. are effects of

differential but unstable relations. Fragmentation and contingency therefore assume the

primary explanatory status in articulation theory, but, as Angus's critique shows, this leads

back only to the essentialist trap that discourse theory intends to avoid: all shifts in meaning

end up as reducible to the non-necessity of previous dominant meanings; change thus has no

"reason," no imperative for re-creating a kind of form of life for social participants. Laclau

and Mouffe, despite their theoretical goal, repeat the same problem we have seen in SCOT,

Foucault, and dystopic outlooks: a vision of social agents as nothing more than

behaviouristic dopes tossed about by the contingent winds of their environment-a vision

that changes little whether the environment is a rigid machine or an unpredictable field of

relations.

52 In sociological terms, the dualism of structure/agency is a testament to structuralisms' entanglement in

essentialism. Without escaping the binary, sociological theory is forced to favour one pole of the opposition
over the other (Walsh, 1998, p. 9), and society is thus cast either as a collection of individuals (like
"essential" atoms bumping into one another without real interaction) or a closed system whose parts

assume their natural place within the order. Either pole of the opposition thus submits to deterministic
implications, not to mention narrow either-or thinking. Despite the problems with all such dualisms and the
imperative to exit them, getting out of the dichotomy is not easy. And Laclau and Mouffe, as we will see, fail

at the task. A critique of their theory, however, can clarify how a theory of agency can find an opening out of

the trap. For other sociological theories that have attempted explicitly to resolve the structure/agency

opposition, see Bourdieu (1977) and Giddens (1984).
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How then can we theorize the social whole without resorting to essentialist binaries

(the goal of articulation theory), holding on to a sense of individuals' independence without

essentializing their "human nature" or cutting off a view of the context that shapes them? I

argue here that an experiential approach is necessary: the activation of meaning's surplus

needs thinking and acting beings to see (or "mediate") this surplus; a theory of agency thus

needs a sense of how people areaware of themselves as thinking and acting beings who can

discover and then voice53 (Angus, 2000b, p. 150) any discrepancies between their actual social

condition and its potential to support their interests (i.e., their freedom). Such voicing should

not be taken as a "subjective" colouring of the world, a singular interpretation that expects to

be privileged above others, but a comment on the capacity for the social environment to

support the freedom of diverse agents to interpret their own being. In other words, voicing

does not simply operate on behalf of a particular social group but on the state of a society as

a whole. By reducing the experiential approach to (a version of) the concept of immediacy

(and the corresponding notion of rational totality), articulation theory's understanding of

phenomenology is quite narrow. With the notion of not immediacy but mediation, an

experiential or phenomenological approach to theory can transcend entrapment in

metaphysical opposition.

In fact, Angus's central critique shows that, although it establishes itself as a rejection

of phenomenology, articulation theory-despite itself-actually paints a phenomenological picture.

Throughout this chapter, I argue, following Angus, that a renewed encounter with

phenomenology from within discourse theory suggests that the metaphor of language needs

to be replaced by that of "communication." This metaphor widens the view of meaning to

include its materiality, the technological medium meaning requires to be set into play in the

53 In everyday speech, the meaning of the word "articulate" tends to refer to the action of speaking, but in
articulation theory, the word's other meaning of "to link," "join," or "connect" is favoured (in other words,

the system or network is seen as more fundamental than instances of the system's use by participants).
Angus (2000b) uses the term "voicing" (p. 150) in the attempt to emphasize that the "articulation'of
articulation theory too narrowly leaves behind its other meaning of "to say," "express," or "make public"

new meaning in words. There is a question that still remains, however, after theory recovers the importance
of voicing: how does voicing become a pervasive social force? What kind of voicing really makes a

difference to social conditions? This is a question I attempt to answer with a hermeneutics of technology,

which I outline in Chapter 4.
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lifeworld of individuals, a world theyalways share and understand with others. Such a medium

can no longer be thought of as a "thing" but "the constitutive process of social relations" by

the way it "has to do with 'making common,' 'being in contact with,' 'establishing and

maintaining participation'" (Angus, 2000b, p. 63). The character of such a technology brings

about a kind of persistence (i.e., a totality) "in space and time through the establishment of

connection between its constituent elements" (p.63). The character of the whole makes no

sense unless understood from the perspective of social agents' experience, which is at once

shaped by their social context but neverexhausted by it. Such shaping might very well

encourage objectivist thinking that sees technology as a collection of mere things, but such

shaping has also the potential instead to condition thought toward recognizing technology

as-mediation. With the framework I sketch out in this chapter, a theory of user agency then

has the vocabulary to clarify the relation between technology and consciousness, i.e., to

outline a hermeneutics of technology (Chapter 4) that opens a view into how mediating

artefacts playa role in the interpretation of what it means to behuman.

3.1 Multiplicity and Totality through Linkages

An examination of Angus's critique here first requires a summary of Laclau and

Mouffe's (1985) post-Marxist discursive ideas. Drawing from Antonio Gramsci and Louis

Althusser, Laclau and Mouffe develop the idea of articulation, or linkage (joint relation),

between and within planes of social meaning-each of which are called a "field of

discursivity" -that correspond to some (universal) aspect of social life or identity, such as,

for example, gender relations, family, race, etc. (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 111). According to

articulation theory, determinations of meaning along these multiple planes may conjoin and

intersect without internal logic. Descriptions and characterizations, such as "patriarchal" or

"technocratic," can apply to the whole system thus affecting all participants, but not anyone

description can encompass allaspects of the whole: a society can be both patriarchal and

technocratic, exhibiting a multiple character that cannot be explained with reference to a

single organizational principle, such as class or gender struggle. Social change does not

overhaul the system but targets a discursive field that crosscuts the whole, affecting all its

social participants in some way. Articulation theory thus represents an effort within the
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discursive turn to conceptualize the social totality, but as Angus explains, the point of

articulation theory is "rather to see that the totality in question is also capable of being put

alongside other total definitions. The whole is thus a horizon always capable of further

determination" (Angus, 2000a, p. 58). The "horizon" has this capacity because relations

between these total definitions are not fixed or final. The indeterminateness of the horizon is

itself indeterminable.

Here a misunderstanding threatens. With the notion of horizon, it seems Laclau and

Mouffe take an experiential rather than a discourse-theory approach. After all, a horizon

marks an indeterminable "space" from some lived standpoint; the horizon is always there

but impossible to manipulate or encounter directly- and, upon our reflection of our situation,

we can explicitly sense there is more to any instance than meets the eye; the ever-present

horizon represents unknown aspects or possibilities that may come forth with a change in

perspective or context. The horizon is something we "know" is there but not directly. As

Laclau himself puts it, "a horizon is 'an empty locus, a point in which society symbolizes its

very groundlessness'" (qtd. in Angus, 2000a, P: 58). Recall, however, that, despite these

(unintended) experiential implications, Laclau and Mouffe (1985) claim to be firmly routed

in a discourse theory that finds more affinity to the ideas of Foucault than that of

phenomenology (p. 108). What Laclau and Mouffe do not seem to notice, as we will see

Angus point out, is that all these senses of the "horizon" can only be captured in experiential

terms, not as "effects" of a relational system. Missing this about their own theory, Laclau and

Mouffe also overlook the crucial opening out of the general metaphysical dichotomy (of

origin/goal) from which they seek exit.

So how do Laclau and Mouffe attempt to theorize the relation between part and

whole without essentializing either aspect? Their articulation theory is very abstract, but I

will attempt to provide a summary in the simplest and most concrete terms, highlighting

what is most important for the following critique.

Articulation theory, like any approach within the discursive family, sees the meaning

of social identities-such as those attached to "woman" or "man," for example-as

constructions of a set of discourses, each of which share a relation to one or more totalizing
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social planes, or "fields of discursivity." An example such a field is "gender," Laclau and

Mouffe's vision of social change starts with the destabilization of a discourse, a set of taken

for-granted meanings or identities within the discursive field whose defining relations are

firmly "articulated" and thus firmly connected to the complex background of a society's

common sense. An articulated discourse contributes to the organization of social relations.

Until their destabilization, the established meanings "are taken" as natural and self-evident,

requiring no explicit thought or questioning (i.e., thematizingj.v In Laclau and Mouffe's

(1985) technical vocabulary, these established meanings, which have a positive character, are

termed "differential moments"55 (p. 127). But such present self-evidence, again, is only an

effect. Nothing "in reality" has a positive identity in Laclau and Mouffe's theory; to them

social analysis must consider all operations and identities in terms of negativity. A meaning

gains its character by what its articulated discourse excludes, not by what is necessary in

accordance to some essence: "to be something is always not to be something else" (p. 128).

To have the identity "woman," for example, is not to be "man" (with all its cultural

associations) and vice versa. The more a discourse can hide its non-necessity-that is, its

exclusionary nature and thus its "uri-fixity" -the more stable it is. Note how, since every

positive identity comes out of a differential relation, Laclau and Mouffe paint a picture

similar to Foucault's notion of power/knowledge: positive meanings involve some kind of

subordination, in which one social identity is subject to the decisions of another. But in

stable, articulated discourses, this subordination is simply taken as natural (and thus cannot

be taken as domination).

A totalizing discourse becomes unstable when its exteriority and its limits somehow

overwhelm it, when this non-necessity, or constructed-ness, "is revealed" (Laclau & Mouffe,

1985, p. 128). A moment, a defined aspect of an identity, loses its apparent character, its

difference from other aspects of that identity (remember, it is only negativity that underlies

54 Again we can see articulation theory in want of experiential terms.
55 Note that by "moment" Lac1au and Mouffe mean something quite different than the term's appearance in

the Hegelian dialectic. A "moment" in articulation theory is simply an instance of meaning that has taken
root or is firmly "linked" ("has been articulated") to the manifold aspects of social participants'

understanding. A moment in articulation theory is not an essential aspect mediated by the greater whole's

development.
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an apparent positive feature, tha.t which has a marked, distinguishing quality). This

differential character is lost because these qualities gain a relation of "equivalence" to the

meaning of other aspects of the identity (p. 127). For example, in the case of gender

identifications, the discursive features that might distinguish a women's role in the family,

such as "caregiver," might become equivalent to other facets of a women's identity (which

are defined by other discourses), such as clothing and her role in relation to public life. Social

change in the sphere of gender, according to Laclau and Mouffe's model, comes about when

identifications such as "caregiver" = "skirts" = "making sandwiches at town meetings," all

facets that before were different (i.e., unequal), having little to do with one another and thus

appearing as positive characteristics. But through equivalence, there is a subversion of "the

differential character of those terms" (p. 128). Their "meanings" become equivalent (i.e., they

become able to stand in for one another), which implies they lose the force of their original

meaning (since meaning distinguishes, differentiates)-and thus show up as arbitrary, or

constructions.

Laclau and Mouffe (1985) tell us that, when this subversion happens, the negative

"nature" of the original moments becomes apparent: "caregiver" explicitly becomes "not

breadwinner"; "dress" becomes "not slacks"; and "making sandwiches at public events"

becomes "not taking part in the discussion." The former relation of subordination to

anything male now becomes a relation of oppression, a situation of exposed domination.

Since previous meanings reveal themselves as the work of negative definition, not some

underlying essence, the subordination can, again, only be arbitrary and therefore nothing

other than the result of pure power. As such, the identity of "woman" undergoes

equivalence in also another way: it becomes "equivalent" to other social identities that are

"known" to be dominated, such as the one, for example, that was once the target of racism

through slavery. According to articulation theory, "woman" thus comes to signify an

oppressed subject position, and the previous stable meanings of "woman" now become

unhinged from the discourses in which they were once securely articulated. In the technical

terminology of articulation theory, equivalences undo the once stable identifying aspects of

"woman," and transform them into floating "elements," empty signifiers, which are now up
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for grabs by other discourses, and a situation of antagonism occurs: discourses compete with

one another for the new meaningsof the uncertain elements of "woman" (p.l29).

For the remainder of this chapter, I offer a critique of Laclau and Mouffe's theory of

articulation, based on an interpretation of Ian Angus's critical insights into their theory. (The

critique here bears relation to my complaint against Foucault's de-centring of the subject.)

My goal here, however, is not simply to debunk articulation theory, but to critique it to clarify

how theory can at onceescape essentialism and remain realistic about what is possible for social

change. This will help me establish how a concrete understanding of meaning, which

necessarily involves technology, can revise articulation theory's social framework into one

that is useful for theorizing user agency.

3.2 The Entrapment of Fragmentation and Contingency

Clearly, as it intends, articulation theory seems to escape the notion of a closed

whole. With a remarkably precise line of reasoning (to which the summary above hardly

does justice), Laclau and Mouffe show how nothing is fixed in the social world. No meaning

finds everlasting stability. But before granting the theory's victory over essentialism, we

must first ask whether Laclau and Mouffe's conclusion is really only a result of its analytical

lens.

Note what may seem like an overuse of the passive voice in my above summary of

Laclau and Mouffe's theory. This is not a stylistic oversight but a necessity. The reason is that

Laclau and Mouffe never refer to an acting, feeling, and interpreting agent; there is no "who"

behind the operation of equivalence. The dynamics of "elements" and "moments" are

systematic. In other words, Laclau and Mouffe talk about these operations as a physicist

might see moving cue balls on a pool table as vector quantities. Clearly, a physicist only

explains certain effects, pinpointing the causal factors behind the difference between a ball at

rest and a ball in motion, etc. By breaking physical processes into different components,

physics can explain what happens when one ball moves in the direction it does, but no

direction can be seen as better (i.e., more reasonable, ethical, just, or free, etc.) than any other.

This does not really matter for the singular task of explaining physical motion. It does,
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however, matter if such explanatory frameworks, which are based on the analytical break-up

of a context, are taken for thewholeof reality.56 If the physicist treats vector quantities as

exhaustive of reality, then, to this physicist, the table, balls, players, and sticks do not really

belong together (i.e., they are fragments); they simply happen to be in the same context (via

contingency)-put there by "subjective" humans who are biased by the (non-logical) desire

to playa game. Of course, it is easy to see how such a scientistic picture is not reality itself

but the result of a particular approach to reality.

Under this light, Laclau and Mouffe's approach, which affirms that the social world

is fragmented and pervaded by contingency, seems all the more specious. Granted, unlike

the physicist, Laclau and Mouffe are not concerned with "laws" that govern individual

components of the system (i.e., people). But if to Laclau and Mouffe fragmentation and

contingency are the only true descriptors of the social world, is articulation theory not

looking through the same lens as the physicist? And is this lens not wholly inappropriate for

analyzing the social world, which involves people? Pool players are, of course, very different

than pool balls, and, for players, the table, balls, sticks, etc. do belong together even if this

belonging does not obey some rational law. Furthermore, even a "rational analyst" can see

there is plenty of reason for players to take aim when it's their tum in the game-that is, if

the analyst is working not with the methods of natural science, but of the very same

understanding of the pool players themselves. The meaning of a cue ball moving across a

pool table, thus, can be reduced to fragmentation and contingency only if one assumes that

scientific laws stand as the emblem of all of reality but then finds that people do not interact

by obeying such laws.

56 Such a manoeuvre underlies what Georg Lukacs (1971) calls "reification" (based on Marx's analysis of the
commodity), a condition where a rational approach to reality is mistaken for reality itself (what I have thus
far offered as the definition of essentialism), thus organizing practices in such a way so as to "deepen" the
illusion (p. 103). Lukacs identifies fragmentation, the breaking down into components, as one aspect of the
process of reification. (I look at the importance of reification for a theory of agency more in Chapter 4.)
Essentially, what I argue here is that Laclau and Mouffe are presupposing and working with the reified
world of advanced capitalism. Instead of emphasizing laws (as the systems expert would), however, they
simply emphasize the contingency and fragmentation instituted by rationalistic and systemic approaches if
such abstract approaches pose to represent aJl of human life and thus come to organize it. My goal with this
thesis, however, is to argue that reification is not a necessary condition of modern life, and that "true"

freedom depends on a shift from reified to concrete thought.

71



Clearly, as Angus (2000a) points out, Laclau and Mouffe's theory fails to escape the

"the complementary metaphysical oppositions it rejects" (p.62). After all, fragmentation and

contingency say nothing about the relation between part and whole, but only presuppose

and describe a broken whole, making the relation between part and whole an irrelevant

object of questioning (because no relation can be more "true" than any other).

In the following two sections, I would thus like to address the following two

questions: (1) what general framework makes it possible, if at all, to theorize the relation

between part and whole if this whole is not a rational or organic totality but a whole of

multiple determinations, and (2) how does the exposure of domination (arbitrary power)

occur without falling back to essentialist notions of what is "natural" or without replacing

the old arbitrary exercise of power with a new one? If it comes down to contingency, there is

no way to conceive of political actionmotivated by the experience of domination: "One

cannot assert the contingency of an articulation in the same moment that one enacts it"

(Angus, 2000b, p. 187). Affirming the contingency of the content of some identity-say, for

example, the content of the meaning of "woman" -is not incorrect, but contingency does not

quite apply to the condition of meaning itself; that is, the category "woman" (or "man")

cannot dispense with meaning altogether (just as no person can dispense with his or her body

and still have existence). Saying that the need for the (universal) categories of "woman" or

"man" or (any aspect of life) is an accident is almost like saying that the very action of existing

is itself an accident; such an assertion may be correct, but it is unhelpful for deciding what

kind of existence might be better (i.e., more reasonable, ethical, just, or free, etc.) than

another.

3.3 The Problem with Fragmentation and the Theme/Background
Solution

Recall that, in articulation theory, the "field of discursivity" refers to a totalizing

plane, or aspect of social life, such as "gender," and discourses refer to concrete

constructions of how that aspect appears in the world, defining, for example, what it means

to be "woman" (e.g., to be "nurturing") or "man" (e.g., to be "assertive") in various respects.

By this framework, historical manifestations of social life can be understood as the overall
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determining form or character given to the discursive field by the plurality of discourses that

relate to it (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985, p. 111).

What kind of relation between part (discourse) and totality (field) is expressed by

this framework, in which elements" become free-floating through equivalences? How can

the character of the totalizing plane (such as "gender") come to be theorized, whether by the

social critic or social agent? First, the field must not be understood to operate according to

some overall, hegemonic organizing principle because that would imply it is a rationalist

totality (Angus, 2000a, p.65). Secondly, it cannot be conceived simply and purely as a

plurality of (atomistic and random) discourses since new formations occur through

translation or the construction of equivalences that produce elements. "The general

discursive field thus cannot be subsumed under one (or any determinate number of)

articulation(s), but neither is it outside the articulation(s) taken as a whole. Rather it is to be

sought in the very competition of articulations to hegemonize its space" (pp. 65-66). All this

is really a complex and abstract way of saying that the discursive field of "gender" (that

which determines what it means to be either a man or woman) is what the fields' related

discourses, each related to a certain facet of that field, define in concrete terms (e.g., "to be a

woman means being nurturing, etc,).

Laclau and Mouffe would agree with such an observation, but their social

framework fails to capture such the field clearly. If an identity is destabilized solely because

its underlying negativity has been exposed (e.g., "not woman" or "not man"), which means

it becomes apparent that it is wholly defined by its relations rather than any positive quality,

every part (e.g., any discourse that attempts to define the meaning of each gender) within the

totality must be thought of as "fragments of a lost structural or organic totality" (Laclau &

Mouffe, 1985, p. 93). Fragments do not belong anywhere (if they did, they would not be

fragments); they are a testament to the impossibility of the totality (of something like

57 For a definition of element, see page 69.
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"gender").58 But this would be the same as saying that discourses do not refer to anything

or define anything (which means they would not be discourses). On the other hand, the term

fragment presupposes some notion of prior "unity" since a fragment is by definition a part

of a broken whole; fragmentation therefore affirms that therewas oncea unified whole.

Again, such implicit affirmation undermines Laclau and Mouffe's effort to get away from

the term they say they reject.

Had Laclau and Mouffe recognized the implication of their very own notion of

"horizon" they would see that it does not make sense in terms of fragmentation. Recall that,

in articulation theory, an element is a destabilized meaning (within a totalizing field such as

"gender"). If social life is seen from some viewpoint that is indifferent to the destabilization,

a fragmented picture appears-that is, all that can be affirmed from such a location is the

"actuality" of the destabilization itself. If, however, there is a stake in the destabilization, the

competition between discourses looks morelike an action of questioning, where certain

meanings of "woman" and "man" can no longer be taken for granted and must become

thematized (i.e., "elements" are themes that a society grapples with). An element, in other

words, is an aspect of the totalizing discursive field that is uncertain; an element represents

an action of asking what, for example being a "woman" or a "man" should mean in relation to

the family, dress, or public life, etc. A questioning is a look at the future in relation to the

present and past. It is an instance in which the horizon of a totalizing aspectof social life comes

explicitly into view. But there is only a horizon for those who have a sense for how their own

experience will be affected by a destabilization and change in social meaning; participants

thus do not experience simply fragmentation (which equals a disappearance of the totality)

but have the opportunity to reflect on the very concept to which the totality corresponds (e.g.

the concept of "gender") and how it manifests in their world.

58 This bears a similarity to Jacques Derrida's theory of deconstruction, which asserts that any system or
structure of knowledge is held together by an ironic breakdown, a kind of self-denial. Derrida starts with
the observation that, for any system of knowledge to work, it must have some logical principle (a centre)
that organizes it. At the same time, this organizing principle also signifies the "play" of the system that must
be closed off: "Thus it has always been thought that the center, which is by definition unique, constituted
that very thing within a structure which while governing the structure, escapes structurality .... The center is

not the center" (Derrida, 1978, p. 279).
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Again, the horizon can only be thought in experiential terms because it comes into

view explicitly through self-reflection, through the experience of thinking about one's

experience and place in social life. Angus (2000a) therefore identifies the phenomenological

undercurrents in articulation theory, whose surfacing can exit entrapment within essentialist

dualisms, suggesting a more fruitful framework:

I want to suggest that these features of the field [element and competing
articulations] are captured by the phenomenological notion of horizon,
which is based on the notion of theme/background relation. The element is a
theme focused upon which only appears against a surrounding background.
The background shades off indefinitely in all directions. It is given as "there,"
but not with an explicit clarity. Of course, elements previously part of the
undetermined background can become themes, but this occurs precisely
through a shift of theme and, thereby, a shift of background. (p. 66)

With the theme/background framework, neither of the mutually exclusive terms of

fragment and unity can apply. The theme and background (the two terms necessary to

"think" the horizon), however, make no sense without one another. A theme is a meaning

under explicit questioning, expressing the action of asking what is on the horizon for the

meaning of something like "woman" or "man." The theme is something uncertain, but not

incomprehensible; otherwise it could not be questioned. That is, social subjects still have a

sense of what "woman" and "man" are because of the shared background of such terms. At

the same time, insofar as this background constrains meaning, and insofar as the focus on a

theme is an action of re-defining meaning, thematization (i.e., the destabilization but not loss

of meaning) is an action of social subjects asking how their background will change. In other

words, they ask what meanings of aspects like "woman" and "man" will once again be taken

for granted'" and enacted as a normal part of everyday social life and reality.

Because a theme could recede into the background with a shift to a new theme, or

bear new quality if it became a theme within a new background, the identity of the theme

becomes capable of further determination. The theme/background model therefore fulfils the

condition of "uri-fixity" or meaning surplus necessary for new meanings to emerge and for

59 This term is a vague way to refer to Heidegger's concept of "readiness-to-hand," which I explore in
Chapter 4.
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social change to occur. The "destabilization" of meaning occurs when the theme/background

relation comes appears to involved viewers through their self-reflection, thereby gaining some sense

of the horizon (i.e., further determinability) of any identity or meaning. But as its metaphor

suggests, a horizon (representing potentiality) only appears in relation to a scene's

foreground and background (what one can affirm in actuality). The theme/background

relation on which the horizon is based thereby captures the concept of "mediation" (between

the is and the ought) that in Chapter 2 we saw was the basis for concrete thought.

Because of the nuanced understanding of meaning it provides, the

theme/background framework thus suggests "communication" as a new metaphor for

concretely representing social life. The theme/background relation that Angus argues

articulation theory requires is not possible if, by the metaphor of discourse, the social whole

(whether determinable or not) is conceived entirely as a set of meanings with no distinction

between their modes. The theme and background represents the relation between meaning

that is thought about explicitly (abstracted) and meaning that is enacted, lived, or practiced

materially in the everyday. Meaning abstracted is simply the expression of any (arbitrary)

construction. Meaning enacted encompasses an indispensable shared practical background

against which a theme is comprehensible. The background provides the constraints

necessary for meaning to be held together as something that "works," which implies some

limit on its variability. A limit need not simply represent an effect of arbitrary power (as

discourse theory implies); limits make meaning (and therefore life) possible.s? Again, these

constraints on meaning correspond to that by which it is made manifest, to that material

which"expresses" it, its medium - the practical functioning of a technology, one that,

creating a social formation, shapes the phenomenological world in particular ways, playing

a role in what is intelligible to a society. The metaphor of "communication," by emphasizing

"mediation, " simultaneously expresses the technology of meaning and the meaning of tech nology.

60 Of course, limits on meaning can become inflexible, in which case, they become a form of control. The way

such control can be expressed in terms of the theme/background relation I explore more fully in Chapter 4.
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3.4 The Problem with Contingency and the Solution of Particularity

Now that we can see that the theme/background model serves as a general

framework for understanding the relation between part and whole, it is time to explore what

concept represents the force behind social change, or more precisely, the explicit appearance

of the horizon for social subjects. By denying any "real" order to the social whole and

arguing there are only negative identities, Lac1au and Mouffe's articulation theory must

assume that all meanings, identities, and the shifts that redefine them operate thoroughly by

contingency. But just as the notion of "fragment" presupposes a lost unity, contingency

becomes the "necessary" alternative to logical necessity (Angus, 2000a, p. 76). Furthermore,

the notion of contingency in articulation theory implies that agents act, not in accordance

with an understanding of their interests, but out of mindless reaction to the arbitrariness of

the system.

Recall that the operation of "equivalence" in Lac1au and Mouffe's theory denotes the

exposure of a hegemonic meaning as unnecessary and arbitrary-it is shown as nothing but

an exertion of power. In terms of user agency, for example, such an instance would show

that the experience of the ordinary user is not necessarily subordinate to that of the technical

expert. As the constructed-ness of this relation of subordination might surface, the identity of

the user would emerge as a result of domination and a new definition of the user would

become the object of competing discourses.

The problem, however, is that it is unrealistic for users to assert that the authority of

technical expertise is unnecessary, the result simply of a previous construction. No social

participant, whether a user or technologist, would feel compelled by the argument that the

relation between experts and non-experts is one of pure contingency-such an argument

would likely be crushed by reference to any technology that actually works (and users are

liable to like that fact)!61 User agency is not about exposing the non-necessity of technical

61 We can see why Feenberg's instrumentalization theory, as we saw in Chapter 2, does not do away with
the technical/rational concepts, relations, and principles that are necessary for devices to work. The fact that

they work has real consequences that get missed if everything about technology is reduced down to social

interaction.

77



knowledge (functionalization) but the unacknowledged validity of users' (subjugated)

knowledges, which have privileged insight into both the meaning and effects of technology

in context.

Laclau and Mouffe's abstract notion of meaning defeats itself. By insisting on

contingency as the explanation for social order and change, Laclau and Mouffe attempt to

tum the concept into a positive presence? without acknowledging that the very notion of

contingency resists such form. Contingency cannot become an underlying "reason" for

anything, nor can it be taken as an indication of freedom. In fact, if contingency is the

condition and "reason" for action on the part of the subjugated, positive actions of resistance

and social change have nothing distinguishing them from violent counterforce or even the

degeneration of a present form of life. Every result would have to be considered arbitrary

power, which, again, according to Laclau and Mouffe's own logic, must be established

through a guise of legitimation, the appearance of some logical necessity.

Subjects live in their world by some sense of its stability as an external reality-not in

its infinite variability that the concept of contingency implies. This sense of infinite

variability of meaning resembles the condition of schizophrenia Frederic Jameson (2001), in

his famous essay, specifies as an aspect of postmodern culture. According to Lacanian

psychoanalysis, schizophrenia results from a "breakdown in the signifying chain," which,

one could argue, is very much like the operation of equivalence in Laclau and Mouffe's

articulation theory, a somewhat terrifying but perhaps also-in the usual terms of

postmodern hope-euphoric, surreal experience that abolishes any sense of time, engulfing

the subject in the present "with indescribable vividness" (Jameson, 2001, p. 568). It should be

noted that Laclau and Mouffe (1985) recognize this Lacanian definition of psychosis, and

thereby also state there is a certain necessity to the fixity of meaning (p. 112). But simply

mentioning the need for this fixity does not mean the structure of their theory accounts for it.

62 This making-contingency-present is precisely the mistake that Derrida (1982) tries to avoid with his
neologism "difference." a twist on the word "difference," that, by a slight misspelling, incorporates also the
sense of deferring underlying the representation of knowledge. Derrida is trying to signify the inescapable
fact that truth needs language to represent it, yet truth is to transcend language. Because difference is
"neither a word nor concept" (p. 7) it, as a kind of non-sign, signifies the non-sense that is the very possibility
of meaning and truth statements.
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One gets the sense that, if meaning is inherently free-floating and fragmented, any fixity is

really the psychosis of the social order, a denial of the way things really are (i.e., unreal).

Would life not be more authentic, then, if our experience of our world were always like that

of Lacan's schizophrenic? But Laclau and Mouffe still concede that such schizophrenia is a

psychosis ....

What concept, then, better captures the dynamic underlying social change, what I

have argued should be conceptualized as theme/background shifts? Such a concept must

somehow uphold the notion of "phenomenon," but also resist reducing this notion purely to

some mental structure. Phenomena instead must be thought of as shaped by and connected

to the character of the social whole. This social whole, which I have argued is best

represented by the metaphor of communication, in turn, cannot simply be understood as

some objective, universal reality, but as a formation that at once encompasses social

identities, bearing a sense of their "universe," but also gains its character by this dynamic

between part and whole. To capture this dynamic, Angus (2000a) suggests the concept of

"particularity" or "one's own" (p. 77),63 which emphasizes not only the specificity and local

culture by which people live, but also how, by means of this way of being, social subjects

gain a sense of the character of their "universe":

We know the universal through the particularities which make it concrete for
us. But, even more, we are cut off from such passage toward the universal if
we must sacrifice our own along the way. When a culture is sacrificed, when
I must forget my own in order to pass on toward the universal, the universal
remains without incarnation in my world. It becomes necessarily abstract...
and my own becomes merely my own, parochial. (p. 77-8)

Particularity, therefore, refers to the (phenomenological) sense individuals have of

their own distinct, concrete identity, but also the extent to which this identity belongs to (and

therefore is also constituted by) the character of the social universe in which they reside.

Here we see how particularity works together with the theme/background model.

Particularity grasps meaning (as a theme) situated in the here and now, but also in terms of

63 Angus (2000a) draws off George Grant's use of this term, ... rr which he derived by rendering Heidegger's

term' Eigentlich' into English .... in order to defend the existence of Canada against its incorporation into the

United States (p. 77).
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its relation to the greater totality in which it is a part. The particular meanings, therefore, do

not represent some higher, absolute truth, but they are not exactly contingent and arbitrary

either because they constitute the lived reality of social groups, including the way in which

these groups encounter one another. On the other hand, they correspond to universal,

totalizing aspects of human life.

Again, the need for the metaphysical opposition between contingency and necessity

becomes irrelevant. There is, for example, no real "logical" explanation for why my name is

Melanie, nor did I choose it (making it a contingency). My name is by no means a universal

truth (this is what signifies that I am mortal); it is rather a mere example of a universal

category: everyone has a name.v' Yet, my name is somehow important to me beyond its

status as an example of a universal category: it is part of the way in which I become present

to others. Defining the category of "name" in terms of universals thus makes no sense if

philosophy becomes concerned with more concrete matters, such as how a person's name

(which can denote ethnicity, religion, etc.) might affect his or her experience in workplaces,

classrooms, immigration processes or passport checks. With a view of such concrete

experiences, philosophy can ask if such experiences (which may be invisible for some but

violating for others) really match what it should mean to have a name. The issue of

contingency or necessity remains the concern of essentialist thought, the purveyor of

extreme poles (whether toward truth or its denial), but falls to the wayside once logic

operates according to a different model:

The distinction between particularity and contingency... opens up the
particularities of human situations to philosophical articulation and, in the
same moments, implies a reformulation of the concept of philosophy....
Particularity need no longer be defined as against universality but as the very
condition for whatever universality the human being may be able to
apprehend. (Angus, 2000a, p. 80)

64 The universal here is the same as Marcuse's notion of "the concept," which I discuss in Chapter 2. The
universal itself is not an "actual" thing, just like the notion of "function" is not an actual device (as we saw
from the instrumentalization theory), but becomes a concrete part of society through particular
determinations. The concept of mediation expresses the necessity of both the universal and the particular for
meaning and thus cannot be opposed.
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According to the model Angus (20ooa) suggests above, "truth" applies not to

statements aimed at correctly representing some empirical reality, nor is it a general,

universal category from which particulars are thought to be derived (p.80). True

understanding, based on this model, instead refers to a reflexive (hermeneutic?) recognition

of the general condition of understanding. It is a kind of observation of the self coming to

know the universal through one's own particular experience or enactment of meaning that

corresponds to that universal-the theme, background, and horizon all come into view. Such

observation, thus, recognizes that the particular is never completely determined by the

universal and is therefore variable, but not infinitely so. Such observation also gives subjects

a sense of how the experience of one's particularity (what is) corresponds to the transcendent

universal (what ought to be and what can be, given the actual). If there is tension-if

experience does not match up to the conceptual sense of the universal -there is cause for

social change. Embracing one's particularity in its fullness, realizing that conditions must

change if one's particulari ty is to correspond better to the universal- refers to the process of

thematization discussed above; it is what Angus calls "voicing," the action of a subject using

language (in the literal sense) to express the tension between actual experience and what that

experience should be. It demonstrates that a subjugated knowledge toohas access to a senseof the

universal, and thus has something to say that speaks not only to local conditions but to the

structure of all humane conditions:

The definition of this concept of particularity requires that one take a "step
back" with regard to one's everyday involvements in a collective identity in
order to recognize that it is endangered, that it should be preserved and
extended, and that this project requires that such a right be extended to
others as well. (Angus, 2000a, p. 84)

This capacity to "step back," which is an explicit sighting and indication of the

horizon of a society's knowledge statements, is a measure of a society's freedom.v If the

65 The "step back" that Angus describes resembles Lukacs's (1971) vision of the proletariat's ability to
"extricate itself" from the "mire of immediacy" in which the "bourgeoisie is held fast" (p. 163) and thus to
observe the mediated totality of social life, thus representing "the self-revelation of the capitalist society
founded upon the production and exchange of commodities" (p. 168). This self-consciousness, for Lukacs,
represents transformative action.
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horizon does not enter into the explicit view of a society's members.w that society, in its

apprehensions and instances of knowledge, turns its back on the reality of particularity, on the

very truth of inherent openness in the concrete conditions of meaning's possibility. The

character of mediation, of the materiality of meaning, determines this capacity for a society's

members to take a reflexive step back. The following chapter is dedicated to exploring how

this capacity within social understanding is shaped by the character of that society's

technology and technical practices, which, in their very functioning, are best thought of as

media of communication.

3.5 Conclusion

This chapter explores the possibility of developing a general theoretical framework

that takes seriously the centrality of meaning in society and the importance of exiting

essentialist dualisms such as agency/structure, unity/fragmentation, and logical

necessity/contingency. Laclau and Mouffe's articulation theory is an example of such an

attempt, which is why this thesis takes it as a starting point for theorizing the relation

between a social totality's part and whole. As Ian Angus's critique has shown, articulation

theory has not quite achieved its anti-essentialist goals by its "rebound" to the opposites of

explicit essentialist concepts such as unity and logical necessity (Angus, 2000a, p. 92). But as

we have seen, such rebounds to fragmentation and contingency only resort to the same

essentialist binary thinking that articulation theory aims to transcend.

Following from Angus's reencounter with phenomenology through discourse

theory, the following chapter engages in a re-reading of Heidegger's hermeneutic

phenomenology in Being and Time, specifically to clarify how interpreting technology can be

directed not only to laying out its "meaning(s)," as though it were a text or a script, but to a

more fundamental process, interpreting its role in the mediation of meaning. This

understanding, this special type of interpretation, has the potential to spread from a

particular subject's position to the greater social change. The primary question for this task is

6" This, as we will see, is the cond ition of Lukacs' reified world.
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this: how do technological designs and practices shape the ability for agents to reflect on the

nature of their technologically mediated social being, the constitution of social relations that

is communication?
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Chapter 4:
Hermeneutics of Technology and User Agency

This thesis began with the assertion that user agency in a technologically mediated

society depends on users thinking about technology in a new way. Users' claim their

independence and influence by the reflexive recognition that their tools, practices, and

artefacts are not simply sets of neutral and practical objects but aspects of social meaning

and culture, which are mutable, not subject to any absolute law (Feenberg, 2005, p. 39).

Along with the recognition, however, comes the modern prejudice that culture and

interpretation are subjective and arbitrary, and thus opposed to reason and rationality. As

such, the question at the core of the preceding three chapters has been this: how is

technology involved with meaning, and what answer compellingly shows how technology is

bound up with questions about freedom, justice, and values? I have argued that viewing

technology as a kind of language, as SCOT does implicitly, fails to capture the technology

meaning relation, and risks easy dismissal by those outside STS. It is difficult to see how the

principle of symmetry might inspire new thought among engineers, systems analysts, or any

user who simply wants a technology that "works." In other words, viewing technology as a

kind of language does not do quite enough to challenge the modern conception that

meaning and rationality are opposed.

Attempting a way out of this deterministic antinomy, the work of both Andrew

Feenberg and Ian Angus argue that technology and meaning instead are thoroughly

intertwined. Technology becomes actualized in the world by mediating meaning, and

meaning cannot be actualized without mediation by some form of materiality. Such a

materiality "connects" social agents, instituting shared understanding, a common ground of

perception, setting into playa communicative process essential to social life. Thinking

technology anew without reducing it to the whims of subjective bias thus means recognizing

it as a material process whereby social subjects enact a lived interpretation of what it means to be
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human, which necessarily includes what it means to live in relation to other humans and to

nature.

This chapter proposes a hermeneutics of technology, but one with a task quite

different than Paul Ricoeur's (1981c) definition of hermeneutics, which he says is to theorize

the"operations of understanding in their relation to the interpretation of texts" (p, 43).

Although Ricoeur (1981b), like discourse theory, shows that "text" can refer not simply to

written works but any expressive work, including action, the hermeneutics I define here

resists adopting the technology-as-text metaphor, which risks repeating the discursive tum's

abstraction of meaning. Instead, the task of a hermeneutics of technology, I argue, is to

theorize the way technology makes possible and thus shapes human beings' understanding of

reality in general. If we are inside a text, as discourse theory and Ricoeur imply, the very

notion of text must change.s? designating not simply a set of intelligible constructions, but a

concrete, operative process-a mode of living-constrained not only by relations but also by

the form and character of the matter and practices that shape individuals' experiences. Quite

simply, a hermeneutics of technology, which I outline in the first part of this chapter, seeks

to ask how mediation works and how humans experience it. The second part of this chapter

then looks at how this hermeneutics can show how technology shapes the way human beings

67 Latour's (1999) notion of network and Deleuze and Guatarri's (1988) "rhizome" are both models that see
the world as textual. As these concepts compare the study of the human world to literary analysis, it is
unclear where they locate the analyst. Is he or she not outside the text? After all, in literary analysis, the
reader does not consider him or herself one of the actual characters. Because of this confusion, networks and
rhizomes have little way to capture what the world really looks like from inside the network or rhizome. In
ANT and post-structuralist understanding, the subject-object distinction, therefore, holds all-to-well
between analyst and text even if it does not for the characters inside "the story" that the analyst studies.
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think about their relation to technology.68 Without self-reflexively recognizing that technology

mediates their existence, humans forego grasping the possibility of their agency and thus

new possibilities for this existence.

4.1 Outline of a Hermeneutics of Technology

There are two aspects to the hermeneutics of technology outlined here.

The first aspect aims to define (in terms of a meta-language) the aspects and

structure of mediation by drawing off Martin Heidegger's hermeneutic phenomenology in

his thorough questioning of Being in Beingand Time. The concept of readiness-to-hand

explained in his analysis of "Being-in-the-world" provides remarkable insight into how

agents relate to their world as meaning. In Heidegger's account of the world, the function of

technology or equipment (Zeug) is intimately involved in "disclosing" being, that is, in

bringing forth what humans understand as having existence. Heidegger's account shows

that anything exists because it exists in a certain way-that is, because it has "significance" for

human's way of Being. Insofar as existence itself is universal (i.e., all humans live in a world

that is real for them), the structure of significance, which Heidegger outlines in Beingand

Time, is ahistorical (Verbeek, 2005, p. 80-82), but the character of the technologies and

practices operating within this structure is not.

The second aspect of this chapter's outline of a hermeneutics of technology thus

examines how the character of technology can shape the content of social agents' explicit

view of their world, the way in which they speak about it. If social life is conceptualized as

68 Looking at how technology shapes the way humans think about technology is a little like but not identical
to asking how the character of the water making up the ocean determines whether a fish can think about its
wetness. There are two differences: the fish does not have the ability for human self-reflexivity, and, while
fish cannot consciously intervene in the conditions of their water, humans can shape their environment
(which shapes them) - this ability for intervention is precisely what humans' technologically mediated
existence inherently implies. It is this insight that Heidegger sees as key to the question of Being (Feenberg,
2005, p. 27-8). Thus, even though humans can only exist "in technology" they can exist in different forms of
such technology that humans create out of their concern for Being. Some types of technological forms of
existence may occlude vision of new possibilities and thus pose as the one true reality: it is at this point
when humans become more like fish. My argument, in terms of this metaphor, is that the water in which
humans live inherently has the capacity "to show itself" as water that mediates existence and thus has

different potential manifestation (this capacity is a variable of any potential manifestation).
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communication, the term "discourse" becomes not irrelevant but acquires greater specificity,

retaining a special sense that is crucial for agency but becomes diluted when everything

becomes discourse. With"discourse," I am referring to the mode of explicit thinking and

questioning, or thematizing.r" all ways of which, as Heidegger (1977) says, "lead through

language in a way that is extraordinary" (p. 3). Thinking and speaking presupposes

communication, the "bringing together" of various social subjects into the whole of society.

Voicing is a transfonnative discourse, associated with a self-reflexive (social) consciousness,

which recognizes its own emergence out of a particular condition (i.e., its fact of being

mediated). Technical practice can foster a looking away from technology's role in human

life, in which case tools become disconnected things and consciousness sees itself as an

independent representation of reality. The discourse of such thought loses its interactive

quality and becomes reduced to information (Heidegger, 1998, p. 139). It is geared only to

making verifiable and context-independent statements, pretending to escape its background

and horizon, purging itself of its potential for meaning surplus, the flexibility that science

abhors. On the other hand, technical practice may foster reflection, in which case, the shape

it gives to human life encourages a consciousness that "sees" its own shaping and thus its

potential (its horizon) to shape its own conditions because it recognizes itself as a part of

these conditions." The discourse of such thought brings something "into appearance [from

its background] through saying, that and how it presences" (Heidegger, 1998, p. 140). Thus,

the hermeneutics of technology that I attempt here looks at how technology shapes agents'

69 I am arguing that discourse refer to language in the literal sense (as words), that through which thought

occurs. It is this special sense that is lost by discourse theory, which leaves itself no way to distinguish

between social action and explicit reflection on that action (what Angus calls "voicing"). Furthermore, as we
will see, defining discourse as the way a society and its separate members reflect on themselves need not

reduce language to a kind of "supplementary" status, to simply representation that transparently stands in
for something more primary or "real." It is just that, instead of being "fundamental," the nature of dominant
discourses is shaped by the way meanings are enacted materially, which has a broader cultural basis.
70 Angus (2000a) argues for a similar re-specification of the critique of ideology that, on the one hand,
attempts to capture what discourse theory cannot, but, on the other hand, provides a modification that

conceptualizes the possibility of critique after the discursive tum: " ... the issue is not fundamentally one of
the legitimation of representation .... Rather, it is a question of forms of consciousness as necessary aspects of
practical involvements. In this sense, consciousness is the manifestation of practice, not its representation" (p.

12).
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understanding of their own understanding, which is crucial to the transformative voicing that

extends beyond a local standpoint to social life as a whole."

4.1.1 From Essence to Significance: The Designing of Being-in-the-World

Insofar as Being and Time's phenomenological investigation of Being prioritizes

meaning and questions the epistemological assumptions of the philosophical tradition that

comes before it, Heidegger occupies a place within the discursive turn, albeit a special or

marginal one. But because his primary concern is "the question of the meaning of Being" (p.

27), Heidegger performs the discursive manoeuvre parexcellence, applying the metaphor of

language (as that which is constitutive of meaning) to being itself: "Here what is asked about

[the meaning of Being] has an essential pertinence to the inquiry itself, and this belongs to

the ownmost meaning of the question of Being" (p. 28). Dasein, is Heidegger's analytic term

for the kind of Being that makes sense of its Being (which humans have). Dasein "asks" how

its Being matters but thereby also takes part in the answer: the meaning of Being is to ask

what Being means. In other words, Dasein expresses Being to itself, that is, discloses what

exists by expressing how it exists (i.e., what it is), and thereby accomplishes the meaning of

Being.

Before investigating Heidegger's notion of Being and how it exemplifies mediation,

my argument requires a brief look at why Heidegger even frames his problem as a question

of the meaning of Being, and how, by doing so, puts forth a challenge to the philosophical

tradition. In considering Being, he does begin by conceding that anything has existence

because it exists as something. This "something," referring to what a thing is, represents a

thing's "essence," and has been the philosophical tradition's primary occupation since the

discovery of essence by the Greeks (Feenberg, 2005, p. 7). The Greeks saw essences as ideal

concepts (ideas) through which reality is encountered and recognized. Thus, "knowing" the

71 As my analysis of the inseparability of meaning and technology should now start to make clear, user
agency refers not only to the capacity of users to effect change on a technical system but to social agency in
general. If agency is an intervention on meaning and meaning is made operative through technical function,
any type of social change in a technologically mediated society can, in a way, be conceived as a kind of
intervention on function so that it better incorporates agents' interests.
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world constitutes not a passive but productive process ofdisclosing, orrevealing. In

encountering the world, the knower's consciousness brings the essential ideas (the eidos)

through which to recognize existing things: "We anticipate the 'what' of the thing as the

condition for encountering it in all our relations to the real, not just in production proper"

(Feenberg, 2005, p. 37). Greek philosophers understood the human relation to reality as

having the structure of what they called techne, the designing, making, or production of

something: essence is like a blueprint, and the actual manifestation revealed in concrete

reality is like the finished product (Feenberg, 2005, p. 8).

Heidegger's analysis of Being remains true to this model of techne (Feenberg, 2005, p.

27), but aims to fill a crucial gap in the Greek understanding. Heidegger observes that

instead of inquiring further into the process of revealing reality (i.e., the existence

"produced" in the human encounter with this existence) philosophy went straight to

investigating what is revealed (p. 36). The Greeks took the condition of the revealing as fixed,

and, as such, saw the essences as eternal and absolute. For Plato, for example, these essences

are the enduring ideal forms. The Greeks took their reality as the only true one, assuming

they had existence pegged. Heidegger sets out to ask the question of existence-to discover

the essence of existence, or the essence of essence, which discloses (or "produces") being

that the Greeks passed over.

Heidegger thus tackles a version of the paradox that I discuss in Chapter 2. In the

terms here, the paradox comes about as Heidegger recognizes the mistake in the Greek

assumption about essences: the turning wheel of history and the unjustified self

proclamation of Western cultural authority show that humans across history and different

cultures do not share the same lens onto reality. Essences are not absolute and independent

of human involvement-essences, in other words, are meanings that involve interpretation.

Modern Western philosophy has no choice but to admit that essences have fallen from

Plato's heaven. But does this fall, which marks essence as interpretation, justify doing away

with the notion of essence altogether? Such disposal results either in casting everything as

"relative" (the discursive turn's response) or in claiming that only things that are verifiable

can be considered "real" (the scientific response). But, even though essences may change and
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lack absolute grounding, this fact does not change the Greek's original understanding that

knowing the world is a kind of productive anticipation, that Being emerges through some

kind of essence, idea, or concept. The fact of existence (its revealing) remains. After all,

humans, since the Greeks, have never stopped encountering a reality, even if this reality is

groundless (or "heaven-less").

Escaping the paradox thus means conceiving reality as beyond human creation

(because we cannot decide whether there is reality) but shaped by human intervention

(because essence itself is not eternal but culturally determined and thus a human

"production"). Again, escaping the paradox means transcending the subject-object divide,

which marks Heidegger's divergence from a philosophical tradition built on the premise that

human life comprises an interaction between a "self-sufficient mind and an independent

object or world" (Dreyfus, 1991, p. 49). For Heidegger, this divergence means returning to

the question of existence, and "[tJhat question ... can only occur where the very concept of

essence is in question" (Feenberg, 2005, p. 39). Given the definition of Dasein, we can see that

Heidegger recognizes that this "where of questioning" corresponds precisely to what is

distinctive about humans: they are aware of their existence and thus care about this

existence. If their existence matters for them, this means they ask how to exist, which means

asking how to exist as something, thereby questioning the "essence" (the "as-something") of

Being. As such, we have Being and Time's core idea: the meaning (or essence, or as

something) of Being, then, is to question the meaning of Being. Heidegger thus traces the

source of essence back to this human concern for how to exist. We anticipate the "what" of a

thing in light of its significance for our own Being. The disclosure is produced through the

lens of an essence, but this lens is shaped (or "designed") by our relation to and concern for

our own Being (i.e., the blueprint does not reside in heaven but on earth, in the hands of

human forces). Reality, brought forth by the structure of significance, thus encompasses both

subject and object. Below we see how the structure of significance is really the experience of

mediation.

How does Heidegger's response to the question of Being, then, provide the basis for

a hermeneutics of technology and ultimately with the question of user agency?
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First, he takes the model of techne to its end, showing that it inherently implies that

the subject and object are inseparable at the source of Being. Existence itself, not simply our

knowledge of it, has the structure of technology, which, by definition, is human-made but

also of-reality. Heidegger's modifies techne to show how the production or disclosure of

reality is more thoroughly human determined than the Greeks imagined. Although they

conceived the encounter with reality as a kind of productive making, as a moving process of

development, Heidegger shows that such movement, what Aristotle called kinesis (Feenberg,

2005, p. 28), brings about an ungrounded-ness that humans thus have a responsibility to

shape. Even if essences were fixed, humans would not anticipate recognizing them in reality

(and thus "produce" reality) without this knowing mattering for some sake. Instead of

anticipating the "as-something" as some independent ("pre-designed") essence, humans

anticipate the as-something in relation to what matters to them. Heidegger's response to the

question of Being suggests that the essence that allows the bringing forth is itself shaped in

the very happeningof the bringing forth; essence is made as it guides the process of making.

The encounter with reality is a self-interpretation and, thus, self-determination (Keller, 1999,

p. 138), a kind of technology design, which Heidegger calls Being-in-the-world.

The involvement of technology in Being, however, is not simply metaphorical but

necessary at the level of concrete reality. If significance (Heidegger's redefinition of essence) is

made, such a process inherently involves materials including tools or equipment, what

Heidegger calls Zeug. But the answer goes even deeper: if the process of shaping significance

were purely abstract and conceptual, the subject-object split would remain. This is precisely

my critique of discourse theory and SCOT. If Being-in-the-world is a kind of designing-of

the-world, it occurs only through technology. Thus, it is not that technology is brought forth

by some predetermined fixed essence, but that technology itself discloses, brings forth, or

actualizes-that is, mediates-the meaning of our concern for Being.

A closer look at Heidegger's analysis of the structure of significance shows also how

technology's role of disclosure constitutes the sense of mediation not only as "actualizing"

but also as "bringing together," which I have been arguing is the "essence" of humans'
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transformative capacity-this is, if they recognize this capacity." A closer look at the

structure of significance, of the nature of Being-in-the-world will help make this clearer.

4.1.2 The Structure of Significance: Function as Disclosure and Being as Interest

How does the meaning of Being work concretely in people's lives? The process of

living presents for people different possibilities for Being, which make sense and matter in

accordance with a particular cultural background. Some examples might include "being a

good citizen," "being a good parent," "being a loyal friend," or "being secure against natural

disaster." These are possibilities for Being that matter to Dasein. They represent the reason

humans do anything, what Heidegger (1962) calls the "for-sake-of-which" (p. 120). These

possibilities for Being, in other words, are universals insofar as human beings intrinsically

do something for the sake of something-this reason underlying action makes us human

(not bouncing cue balls), which Heidegger recognizes by his term Dasein, the Being that

cares about its Being.

Dasein goes about actualizing a possibility for Being by a submission to particular

applications of familiar and functional tools, a mediating process of subordinat[ing] itself to

the "in-order-to which is constitutive for ... equipment" employed (Heidegger, 1962, p. 98).

This "in-order-to" refers to a particular application of the function of some equipment in a

situation: a car is used in order to drive to a friend's place; a pair of scissors is used in order

to cut a thread that mends a child's clothing; a tarp is thrown over a tent in order to protect

the inside from rain. The special prepositional terminology of "in-order-to" demonstrates the

relation the tool has to some action. The in-order-to brings about the meaning of the tool; the

in-order-to moves Dasein along an enactment appropriate to its concern. This movement is

72 Both Peter-Paul Verbeek (2005), rooted in phenomenology, and Latour (1994) develop this idea of
technology-as-mediation thoroughly, but only in a this first sense of "actualizing." Verbeek establishes the
various aspects of technology's disclosing, insisting that we approach technology in terms of what it makes
possible for human life. Latour outlines the various ways technology brings about action. Both theorists,
however, are rather typical of SIS, as neither theorist addresses how technology, which mediates our
existence, shapes how we think about technology, the most important condition for agency! It is remarkable
that few theories of technology in the human and social sciences do not ask why common sense does not
tend to see what these theories see about technology. (It seems social theory still harbours the residual wish
to be a science after all).
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the productive process of bringing forth Being, both of entities in the world and that of

Dasein. If any Being is Being-as-something, this "something" is not a what of Being but a way

of Being.

The in-order-to also shows that function never stands simply naked on its own; it

always has an involvement, by a reference or assignment with a complex of other entities

organized coherently by Dasein's care for Being: "Equipment-in accordance with its

equipmentality-always is in terms of[aus] its belonging to other equipment: ink-stand, pen,

ink, paper, blotting pad .... Out of this the 'arrangement' emerges, and it is in this that any

'individual' item shows itself" (Heidegger, 1962, p. 97). The assignments and references

designate the ways in which entities and associated practices are connected or "gathered"73

together by their purposes in an equipmental totality: they refer Dasein to other in-order-tos

and/or they are assigned toward purposes that will render some kind of final work. To

repeat, the in-order-to represents the particular something- contributing to the meaning of

some Being-disclosed or brought forth by a functioning technology; and this meaning

"makes sense" in terms of Dasein's ultimate care for Being.

In use, a tool is never simply a tool or object, but a kind of movement "beyond" the

tool to some purpose that matters. The tool thus has a special mode of Being, which

Heidegger calls "readiness-to-hand." In its role as disclosure or revealing, the tool recedes or

withdraws as this purpose is brought forth. I return to the importance of readiness-to-hand

in my consideration of the relation between technology and consciousness.

To clarify the process of mediation it helps to look at a specific example. Mark

Wrathall (2005) offers a simple but clear description of how a referential totality of

involvement works:

Suppose that, as I am digging a hole in my garden someone asks me: Why?
To what end?... I answer: 'So I can plant a tree.' This person asks again: 'What
for?' I reply: 'So I can have free peaches in the fall.' What for? ... 'So I can

73 Heidegger himself does not use the term "gathering" until his later essay "The Question Concerning
Technology," which I discuss below. My argument here, however, is that the gathering shows up in the
discussion of Zeug in Beingand Time, which, as we will see, renders ground for a critique of Heidegger's
later essay.
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nurture my family.' What for? 'So I can be a good father.' At this point, ... I
can offer no further answer. (p. 25)

Notice that "to-be-a-good-father" can have no singlemeaning on its own, but represents a

conceptual (and universal) for-sake-of-which that could be fulfilled by many possible

enactments. Wrathall's interpretation of what it means to be a good father" is ultimately

brought forth by Wrathall's prior familiarity with using a shovel, which shines light on

possible and appropriate actions'> (i.e., "in-order-tos") that in turn light up relevant aspects

of other entities: the shovel discloses the ground as a garden; this in turn unveils the peach

tree as the provision of food for a family; the shovel also discloses the user's body as a digger,

and, as such, connects digging to the enactment of being a good father, the concern to which

all the disclosures are linked and thereby made possible.

The referential whole"gathered" in Wrathall's action, which, remember, Heidegger

calls significance, makes up the multifarious "window" through which Wrathall can

anticipate and encounter the things in his world as something, as having meaning. But this

act of "looking," what Heidegger calls Umsicht (translated as "circumspection") is not a kind

of contemplating, where the disclosed meanings of Wrathall's reality come to his mind. The

encounter with reality occurs in action, and the Being of its entities is "ready-to-hand." They

withdraw in the flow of activity to bring forth their meaning, their appropriateness to the

action that matters. Heidegger (1962) states explicitly how significance becomes like the

Greek "essence" through which Being (outside the subject) arises but at the same time

becomes "created" in action: "In its familiarity with these relationships [equipments'

assignments and references], Dasein 'signifies' to itself: in a primordial manner it gives itself

both its Being and its potentiality-for-Being as something which it is to understand with

74 Essentially, the for-sake-of-which here is not a goal but a kind of universal category, the totalizing plane of
meaning that we saw operating in articulation theory in Chapter 3. The action of planting a tree cannot be
"derived" from the universal category but rather "makes" the particular meaning of a kind of Being. The
particular, concrete "in-order-tos" provide the means by which agents can, when they become self-reflexive,
apprehend the universal nature of the "for-sake-of-which."
75 These possibilities are both causal (they, as Heidegger says, "bring forth" what was before unseen) but
also cultural. Even though a stack of boxes, for example, might have certain physical properties that can
make it work like a table, it is not possible for a stack of boxes to bea table. The ontology of a table is tied to
the cultural convention of sitting at a particular four-legged structure during meal time or playing cards, etc.

94



regard to its Being-in-the-world" (p. 120). Wrathall's shovel and the corresponding world

actualize a possible meaning of to-be-a-good-father. It is by an involvement with entities that

a possibility for Being is brought forth and also becomes something specific and concrete.

This Being becomes something real and experienced-it becomes mediated.

Heidegger's structure of significance thus provides the basis for a hermeneutics of

technology that defines the specific operations of how technology is involved in the lived

interpretation of what it means to be human.

Now, for a hermeneutics of technology to help with a theory of agency, we need to

draw out (behind his back) how Heidegger's notion of significance suggests the political

nature of technology. This may seem an odd task to set for myself since I state above that

this structure is ahistorical, defining how Being works in general. After all, if this structure

defines existence across time and space, the given structure of our experience of reality, how

could it be political? The answer to this question-despite the absence of any political

considerations in Beingand Time-can partly be found in Heidegger's inspiration to ask

about Being: to look at how Being is shaped by humans. If we shape Being, it is possible for

one kind of shaping to be better than another. In a way, the meaning of Being is an ethical

issue. That is, if the meaning of Being is to ask the meaning of Being, then it is to ask "how to

live?" The possibility for more than one way to exist necessitates the ethical question,

perhaps even more so than it did for the Greeks, who, by seeing essence as fixed, also saw

the movement of Being as destiny.

The structure of Dasein also shows that this ethical question is not simply an

individualistic one. Dasein alone cannot make its world; it depends on its useful tools and

technologies, which are not invented spontaneously with each new endeavour to fulfil a

possibility of Being. Wrathall's culture provides him with his shovel, and his chosen use for

it is constrained by his background of cultural practices. His use of the shovel brings him

into participation with that culture, providing a means for his belonging. Of course, it is hard

to see a shovel as anything political. But its Being as mediation of human Being, which is the

significance of its existence as a technology, binds it up with human interest. The for-sake-of

which organizing significance may be interpretive, but, as a possibility for Being that
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matters, it is also an interest, a stake Wrathall has in the use of the shovel. Both Wrathall's

participation in his social world and his opportunity for and stake in self-determination, to an

extent, depend on the shovel and its relation to other aspects of its context, which are all part

of Wrathall's social conditions.

In this way, a hermeneutics of technology defines how equipments enact particular

interests, specifically how people have a stake in what the technology discloses about the

environment, nature, themselves, and about others. This means that no technology can be

isolated as though it discloses the same possibilities for everykind of social identity; one technology

may position one identity's engagement with the world differently than it will another.

Feenberg's (1999) concept of "participant interest" acknowledges this differential impact that

technology can have. The operation of a technology in an environment can open up

possibilities for some people and pose barrier for others, excluding them from a possible

enactment of their "for-sake-of-which." A person in a wheelchair, for example, cannot get

out and about in a city if there are no sidewalk ramps (p. 141). The seemingly innocent

cement curb, which normally discloses a space for walking, comes forth as a dangerous

obstacle for those with a disability or those pushing an infant in a carriage. What allows for

action for one person makes it impossible for another, cutting that person off from pursuing

any for-sake-of-which that involves moving along a sidewalk. Furthermore, the participants'

interests come about only in relation to the condition created by the technology, not simply because of

the pre-existing condition of these participants. The interest comes about only as the technology

plays out in context, whose construction calls for certain decisions to be made (by anyone in

that context) and sets out the possibilities for action, which, again, may not be the same for

everyone. A sidewalk curb or a shovel 011 its own will always appear innocent and neutral.

But because it is necessary to the mediation of human life, the same functioning technology

will pose different constraints on the nature and number of possible cultural and physical

possibilities with which people will work out a meaning of their particular concern.

Although tools like the shovel, considered on their own, may be innocent, the fact of their

roles in actual situations demand that society ask whether its mediating tools support self

determination for all individuals.

96



The question of "how to live?" thus becomes a question a society must answer

collectively for individual self-determination to be possible. Insisting that technology is

neutral and apolitical, therefore, is much like saying the same about language. Clearly, if

language were a neutral territory, there would be no need for the so-called democratic right

to free speech and expression. Clearly, a right is a right only when it is recognized as such.

Unless technology is recognized as the mediation of human interest, the potential for humans'

self-determination may be at stake, and the diversity of participant interests it discloses will

continue to be considered illegitimateand irrational next to the dominant interest.

There is one final but perhaps most important reason why Heidegger's structure of

significance has political implications: this structure cannot guarantee the self-reflexive

recognition necessary for humans to see that they have interests as participants in a society

(not as independent, individualistic atoms). This lack of guarantee in the general framework

of Being means that humans are responsible for the conditions that shape their thought; "to

be-a-thinking-Being" is a for-sake-of-which whose particular meaning Dasein must

determine. Although humans have a relation to their being, it is possible for humans to be

unaware of just how self-determining they can be-this is, after all, the very reason

Heidegger takes up his endeavour in the first place: since the start of the philosophical

tradition, we took our Being for granted, and as such, in the modern world, mistook

diversity of interpretation as (again) grounds for relativism or scientific beliefthat only what

is calculated and verified can be considered "real." So if humans take their tools and

technologies, which have precise and complex specifications, to exhaust possible realities (or,

as relativism and liberalism would have it, be whatever the user wants them to be), the

question then becomes: are we really free if we do not glimpse the potential for other

possible realities? Thus, even though the structure of significance defines the general way of

Being, if Dasein leaves the question of Being unanswered, the self-determining nature of its

existence becomes anything but self-determining. It is because humans havefreedom that they

can decide to cast it of!

My reasoning here is similar to that behind Georg Lukacs's (1971) argument that

transformative power of not only the self but also social life as a whole depends on self-
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consciousness: "[w]e change what we are immediately in becoming aware of ourselves"

(Feenberg, 2005, p. 77). In Heidegger's terminology, self-consciousness means becoming

consciously aware of the "happening of disclosure," in which case Dasein couId observe the

shaping of significance as a relation to the concern for Being, and as such see its tools as

mediating this concern. With such consciousness, individuals could recognize themselves as

self-determining and thus become more sensitive to the different possibilities for Being.

Along with such sensitivity is the recognition that it is "right" that their technologies support

(are subordinate to) individuals' for-sake-of-whichs, Such a relation to the world would, in

turn, push action to explore further possibilities for these technologies-which, as Feenberg

instrumentalization theory shows, are not exhausted by abstract technical principles.

Realizing that technology is mediation means realizing that it mediates users' own Being and

thus is their own technology, not a territory that only engineers and corporations

understand. But technology will not be users' own until legitimately recognized as such by

society at large. When common sense recognizes that abstract technical knowledge

represents only part of the picture, then users' insight, experience, and understanding have

greater potential to be incorporated as a legitimate input into the generative process of

technology.

With the insight that technology discloses possibilities for Being, two questions

remain for a theory of agency, each of which I explore in the next two sections of this

chapter: (1) how does technology shape humans' capacity for self-consciousness, particularly

in terms of how they see technology when they think about it explicitly, the content of which

is available to language, and (2) how is self-consciousness possible in a technocratic world,

where technology is seen as a set of neutral "things" instead of communication media,

mediation of Being?

4.1.3 Meaning, Function, and Language (Consciousness)

As I state above, my argument here, which rejects false oppositions-such as

theory/practice and rationality/interpretation-still requires a way to distinguish between

different modes of human experience, namely between thought and practice. The discursive

turns shows that it is not only language in the literal sense that constitutes meaning, but that
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meaning can take many forms. But discourse theory fails to ask how human beings have a

different relationship to and experience of meaning-as-action and meaning-as-language, by

which thoughts take the form of words and thus transmit across social life. Action and

explicit thought and expression are two essential aspects of the same process, and as such, it

is important not to collapse one into the other, which sweeping discursive conceptions risk

doing. So how does Heidegger's notion of significance provide insight into the disclosure

brought forth by objects and tools and the disclosure brought forth by language use?

Clearly, the happening of Being's meaning that we saw operating above in the

referential whole is simply the mode of our everyday practical endeavours. The flow of

practice is a process of sense-making carried about not by explicit thought but by a special

kind of awareness or "sight," or Umsicht; such sight is not the application of theoretical

causal principles, but the awareness, or circumspection, we, in any situation, experience in

getting something done. Umsicht is the guiding know-how of what actions make sense (i.e.,

which actions are appropriate) in a situation and how to accomplish them. Again, in this

special flow of awareness, the Being of the entities involved in this process is readiness-to-

hand:

The hammering does not simply have knowledge about the hammer's
character as equipment, but it has appropriated this equipment in a way in
which could not possibly be more suitable .... The kind of Being which
equipment possesses-in which it manifests itself in its own right-we call
"readiness-to-hand" [Zlihandenheit]. (Heidegger, 1962, p. 98)

"Readiness-to-hand" signifies a mode of Being of entities by which they withdraw

from thinking awareness. In their use, tools become invisible but not in the sense of being

absent or outside of Dasein's awareness, say, in the same way that deep-sea life is out of the

view of the user (Taylor, 1993). Ready-to-hand Being is withdrawn but still present to the

sight of Umsicht. What does Llmsichi "see"? It sees the significance disclosed by the tool,

which occurs in terms of Dasein's care; a ready-to-hand hammer exists not as a hammer but

as a means to access the world, allowing Dasein to encounter materials such as wood, nails,

or work bench as something (as having significance and therefore existence), specifically as

materials for building something that matters. Readiness-to-hand refers to a condition of
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meaning, a kind of something to which something else refers. Referring inherently means

directing awareness or sight to a "beyond." This cannot happen if the thing that refers

asserts itself as itself, becoming a road block to meaning rather than the way to meaning. To

be a way to meaning, the ready-to-hand entity withdraws to let its reference come forth.

The concepts of readiness-to-hand and Urnsicht refer also to the essential condition of

the happening of Being that the Greeks recognized but did not fully understand and therefore

missed as the condition of humans' self-determination. This condition of the happening is

familiarity. An object cannot be ready-to-hand without Dasein's prior sense of how the

object works and its possible applications. This familiarity continually allows Being to be "all

ready" to carry itself out, giving Dasein a profound sense of the possible actions that, in any

situation, are appropriate both practically and culturally. If Dasein had to instruct itself on

every single action, it would exist as a perpetual beginner at life (Dreyfus, 2005). The ready

to-hand mode of Being corresponds to a kind of expertise required to get on in the world,

which works only as a kind of unconscious (but not unaware) flow:

Being-in-the-world ... amounts to a non-thematic circumspective absorption
in references or assignments constitutive for the readiness-to-hand of a
totality of equipment. Any concern is already as it is, because of some
familiarity with the world. (Heidegger, 1962, p. 107)

The disclosure brought forth in the mode of Umsichi does not occur by Dasein's

noticing itself as an independent acting "self," but makes decisions (interprets Being) in the

flow of practice. Here is yet another way in which we can see why Heidegger sees existence

as interpretation. It does not need to refer to a theoretical model or to recall instructions or

rules for doing things. Being happens by a kind of free relation to the world, ordered by

familiarity with a form of life. It is always already in the happening, and in that way, it is also

always already a kind ofgrasping of possibitities." In many ways, Umsicht describes nicely the

experience of belonging to a culture. In any place of familiarity, we do not have to think

76 Dreyfus (1991) defines the essence of interpretation in a similar way: " ... meaning is grounded neither in
some mental reality nor in an arbitrary decision, but is based upon a form of life in which we necessarily
dwell, and which, therefore, is neither immediately given nor merely a matter of choice. This is theessential

character of interpretation" (p. 201).
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about what we are doing; we simply "know" how to be there; the conventions and practices

are ready-to-hand. As a shared cultural background is grasped more extensively, we feel

freer to explore a greater range of possible self-expressions, and therefore perhaps even

expand (have agency over) the shared background of understanding. A group of friends or

family, for example, will develop a kind of culture as they grow more comfortable with one

another: as they grow more familiar there is an expansion of their shared background, and

therefore a more extensive horizon-allowing individuals to be freer, continuing to expand

the horizon of intelligibility. This is why unfamiliarity can be uncomfortable: we no longer

have a free relation to the environment but must observe the actions of others, devise

guidelines for ourselves, and keep check on our actions; we are, in other words, aware of

fewer possibilities for action.

As the condition for self-determining enactment, familiarity is also the condition for

transformative thinking, which, as we saw Marcuse point out in Chapter 2, requires a

tension between the actual and the potential, the is and the ought. My point becomes clearer

once I point out the obvious. Recall Wrathall's action of planting a peach tree for his family.

The action is made possible by Wrathall's familiarity with his culture, to which it makes

sense to grow fruit for the sake of being a good father. Wrathall's familiarity with the shovel

allows him to "receive" its disclosure of the ground as garden. What goes without saying (the

profundity of this cliche is about to come dear) is that neither the meaning of "to-be-a-good

father" nor the shovel's possible "in-order-tos" are exhausted by Wrathall's enactment of

planting a peach tree. Anyone familiar with Wrathall's culture "knows" that being a good

father involves more than simply planting a peach tree and that a shovel has a wider range

of possible applications-even if all these possibilities cannot be listed upon our immediate

contemplation. But this sensing of the tool's potentiality, along with that of Being itself, keeps

the user sensitive to the range of possible enactments in the endeavour to fulfil some for

sake-of-which.

Thematizing the "what-goes-without-saying" exemplifies the structure of self

consciousness in terms of the theme/background relation that we saw in Chapter 3.

Thematizing the what-goes-without-saying brings the theme/background and horizon into
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explicit view. Such a view shows how meaning works as a happening and how our

understanding of technology and ourselves is never exhausted by anyone actualization.

This thematizing of the theme/background is a condition of explicitly recognizing that actual

reality does not necessarily represent the only possible reality, and that the world could be

transformed to better fulfil the for-sake-of-which that matters." Recognition of ungrounded

reality is exemplified by fuller and reflexive view of the theme/background because such a

view shows how meaning comes about in-context and in-action, and thus how it could be

transformed in a different context/action and still make sense. This explicit recognition,

therefore, goes beyond even self-determination within a given social condition and

recognizes potentiality for the wider social context as a whole. But such change requires

bringing the recognized potentiality to the explicit attention of others, which requires

bringing the realization to language. But none of this can happen without familiarity,

without the Being of readiness-to-hand.

How does thematization occur in Heidegger's account of Being-in-the-world? And

how is it shaped by our mediating technologies? Specifically, what kind of mediation

supports the self-reflexive thematization I describe above, and what would prevent it?

Heidegger associates explicit modes of awareness of both the self and its

surroundings with disturbances in the flow of Umsicht, which might happen with a

breakdown in the working of the tool, and the enactment in the original flow comes to a halt

and requires strategic input through thinking about the situation. It is also in these modes

that Dasein is aware of itself as separate from the entities within the world as objects, whose

ready-to-hand mode of Being then becomes "present-at-hand": the being of these entities is

no longer absorbed transparently in a referential totality but they become salient as objects,

and, with this kind of changeover of Being, they become available for an examination of

their causal properties. They become "present-at-hand." With this relation to the tool, the

77 I am pointing here to Heidegger's view of mastery in skill development, which can lead to the stage of
"world transformer," who has the sense that ... identity and world are ungrounded, and so can be totally

transformed" (Dreyfus, 2005, p. 149). Exploring this relation between familiarity/skill mastery goes beyond
the scope of this thesis, but thus provides a rich ground for further thought, particularly for thinking about

the relation between design and agency. If mastery is a condition for the potential of seeing a new reality,

what kinds of designs would encourage such a relation to the world?
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user can also abstract the object's functional qualities. A hammer does not bring forth a

particular in-order-to, so it becomes possible to see it as an object that is used for banging; or

the shovel, no longer fully gathered into the referential whole in which it discloses the

ground as a garden, becomes somewhat "detached" from its role in the flow of action.

Rather than being fully linked to and absorbed within the for-sake-of-which that organizes

significance, the shovel comes forth as a shovel (becomes "present") and can thus be seen as a

thing that digs. It is these modes of awareness whose contents become available to language

use, assertions in the literal sense, by which we think and think together with others to restore

the activity. Language here assumes the disclosing role, working to bring forth what is

necessary for Dasein to do to restore activity. Abstracting function works in the service of

this restoration because it opens view into the causal properties of a tool, which may need

fixing. This is the necessary eye an engineer looks through when working with a technology;

such an eye allows the engineer to isolate the formal technical properties and principles that

are essential to getting the tool to work.

The abstraction of function is one possible line of language use's disclosure, and an

important one, but it is not the only one, nor should we expect it to be since conscious

thought about technology, according to the structure of significance, is oriented to getting

the technology back up and running so it can perform its in-order-to. Language, in the

situation of breakdown, works in the service of a potential enactment of Being, which can be

understood only within a social and cultural context. Language, then, brings forth the

aspects of the situation that correspond to what matters to Dasein - it brings forth what

Dasein needs to see-the necessary "something" -that links the context to the for-sake-of

which.

For Heidegger, the "essence of language" refers to how it "essences" (as a verb) the

world around us, provides what we see is essential about the world in the moment of speech

(Wrathall, 2005, p. 91). Language is connected to a prior and deeper process independentof

our intentions that disposes us to the world in a particular way-this disposition is,
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essentially, culture, a shared background of understanding. 78 These predispositions produce

the discourses we use everyday in a myriad of contexts, opening a certain line of sight on the

world, attuning us to what matters and what makes sense for ourselves and those to whom

we speak, when speech is needed." The configuration of discourses that discourse theory

extracts (and abstracts) from its observation of society is evidence of this angle on the world,

and, as such, provides a valid ground of analysis, which discourse theory occupies. But

discourses, which exemplify "forms" of thought, manifest in relation to the disclosure at the

level of Umsicht. The character of this disclosing is deeply involved in what appears at this

level of reflection. Technology is, in other words, involved in what is shown as "speak-able"

about the world.

How, then, do the designs of technical media, by which Dasein lives its meaning of

Being, playa role in the "design" of thinking, of which discourses are evidence? How are

these designs a determining factor in the condition of a society's user agency, which depends

on subjects taking notice of their conditions, the new uses to which language can be put, and

new possible dispositions to the world?

Clearly, if a society primarily talks about technology as nothing more than a

collection of devices brought forth by expert knowledge, there is a real disconnection between

thought and the social conditions of that thought, in which technology plays an essential

role. Put in Heideggerian terminology, such disconnection is a shared tendency to "de-

world" technology when it becomes a theme for thought. For Heidegger, this de-worlding

defines what makes science distinct from the rest of society: to attain the explanatory

knowledge science is after, its methodology deliberately abstracts any entity it studies "from

the everyday world, i.e., [so that it] does not fit into the referential whole and connect up

78 In terms of the theme/background framework, the Heideggerian essence of (a) language is a particular
cultural tendency to privilege certain "themes" within a shared background. This implies that there may be

aspects of our shared understanding that simply never get talked about; the tendency to leave them out,
therefore, is also part of the shared understanding.
7Y It should be clear that discourses are not chunks of ready-made words that determine our thoughts and

actions. If we can analyze discourses in the form of language, they are evidence of a prior disposi lion, not its

cause. Discourses that can be analyzed are better seen as extractable and abstract-able "effects" of a cultural

disposi tion,
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with our purposes and for-the-sake-of-whichs" (Dreyfus, 1991, p. 206). This de-worlding

describes also the primary instrumentalization in Andrew Feenberg's theory discussed in

Chapter 2. Like science, the technical disciplines assume a distinct relation to their objects,

isolating them from significance in Heidegger's sense; that is, the disciplines' search for

causal principles that Dasein does not process in its concern for Being. It is not that these

principles are "meaningless" in the sense that they are useless or have no significance in the

building of a device or explaining a physical process. Such de-worlding is necessary for

these disciplines to generate the explanatory knowledge they seek; but this process is

meaning-less in the sense that it abstracts those aspects of the physical world that do not

dependon a context for their definition. There is nothing that goes without saying in the vacuum

that science and technical disciplines set their objects. Without this background, the object

does not disclose anything. It remains a "thing," and whatever is uttered about the object

appears to capture it completely and fully. In a de-worlded context, everything said is all

that can be said. There is no meaning surplus.

Certainly, having a sense of the inner working of both physical and functional

objects partly defines the experience of being a modern subject. When the milk goes bad, we

know it is bacteria, not the tricks of some impish fairy. When our computer crashes, we

know there is a stall in the running of a program, not a ghost in the machine. But the

explanation of a device's underlying technical structure is not the same as our

phenomenological understanding of its significance. Nor is our phenomenological

understanding the same as a "bias." It is, again, tied to the reason we do anything. Thus,

having a sense of what to do when something breaks down is appropriate, but if we find

that all that can be "said" about a device ties it back to its de-worlded technical properties,

the "essence" of discourses about technology casts a privative view, one where technological

alternatives seem impossible, even absurd. This is a condition that poses serious threat to

freedom. Instead of technology remaining subordinate to people's potential for self

determination, which requires that technology's disclosure remain open to being shaped in

the fluid "happening" of Being, people's potential meaning of Being remains subordinate to

the structure of the technology.
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What does this impoverished discourse indicate about thekind of world our

technology"discloses" in the flow of practice? Why is technology typically spoken about in terms

of its abstract (singular) function, a "neutral" and independent object, a means to an ends,

when it is deeply involved in our concern for the way we exist? Why does the dominant

essence of our language de-world technology?

Clearly, if technology becomes reduced to such an impoverished "essence" and if

significance (Heidegger's modification of the Greek essence) can be traced back to our

concern for Being, there is question about how wellour dominant technologies connect up toour

concern for Being. The dominance of the objectivist view of technology suggests a kind of

alienation: if all we see are black-boxes, things that can do wondrous things but appear

primarily as having their own internal logic, there is question about whether they really have

meaning in terms of the reason we go about our practical endeavours.

This is Heidegger's own critique of technology. In his later essay "The Question

Concerning Technology," Heidegger, without reference to Dasein, sketches out the

disclosing role of technology in a slightly different vocabulary than that of Being and Time.

Instead of referring to the referential whole, he discusses the existential structure of "causal

means." A "cause" is a way of being "responsible for something else" (p. 7), which is "at

play, then, within bringing-forth," or revealing (p. 11) the other entities "gathered" together

by a whole permeated by significance. In this way, he emphasizes how practical tools bring

forth what human beings cannot bring forth on their own, and in that way, in part, defines

(designs?) them.

Heidegger (1977) gives a despairing analysis of modern technology, which he calls a

"challenging revealing" and which produces a world that is like a store house of energy

commodities, a "standing reserve." For Heidegger, technology's model of extracting natural

resources-a model that does not interact with the earth by a free relation, in which energy

might be consumed in the happening of Being-brings forth nothing more than a halt to the

movement of references and assignments of the referential totality. The for-sake-of-which

organizing the structure of significance, in other words, becomes severed off from the totality of

modern human involvements. The "Enframing" that ensues replaces the worldly, flowing

106



character of this totality and brings it into perpetual delay, an endless planning stage. The

ready-to-hand curiously disappears from the experience of modern Being into the standing

reserve; it is as though technology remains present-at-hand, asserting itself upon us as an

object with only a single function and no particular in-order-to. Without such a disclosing

role, modern technology is stripped of significance and appears simply as a black-box, a

product of science, whose occupation has nothing to do with how users experience and

relate to their world.

Although Heidegger's analysis warrants critique, which I explore in the final section

of this chapter, he provides an analysis that isolates the key question that a hermeneutics of

technology must ask to understand the link between technology and consciousness: how

available is a technology to the human concern for Being? Recall "what went without

saying" in the enactment of planting a peach tree: the shovel holds a certain in

exhaustiveness, a kind of permanent interpretive flexibility, which provides a continual

potential to serve individuals' endeavour for self-determination. With such perpetual

flexibility, a technology compels a richer attendance to it when it becomes present-at-hand

and thus becomes available for richer contemplation. It is seen in its concrete particularity,

and thus has the potential to signify future particularities. But, if technology in thought

appears purely as a neutral thing, this suggests that it somehow resists linkage with Dasein's

concern for Being. Heidegger's analysis suggests that modern technologies become so

extremely specialized and devoted to a singular application that it is difficult for users to

relate to them: they can find nothing compelling about the technology other than its

"thingy" character with a function. But such a de-worlded technology in thought suggests

that the very character of technology-as-mediation resists mediation, and it remains a cold

object. This may seem impossible since Dasein is inherently mediated. But this intrinsic
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structure of Being does not preclude the possibility of an impoverished mediation or

disclosure of reality." What is behind this impoverishment?

It makes sense that a specialized function would correspond to things like extraction

industries, where technologies must overcome incredible physical resistances. Such

technologies demand a design method that ruthlessly isolates the scientific principles

applicable to the singular task. Such isolation strips the method from any other

considerations-including otherquestions that could be posed even to other scientific

disciplines: clearly, if the task of extracting materials from the earth is guided only by the

scientific principles relevant to that singular task, there is nothing in the method that would

steer engineers and designers to consult biologists, for example, about the impact of such

extraction on ecosystems and the atmosphere. But such consultation can only find its source

in a concern, an enactment that interprets care-for-the-earth as an intrinsic part of Being

human. In the vacuum created by the technical method, in which it de-emphasizes

interpretation, there is nothing that poses such questions about its context beyond the

vacuum, so these questions are left unanswered. But this does not mean the technical method is

incompatible with such questions. As Feenberg's instrumentalization theory shows, such

questions could be posed and incorporated into the design as issues to be solved, but they

need to be posed from some contextualized standpoint, which is an interpretive standpoint

that "sees" the essence of Being not based in bias but in human responsibility.

But without emphasis on questions based in the world, technologies are designed as

though they are reducible to abstract functions. Such practice, in turn, produces a kind of

technology that confirms this conception by its narrow disclosure. Georg Lukacs (1971) calls such a

phenomenon "reification," which is based on Marx's analysis of commodity fetishism.

Reification is "the appearance of social processes in the form of thinghood" (Feenberg, 2005,

p. 75). For example, a law of the capitalist market-such as that of supply and demand, for

80 Verbeek's (2005) critique of Heidegger misses this point. He claims that Heidegger gives a transcendental
view, and insists that all technology is mediation and a disclosure of the world, as Being and Time indicates.
But although Verbeek insists repeatedly that this is the shaping power of technology and provides ways for
the mediation of perception, he does not mention anything about how it shapes our perception of

technology itself, nor does he ask why, in this shaping, it may shape an impoverished revealing.
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instance-is a "law" really only because agents take it as a law. The belief in supply and

demand, in other words, is what makes the law of supply and demand not only true but

"real." More specifically, faith in the value of money, for instance, orients agents' action to

obtaining money, which, in turn, makes money valuable." The market takes on a life of its

own because its subjects act as though their primary role is to obey the laws of the system. If

they do not, they act out of irrationality, momentarily lapsing from their true "nature" as

homo economicus. Reification is a kind of question-begging fallacy in action, where a

preconception about Being (which amounts to not a questioning but a precise pre-definition)

produces an action that confirms the preconception.

In terms of Feenberg's instrumentalization theory, technical production that

emphasizes only the relevant technical principles, lacks emphasis on the secondary

instrumentalizations through which technologies become a part of human life. This

produces a kind of technological fetishism (Feenberg, 1999), where the engineering process

works by a kind of trick: the emphasis on de-contextualized principles produces a thing that

appears as "the instantiation of pure technical rationality" (p. 211). The specialized being

that such technology brings forth, further confirms the conception that technology is nothing

more than a thing that "does" a something (and so wondrously that it does it on its own): a

pulp mill produces pulp; a car goes from" A to B"; a ship travels across water. This, in turn,

reinforces a particular window onto technology that "essences" it as purely technological,

which, in turn, is all that it signifies in the design process, further producing technology

whose Being is purely technological. The secondary instrumentalizations-the interpretive

aspects emerge as free from interpretation.

Engineering questions only answer engineering questions without little thought to

the secondary instrumentalizations because processes are broken down into precise parts

81 A stock market crash or currency devaluation is evidence of this. In these cases, investors or currency
traders perceive their stock or currency to be low in value. Any "rational" investor, of course, wants to get
rid of a declining security, so the appropriate action is to sell it, which, in tum, increases supply and
decreases demand, so the "value" of the "thing" goes down. But this "thing" whether money or a stock is

really a relation of exchange between people put into object form. The thing has no value on its own but
appears as though it does, which in hun brings forth the action that perpetuates the appearance. This is the

principle behind Marx's notion of commodity fetishism and Lukacs's reification.
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which are further designed in isolation but which lend themselves to proliferation across the

lifeworld. Such de-contextualization, again, reduces its object into its formal properties,

which allows it to capture it exhaustively. Such properties are the same in every context. Sure,

in every context, the swinging action of an long object that is heavier on one end will convert

mechanical work into kinetic energy, and if that object is made of titanium, that action will

occur with greater velocity, producing more energy (and Heidegger's hammer is nowhere to

be found ... ). If engineering designs each of their objects as though the language of physics

exhausts them, thus making these objects appear as some universal truth compatible with all

forms of life, then, they proliferate across cultural contexts, creating a global technology

(Feenberg, 2003) that appears neutral and rational but washes out cultural considerations as

entirely irrational.

Clearly, in a reified world, technology's role in the "happening" of Being becomes

stale. A reified world produces a kind of practice that Lukacs (1971) calls "contemplative."

His description of such practice in relation to "the machine" is strikingly phenomenological,

bearing similarity to the perpetually delayed "standing reserve" of Heidegger's analysis:

Neither objectively nor in his relation to his work does man appear as the
authentic master of the process; on the contrary, he is mechanical part
incorporated into a mechanical system. He finds it already pre-existing and
self-sufficient, it functions independently of him and he has to conform to its
laws whether he likes it or not. (p. 89)

Contemplative practice further reifies the lifeworld, collapsing the is and theough! in

Marcuse's terminology, and the human relation to technology is reduced, like homo

economicus, to a rational rule-following procedure. Clearly, self-determination, which takes

place in the flow of readiness-to-hand and as a continual questioning of Being, is anything

but law obedience. But the system's apparent "neutrality" and rationality, unburdened by

irrational human biases, give rise to the system's proliferation, and thus threatens cultural

self-determination behind the backs of those who, in the endeavour to be rational, strive to

"obey" the system. The more they obey, the larger the system gets, the more people become

enrolled, the more culture is deemed separate from reason, and the more the prospect of

imagining a different world becomes absurd.
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If, however, agents were to gain self-consciousness and realize that the apparent

rationality and neutrality of technology depend on production perpetuated and reinforced

by the (interpretive) beliefin the rationality of technological systematization, what before

appeared as the application of scientific laws transform into a potentially mutable, meaning

rich reali ty.

How is such self-reflexivity possible in a reified world packed full with objects

independent from "human" pursuits? Under what conditions do social subjects recognize

that technology is mediation and therefore has a bearing on how the meaning of freedom is

actualized?

4.2 Technology as Lived Meaning and the Possibility of User Agency

Recall that for Heidegger in Beingand Time, taking authentic responsibility for one's

own self-determining Being (asking the reflexive question of what it means to exist) can

happen only by involvement with Being, by allowingoneselfto find oneself already doing it,

already understanding and interpreting it. I argue here, following Lukacs, that this mode of

reflexivity represents a kind of political action. By such reflexivity, subjects see that in their

relation to technology they are shaped by that technology. But because they can reflect on

this shaping, they also see that they do understand technology, specifically the extent to

which it does or does not link up to the ultimate reason they do anything: to live out a self

interpretation. They can thereby see why and how their absorbed understanding of

technology produces a particular form of thought and then evaluate that thought,

recognizing that if they are surrounded by black-boxes instead of familiar ready-to-hand

objects, the existence of these black-boxes need radical interrogation.

My point here also implies that social theory can contribute to social change only by

engaging the already-there capacity of ordinary subjects: their ability to understand

explicitly an aspect of their shared background and recognizing it as shared. Instead of

carving out a self-appointed place of authority from which it can declare that most of society

is doped into domination (itself a dominating move), the value in hermeneutic analysis is

that it takes the only standpoint from which it is possible to evaluate social being in a
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meaningful way: from within social being itself. The point is that new possibilities for this

being matter to the extent that they matter to social participants themselues." Without appealing

to a mode of thought that social participants can already relate to, and without having some

vision toward not only what shouldbe but also what "ordinary people" could be, critical

social theory risks becoming incomprehensible and de-worlded. It risks alienating itself. This

is the insight underlying Foucault's call for theory to privilege the "standpoint of the

subjugated," even though his highly abstract and "erudite" discourse theory approach fails

to achieve such a standpoint.

Ironically, despite the foundation Being and Time provides for a hermeneutics of

technology, Heidegger commits the same error as Foucault in "The Question Concerning

Technology." But this stems not from his recognition of the Enframing as a suppression of

the absorbed aspect of meaning. As Lukacs's theory of reification shows, it is quite possible

that the abstraction at the heart of modern technological design produces an impoverished

Being. But Heidegger cannot expect his readers to conclude with him that the Enframing

represents some radical new existential condition. If the very structure of Being-in-the-world

has been broken, human beings can be nothing more than automatons (only following

programmed instructions). If that is the case, then the very "existence" of "The Question

Concerning Technology" itself cannot convince us that questioning is still possible in the

impoverished conditions Heidegger describes. Clearly, if Heidegger's dystopic reflection

sees nothing but a "destining" that "banishes man into a kind of revealing which is an

ordering" (p. 27) then he fails to see that his own analysis chains itself to technological

determinism.

But what is wrong with this determinism if something like the Enframing is

possible? Is Heidegger's dystopic outlook not entirely realistic? It is, but if it tells the whole

story, then it collapses into the essentialist views of technology that perpetuate the Enframing.

As much as the theory of reification shows the truth in Heidegger's critique, it also shows

82 This observation has two aspects that are not easy to negotiate: on the one hand, it shows the irony in
telling someone they are dominated. Secondly, it also shows the hard reality of being oblivious to being
controlled, which fosters control: our social conditions are shaped by our ability to be aware of what we are

doing and why we think about the things we do (instead of other things).
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that criti,9ue is complicit with what it attacks if it does not challenge itself to glimpse new

possibilities and then act accordingly. It is tempting to conclude that Heidegger ends up

turning his back on significance, which he outlines in Beingand Time (Verbeek, 2005). But this

is not entirely a correct assessment either. It is that Heidegger sees technology's disclosure in

terms of only one kind of for-sake-of-which, only one kind of possibility for Being that

organizes the practical referential whole. This for-sake-of-which represents the one position

that has the most stake in the current system. If it is the one and only position that has such a

stake, then it is a dominant (and thus dominating) position (Feenberg, 1999, p, 197). Consider

the Enframing in light of Marcuse's insight discussed in Chapter 2: something like the

Enframing, which "sets nature up to exhibit itself as the coherence of forces calculable in

advance" (Heidegger, 1977, p. 21), reproduces the status quo, supporting those already in

power, because it works by the assumption that questions about what is calculable and what

is "freedom" have nothing to do with one another. If Heidegger's analysis remains tied to

one for-sake-of-which and if society's one-dimensionality is total, then the critique assumes

the standpoint not of the subjugated but that of the powerful.

Instead of simply concluding that Heidegger commits an analytical oversight (that is

later inherited by Foucault and discourse theory), a critique of Heidegger can indicate the

very difficulty a theory of agency in the modern world faces. Heidegger's essentialist view of

technology is a historical symptom of the social effect created by the kinds of technology he

critiques. It is a result of a dominant technical practice that affirms (and thus reifies) the

independent rationality of science and technology; the view is a result of a social enactment

that reveals the social world as external and foreign to the "neutral" sphere of scientific and

technical knowledge; it is a view that confirms that ordinary people, swayed by meaning,

have no real understanding of their technology. Such a view can perpetuate only insofar as

ordinary people continue to believe it. Heidegger's analysis takes the standpoint of the

powerful because his analysis falls prey to what reinforces the powerful: an apparent belief,

not only by the dominant but alsoby the subjugated, that science and technology are inherently

disconnected from human life. Heidegger's analysis, therefore, demonstrates precisely what is

happening with the Enframing: the standpoint of the subjugated is filled only by ghosts,

remnants of the living Beings that now only stand, along with their employers, staring in
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fascination at all the heavy machinery around them. Heidegger's analysis could very well

speak of the gravity of the situation of modern life. But, of course, if this gravity is all that

can be affirmed, the analysis itself remains nothing more than a ghost.

But, if dominant modes of thought, conditioned by technology's disclosing,

discourage the self-reflexivity necessary to be critical, is critique not inherently foreign to

dominant modes of thought? Furthermore, if technology shapes consciousness by the

meanings of Being it enacts, does my argument not suggest that subjects' understanding is

complicit with the system? This is a rephrasing of the problem that Angus poses for

discourse theory, that Marcuse faces in casting society as thoroughly one-dimensional, and it

is the core problematic that this thesis, in the spirit of Feenberg's critical theory of

technology, has sought to address.

And the way out? As I have repeated numerous times, it is through self-reflexivity.

And, this implies that the possibility of agency arises from the very recognition that at first

appears deterministic to the dominant mode of modern thought: that technology shapes us

and the way we think. Seen through the eyes of oppositional thinking, whether on the right

or left, this insight represents control-by-machine, if not pure absurdity. But, seen through

concrete thought-where meaning and rationality, part and whole, subject and object, etc.

are fundamental aspects of the same concrete process-the recognition of technology's

mediation brings the recognition that humans, in turn, can and do shape technology. Such

recognition discloses just how important it is for users to assume responsibility in this shaping.

The very recognition that technology shapes us is evidence of an independent thought that, on

the one hand, assumes some distanciation'f from its environment, but, on the other hand,

remains sensitive to its background, its own condition. The very thought thus immediately

sets into motion the process of self-determination.

83 In his attempt to contribute to a critical hermeneutics, Ricoeur (l981a, p. 91) argues that it is the fixation of
expression by the text that allows for this essential opportunity for distanciation. Because the text has certain
autonomy and can move to different contexts, it can undergo different constraints on its meaning and be
interpreted in new ways. All texts, therefore, exhibit a "meaning surplus" that subjects can encounter and
thereby challenge the "dominant reading." I am arguing that this meaning surplus occurs already at the
level of ontology through the structure of the relation between thought and practice (represented by the
theme/background model).
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And why is self-reflexivity possible in even in a technocratic world? Recall Angus's

insight discussed in Chapter 3 that it is because subjects embrace their particularity, living out

their self-interpretation in context, that they come to discover what conditions of their Being

work and do not work. The challenging revealing can never eliminate subjects' own

particularconcern for their Being. It is therefore always possible for them to encounter and

reflect on modern technology under the light of their own for-sake-of-which, their own

participant interest. These interests arise when technologies become incompatible with users'

concerns. If users remain committed to this concern (a possibility that cannot ever be

exhausted), their encounter with the present-at-hand object can alert them explicitly to

unintended effects (positive or negative), not only an abstracted function. The intended

uniformity of the assembly line, for example, may take on a surplus in meaning-such as

lived monotony-in relation to a concern for an engaging existence, a concern that is as much

a part of workers' shared background as the conventions of the assembly line. Such

conscious recognitions can open up thought to questioning whether a certain technology is

ethical, or they may even light up possibilities for different "in-order-tos," new applications

that no longer stay bound to previous interests.

Such discovery, when voiced, can effect change within the greater social sphere and

alert other social subjects to new modes of thinking (and thus to new designs). Recall that, in

my critique of articulation theory, what Laclau and Mouffe mistake as "floating elements"

from a perspective outside the system becomes the appearance of the theme/background

from inside the system. Such appearance represents the experience of questioning and thus

the possibility of social change as previously taken-for-granted social meanings become

explicit, but also indeterminate and uncertain. The utterances that destabilize such thought

are not scientific but hermeneutic, taking place in-context, consciously turning both the

speaker and the listener toward the cultural horizon.

One final question remains: why can such utterances, which are necessarily

particular, make an impact on the consciousness of other identities, those who experience

other contexts, even other cultures? Unlike the de-contextualized, abstract statements of

science, such utterances bring with them what goes without saying: that regardless of culture
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or context, human beings have a relation to their Being, that they care about their own Being,

and that such Being cannot be cared for without a particular context and the opportunity for

self-determination. This is the already-ness of communication, which, as Angus (2000a)

points out, has the structure of a "horizon of horizons" (p.68), one that surrounds the local

context and one that surrounds the greater social and cultural world as a whole, within

which different identities encounter one another and share a level of commonality. This

already-common-ness is precisely what communication is, as Heidegger (1962) himself

recognizes:

Communication is never anything like a conveying of experiences ... from the
interior of one subject into the interior of another. Dasein-with is already
essentially manifest in a co-affectedness and a co-understanding. In telling
being-with becomes"explicitly" shared; that is to say, it is already, but it is
unshared as something that has not been taken hold of and appropriated. (p.
205)

Statements that require a background are putting into language something already

understood and shared beyond their own particular context: such statements make it obvious

that a concern for one's own Being is a responsibility, not a personal bias, that each human

being has. When what was before a bias becomes a reasonable thought, the objectivist

statements supposedly aligned with rationality and universality come closer to exposure and

destabilization.

In sum, the particular is the universal. When social groups see these two as essential

aspects of a greater whole rather than opposites, these groups no longer fall prey to

xenophobic assumptions that the interest of the other is necessarily incompatible with and

threatening to their own. If common sense, however, is predisposed to concrete thought,

with which technology and practice are deeply implicated, then the voices of others' concern

for their own particularity, far from signalling a threat, signals a call for mediation, for the

bringing together of non-identical parts. Without concrete thought, a threat to freedom for

one group just may very well be a threat to freedom for all. And if a clash between two non

identical social positions seems impossible to mediate, the theory of reification shows us all

too well that it is very likely the consciousness stifled by perceived impossibilities that create

these impossibilities. If modern common sense were to grasp technology as mediation, as
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communication, then users' questions concerning technology would not be seen as irrational,

interpretive colourings, but as insight that can serve as a legitimate force in the generative

process of technology.
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Conclusion: Being and Perpetual Questioning

With their capacity for self-reflection, humans have the inherent potential for agency

and a self-determining life. But agency is not a guarantee. It requires a society that fosters

freedom. The obviousness of this statement is striking. Why, then, are "individual" and

"society" so easily taken as two incommensurable opposites?

Throughout this thesis I have argued that the prominence of such antinomies pose

the greatest threat to agency in the modern world. If individuals live as though their social

conditions do not shape them and thus live as though they have no effect on these

conditions, their world suffers, and a ruthless individualism only perpetuates a life lived by

an illusion of freedom. The endless streams of self-help products and marketable

philosophies that preach about the miraculous "power of positive thinking" attest to a

strangely self-satisfied desperation within consumer society. The antinomy between the

individual and society fosters the mistake that somehow taking responsibility for oneself

means seeing the self as entirely independent of what "society says." If this complete

independence were even possible, then freedom would be a given. But as long as individuals

see freedom as something they can only find in themselves isolated from their context and

relation to others, they remain blind to the ineffectual, irrelevance, even complacency of

"positive thinking" in the face of any substantial problem such as war, genocide, and global

pollution. Positive thinking thus amounts simply to the belief that these problems belong to

someone else and that the pursuit of freedom warrants no need to think about how actions

have real consequences.

I have tried to show throughout this thesis that, if modern society is impoverished,

such a condition stems directlyfrom the state of the relation between users and their

technology. The astonishing dominance of the belief in technology's neutral rationality and

in the independence of subjects from the objects they use is evidence of a prominent trust in

the antinomy between individual and society. This oppositional thinking wrests people and
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things from their context, and thus casts humans and their technology as fundamentally

alien to one another: the result is a belief that our technology cannot really affect us and that

we cannot really affect our technology. The danger in this belief is that it allows precaution

to take a subordinate role in design and the relation between technology and culture,

imagination, and values remains invisible. This invisibility is thus further perpetuated and

confirmed by the culture-dissolving operation of tools designed by such blindness. At the

same time, taking notice of the negative effects of technology amounts to a flaccid critique if

it remains caught in the subject-object divide: such critiques can only refuse technology as a

whole and make judgements that society is "too materialistic." The perpetual willingness to

get rid of our things rather than care for them just creates more garbage. And without

recognizing what our things do-that is, how they bring about social participation in the

form of shared practices-critique does nothing more than foster alienation and

individualistic, xenophobic relations among people. The enactment of freedom presupposes a

context of action and thus means participation-which, seen through the eyes of individualism,

is mistaken as a burdening obligation. If the individual is separate from society, the claim to

one's own independence becomes nothing more than complacency.

Technology not only mediates shared practices but creates the conditions by which

we can live out our self-interpretation. Technology organizes our perception of our reality,

opening us up to what actions are possible. Its functioning poses decisions we have no

choice but to make. For example, the very fact that automobiles exist in my world forces me

to decide whether or not I want to drive one. "Possibilities, as disclosed, exert their counter

thrust" (Heidegger, 1962, p. 188). There is no way out of the decision. I cannot even choose

not to face it. Ignoring too is a choosing.

Agency, then, is not simply the capacity to be self-determining given one's

conditions. It is not, for example, about recognizing that each of us has a choice to drive a car

or not, or to use it for good or ill. Agency is about the ability to effect change in the

conditions of action, which technology shapes profoundly.

There is no doubt, then, that agency requires a particular consciousness and self

awareness-perhaps even a kind of "power of positive thinking" -but it is one based on the
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self-reflexive recognition that we are not separate from our social conditions, which are made

by our technologies, which, in turn, are made by us. Far from amounting to simply another

technological determinism, seeing technology as absorbed, lived meaning that constitutes a

way of life inherently implies the possibility for distantiation; recognizing our connection to

technology is the very enactment of a self-reflexive consciousness; more precisely,

recognizing ourselves amongst the forces that press upon us is the very evidence of self

observation and the potential for authentic independent thought. Contextualized thought is

independent thought because it recognizes its relation to its situation and, in turn, the

potential actions that may shape that situation. Agency is about deciding on potential decisions,

and this invariably involves technology, the medium of our practices, the design of our

conditions of our choices, and thus the design of our world.

Agency is about grasping not only the here-and-now, but about what is possible in

light of this here-and-now. Reality is not only about what is, but includes what can be, which

includes alternatives that may be better than others in relation to the value judgement that

being is betterthan not being (Marcuse, 1964). Glimpsing potentials and their differences

requires more than tools for verification. It requires questioning. We can see why Heidegger

defines Being as such. If all is absolutely answered, all is determinable and determined, all is

final, and then all comes to termination. Here we have yet another reason for Nietzsche's

famous aphorism: absolute knowledge held by an absolute knower implies an elimination of

the questioning and the inexhaustible possibility that keeps existence going. Any claim to

absolute knowledge can almost always signal a power move, which condemns as relativistic

the necessary freedom to question. The death of God perhaps signals the continuation of life.

Questioning activates the tension between the is and the ought, and thus activates our own

involvement in the happening and the movement (kinesis) of Being. Technology thus

becomes not to be simply embraced or rejected but becomes authentically understood, even

by "ordinary" users. Despite the expert discourses that, in a technocratic world, dominate

discussion, it is impossible to eliminate entirely the standpoint from which people

experience their world, to eliminate the "care" they have for their own existence. As such,

agency is always a possibility. This thesis, taking its own argument seriously, was written

with this as its guiding thought.
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So if self-reflexive questioning is the condition of freedom, what appears on the

horizon of a theory of user agency? There are two possibilities I would like to point out here.

As the reader may have noticed, in working out a general framework for the relation

between technology and consciousness I have isolated only one general variable: the quality

of technology's connection to the care individuals have for their own Being. The outline of a

hermeneutics of technology in Chapter 4 focuses on how technology design leaves out

questions about culture and about how people understand their phenomenological world.

Having identified this as a problem, the task of a theory of user agency then is to address

how technologies can be designed to foster people's connection to technology. Clearly,

design dictated entirely by systematic thinking is a problem and needs to be replaced by

contextual, concrete thinking. But what does such thought in the realm of design look like?

What kinds of questions do designers and engineers-and society as a whole-need to, and

perhaps already do, ask to produce technologies that engage people? What kinds of

technologies nourish human skill, which, in turn, fosters a greater familiarity with the world,

and thus greater opportunity to transform it and keep it moving?

Secondly, the concept of mediation central to this thesis poses some interesting yet

difficult questions about technology in the increasingly global world. Mediation, or

communication, defines the essential condition of society, referring not only to the

enactment of meaning but the bringing together of non-identical parts. Mediation refers to a

way afbeing within a culture, but how does this concept help for envisioning interaction

between cultures that, on the one hand, brings them into communication-i.e., finds the

common-ness necessary for interaction - but still supports cultures' particularity? Is such

mediation possible where systematization has taken over, appearing as though such a mode

of technology is the only way a global technology/mediation is possible? Clearly, the

assumption that people cannot understand technology and thus one another is the main

block to agency also on the international scene. What possibilities need to be actively sought

once such assumptions are relinquished?
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