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Preface

We don't just use technology; we live with it. Much more deeply than ever
before, we are aware that interacting with technology involves us emotion-
ally, intellectually, and sensually. For this reason, those who design, use,
and evaluate interactive systems need to be able to understand and analyze
people’s felt experience with technology. While there is a great deal of con-
cern with user experience in Human-Computer Interaction and related fields,
both in practice and comment, it is often unclear what is meant by the idea.
In this book, we provide foundations for a clearer analysis of user experience
by developing a way of looking at technology as experience.

Taking as our starting point the pragmatism of philosophers of exper-
ience, especially John Dewey and Mikhail Bakhtin, we explore people’s
interactions with technology in terms of aesthetic engagement, situated cre-
ativity, centers of value, and sense making. For example, Dewey, in Art as
Experience (1934), argued against museum conceptions of art that separate
it from most people’s experience. Instead, in a move that we also make with
respect to technology, Dewey argued that we should approach art as part of
ordinary, everyday lived experience, thus restoring the continuity between
aesthetic and prosaic experience. Bakhtin’s contribution in this regard was
to emphasize the particularity and feltness of experience, which is also cen-
tral to our view of technology as experience.

Following Dewey and Bakhtin, we show technology to be deeply embed-
ded in everyday experience, in ways that are aesthetic and ethical as well as
functional. As an expression of this continuity, we hold up the zestful inte-
gration that marks aesthetic experience as paradigmatic of what human
experience with technology might become. This aesthetic turn gives our
contribution to Human-Computer Interaction a critical edge.
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What we offer in this book, then, is a new way of seeing experience with
technology: as creative, open, and relational, and as participating in felt
experience. There is always room for surprise when action is seen as situated
creativity and when each moment has potential. This is not meant to be a
utopian statement—experience with technology is as often frustrating as it
is fulfilling. However, the new way of seeing technology that we offer sug-
gests that we have a hand in giving shape to a world that is always open and
unfinished. Moreover, it is only by seeing technology as participating in felt
experience that we understand the fullness of its potential.
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1 | Living with Technology

As social scientists we have long given too much weight to verbalizations at the
expense of images. Lived experience, then, as thought and desire, as word and image,
is the primary reality.

—E. M. Bruner (1986, p. 5)

A man who works in a library is having a normal working day: checking
books in and out, helping people find the author they were looking for,
organizing inter-library loans, and so on. Then he receives a mobile phone
text message from a friend who is visiting New Zealand. It is a short mes-
sage, no more than 160 characters, yet it feels like a very personal, intimate
contact—a hug or an affectionate touch. He is moved to send a reply. It is
even shorter than the message he had received, and it is in a personal, inti-
mate style not typical of him. For a moment, the two friends, though a
world apart, feel intensely present to each other.

A nurse has just spent an hour caring for an extremely ill patient. Having
ministered to the patient’s medical needs, she sat with him for a time,
encouraged him to eat some yogurt, talked to him about his family, and
helped him to get more comfortable in the bed. As she walks back to her
station she feels sad for the patient, who has by now become something of
a friend. Still involved with that patient, she starts to write up her notes
from her morning rounds, recording carefully any changes in condition
and any medication that she has administered. She is comfortable doing
that. It feels like a few moments quiet time reflecting on her patients, how
they are, what she is doing, and what more she can do for them. But now
she must enter the relevant patient movement and bed management data
on the hospital’s information system. Which patients are moving to
another ward in the hospital? Are any patients due to move into this ward?
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Who is due to be discharged? Who is due for a procedure in the next 24
hours? Bed vacancies? What drugs have been administered, and to whom?
It takes only 10 minutes twice a day, but this really frustrates her. She feels
she is being taken away from her patients. This is time she could be spend-
ing with them. She feels this information system has nothing to do with
her work.

A father comes home from work. As he rushes into the hall, he keys in
the password to disable his house alarm. His daughter comes in behind
him. He needs to get the dinner prepared, so he switches on the computer
in the study for his daughter and sets up her favorite game for her. Once she
is settled in, he goes to the kitchen, prepares the food, and places it in the
oven. He listens to his phone messages while doing this. Eventually he sets
the temperature and timer and leaves the food to cook. As he passes down
the hallway to the sitting room, he pops his head into the study. His daugh-
ter asks him to play with her. “Back in two minutes love.” In the sitting
room, he programs the VCR to record a drama that he and his wife want to
watch later. Now he is heading for the study to play his daughter’s computer
game with her.

The Experience of Living with Technology

We don'’t just use or admire technology; we live with it. Whether we are
charmed by it or indifferent, technology is deeply embedded in our ordi-
nary everyday experience. Arnold Pacey noted in his 1999 book Meaning in
Technology that academic and professional comment on technology resists
discussion of personal experience. It seems too subjective. But as we have
seen in the vignettes above, our interactions with technology can involve
emotions, values, ideals, intentions, and strong feelings. According to
Pacey, much academic framing of technology plays down this side of the
relationship between people and technology in favor of something more
objective, on the basis that objective analysis is required to advance theory
and change practice.

Although there is an overlap, our interests in technology are narrower
than Pacey’s. Whereas Pacey ranges from industrial and scientific to mili-
tary technologies and from architecture to civil engineering, our interest is
in relationships between people and interactive technologies or informa-
tion and communication technologies. Aspects of these relationships have
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been addressed by research and practice in areas such as Human-Computer
Interaction (HCI) and Computer-Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW)
since the late 1960s and the mid 1980s respectively. In recent years there
has been a perceptible shift in nomenclature toward Interaction Design or
User Experience Design when referring to relationships between people and
interactive technologies. This reflects a broadening of focus from comput-
ers to a wide range of interactive technologies and from work-related tasks
to lived experience. At least in some quarters, then, academic and profes-
sional comment on relationships between people and interactive technolo-
gies is open to discussion of experience. The web sites of many computer
and mobile phone manufacturers promote their attachment to ensuring
that their technologies enrich user experience. Books about the Internet are
as likely to consider how people have appropriated it and made it part of
their relationships and activities as they are to consider the technical
accomplishment that it is. Indeed, in HCI, the profile of experience seems
constantly on the rise. For example, Ben Shneiderman (2002, p. 2) has
recently argued that we are entering an era of “new computing”: “The old
computing was about what computers could do; the new computing is
about what users can do. Successful technologies are those that are in har-
mony with users’ needs. They must support relationships and activities that
enrich the users’ experiences.”

The vignettes at the beginning of this chapter speak to the ways in which
interactive technologies have become part of our ordinary everyday experi-
ences at work and home. We recognize them and identify with them. We
know those moments in our own interactions with technology. The
vignettes draw attention to the importance of experience in each person'’s
interactions with technology and raise the question of whether the tech-
nology supports relationships and activities that enrich experience.

The hospital information system does not enrich the nurse’s experience.
In fact, it takes her away from what she finds meaningful and rewarding in
her work. The problem is not so much the time involved in recording data
on the information system, as it is the experience of being pulled out of the
world of relationships and activities that is nursing for her. Her commit-
ment to nursing centers on the experience of nurturing and caring rela-
tionships with patients. She may well put up with inadequate pay and
difficult working conditions as long as they leave her to get on with what
she got into nursing for, caring for patients. For her, caring for patients
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involves really getting to know them, spending time with them, and look-
ing after them as people. By focusing on management and on the financial
aspects of ward activities, the hospital information system requires her to
treat the people for whom she cares as bits of information. This fractures her
experience of nursing.

The father returning home from work interacts with a variety of tech-
nologies that are part of the prosaic experience of home life for many in the
Western world today. People are used to videos and remote controls and
have become blasé about bar-code programming of their VCRs and rewind-
ing precisely to the start of a TV program. Security alarms have become inci-
dental to the owners. Timers in cookers, caller ID on telephone displays,
electronic maps and navigation systems in cars, digital cameras—all
enchanting when new, all ordinary and invisible now. Unlike the hospital
information system for the nurse, these technologies do not take the father
out of the relationship with his daughter and the household activities that
are most important to him at that time.

The computer is probably still the most obvious expression of the increas-
ingly pervasive nature of technology for those of us who can remember
how difficult it was to get our hands on a computer in a university in the
1980s. However, as desktop computers have become commonplace in many
homes, the initial excitement and playfulness that we experienced with
computers is reserved for particularly enchanting applications or product
designs.

Shneiderman and other commentators point to mobile phone text mes-
saging, electronic mail, and Internet chat as technologies that succeed in
supporting relationships and activities that enrich the users’ experiences.
Shneiderman argues that they have been as successful as they have because
they provide people with alternative ways of doing what they already love
doing: communicating. They augment people’s ability to communicate and
fit in with a value system that treats communication and relationships as
important. This may not sound like a convincing argument to readers who
see teenagers absorbed in text messaging and assume that they are wasting
their time or (worse) actually diminishing their ability to “really” commu-
nicate. But studies that look closely at the teenage experience of text
messaging do not support such skepticism.

Many studies of mobile phone use and text messaging describe the
teenage experience with these media as expressive and creative (see Katz
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and Aakhus 2002, for example). Teenagers put a lot of effort into compos-
ing short messages that convey precisely what they feel and what they
think will be understood by the recipient. They seem to evoke the other per-
son, how that person thinks and feels, while composing a message. The
constraints of the medium and teenagers’ desire to express themselves
clearly make text messaging very personal for them. They collect personally
significant messages to evoke the moment they were received, to recall, and
to reminisce. Some are reluctant to give up their old mobiles for a newer
model because the old model holds messages that are dear to them. A
downloaded or handwritten version would not do. The phone, display, and
format of the text and the sensory activity of holding the phone and call-
ing up a particular message all help to evoke the original moment. They are
like the wrapping and the card signifying that an object is a special gift—
put away in a drawer, come upon every now and again, always evoking that
moment. The enchantment of technology. And yet a prosaic experience for
many teenagers and adults.

We live with technology and, as commentators and practitioners, we
must consider the implications for theory and practice. We see some of the
implications at least being tabled in the emergence of a marketing concern
for “user experience” among manufacturers and distributors of interactive
technologies. We also see it in research attempts to define and measure user
experience. However, as there is little history of interest in experience in
HCI and related research areas, we suggest that a pause for reflection is
needed lest we all jump on a marketing bandwagon without knowing what
we are getting into. Although HCI research and practice is already moving
toward experience as a response to the need to deal with technologies that
we live with, there is now more than ever, a need for clarification on what
we mean when we talk about experience of technology.

HCI and the User Experience

It is no longer considered sufficient to produce a computer system that is
effective, flexible, learnable, and satisfying to use—the characteristics of
usability according to Shackel (1990)—it must now also be useful in the
lives of those using it. The hospital information system mentioned above
may have been technically state-of-the-art and may have been highly
usable, but it was not experienced as useful by a nurse who wanted to get
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on with caring for her patients. In contrast, the tools for text messaging in
many mobile phones would win no prizes for usability, yet text messaging
is experienced by many adults and teenagers as instrumentally and expres-
sively useful (Katz and Aakhus 2002). It augments people’s ability to organ-
ize complex and busy work, family, and social lives. For many it also
provides an opportunity to express themselves, their feelings and emotions,
in ways not previously available to them.

Experience of technology refers to something larger than usability or one
of its dimensions such as satisfaction or attitude. However, HCI and related
disciplines are not used to dealing with experience. HCI grew out of col-
laboration between the disciplines of computer science and psychology,
the academic aspects of both of which are more comfortable with the lab-
oratory than the outside world, and directed more toward functional
accounts of computers and human activity than toward experience.
Against this background, it might be worth looking briefly at the emer-
gence of interest in experience with technology and how HCI currently
understands user experience. Kuutti (2001) characterizes the history of “the
user” in HCI. The user started out in the 1970s as a cog in a rational
machine, became a source of error in the 1980s and then a social actor in
the 1990s, and is now a consumer.

The User as a Cog in a Virtual Machine

During the 1970s and the 1980s the dominant approach to understanding
relationships between people and technology assumed a single user sitting
in front of a computer screen and keyboard performing a fairly well pre-
scribed task. In terms of attempting to develop a science of human-computer
interaction this could be seen as a sensible place to start. It contained within
it the scientific virtues of reduction and generalization, assuming that this
human-computer system captured the essence of what it was like for any
person to interact with any computer. Its simplicity also made it a good
model for engineering HCI systems. It also had face validity in the business
context, as the single-user approach matched the management style in
many offices and factories where workers were assumed to use computers to
execute their individual part of the work of the office. In this context, the
computer was seen as a tool through which set work was accomplished.
Underlying the scientific and organizational reduction was a model of the
structure of action that was a deliberate simplification of action.
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Instantiations of this class of cognitive model of action can be found in
Card, Moran, and Newell’s (1983) GOMS model and in Norman’s (1988)
seven stages of action. Norman's seven stages included one for goals, three
for execution, and three for evaluation.

Donald Norman was very careful to describe his model as approximate. It
was a useful model for answering the kinds of questions that Norman
thought were central to understanding how people interacted with the
objects of the world, including interactive technologies. For him, what was
central was what makes something—e.g., threading a film projector, send-
ing a text message, or editing a spreadsheet—difficult to do. Norman was
well aware of the limitations of the model. In hindsight we can now read
his critical evaluation of the model against the character of everyday activ-
ity as prescient of where the study of human-computer interaction would
go after it appropriated the relevant aspects of the cognitive science that
informed Norman'’s model. In his critique, he pointed to the opportunistic
aspects of everyday activity:

For many everyday tasks, goals and intentions are not well specified: they are oppor-
tunistic rather than planned. Opportunistic actions are those in which the behavior
takes advantage of the circumstances. Rather than engage in extensive planning and
analysis, the person goes about the day’s activities and performs the intended actions
if the relevant opportunity arises. (Norman 1988, pp. 48-49)

As long as we stay with performance criteria and the planned actions of
individuals, Norman’s model of action is a very useful resource in specify-
ing what makes something difficult to do or error prone. However, if our
interests include how people feel about sending a text message, what par-
ticipating in text-messaging culture does for their sense of self, and what
values are implicated in texting, then Norman’s model is seen to be lacking.

The User as a Social Actor

During the late 1980s and the 1990s the opportunistic or contingent aspects
of everyday activity became the central focus of challenges to the domi-
nance of information-processing psychology. These challenges came
mainly from the disciplines of sociology and anthropology and were geared
toward asserting the salience of the social context of activity in discourse
about people and technology. One way to see this is in terms of their claims
that the contingent character of everyday activity is at least as important as
mental structures in shaping human-computer interaction. By moving
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everyday activity to center stage, and by insisting that all action is richly con-
textualized, this approach began the process of promoting experience over
abstraction. It fits comfortably with our vignettes of text messaging and
domestic technology, and it helps explain the sense the nurse has of the
technology interfering with her primary preoccupation of patient care.

Lucy Suchman and Jean Lave have been two of the most influential fig-
ures in helping to contextualize action in human-computer interaction.
Their emphasis on the situatedness of action offers a radical alternative to
the task-based, information-processing accounts of action characteristic of
the single-user approach. For example, Suchman (1987, p. 186) argued that,
in contrast with task-based frameworks where the situation is characterized
as an aspect of the means to achieve ends or part of the conditions for
accomplishing a goal, situations and actions are intimately linked: “. . . the
detail of intent and action must be contingent on the circumstantial and
interactional particulars of actual situations.” For Suchman, the inherent
openness of situations defies carefully planned responses, and any regular-
ity emerges not as a result of plan-based action but as a result of local
responses to contingencies.

Lave (1993, p. 7) also offered an explicitly relational account of socially
situated practice insisting that people acting and the social world of activity
cannot be separated: “Theories of situated activity do not separate action,
thought, feeling, and value and their collective cultural historical forms of
located, interested, conflictual, meaningful activity.” Moreover, Lave pro-
poses that the character of situated practice is heterogeneous and multi-
focal. She points to the ways in which people who constitute “a situation”
know different things and speak with different interests and experience. For
Lave, the unit of analysis is the person-acting-in-setting through culturally
constituted resources for learning and sense making.

Although our work has benefited greatly from the way in which
approaches such as Lave’s and Suchman’s have opened up human-computer
interaction to the contingencies of ordinary everyday life, and our interest
in experience has in part been primed by their work, we shall argue in chap-
ter 2 that their approaches miss some of what we want to insert into dis-
course on experience of technology. SN
of action, we are keen to develop a stronger sense of the felt life and the
emotional quality of activity in our approach to experience. We are also

keen to embed these dimensions in the sense-making aspects of experience.
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Specifically, we are referring to the affection, hopes, and imagination of text-
messaging teenagers and the fears, frustrations, and anxieties of the nurse
obliged to use a hospital information system that cuts against her sense of
who she is as a nurse. These emotional, sense-making aspects of experience
seem underplayed in situated accounts of action.

Consumers and the User Experience

The 1990s saw the development of the dotcom companies and a multi-
million-dollar games industry; strong penetration of computers into the
home; the confluence of computer and communications technologies; and
the beginnings of wireless, mobile, and ubiquitous computing. The industry
vision now is not of desktop computers or even laptop computers but of
information appliances and interactive consumer products that will pene-
trate many aspects of our lives.

Interaction with technology is now as much about what people feel as
it is about what people do. It is as much about children playing with
GameBoys, teenagers gender swapping, and elderly people socializing on
the Internet as it is about middle-aged executives managing knowledge
assets, office workers making photocopies, or ambulance controllers dis-
patching ambulances. The emergence of the computer as a consumer prod-
uct has been accompanied by very explicit attention to user experience. For
example, a leading textbook presents user-experience goals as one of the
sets of goals of interaction design, related to but not subsumed by the more
readily recognized usability goals:

... user experience goals differ from the more objective usability goals in that they

are concerned with how users experience an interactive product from their per-
spective rather than assessing how useful or productive a system is from its own
perspective. (Preece et al. 2002, p. 19)

Though any attempt to move the industry’s attention toward experience
is to be welcomed, we have reservations about some of what is being offered
in the name of user experience. In this area, it seems that technological
development and business momentum may have outstripped reflective
commentary and analysis.

Computer manufacturers aspire to designing computers as full-fledged
consumer products and as part of that process they are concerned with
creating the total user experience. Employing the phrase “user-experience
design” as a reminder or motivator to designers to pay attention to people’s
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experience of technology is one thing. Employing the phrase to indicate
that a particular user experience can be designed is another thing alto-
gether. The latter suggests a return to the simplicity of a technologically
determinist position on what experience is. This neglects the agency of peo-
ple interacting with technology, a focus that has been hard won by the likes
of Lave and Suchman. While giving those who use “experience design” and
similar phrases the benefit of the doubt, it is part of the job of a book that
claims to examine experience of technology to take the language of user
experience seriously. For example, the Apple Macintosh Developer page
defines “User Experience” as “a term that encompasses the visual appear-
ance, interactive behavior, and assistive capabilities of software.” The ori-
entation to user experience here is technology driven. Although the authors
are interested in enriching user experience, they have a technological vision
of how this can be achieved. Their approach is similar to the approach
described in many books on designing web site user experiences. For exam-
ple, although Garrett (2002) attends to both business and user needs in his
book directed at improving user experience of web sites, his attempt to
resolve them depends on a conceptual integration of information design,
information architecture, and interface design. Two quotations from the
book illustrate his conviction that experience can be shaped or controlled
by good design:

The user experience development process is all about ensuring that no aspect of the
user’s experience with your site happens without your conscious, explicit intent. This
means taking into account every possibility of every action the user is likely to take
and understanding the user’s expectations at every step of the way through that
process. (ibid., p. 21)

That neat, tidy experience actually results from a whole set of decisions—some small,
some large—about how the site looks, how it behaves, and what it allows you to do.
(ibid., p. 22)

IBM’s web site contains a richer, more transactional approach to user-
experience design:

User Experience Design fully encompasses traditional Human-Computer Interaction
(HCI) design and extends it by addressing all aspects of a product or service as
perceived by users. HCI design addresses the interaction between a human and a com-
puter. In addition, User Experience Design addresses the user’s initial awareness, dis-
covery, ordering, fulfillment, installation, service, support, upgrades, and end-of-life
activities.
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It is not our aim to dismiss the phenomenon of user-experience design
or the approach to user-experience design outlined on the web sites of
some of the major manufacturers. Indeed, as will be evident in the fol-
lowing chapters, our own description of experience is quite compatible
with the view of user-experience design proposed on the IBM web site.
And we are heartened by the fact that the consumer metaphor underlying
notions of user experience treats activity as emotionally laden. Klein
(2000) demonstrates that consumer product branding is concerned with
establishing and maintaining emotional ties, the sense of belonging or
feeling of warmth that differentiates one product from another. If the
HCI construal of users as consumers is taken seriously, the relationship
between person and computer cannot be construed as mechanistic or as
shaped by relationships with social structure alone. The consumer
metaphor implies an emotional-volitional component, which is currently
underdeveloped.

Our concern with the consumer metaphor and user experience in HCI is
that business momentum may take a potentially rich idea and reduce it to
design implications, methods, or features. There are literatures on consumer
activity and experience that seem to have been missed by those who imag-
ine that they can design a user experience. DeCerteau (1984), for example,
has a framework for analyzing how consumers make use of producers and
distributors. People develop their own paths around supermarkets, tacti-
cally resisting the architecture and advertisements designed to shape their
shopping behavior. Consumers appropriate the physical and conceptual
space created by producers for their own interests and needs; they are not
just passive consumers. Klein (2000) similarly describes the potential for
immunity to advertising and the anti-advertisement culture that suggests
healthy resistance, and even activism, in the face of global consumer capi-
talism. The general point that we must remember when thinking about
interactive technologies as consumer products and people who buy and
use them as consumers is that consumers are not passive; they actively
complete the experience for themselves.

This brief review of the history of perspectives on people and computers
in HCI suggests that although interactive technology designers and manu-
facturers have taken a shine to the idea of user experience and consumer
products, their understanding or use of experience is limited. For some of
them, experience is a fuzzy concept—you know when you have had an
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experience. For others, it is inherent in interface and information design
and architecture, as if consumers will not make of the interface and archi-
tecture what they need and desire. The lesson of the mobile phone and
particularly of text messaging that seems not to have been learned yet is
that the quality of experience is as much about the imagination of the
consumers as it is about the product they are using. It is our aim to fill some
of these lacunae by developing an account of experience of technology that
mines the rich conceptual resources already available to complement the
technological and business momentum toward experience.

Toward a Deeper Understanding of Technology as Experience

Perhaps it would be useful to view interactive technology in general as an
experience, even if it is sometimes an experience of indifference or resist-
ance. This is the position that this book sets out to explore. Given the lacu-
nae in our treatment of experience in HCI to date, a central part of our
exploration is a critical discussion of the approaches to experience that are
current in HCI and a characterization of experience that enables us to inter-
pret the influence of technology in our lives. Although the detail of our
position is developed through the rest of the book, we will briefly describe
it here to provide an overview against which the detail can be read. The
overview can be seen as a series of six propositions.

Klein (2000) reminds us that, in a world of signs and meanings, a
Starbucks coffee is not just a coffee; it is an experience of warmth and
homeliness that provides a space of belonging. Likewise, a car is not just a
car, and a mobile phone is not just a mobile phone. In both cases, the color,
the shape, and the manufacturer’s name convey something of our selves to
ourselves and to others. Apple knows that image matters to most people in
some circumstances. The Powerbook G4's large screen, its lightness, and its
titanium casing evoked the mobility and robustness people had always
expected from a portable computer but never quite had.
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On a long train journey, some people would feel lost without their mobile
phones; they so need to feel connected. Others on the train become
annoyed and irritated by the constant noise of phones ringing and people
talking aloud to absent others. For those who get irritated, it is not the idea
of people talking on their phones in a public space that is annoying. It is
the sensory or physical quality of the intrusion. The noise seems to perme-
ate a boundary. The noisier it is or the more grating the ring or the voice,
the more violent the intrusion. Curiously, the emotionally and sensually
absent other is also a source of trouble. People generally enjoy overhearing
others’ conversations, but not one side of a conversation.

As we indicated earlier when discussing the popularity of mobile phones
and texting, those who love their mobiles very often do so because of their
expressive quality. They keep messages sent by friends and prefer to keep an
old phone rather than swap it in order to have those messages in their orig-
inal state. There seems to be something about the felt and sensual quality of
the phone, the snug fit, the sound of a friend’s voice, the ring tone associ-
ated with a particular caller, the shape of a text message, and the pleasure of
scrolling through it. For those who engage with these practices, the sensory
and emotional qualities of phone and text message constitute the felt expe-
rience of calling and texting. Again it is not the abstract idea of communi-
cating, perhaps not even the social practice, but the felt and sensual quality
of the particular communication that gives it an expressive quality.

Returning to the vignettes at the beginning of this chapter, we are argu-
ing that in order to understand the relationship between the friends texting
each other across the world and their mobiles, or between the nurse and the
hospital information system, we must understand what the experiences
of texting and using the information system feel like for those people. We
must understand the emotional response and the sensual quality of the
interaction.

Because the word ‘experience’ already expresses the feltness of life for us,
when we write about experience of technology we have this felt quality
very much in mind. We have become used to interpretations that empha-
size the livedness of experience in HCI, especially with the significant
contribution of practice and activity theories since the mid 1980s. In this
book, we prioritize feltness to emphasize the personal and particular char-
acter of experience with technology. For us, felt experience points to the
emotional and sensual quality of experience. Our first proposition is that
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these qualities should be central to our understanding of experience of
living with technology.

m Qur second proposition is that social-practice accounts of interactive technolo-
gies at work, at home, in education, and in leisure understate the felt life in their
accounts of experience.

Suchman, Lave, Susan Leigh Star, and others have convinced us that cog-
nitive models of action are not the most appropriate models of human
action for human-computer interaction. Instead of looking for an account
of coherence of action in psychological processes in the head, they have
convinced us to look to the particular social and physical circumstances of
action and interaction for interpretations that are more relevant to under-
standing, designing, and evaluating interaction. Suchman’s (1987) impli-
cation that the significance of artifacts and actions is intimately related to
their particular circumstances has influenced design discourse since the
mid 1980s. And Bowker and Star (1999) have shown how artifacts in par-
ticular situations create classifications and boundaries that raise moral and
political issues. Lave’s (1993) orientation toward a broad social and com-
munity context elicits questions about people’s concerns, values, and iden-
tity. Lave also explicitly addresses experience and how it relates to action
or practice.

Our aim is not to put ourselves in some fruitless competition with
practice-based approaches. Rather, we would like to build on what those
approaches have already contributed to HCI by giving a more prominent
position to feltness in an account of people’s experience with technology
than they do. In this regard, we part company with practice-based
approaches and theories when they play down the emotional and sensual
quality of experience. For example, despite developing a very rich account
of concerned action, it seems to us that Lave’s commitment to dialectical
theorizing leads her to treat experience as belonging to an analytical order
different from the sociocultural order. Likewise, theoretical commitment
to the primacy of circumstances and methodological commitment to in situ
observation seem to constrain the treatment of individual differences in
situated-practice accounts. We argue that this simplifies the concepts of self,
person, and subject that are crucial to the reflexivity of felt experience. It
may be that in order to interpret felt experience we have to inquire from the
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subject what the activity felt like as felt experience entails reflection, after
the event, on the personal meaning of the experience.

Diane Hodges'’s (1998) account of how she felt as a trainee teacher, which
attempts to give due weight to both circumstances and feelings, is an exam-
ple of what we aim for in this regard. It seems to us that discourse on indi-
vidual differences will have to be enriched if we are to have an account of
experience of technology that satisfactorily addresses questions around the
presentation of self and the construction and management of identity. The
starting point of Sherry Turkle’s analysis of life on the Internet is that peo-
ple differ in many ways, including how they integrate computers into their
lives. In Turkle’s research, “experiences on the Internet figure prominently”;
she argues, however, that “these experiences can only be understood as part
of a larger cultural context” (1995, p. 10). From our perspective, Turkle’s
approach is complementary to the situated action approach, its methodol-
ogy focusing on the personal or felt experience in context.

It would be easy to reduce felt experience to the subjective dimension of
experience. This is not our intention at all. Like Hodges and Turkle, we
guard against it by seeing every situation as emotional or felt but not treat-
ing those emotions or feelings as separate from the situation. The possibil-
ity of doing this in a coherent and sustained manner is created by a
pragmatist philosophical stance, about which we shall say more later.

m QOur third proposition is that it is difficult to develop an account of felt experi-
ence with technology.

Developing an account of felt experience with technology is difficult
partly because the word ‘experience’ is simultaneously rich and elusive. It is
also difficult because we can never step out of experience and look at it in
a detached way. Experience is difficult to define because it is reflexive and
as ever-present as swimming in water is to a fish. However, we argue that
useful clarifications can be garnered from sources as diverse as philosophy,
psychology, literature, drama, and filmmaking. Some examples of what is
available should suffice to make this point.

Brenda Laurel set out to interpret experience of computers by analogy
with experience of theatre, suggesting that “both have the capacity to rep-
resent actions and situations . . . in ways that invite us to extend our minds,
feelings, and sensations” (1991, p. 32). Her interest in the senses relates to
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her concern for action, engagement, and agency in the context of people
interacting with computers. As a consequence, engagement is at the heart
of user experience for Laurel. She holds it up as “a desirable—even essen-
tial—human response to computer-mediated activities” (ibid., p. 112).

In another context, we explored a filmmaker’s analysis of people’s expe-
rience of film in an effort to start thinking about the possibility of enchant-
ment with technology (McCarthy and Wright 2003). In an analysis of what
makes a film “grab, and hold, and move an audience,” Jon Boorstin, a writer
and producer of Hollywood films, suggests that the key is to understand
that we don’t watch movies in one way, we watch them in three ways. Each
way of seeing has a distinct pleasure and magic associated with it: the pleas-
ure of something new and wonderful, the pleasure of emotional engage-
ment, the thrill of a visceral response (Boorstin 1990, p. 8). The point is not
to try and import this analysis into human-computer interaction but to learn
about the complexity of technologically mediated experience from it.

Other approaches highlight a specific quality as central to experience. For
example, Ciardn Benson (1993) sees absorption as one of the pivotal char-
acteristics of an aesthetic experience. He describes being aesthetically
absorbed as a breaking down of barriers between self and object, as an out-
pouring of self into the object. Absorption is associated with being com-
pletely attentive, engrossed, intensely concentrated, and immersed or lost
in an activity. Benson also uses the words ‘entrancement’, ‘enchantment’,
and ‘bewitchment’ when describing absorption. He associates such words
with connotations of pleasure, wonder, and delight.

As we mentioned, Shneiderman highlights human needs and social
relations in his view of HCI and argues that technologies must support rela-
tionships and activities in ways that enrich people’s experiences and their
sense of togetherness. Norman (2002) places enjoyment at the center of his
new analysis of design. His three-level model of enjoyment concerned with
relating people’s visceral, behavioral, and reflective responses to an object
or product has similarities to our own analysis (presented in chapter 5)
and to Boorstin’s (presented above). Norman also analyses the everyday and
mundane activities of customization, personalization, and personification
to make the case that we are all designers and that we make products our
own and come to love them or hate them.

Paul Dourish (2001) presents a close reading of philosophical ideas on
embodiment in order to develop foundations for approaches to the design
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of human-computer interaction that emphasize tangibility and sociality. He
argues that Husserl’s phenomenology has had considerable influence in
turning attention to everyday experience rather than formalized knowl-
edge, and to that experience as a phenomenon to be studied in its own
right. For Dourish, embodied phenomena occur in real time and in real
space, are concrete and particular, and gain their meaning through partici-
pative status as objects in felt experience.

® Qur fourth proposition is that pragmatist philosophy of experience is particu-
larly clarifying with respect to experience, and that the models of action and mean-
ing making they encompass express something of felt life and the emotional and
sensual character of action and interaction.

Pragmatism also sees knowledge as participative. According to this view,
any knowledge we have is dependent on the technology, circumstances,
situations, and actions from which it was constructed. It is knowledge in a
community of engaged people, in a situation, from a perspective, felt, and
sensed. For pragmatists, therefore, knowing, doing, feeling, and making
sense are inseparable. Pragmatism is a practical, consequential philosophy,
a practice that is concerned with imagining and enriching as much as
understanding. The test it sets itself is to improve things.

Richard Coyne (1995) argued that pragmatism is the operative philoso-
phy of the computer world, and that designers and developers are more
likely to be influenced by Marshall McLuhan and John Dewey than by
Bertrand Russell and A. J. Ayer. They are more likely to talk about freedom,
community, and engagement (the language of pragmatism) than about for-
mality, hierarchy, and rule (the language of analytic philosophy). We have
found the ideas of one mainstream pragmatist (John Dewey) and those of
another whom we position as a pragmatist though he would not be uni-
versally considered so (Mikhail Bakhtin) to be particularly clarifying in our
attempts to conceptualize felt experience.

For Dewey, experience is constituted by the relationship between self and
object, where the self is always already engaged and comes to every situa-
tion with personal interests and ideologies. Dewey’s perspective on human
action—the key to understanding felt experience—is that action is situated
and creative. There can be no separation of means and ends in a world
where people are always already engaged, rather people create goals and the
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means to achieve those goals in the midst of their engagement with the
world. Dewey’s model of action is not unlike the way we think of children
at play, free to define and redefine ends and means, even to redefine the
situations in which they find themselves. For him, action is emotional,
volitional, and imaginative, and experience is a process of sense making.

Bakhtin, a philosopher with a more literary bent than Dewey, emphasizes
the emotional-volitional quality of experience and relates it to an account of
everyday meaning making that is aesthetic and ethical. In this context he
highlights the particularity of everyday experience, the way in which the
emotional-volitional quality of a particular activity in a particular context
shoots through felt experience. For Bakhtin, the unity of felt experience and
the meaning made of it are never available a priori but must always be
accomplished dialogically. It always occurs in the tension between self and
other. I make sense of my self only in terms of how I relate to others and to
my own history of selves—the way I was and the way I would like to be.
Collapsing the traditional distinctions between speaker and listener, between
reader and writer, and between tools and results, a dialogical perspective on
sense making orients us to the idea that meaning is a process of bringing
together different perspectives and, in this creative bringing together, forg-
ing understanding. Bakhtin refers to this as creative understanding.

m Qur fifth proposition is that the importance given to the emotional-volitional
and creative aspects of experience in pragmatism prioritizes the aesthetic in under-
standing our lived experience of technology.

According to Dewey, aesthetic experiences are refined forms of everyday,
prosaic experience in which the relationship between the person (or people)
and the object of experience is particularly satisfying and creative. Note
that, in contrast with analytical aesthetics, the emphasis is on the experi-
ence, not on the formal properties of the object of experience.

Richard Shusterman (2000) has written an interpretation of pragmatist
aesthetics in which he describes aesthetic experience as above all an imme-
diate and directly fulfilling experience. He develops his argument by delib-
erately drawing on forms of music, such as funk and rap, that would never
be considered aesthetic by those who define ‘aesthetic’ in terms of the
formal properties of the art object. In taking this approach, he continues
Dewey'’s project of seeing aesthetics in experience or in the particular
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relationship between self and object. The pragmatist approach to aesthetics
opens up for us the possibility of aesthetic experience in work, in education,
and in interaction with technology, not just in interaction with high art
objects. This brings us back to Shneiderman’s description of New
Computing as supporting “relationships and activities that enrich the users’
experiences.” In Dewey’s terms, this is an aesthetic aspiration for comput-
ing. For Shusterman (ibid., pp. 55-56), an aesthetic experience (or perhaps
an enriched user experience) is “an experience of satisfying form, where
means and ends, subject and object, doing and undergoing, are integrated
into a unity.”

Pragmatism provides tools for analyzing the aesthetic quality of felt expe-
rience in the form of, for example, Dewey’s characterization of an experi-
ence and the internal dynamics of experience. We shall describe and use
these later in the book. They are complemented by Bakhtin’s aesthetics,
which focuses on the struggle to achieve the sense of fulfillment that can be
seen as characterized in Dewey’s characteristics of an experience. For
Bakhtin, this becomes a study of consummation of experience, the arche-
type of which is consummation of self in other.

m Qur sixth and final proposition is that the revisionary theorizing of pragmatism
is particularly valuable for understanding technology and design.

Dewey criticized scientific theorizing as backward looking. By this he
meant that it seeks to describe and explain the world as it is; unlike design,
it does not concern itself with how the world might have been or might
become. In his theorizing, Dewey was concerned to change, not to repre-
sent. When he practiced philosophy of education, he was concerned to
improve educational practice. When he practiced philosophy of art, he was
concerned to inquire into how prosaic experience could become as satisfy-
ing, fulfilling, and creative as possible. When we attempt to pragmatically
conceptualize people’s experience of technology, we are concerned with
inquiring into what pragmatism has to offer toward enriching those
experiences, even to the point of imagining what a rich experience of tech-
nology could be.

A revisionary theory is valued not so much for whether it provides a true
or false representation of the world as for whether it helps us think through
relationships between for example, people, technology, and design. It is less
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concerned with representing existing relationships than with imagining
new relationships and experiences. When later in this book we describe
Dewey’s model of action as being something like children at play, we are
not suggesting that this represents human action as we have observed and
known it. Rather, in the spirit of pragmatism, we are attempting to reorient
the way we think about action to take account of the potential for playful-
ness and creativity in action. When we conceptualize technologies as expe-
rience, we are attempting to re-view technology by making visible aspects
of experience of technology that would otherwise remain invisible. For
pragmatists, theorizing is a practical, consequential activity geared toward
change, not representation.

Some might argue that revisionary theorizing may not be as well suited
to inquiry about technology as it is to inquiry about topics that are more
obviously in the domain of the humanities, such as education, art, politics,
and literature. However, it could also be argued that the very proposition we
are testing in this book is that reflective practice on experience of technol-
ogy could be well served by a humanist cast, the test of which is whether it
changes readers’ thinking about technology to the point where questions
about the expressiveness, feelings, values, and sense of self evoked by inter-
actions with particular technologies are as natural as questions about form
and function. Moreover, it is worth recalling that both Dewey and Bakhtin
were concerned with the production and consumption of artifacts. Dewey
was concerned with the production and consumption of works of art,
Bakhtin with the production and consumption of novels. Many of their
ideas about the relationships of producer, consumer, artist, appreciator,
author, reader, and character, and about the process of creative under-
standing, can be usefully employed in conceptualizing the relationship of
designer, technology, and user.

Representational or reflective theorizing makes sense only when the
“world” being explored is considered to be relatively stable. If it is considered
stable, then what is important will always be important. A representation or
categorization of technology, once achieved, remains valid. In contrast,
when the world being explored is constantly changing, and in fact has
become a byword for change (as technology has), representational theories
are always chasing to catch up with the latest manifestation but one.
Moreover, an important constructive dimension of theorizing is missed with
the reflective stance. As technology is ever changing, it is not only reflected;
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it can also be made. GG
nologies adopt a revisionary or forward-looking orientation that can also
be adopted by theorists whose theories are geared toward developing new
ways of looking at technologies rather than reflecting past practice. In this

context, theorizing becomes active intervention in which we provide a con-
ceptual elaboration of technology that facilitates a re-orientation among
designers, users, and observers. Not just any re-imagination, but one that is
practically, experientially, and ethically rewarding, and that is oriented
toward how technologically mediated action is lived and felt.

Plan of the Book

So far, we have sketched the position we intend to develop in this book. The
remaining chapters will be used to provide more detail and to discuss in
depth the issues that have been raised. Chapters 2-5 provide a detailed
explanation of our conceptualization of technology as experience. In chap-
ter 2, we clear the ground by reviewing relevant developments in HCI and
CSCW since the 1980s. In so doing, we review what we have termed the
turn to practice and argue that the feltness of experience has been under-
played in practice theories.

In chapter 3, we clarify what we mean by experience, outlining the prag-
matist approach to experience that we employ and describing the particu-
lar contributions of John Dewey and Mikhail Bakhtin, the writers on
experience who have most influenced our own thinking. In setting out the
pragmatist approach to experience, we describe three defining commit-
ments of pragmatism: the primacy of prosaic action (and, in particular with
respect to Dewey and Bakhtin, the continuity between aesthetic and prosaic
experience), the situated creativity of action, and the relationality or
dialogicality of understanding.

In chapter 4 we ask what a pragmatist account of people’s experience with
technology might look like. We describe the threads of experience and then
use these threads to analyze some examples of people’s experience with
technologies, starting with film and moving on to more interactive tech-
nologies. Whether we are watching a film, playing a computer game, or
using a spreadsheet, pragmatism tells us that our experiences do not come
to us ready made. Rather, as meaning-making creatures, we bring as much
to the experience as the filmmaker or designer puts into it.
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In chapter 5, we provide an account of the variety of ways in which
people make sense of their experience, an important analytical resource in
exploring relationships between people and technology.

Chapters 6-8 are in the form of short case studies about technology use
that illustrate some of the ideas developed in chapters 3-5. Chapter 6 pre-
sents a personal experience of Internet shopping. Chapter 7 is based on a
pilot’s reflections about his experiences of procedure following. Chapter 8
is an attempt to characterize the experience of ambulance control in two
different settings, one of which involves a high-tech system.

Chapter 9 pulls together some of the major strands and considers how
they relate to emerging trends in HCI and interaction design.
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If there has to be anything “behind the utterance of the formula” it is particular
circumstances, which justify me in saying I can go on—when the formula occurs to
me. Try not to think of understanding as a “mental process” at all—For, that is the
expression which confuses you. But ask yourself: in what sort of case, in what kind
of circumstances do we say, “Now I know how to go on,” when, that is, the formula
has occurred to me?

—L. Wittgenstein (1953, p. 61, no. 154)

Questioning concerning technology, to borrow a phrase from Heidegger, is
an important and incurably complex activity. It touches on many areas of
our lives: what work is and what it is likely to be; our orientation to fun and
leisure; possible futures for education; boundaries between private and pub-
lic, between home and work, and between knowledge and information; and
even our own sense of what it is to be ourselves, people situated in an
increasingly strange relationship with time, place, and other people. In this
chapter we argue that in order to do justice to this wide range of influences
of technology in our lives we have to understand it in terms of our lived and
felt experience with technology. We argue that, despite the growing inter-
est in the place of technology in practices such as work, leisure, and educa-
tion, an experiential account of technology that addresses itself to felt life
is still lacking.

In order to make this argument, we review what has been called “the turn
to practice” in HCI. However, it is apparent that there are a variety of ver-
sions of the turn depending on the conceptual and methodological com-
mitments of the people involved. A helpful approach is to view each
approach, the turn to phenomenology, the turn to ethnography, and so on
as inscriptions in a tradition, in much the same way as Silverman (2000)
sees the post-modern inscribed on the modern. Such a perspective would
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not reject technical rationalism but rather inscribe practice on it. Berg’s
(1997) treatment of the use of formalism and technical tools in medical
practice is a good example. He analyses the experience of hospital workers
who adapt their practice to the use of formal tools. He notes that, although
formal tools influence practical reasoning and decision making, personal
and social history and preferences shape tool use.

Although the various approaches that make up the turn to practice rep-
resent an impressive attempt to embed discussions of technology in con-
cern for people’s ordinary everyday activities, they fall short of providing
the experiential account of technology that is required. Describing what is
lacking in each of these approaches begins the task of clarifying what we
think is required of a theory of human activity that gives priority to expe-
rience with technology.

In this context, our agenda is to clear a space for explication of felt expe-
rience in our questioning concerning technology, to attend explicitly to the
experiential connectedness of self and object, action and material, thought
and feeling, individual and community, technical and practical. We view
the turn not as an object separate from traditional concerns in relations
between technology and people, such as cognition, knowing, and learning,
but as a process of inscribing the experiential onto them as a way of going
on. In chapters 3-5 we do the more constructive work of describing the
conceptual building blocks of such a theory.

The Turn from Rationalism to Practice

Turning toward practice involves developing a sensibility to a plurality of
perspectives on sociocultural practices, of which technologies such as
mobile phones, automatic teller machines, and the Internet are a part. It is
also a turn away from the hegemonic discursive practices of rationalism,
which dominated the study of technology up to the mid 1980s and which
still dominate much educational practice in schools of computer science,
information technology, and design. ‘Rationalism’ refers to discursive prac-
tices that promote the notion of separation of mind, mental processes, and
ideas from any material manifestation or embeddedness; the inherent pur-
posefulness and intentionality of action where action is seen as the execu-
tion of a well-formed plan; and reification of cognition or knowing above
being and participating.
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It is not our aim in this book to advance a critique of rationalist
approaches to technology. Many such critiques are now widely available
(see, for example, Winograd and Flores 1986; Coyne 1995; Agre 1997a).
Although it is our impression that rationalism still dominates academic
and pedagogical practices around technology, computers, and design in
many countries, and that the turn to practice is not complete, we feel that
the groundwork has already been very well laid by the aforementioned
authors. Our aim then is to advance a critique of the way in which the turn
to practice is playing out in the study of technology, to argue that it is still
in many cases incurably and sometimes paradoxically “cognitive” treating
the people who use technology as unlikely to experience technology,
resistance, doubt, ambiguity, or suffering. Therefore, we introduce the
main features and examples of a rationalist approach to technology here
only to point to the context out of which the turn to practice emerged and
to point to some of the important sources of that turn.

According to Coyne (1995), the rationalistic orientation can be seen most
clearly in four approaches to computer systems: cognitive modeling and
artificial intelligence, formal theory, methodology, and empirical studies.
Coyne argues that artificial intelligence brings the main tenets of rational-
ism into sharp relief: the separation of the inside world of the thinking
subject and the outside world of the object; the essence of thought described
in terms of formulas, production rules, and axioms, processed through
context-independent reason; communication seen as passing information
from one subject to another through the medium of the external world; the
priority of goal-driven, plan-directed human action that uses internally rep-
resented knowledge in plan execution. Rationalism is also apparent in for-
mal approaches to design. Design methods attempt to capture and represent
design expertise, making the process objective and explicit. As with artificial
intelligence, design methods work from the idea that design proceeds from
a problem statement to a solution, with well-articulated methods as the
means for reaching the desired end. The methods approach is rationalistic
insofar as it treats a problem statement as objective; sees means as separable
from ends; assumes that understanding can be articulated in formulas, dia-
grams, and charts; and assumes a privileged relationship between these rep-
resentations of knowledge and thinking. Finally, empirical studies that treat
complex behavior as reducible to measurable variables, means as separate
from ends, and experimenters’ values as irrelevant are also rationalistic.



26 Chapter 2

The turn to practice came about because rationalism had created an
obstacle to thinking about technology by reifying technological artifacts as
objects of study apart from their making and use. The sharp focus provided
by this methodology became an obstacle to understanding the very tech-
nology that was picked out. Separated from the materiality of practice and
experience, the study of technology became the study of idealizations of
technology. Computers became the idealized computer, a black box trans-
forming inputs to outputs systematically, or an information transmission,
storage, and accumulation machine. Computer users, somewhat recur-
sively, also became information-processing devices. Designing computers
became a process of transforming formal representations from a statement
of a problem or requirements through design specification to artifact,
equally idealized. Although these idealizations may not be obstacles in
themselves, when they over-determine our thinking about and our prac-
tices around technology they are stultifying. The turn to practice can be
seen as an attempt to restore the continuity between technological artifacts
and the prosaic experience of making and using them that had previously
been sundered by rationalism.

Sensitivity to the particular circumstances of use invokes a qualitative shift
in thinking about the design and use of technology. Simple observation
demonstrates that technology gets a mixed reception in people’s lives.
Different individuals, or even the same individual at different times, may
experience technology in quite different ways, and that is not easy to capture
in rationalist models. Rationalist models abstract in a way that excludes par-
ticular circumstances, perhaps the very circumstances that turn out in prac-
tice to be most salient. The rationalist separation of reason from the material,
contingent, and particular requires that model makers make an a priori deci-
sion about what is interesting or relevant about the technology under con-
sideration—in short, what the technology is in the world of the model. For
example, a mobile phone may be modeled as a device for transmitting and
receiving information or as a medium for communication, though the dis-
tinction between information exchange and communication will not always
be made. As hypotheses or imaginative “what ifs” about the technology,
these models may open up previously unconsidered possibilities and thereby
enrich experience with the technology. As commitments to what the tech-
nology is, they close off discourse and limit imagination. And very often that
is how rationalist models are used in technology design. Sensibility to prac-
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tice tells us that closing off is not always a bad thing. Local, tactical closing
off might even be practically necessary (Bowker and Star 1999). However,
rationalism stultifies when a discursive strategy becomes transformed into an
ontological commitment. In contrast with rationalism, practice leans toward
the material, practical, particular circumstances for its discourses about tech-
nology, creating potential for surprise and imagination and opening up
aspects of experience not even imagined a priori and which would be
excluded by an a priori model such as an information-processing model.

It could be argued that practice theorists set up a straw man and perhaps
even a straw knight to knock him over. But the variety of experiences with
any particular technology tends to indicate otherwise. For example, as we
pointed out in chapter 1, many have received mobile phones enthusiasti-
cally even though there are nagging doubts about the social and intellectual
consequences of the widespread use of some features such as text messag-
ing. For the enthusiastic owner, they are a practical tool, a source of fun,
and a badge or fashion statement. They both do and say something. Look
at the advertising and design effort made to render a telephone “cool” for
teenagers or chic for their parents: the lines, the colors, the shape, the
diminishing size. And look at the success of that effort on the streets, in
trains, and in homes where everybody has to have his or her own mobile
phone. Most important of all, look at how they are used differently by dif-
ferent individuals and groups, from the individuals who use mobile phones
only for security as they drive late at night, to the groups of teenagers who
use them to say “Hi,” to connect with each other, either by means of a quick
call or increasingly a short text message with graphics. Mobile phone use
can also create magical moments that would not have been possible with-
out them, like the call I (Peter) received from my young daughter while I
was at work in York and she on top of the London Eye. For a moment, the
world seemed smaller and more intimately connected due to this unex-
pected use of a mobile. However, for many of the uninitiated obliged to
listen to phones ringing in the cinema or even on the street, or to one side
of many simultaneous conversations on a train, the experience is quite
different and mobile phones are a pestilence.

Phones are not the only example of a technology for which people have
found a variety of uses or some would say misuses. ATMs provide a welcome
24-hour service, but they are also a ready-made opportunity for mugging,
and the technology that supports them is used to argue for reduced staffing
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and closing bank branches. In a small village near the University of York,
local residents have successfully campaigned for closure of ATMs between
midnight and 6 A.M. because of the nuisance of late-night revelers seeking
top-ups of cash for trips to clubs and restaurants in the city. The Internet
can be a boon for education, a source of entertainment, a medium of
expression and social interaction, a worry to parents concerned about their
children getting access to materials they would prefer them not to have, or
simply frustrating because of the huge amounts of useless information that
must be waded through before finding the nugget. Process automation can
reduce the requirement for physical labor (good and bad depending on
your perspective), and can enhance precision, but can make reliability an
even more complex issue as can be seen when a minor software bug renders
Air Traffic Control ineffective for a couple of days. A computerized infor-
mation system can be novel and exciting, feared, or part of the infrastruc-
ture of work, like a road almost unnoticed until it goes wrong.

Turning to practice offered alternatives that lightened technological
being. Unlike Kundera’s ironic “unbearable lightness of being,” the light-
ness of practice was fresh, airy, and playful; at the same time, it was geared
toward serious purposes in design, evaluation, and theory. The focus shifted
away from developing and evaluating ways of thinking about and repre-
senting technological artifacts and their behavior toward a concern for the
particular circumstances of their design and use, away from argument about
the merits of particular specification languages to the detailed particulars of
use. Once the case for “meaning in use” was made, idealizations of tech-
nology in formal models, users in cognitive models, and human-computer
interaction in formal specifications could no longer be the heights of our
aspirations in studying the design and use of technology. The context had
changed. The contingency, plurality, and historicity of sociocultural prac-
tices created a metacontext within which the values and limitations of
abstract models had to be seen. The playfulness of working with ideas, pro-
totypes, and particularities of use was inscribed on processes of developing
and using abstractions, creating circumstances that justify going on.

The Turn to Phenomenology: A New Foundation for Design

The turn to phenomenology as a new foundation for design was perhaps
the first turn to practice visible in the HCI community. Indeed, Winograd
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and Flores (1986) are often cited as providing a seminal critique of ration-
alism that made a significant contribution to bringing about the turn to
practice in understanding technology use and design (see, for example,
Coyne 1995; Bannon and Bodker 1991; Dourish 2001). HiSESNISESENE

Winograd and Flores used their reading of hermeneutic and phenome-
nological philosophy to develop an alternative to the rationalist orienta-
tion to technology. Their alternative sees technology as a transformation
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For Winograd and Flores, ontological design is necessarily both reflective
and political. It is an interaction of understanding and creativity that looks
back to the traditions that form us, our heritage and existing ways of being,
and also looks forward to transformations of our living together that have
not yet been created. Understanding technology and understanding design
go hand in hand for Winograd and Flores:

In order to understand the phenomena surrounding a new technology, we must
open the question of design—the interaction between understanding and creation.
In speaking here of design, we are not restricting our concern to the conscious
methodology of design. We address the broader question of how a society engenders
inventions whose existence in turn alters that society. We need to establish a theo-
retical basis for looking at what the devices do, not just how they operate. (ibid., pp.
4-5)

Winograd and Flores’s argument suggests that as designers and users of
technology, indeed as participants in society, we are all already engaged in
transformation. This renders notions of design as consciously controlled
activity unviable. In creating and using new technologies, we can attempt
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to anticipate breakdowns in our everyday practices and tool use. But we do
this knowing that, although we may specify the particular perturbation by
introducing a new artifact or by changing a structure, we cannot predict the
response to that perturbation. Following Maturana and Varela’s (1980) con-
ceptualization of living systems as self-regulating, Winograd and Flores
argue that we cannot impose any structure on another person, people adapt
to perturbation in their own way. Moreover, as inevitable participants in the
transformation of a tradition, we cannot predict the course of that trans-
formation. Yet, as we will see later, Winograd and Flores have been criticized
for developing a design philosophy and a technology for coordination that
are rationalistic and prescriptive.

Winograd and Flores use ideas from philosophy, linguistics, and biology
to develop an understanding of technology, its design and use, which they
maintain is not rationalistic. Indeed they argue that the importance of
introducing the work of Heidegger, Gadamer, Maturana, and Austin to
students of technology is in its potential for unconcealing the rationalist
tradition in which we are all already immersed. Winograd and Flores go
beyond critique of rationalism by pointing to “a new orientation” which
is developed out of the unconcealing of rationalism. They argue that in
their new orientation action is given primacy over cognition, that is, that
cognition is viewed as an engaged activity within a situation. With “throw-
ness” as a condition for being-in-the-world, we are always already acting,
engaged in acting within a situation without the opportunity to disengage
and become detached observers. According to Winograd and Flores (1986,
p- 31), we are always already experiencing and understanding without
reflection. This has obvious implications for the rationalist notion of goal-
directed, plan-controlled action. With respect to the design and use of
technology, it suggests a move away from understanding technology as
cognitive, for example as augmenting knowledge and supporting decision
making, and toward technology as participating in the kinds of actions
that make up our lives. Moreover, when action is given primacy over cog-
nition, knowing is always engaged activity. There can be no detached
understanding. Rather, understanding depends on pre-understanding,
which is the result of an individual’s experience within a tradition. In this
regard, Winograd and Flores lean on Gadamer’s contention (1976, p. 9)
that prejudices or pre-understandings “constitute the initial directedness
of our whole ability to experience. . . . They are simply conditions
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whereby we experience something—whereby what we encounter says
something to us.”

Winograd and Flores facilitated the turn to practice in understanding the
design and use of computer technology by unconcealing the pervasiveness
of rationalist assumptions. This unconcealing is what was seminal in their
work. But the project of Winograd and Flores (1986) should be seen as two
projects: unconcealing rationalism and building a new foundation for
design. When they moved from unconcealing to making a foundation,
Suchman (1993) and Bowers (1992) argue, Winograd and Flores fell foul of
precisely the pervasive rationalism they aimed to challenge. Despite these
criticisms, Winograd and Flores’s work still bears close reading as an intro-
duction to the movements toward practice in technology use and design
and to the debates still ongoing as part of that movement.

Winograd and Flores draw on speech-act theory as the foundation for
their language/action perspective on design and for the design of their par-
ticular technological intervention in the organization of work called The
Coordinator. Speech-act theory is a theory of language as meaningful action
initiated by Austin (1962) and formalized by Searle (1969). Austin devel-
oped his account of language as social action out of a conviction that lan-
guage could not be theorized apart from use, that is, that language had to
be understood as action, as something people do. However, as Suchman
(1993) notes, subsequent theorists have paradoxically taken this to mean
that a theory of language constitutes a theory of action. They draw more on
Searle’s formalization and categorization of speech acts than on the impe-
tus for Austin’s initial formulation. In this light, Winograd and Flores’s use
of speech-act theory could be characterized as an attempt to theorize the
coordination of cooperative activity as a formal linguistic system.

Winograd and Flores (1986, p. 156) describe organizational life as com-
prised of speech acts combined into “recurrent patterns of communication
in which language provides the coordination between actions.” This idea is
most clearly articulated in their state-transition diagram of a “conversation
for action” in which the interplay of speech acts, such as requests and com-
missives, are directed toward cooperative action. According to Winograd
and Flores, their interest in developing the conversation for action is to
demonstrate the possibility of formally modeling the basic structure of
language use. Winograd and Flores are concerned with “the basic structure,
not the details of content” (ibid., p. 66). Moreover, they acknowledge that
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participants in a conversation are aware of the structure of conversation
only when there is a conversational breakdown. Therefore, as analysts,
Winograd and Flores occupy a position in the domain of observers, explic-
itly detached from the domain of participants.

In the domain of observers, Winograd and Flores separate form and
content in a way that may not be viable in actual communicative practice.
They pull out the structure of a conversation for action from an a priori cat-
egorization of utterances as types of speech acts and recurrence in language
in terms of types of conversations. They articulate their own categorization
of conversational events in the form of a diagram and rules. By formally
separating the domains of participation and observation, they also privi-
lege these representations of knowledge and thinking and point to a kind
of understanding not available to people in the throes of communicative
practice.

In the theorizing of Winograd and Flores, language as a system of recur-
ring conversational patterns becomes a reduced representation of coopera-
tive or joint activity or, in their words, organizational life. As such it becomes
a means of universal description or at least tradition-wide description of
cooperative activity. Leaning toward such generalization inevitably leads to
leaning away from the particulars of practice. As well as becoming the rep-
resentation of action, language as system also becomes the means to achiev-
ing the end of cooperative activity. Means and ends are separated such that
neither language nor activity can be both means and ends in this frame-
work. As we will argue later, this takes them out of the realms of engaged,
experienced participation in activity.

Another feature of Winograd and Flores’s approach to design, highlighted
in Suchman'’s critique, is the failure to treat the political aspects of a priori
categorization per se. Suchman (1993, p. 2) develops a critique of a “class of
technologies that seeks to develop canonical frameworks for the represen-
tation and control of everyday communicative practices.” Control is at the
heart of this political critique. Suchman argues that “the adoption of speech
act theory as a foundation for system design, with its emphasis on the
encoding of speakers’ intentions into explicit categories, carries with it an
agenda of discipline and control over organization members’ actions”
(ibid., p. 2). The conversation for action describes a conversational structure
that, at least in observing communicative practices, gives logical priority to
the rules that pattern conversation over the contingent, circumstantial ele-
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ments used to make conversation in situ. Critiquing just such structuralist
moves, Rabinow and Sullivan (1987, p. 12) argue that “the conditions
which make the enterprise possible—the establishment of operations and
elements, and an algebra of their combinations—assure from the beginning
and by definition that one is working on a body of material which is pre-
constituted, stopped, closed, and in a certain sense, dead.”

The argument has been made that representations such as the conversa-
tion for action mobilize and authorize a certain impression of rationality.
Suchman (1993, p. 9) put it this way:

The picture of the basic conversation for action unifies and mathematizes the phe-
nomena it represents. It works by transforming a set of colloquial expressions into a
formal system of categorization that relies upon organization members’ willingness
to reformulate their actions in its (now technical) vocabulary.

Moreover, members’ willingness to reformulate their actions is not solely
a theoretical issue. Winograd and Flores’s structuring included a technolog-
ical representation of conversation, The Coordinator. Using The Coordina-
tor to coordinate cooperative activity requires users to follow a menu-driven
process for encoding their communicative intentions and making visible
their commitments. This allows managers to keep track of commitments
made by members of a team. It allows them to rationalize and formalize
what would otherwise be a complex texture of indeterminate human activ-
ity. As Rabinow and Sullivan (1987) warn, this rationalization is achieved
through limiting what is possible by pre-constituting the communicative
practices of this organizational life. It is worth noting the ingenuity and
adaptivity of many workers faced with the constraints of The Coordinator
selectively using and ignoring aspects of it in an ad hoc fashion (see, for
example, Bullen and Bennett 1990). By creating a technological representa-
tion of their understanding of conversation and inserting it into practices
where it is used to prescribe action possibilities, Winograd and Flores not
only pre-constitute categories for discussing organizational life, they also
impose those categories as ontological reality on practice.

Bowker and Star (1999, p. 320) have argued that, when pre-constituted
categories become part of the information and organizational infrastruc-
ture, action is displaced into representation and the politics of conflict to
the invisible politics of form and bureaucracy. Through these displace-
ments, information technology and the information infrastructure generate
layers of complexity and interdependency constraining human action. As
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Bowker and Star put it, several dances between classifier and classified are
observable. Bullen and Bennett’s observation of people working around the
constraints of The Coordinator can be seen as an apparently harmless case
of dancing around constraints. However, it exemplifies Bowker and Star’s
clarification about classification, which is that, in making distinctions
between what is the same and what is different, classification creates the
space for the classifier and the classified to come into conflict on moral,
political, practical, or aesthetic grounds. Even the most apparently ratio-
nalist of human activities, classification, turns out in practice to be contin-
gent, messy, ethical, and political. Though they would not necessarily put
it this way, Bowker and Star’s work suggests that the turn to practice leads
not to further rationalization through the imposition of rules and categories
but to a rethinking of technology as experience.

Though Winograd and Flores can be credited for contributing to uncon-
cealing rationalism in thinking and design through their readings of
Heidegger, Austin, and Maturana, they can also be charged with having
failed to make a radical turn to practice—despite the claims of Coyne and
others. Turning to practice requires a more radical move than they were
prepared to make. It requires descriptions and explanations of technology
use to be based on an understanding of the prosaic activities of users as
experienced by themselves. In short, it requires an ethnographic turn.

An Ethnographic Turn

One of the limitations of Winograd and Flores’s foundation for design of
technology is that it views organizational life, communicative practices,
and working relationships from the outside. Pre-constituting their cate-
gories of interest ensures that. In contrast, ethnography tries to understand
practices, relationships, and cultures from the inside. There are many
descriptions and varieties of ethnography, and, as in many disciplines, the
arguments within ethnography about what ethnography is and what
ethnographers do are legion. However, the subtle distinctions that would be
grist for the ethnographer’s and the methodologist’s mills need not concern
us here; our main purpose is to describe the place of ethnography in the
turn to practice. For that, a reasonable working definition will suffice.
Geertz (1973) suggests that we think of ethnography as thick description
which is interpretive of social discourse where the interpretation consists in
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trying to rescue the “said” of such discourse from the perishing occasion of
its saying. As the occasion passes, the ethnographer attempts to inscribe the
sense or meaning of the occasion into an account that persists and can be
consulted again. As Anderson (1994), Blomberg (1995), Button (2000), and
others interested in explicating a role for ethnography in systems design
have pointed out, it is more than scenic description, fieldwork, or require-
ments capture. It involves an analytic mentality that is geared toward
providing interpretations of or explanatory frameworks for whatever is
observed. More specifically, those interpretations tend to be in terms of
social theory, what Geertz referred to as “the interpretation to which per-
sons of a particular denomination subject their experience” (1973, p. 15)—
in this case the anthropological denomination. Ethnography involves
participating in and conversing with subjects about their experiences
and participating in and conversing with colleagues and peers about
(anthropological) interpretations of those experiences. The double task of
interpretive ethnography, according to Geertz, is “to uncover the concep-
tual structures that inform our subjects’ acts, the ‘said’ of social discourse,
and to construct a system of analysis in whose terms what is generic to
those structures, what belongs to them because they are what they are, will
stand out against other determinants of human behavior. In ethnography,
the office of theory is to provide a vocabulary in which what symbolic
action has to say about itself—that is about the role of culture in human
life—can be expressed.” (ibid., p. 27)

Writing ethnography is a process of displaying other people’s sense mak-
ing in a language that we understand. Moreover, ethnographic inscription
is always open to contest and debate; it is never finalized. Geertz suggests
that, looked at in this way, the aim of ethnography and anthropology is
“the enlargement of the universe of human discourse” (ibid., p. 14). Put
another way, ethnography makes available community sensibilities that
might not otherwise be encountered. For example, an ethnography of art
should make available the sensibilities of artists to modes of thinking and
meaning making that might have more to do with color, line, and move-
ment than most non-artists would be used to in their own ways of making
meaning. With respect to technology, Anderson (1994) has suggested that
ethnography of design should make available the sensibilities of designers
that legitimate particular approaches to design problems and solutions.
When we display the logic of other people’s ways of doing, we inscribe
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other sensibilities into a culture to show that the dominant sensibilities of
that culture are not the only ways of making meaning—to open up options
and to critique monologue.

One of the major contributions of ethnography to the turn to practice in
understanding technology can be seen in ethnographies of work. Many of
these ethnographies aim to inform design by analyzing relations between
particular technologies and the organization of work: for example, the use
of shared artifacts in structuring communication and coordination practices
in control rooms (Heath and Luff 1992) and the use of standardized forms
to aid classification in nursing practice (Bowker and Star 1999). Others char-
acterize aspects of work as organized from within in a generative, metaphor-
ical language: for example, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) analysis of the social
character of learning in terms of participation in communities of practice
and Star’s analyses of information infrastructure (Star and Ruhleder 1996;
Bowker and Star 1999) and institutional ecology (Star and Griesemer 1989;
Star and Strauss 1999).

The ethnographic turn is generally seen as a turn away from the possibil-
ity of neutral description. There can be no literal interpretation of the logic
of other people’s sense making, and certainly there can be no transliteration
from their way of making sense to ours. Moreover, there is no way of writ-
ing the preceding sentence without opening up for consideration the cate-
gories “ours” and “theirs,” or, as Suchman (19995) put it, “we” and “other.”
“We” can be a community of observers, an academic or practitioner com-
munity, making use of the experiences of “others” for our purposes, where
“others” are those being observed and playing only a passive role in the
ethnography. This is reminiscent of Winograd and Flores’s Domain of
Participation and Domain of Observation. Alternatively, ethnography can
be relational, reflexive, and perspectival, and “we” and “other” engage in a
human dialogue open to the hazards and uncertainties of any genuine rela-
tionship. Suchman (1995, p. 63) put it as follows:

. .. recent anthropology proposes a view of ethnography as an encounter between
actors differently embedded within particular social/cultural milieus. On this view
culture is always relational. Rather than describing attributes of a population from
some neutral position outside the field of view, accounts of cultural meanings and
practices are inevitably created from particular standpoints that set up lines of com-
parison and contrast between the speaker/writer and the persons and practices
described.
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As we shall see in chapter 3, the ethnographic stance on the interpreta-
tion of cultures—engaged, relational, perspectival, and plural—is close to
our own position on interpreting felt experience.

A Political Stance

Among those interested in relationships between technology and work,
some have taken an explicitly political stance. A perspective that explicitly
prioritizes workers’ concerns has been championed by what has become
known as the Scandinavian approach to human-computer interaction.
Though this idealization suggests a homogeneous Scandinavian worldview
on relations between work and technology, it does not exist. The label is
also misleading in suggesting that only Scandinavian researchers are inter-
ested in workers’ concerns. Nonetheless, it would be fair to say that
researchers based in or connected with Scandinavian schools of computer
science and informatics (e.g. Bodker 1991, 1998; Bjerknes, Ehn, and Kyng
1987) lead the unconcealment of the political in technology. In fact they
lay their cards on the table twice with respect to perspective. First, they
accept that researchers or observers of work practices inevitably observe and
report from their own perspective; their observation is inevitably reflexive.
They cannot help but be engaged with the situation they observe as we are
all always engaged and there is no detached observation and thinking. They
inevitably participate in what is observed. Second, they turn what could be
a purely academic, methodological issue into a practical one by arguing for
a particular politically committed perspective. Inescapable engagement and
participation having been accepted, the decision then becomes one of what
form this participation takes. It is not simply a matter of being stuck with
reflexivity, engagement, and perspective as humans. Rather, we can make
choices and commitments in how we engage and participate. Specifically,
these researchers characterize traditional design as management-centered
and propose an alternative design philosophy based on favoring the tacit
knowledge and skills of users and on supporting their interests, an alterna-
tive worldview in which the observer inevitably participates in what is
observed. A stance is taken in these Scandinavian studies of work and
design that explicitly favors workers’ interests, and a so-called objective
stance is not allowed to detract from that engagement. This position is
intentionally reflexive, explicitly acknowledging observers’ engagement in
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their observations, interpreters’ engagement in their interpretations, and
theorists’ engagement in their theories.

The implications of such an explicitly political stance can be seen in at
least three developments. First, there is a broad concern for the political
impacts of technology. This can be as broad as a reading of Heideggerian
enframing into discussions of information technology design, posing ques-
tions about the extent to which people are dominated by technology as a
category or mode of thought (e.g. Coyne 19935). A less philosophical version
of this development involves critical analysis of technology implementa-
tion and design methods in the light of their impact on workers and on
democracy in the workplace and in society (Bjerknes et al. 1987; Star 1995;
Nardi and O’Day 1999). Second, there is a development of this critique of
traditional design methodologies in the form of participatory design
(Schuler and Namioka 1993)—an approach that involves users in every
stage of system design. Third, the emergence of a political sensibility moti-
vated particular design projects. For example, UTOPIA (Bodker et al. 1987)
was a trade-union-based development of and training in computer tech-
nology, the goal of which was to develop skill-enhancing tools for graphics
workers. In this project, technology development was seen in the context
of workers’ skills, qualifications, and education. Very often the major crite-
ria for design decisions are the standard and relatively narrowly defined
engineering and management criteria of efficiency and effectiveness.
UTOPIA drew attention to the implications of decisions, based on such cri-
teria, to transfer skilled graphics work from people to technology. While
these decisions may result in short term efficiencies, they can also diminish
the skills and qualifications of workers in an industry. In the longer term
this can result in problems for the workers and for the industry, which finds
itself short of skilled labor. The UTOPIA challenge is to see design in the
broader political context and a longer developmental time frame and there-
fore to design tools that enhance skills as well as increasing efficiency.

In terms of tracing the turn to practice in technology design and use, the
most important result of the development of a political sensibility may be
the emergence of critical questioning concerning technology design and
use. Political questions about particular projects or methods can be applied
recursively to the higher-order categories of design and use themselves. Is it
sensible to think of intervention per se as a political or moral act? Is the rela-
tionship between observer and observed, designer and user, political? Who
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is in control, how, and why? P

OSSR [t raises questions about ownership of skill and

knowledge in an organization, and, as we have seen in UTOPIA, it raises
questions about the meaning of efficiency and effectiveness for an organi-
zation in the longer term.

An Ethnomethodological Turn: Constituting Categories from Within

As we draw this review of the turn to practice in technology design and use
to a close, one major issue remains outstanding. So far, we have discussed
the seminal contributions to unconcealing rationalism, the ethnographic
turn to prosaic practice (which adds a commitment to empirical observa-
tion, interpretation, and inscription), and the emergence of an explicit
politics of technology. However, the issue of pre-constitution of categories
is not satisfactorily resolved by any of the foregoing. As long as there is pre-
understanding and an interest in theoretical articulation of observation,
the researcher plays a significant role in constituting the categories.

As Button (2000, p. 322) has pointed out, the observation and inter-
pretation of ethnography is not a two-step process, the ethnographer first
describing and then explaining. The explanatory framework informs the
observation and description; it gives a cast to observation. The object of
the exercise—to produce a sociological or anthropological account—inter-
penetrates observation and interpretation. In this sense, Button argues, the
ethnographic account of particular work practices in terms of social
solidarity or power relations is a professional account, not a lay account.
It depends on lay description of the activities but does not make the
lay description visible. In this sense, it is a secondary account, one step

removed from the lay description. Therefore, FlliSlEEIEEENSEEE
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The ethnomethodological stance has been quite important in effecting
the turn to practice in some specialized areas of the study of technology,
particularly CSCW (Computer-Supported Cooperative Work). CSCW
reacted against the dominance of cognitive science in studies of human-
computer interaction by emphasizing how to support collaborative work
over designing interfaces for single-user systems. This required an under-
standing of the nature and organization of the work to be supported by the
system. We have already mentioned that one way of accomplishing this
understanding is to involve users in the design process (e.g. participatory
design). Another approach, which draws on the ethnomethodological sen-
sibility to the situated production of work, involves observing people at
work, more specifically people interacting with technology, to describe how
they do their work in situ. At around the same time as Winograd and Flores
were beginning to excite new thinking on technology design and use,
Suchman (1987) made a seminal contribution of this type.

Taking an ethnomethodological tack, Suchman developed a provocative
critique of theories of human action which assume that plans determine
action and which ignore or seriously underplay the situatedness of action. In
contrast with the rationalist position on action founded on plans, Suchman
argued that action is founded on local interactions with our environment
informed by reference to abstract representations of situations and actions.
The function of these abstract representations is not to specify local interac-
tions, but to exploit some contingencies of our environment and to avoid
others. Plans elaborate actions just to the level that elaboration is useful and
are vague with respect to the details of action just at the level at which it
makes sense to forgo abstract representation and to rely on particular
embodied responses. In this sense, Suchman argues that plans are resources
for actions, like maps. Maps don’t control action but can be viewed as a use-
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ful resource for travel. GO
accounts of the productive interaction between symbolic representations
and the unique unrepresented circumstances in which action occurs.

Suchman developed her argument around a detailed analysis of interac-
tion between novice users and an “intelligent” photocopying machine. Her
claim was that “the organization of situated action is an emergent property
of moment-by-moment interactions between actors, and between actors
and the environment of their action” (1987, p. 179). This conceptual com-
mitment to the emergence of organization from interaction implies a
methodological commitment to building generalization inductively from
records of particular, naturally occurring activity. Any theory that emerges
must be accountable to that evidence.

The ethnomethodological stance has added to the study of technology a
critical sensibility not only to the situated production of organization but
also to the meaning of work. Together with ethnography, it highlights the
importance of a resolutely empirical practice for the study of technology.
However, it takes a more radical stance than ethnography on the need to
study the production of social practices and relations from within, and, at
least as articulated by Button, it displays skepticism about the place of social
theory (or sociological accounts) in understanding practice. We read this as
skepticism of a particular approach to theorizing that builds an account of
social structure as the foundation of human action and uses observation to
refine and improve the initial account, all the while developing closer
approximations of the culture or society being studied.

The ethnomethodological position is that categories are constituted in
interaction and that the analyst’s job is to describe the accountable practices
involved in producing these categories. In ethnomethodology, generaliza-
tion is accomplished inductively from descriptions of particular practices.
Clearly, this process leans heavily on primary description. However, we need
to be aware that the possibility of primary description of experience is prob-
lematic and is a source of debate in philosophy and social theory. For exam-
ple, Ricoeur’s (1971) writings on interpretation suggest that there is no
primary description. Even as we describe a simple event, we are interpreting,
and this interpretation is laden with theory. While we may be able to escape
particular theories, we cannot escape the kinds of theories we might call
beliefs and ideology. Whether primary description is possible or not comes
back to the issue raised earlier of whether an objectivist, detached stance is
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available. Could ethnomethodologists so resolutely defend the possibility of
primary description if they accepted that even “primary description” is
engaged? Wetherell (1998) takes up this issue in a dialogue with Schegloff
about the value of making explicit the ideological standpoint informing
one’s observations. Wetherell argues for an analytic stance that is both top
down and bottom up. For example, she argues that one’s beliefs about iden-
tity are as much part of an account of people constructing their identity in
practice as the talk and text of the situated interaction. Ethnomethodo-
logical resistance to beliefs and ideologies seems to display an attachment to
realism and objectivism not always shared with ethnography.

Even if it could be established that the ethnomethodological stance on
observation and theory was viable (that is, if it was possible to analyze prac-
tice without using theory analytically, and without the cast of ideology or
interest), would it be useful, particularly in studies of technology? One of
the accomplishments of ethnography is its willingness to play with ideas
and descriptions in an attempt to enlarge discourse, serve imagination, and
heighten particular sensibilities. One could argue that the ethnographic
stance on theory is revisionary. In its attempts to enlarge discourse and
heighten particular sensibilities, it aims to reorient and change things, not
just describe them. This is surely particularly salient to those of us interested
in technology use and design, which is always already an intervention in
the world, which revises toward some end. Shapiro (1994) suggests that eth-
nomethodology on its own, despite the obvious merits of its methodology,
may not provide the best way forward for design. Though it makes space for
experience, its objectivist leaning with respect to lay accounts inhibits its
potential for contributing to imagined futures.

Evaluating the Turn to Practice: Self, Identity, and Diversity

The turn to practice in understanding technology, specifically the turn from
technicist cognitive science and software engineering, benefits the study of
people’s transactions with technology by enlarging and enriching the
universe of discourses about technology, drawing attention to everyday
activities and challenging the traditional boundaries drawn between people
and technology. However, the turn to practice itself may now be becoming
an obstacle to going on. It has become heavily laden with theoretical and
methodological encumbrances and disciplinary dispute. The purity and the
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zeal of the ethnomethodologist are used to beat off any ideological inter-
ventions. The primacy and the reification of the social are used against
invaders bearing concerns about individuality or individual subjectivity.

O NSONE The very continuity that

practice was intended to restore is thus sundered by it. Our case is that this
is due to a tendency in many practice approaches to simplify the individ-
ual by presenting an underdeveloped account of self, identity, and indi-
vidual diversity. Wenger (1998), for example, reduces individual diversity
to four categories of participants: insider, outsider, peripheral participant,
and marginal participant.

SRS Bakhurst (1997), in a philosophical defense of a communi-
tarian approach to consciousness, accepts that externalizing thought poses
problems for questions concerning people’s access to their own mental
states, feelings, and values. With respect to people’s relationships with
technology, we want to be able to reflect on the particular experiences that
people have, the moral and political weight of a moment, the fun people
have with their cyber-pet or mobile phone, the irritation and offense they
feel when forced by circumstances into using a system that cuts against
their values. It is difficult to reflect on these issues within a communitarian
framework, which treats the social context as a given. Moreover, once the
external or the social is encapsulated in system-oriented design representa-
tions, the felt life of individuals’ experiences of that system is lost.

Some theorists try to do justice to both social practice and the individuals
involved. For example, in their analysis of infrastructures of classification,
Bowker and Star (1999) show an interest in the consequences of classifica-
tion for those people who are affected by it. Their analysis is suggestive of
what it feels like to be a nurse working with a disease-classification system or
a child living under apartheid classification. However, their primary interest
is in classification as a social and societal process, and their analysis always
comes back to a center that contains infrastructures of classification. The
metaphors they provide—for example, monsters, boundary objects, brokers,
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and borderlands—are certainly evocative, but the voices of individuals are
lost in them.

Among practice theorists, Lave (1988) comes closest to providing an
account of the individual in practice. She acknowledges that the possibility
of conceptually elaborating both sociocultural order and individual experi-
ence is inhibited by cognitivist tendencies to conflate culture, knowledge,
and society to mental representations and anthropological tendencies to
conflate them into a superorganic system of meaning. In place of these
reductive options, she attempts to accommodate the social and the individ-
ual by positing a dialectical relationship between them, and she commends
“person acting in setting” as a unit of analysis that allows conceptual elabo-
ration of both sociocultural order and individual experience of it. This allows
Lave (ibid., p. 98) to illustrate the conceptual underpinnings of a theory of
practice, including “the notion of multiple ongoing activities, the concept of
structuring resources, their proportional articulation, and the ways in which
they shape processes that generate and resolve arithmetic dilemmas.”

Lave’s conceptualization of structuring resources depends on an intimate
relationship between social practice and individual experience. She sees
activities such as mathematics and grocery shopping and their interrela-
tions as providing structure for quantitative relations in the supermarket
and the classroom. Glossing a mathematics problem in a classroom setting
as a shopping problem is likely to be seen for what it is, a disguised mathe-
matics problem. However, in practice, supermarket shopping is seen to gen-
erate its own mathematical dilemmas, which shoppers are likely to organize
to fit the concerns of buying food. But Lave (1988, p. 124) also points out
that situated activity is not the only source of structuring resources; social
relationships and people’s subjective experience of problems also contribute
to structuring or organizing resources: “Math and standard crystallized
forms of quantity such as those to be considered here—the system of cur-
rency and systems of measurement as well as algorithmic arithmetic—carry
meaning and values as such, and these too are subjectively experienced.”
Lave also characterizes practice theorists as claiming that “cultural systems
and their structural entailments, as aspects of a particular constitutive order,
motivate experience and are resources drawn upon in the fashioning of
intentional activity in the lived-in world” (ibid., p. 178).

According to Lave, people experience mathematics problems subjectively
as dilemmas to be resolved. Somehow the problem and the system of meas-
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urement as such in Lave’s conceptualization of activity can be separated
from experience. Thus, Lave posits social interactionism as overcoming, on
the one hand, some of the shortcomings of a functional approach to activ-
ity that has system without experience, and, on the other hand, a phenom-
enological approach that has experience but no system.

While Lave’s position comes close to our own, we find her separation of
experience from activity and social relations, and her subjectivization of
experience unnecessary and unhelpful moves. It may be that the dilemma
that we see in Lave’s analysis is created by her construction of experience as
essentially subjective in a dialectical theory. Dewey and Bakhtin offer ways
of resolving this dilemma by viewing experience relationally. For both of
them, subjective-objective dualism is the result of an illusion of perspective
outside perspective, and system or structure are occasionally useful con-
cepts but not ontologically necessary bases for making sense of social life.

The Problem of Watered-Down Concepts in Service of Design

Three offerings of the turn to practice to the study of technology design and
use are a resolute commitment to empirical practice, an entry into the difficult
world of social practice and theory, and a reflexive turn.

There can be little argument now with the position that technology (like
language for Wittgenstein) is best understood in use, in specific social prac-
tices (or language games). Moreover, the problematic positioning of
researcher, designer, and user are widely acknowledged. However, we need
to be a little concerned that the three offerings can become reduced in tech-

nology research and design practice. N GGG

As an example of the way in which these offerings can become watered
down when they migrate in service of design, consider the construct
“community of practice.” This is a case in which a rich, complex, dialectical
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account of concerned people acting has sometimes become a simple,
unproblematic emblem for social perspectives and against individual per-
spectives on work and technology. Following Tulviste and Button, the
weak version, popularly used in studies of technology, involves describing
work in a “community” context rather than analyzing and explaining
work through the dialectical relations that constitute communities of
practice. The strong version is always already circumstantial, contingent,
problematic.

The “community of practice” account exemplifies some of the benefits
and limitations of the turn to practice with respect to technology. It can be
seen as an ethnography of situated learning which provides the kind of sec-
ondary description that creates a space for the imagination. For a time, it
revised and reoriented discourses on technology and work, opening up a
deeply contextual discourse in which the meaningfulness of technology lay
in its relation to social practices. But it could be argued that “community of
practice” has already become a fad. The rich, complex discourse of the orig-
inal is in danger of becoming an emblem and losing its substance: a sub-
stance that depends on not reducing the conceptual and practical tension
between individual and community. As it is used in research concerned
with technology and education (Brown and Duguid 1991; Rogoff, Matusov,
and White 1996), the individual experiencing subject has largely been lost.
As a consequence, the dialectical tension is minimized and the social reified
to the point where individual experience is rendered irrelevant. As we
argued earlier in this chapter, in traditional theorizing about practice the
richness and messiness of experience becomes subordinated to the techni-
cal in both technology and theory. From our perspective, what appears to
be lost when this happens is the connectedness of experience, which binds
the concepts together in practice and without which the concepts can float
free and meaningless.

The practical and theoretical importance of employing the strong version
can be seen in Hodges's (1998) account of her own difficulties participating
in a particular community of practice. Hodges develops her account of her
own experience by “bringing a language of identity and difference into a
sociocultural analysis [which] makes more apparent the intersections of nor-
mative practice with difference” (ibid., p. 272). Hodges attempts to elaborate
the “community of practice” model, in this case based on her attempts to
understand her inability to identify herself as a “teacher” having participated
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in an apprenticeship for early childhood educators. Her theoretical contri-
bution is to enrich the conceptual base of community of practice by bring-
ing identity and practice together, resulting in a conceptualization of
participation which includes non-participation, multiple identificatory pos-
sibilities, lags in participation, and conflictual moments of identification.
Her practical contribution is to highlight the possibility for feelings of “ago-
nized compromise” in becoming a member of any community.

By drawing our attention to the discursive production of identities in
practices and particularly to the emotional investment of the individual in
this production, Hodges points to the individual dimension and ultimately
to individual sufferings, which are almost inevitably overlooked by weak
versions of the “community of practice” model geared toward describing
social structure. She opens up layers of complexity in the relationship
between individual and community and orients us toward experience as
something felt. The detailed focus on the discursive and the interactive in
Hodges’s empirical work allows for the emergence of emotional response
and personal compromise in a way that does not seem possible in the
empirical work reported even by Lave and Wenger, which was mainly
observation of adults in largely solitary, self-regulated activity (see Agre
1997D).

If community of practice is to develop as an account of technologically
mediated work, it seems to us that it must elaborate its account of the con-
junction of practice and identity, specifically how particular identities are
produced in community practices. Walkerdine (1997) has argued that com-
munity-based models that appeal to the reasonableness and rationality of
participants produce covert controlling or regulating relationships, which
center on ideas of what is normal. As long as the processes of regulation in
the community, the control relations, are left unexplored, the community
of practice has what Walkerdine calls an illusory quality.
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From Practice to Felt Life

As it stands, then, the lacuna in the turn to practice in studying technology
and work is felt experience. As we have already indicated, this may have
more to do with the sometimes schematic presentation and use of ethnog-
raphy in studies of work and technology. It could be argued that experience
is absent altogether from the technical description of the sequential organ-
ization of interaction—perhaps appropriately so, in view of the narrow
focus of describing a systematics of interaction. However, it is implicit in
much of the ethnographic work that has been influential in CSCW.
Concealing experience in theories of practice or activity partly explains the
ease with which the turn to practice can result in weak versions, where
richer, more complex versions are available. Without experience, it is easy
to read weak versions as descriptions of behaviors, states, or processes that
can be modeled and implemented.

One of our main goals in writing this book is to create a space for the indi-
vidual and felt experience, as something lived through, in the turn to prac-
tice in studies of technology. It seems to us that without explicit reference
to felt experience, without a discourse on practice that includes what it feels
like, communities of practice will develop the illusory quality referred to by
Walkerdine and will become a simplified representation of what Lave and
Wenger treated as a complex, problematic process.

The same could be said for many of the other potentially generative
approaches to practice in studies of technology. We have already alluded to
the limitations of weak versions of activity theory and scenic description

ru

passing for ethnography. Context of use, including individuals’ “concerns,”
has equally been reduced to a set of models by Beyer and Holzblatt (1997).
Our argument is that what is missing in each case is a sensitivity to practi-
cal, felt experience. We are sure that in most cases the turn to practice was
intended to be a turn to practical experience but the contingencies of
research and design meant that those communities preferred simplified
formulas—and the zeitgeist in those communities was from individual to
social. Practice was recruited to serve that agenda. In the next three chap-
ters, we describe our approach to experience, which seeks to reassert felt life
and the individual as central to our understanding of practice and of
technology in use.
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Meaning arises when we try to put what culture and language have crystallized from
the past, together with what we feel, wish and think about our present point in life.

—V. Turner (1986, p. 33)

Clifford Geertz (1986, p. 374) wrote that without experience, or something
like it, “cultural analyses seem to float several feet above their human
ground.” If culture is not to be used in a meaningless manner, separate from
people fearing, hoping, imagining, revolting, and consoling, “it must
engage some sort of felt life, which might as well be called experience”
(ibid.). The turn to practice from cognitive science and software engineer-
ing has certainly renewed our understanding of people’s relationships with
technology. However, when the social becomes reified in our considerations
of people and technology, practice theories also float several feet above their
human ground. By excluding or separating off people’s felt experiences with
technology in order to concentrate on the logic of practice, people’s con-
cerns, enthusiasms, and ambivalence about participation are abstracted
away or averaged out. Hodges’s articulation of the “agonized compromise”
of participation in community, where her participation is like complying or
taking part despite feelings to the contrary, is simply not expressed. The
“felt life” is not engaged in many socially oriented or culturally oriented
explanations of people’s participation in community, including technolog-
ically mediated community. If we are not to hover above the human
ground, we must engage with the felt life, “which might as well be called
experience.”

‘Experience’ is the word that is most likely to express something of the
felt life. It is a very rich word, discursively open and complex, and redolent
of life as lived, not just as theorized. Without wanting to foreclose on


段静璐


50 Chapter 3

experience, we should clarify how we are going to use the term in reflecting
on technology. The openness of ‘experience’ is likely to become confusing
unless we do some ground clearing, and that is quite hard to do for a cou-
ple of reasons. One is that experience is ever present. We are always engaged
in experience even when we are trying to stand back from it to describe it.
For example, I (John) can describe my experience of walking the Samarian
Gorge in terms of the length and narrowness of the gorge, at points almost
being able to touch both sides and not see the top, the tremendous heat and
the concomitant pleasure in a drink of water, thoughts of the valley flooded
in the winter, goats standing on tiny ledges high up the sides of the gorge,
wonder at how they got there, the tiredness and parched thirstiness of ten
miles of hot walking shockingly and giddily relieved by a black beach and
the cooling Mediterranean at the end. Any description of an experience like
this is constituted of things and events, what they did to those involved,
and how they responded. Standing back from the experience of walking the
gorge to describe it to a friend is, of course, living the experience of describ-
ing not the experience being described. But it is nevertheless an experience.
Because we are always involved in experience, there is no God’s-eye view
or privileged position of neutrality or authority. Whatever we say about
experience must therefore be provisional, a consequence of the reflexivity of
seeing described in chapter 2.

A second difficulty is that we tend to believe that we already know what
experience is. As a consequence, it may be difficult to even convince read-
ers that there is a need for further discussion in order to clarify how the
word is being used. A gentle reminder of how inconsistently we use the
word in everyday discourse might help shake our certainties about what we
mean by experience. We make distinctions between learning something
and having a learning experience, as if learning something is not an expe-
rience. We separate what we have learned from education and from our
own experience, as if we were not involved in our own education. We
distinguish between relationships we have over the Internet and relation-
ships that we experience directly. Again, who exactly was experiencing the
Internet relationship? We can also make distinctions between doing some-
thing like reading and having the real experience. Of course there is noth-
ing silly about any of these uses of ‘experience’. One of the beauties of our
use of language is the flexibility with which we use words and phrases with-
out losing our interlocutors. It is not that people see reading as something
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other than experience, but perhaps that they see a difference worth making
between reading about somebody else’s experience and having that experi-
ence themselves. It may not be that people see school learning as some-
thing other than experience but that they see the passivity of much school
learning as far from an ideal that involves agency and engagement. In
everyday discourse, we can handle layers of meaning when we talk about
experience. However, in this context we need to attempt some clarification
of how we are going to use the term experience.

The good news, of course, is that we are not the first to try to make sense
of experience or use experience to make sense of something like people’s
transactions with technology. Philosophers, psychologists, and anthropolo-
gists have tangled with the term for a long time and those who describe
their work as pragmatist or phenomenological have made it a central focus.
Bruner and Turner’s 1986 book The Anthropology of Experience collects
together a range of anthropological contributions that try to describe expe-
rience and the variety of ways it is expressed in a range of cultures. The
philosophical writings of John Dewey and Wilhelm Dilthey from the early
decades of the twentieth century make their presence felt in that collection,
and continue to stimulate, inform, and perplex anybody interested in
understanding experience today. William James’s 1902 book The Varieties of
Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature is a classic psychological inves-
tigation of people’s relationships with religion as a particular striving for
meaning that gives people a hold on reality. Academics are not the only
ones to try to develop a systematic account of experience. Many writers and
filmmakers practice their craft under the influence of a practical under-
standing of experience and how they might influence or help create experi-
ence. For example, Boorstin (1990) argues that the Hollywood moviemaker
must be able to experience the movie in the way the public will but also
must know what it takes on a technical level to help the public construct
just that experience. In attempting to clarify our own use of experience, we
have been particularly influenced by pragmatist approaches to experience.

Background to Pragmatism and Experience
Pragmatism’s practical focus and the richness of its explorations of experi-

ence give it a modernity and a freshness that serve well our inquiries into
technology as experience. Coyne (1995, p. 17), writing about technology,
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lists the following features of a pragmatist approach: “[It] embraces the pri-
macy of human action, the practicalities of human involvement, the mate-
riality of the world, the interaction of the senses, and the formative power
of technology.” Although this is a very useful starting point, it does not
express the vitality of a pragmatist approach to experience—the livedness
and feltness of it, the ordinariness and enchantment, the organic rhythms
and personal engagement. For this, and to really appreciate the potential in
a pragmatist approach to experience, we need to look much more closely at
how pragmatists think of action and involvement. Behind the basic com-
mitments lie aspects of action that are lacking in the practice-oriented and
activity-oriented approaches discussed in chapter 2. Our approach to get-
ting behind those words is to look closely at what two pragmatists, John
Dewey and Mikhail Bakhtin, have to offer.

Although Dewey’s and Bakhtin’s working lives overlapped and they had
a common interest in developing accounts of activity and experience that
were not constrained by the demands of analytic philosophy or positivist
science, there is no sign that they influenced each other in any way, or even
that they read each other’s work. And although they were both committed
to shaping a philosophical approach that would contribute to enriching the
ordinary everyday experience of life, they approach the task in quite differ-
ent ways. Nonetheless, we find in their interests and approaches the poten-
tial for a synthesis that helps us to clarify what we mean by experience and
that could contribute to enriching our lives with technology. Most particu-
larly, we find the emphasis both men placed on aesthetic experience and its
continuity with everyday experience an enlivening antidote to the means-
to-ends instrumentalism that marks much discussion of people and tech-
nology and that is often used as a criticism of pragmatism itself. The
criticism goes like this: If it is concerned with practice and with the conse-
quences of action—rather than with high ideas—pragmatism must be instru-
mentalist, concerned with means apart from ends. As we shall see later,
nothing could be further from the truth. Indeed, the pragmatist aesthetics of
Dewey and Bakhtin requires us to inquire creatively about ends as well as
means and about the relationship between means and ends.

John Dewey
John Dewey (1859-1952) was one of the first and most influential expo-
nents of pragmatism. Along with Charles Sanders Peirce, William James,
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and George Herbert Mead, Dewey contributed to the development of a rad-
ical, and some suggest distinctly American, response to the social, political,
and intellectual developments—slavery and abolitionism, the American
Civil War, industrial unrest, probability theory and relativity theory, chal-
lenges to religious faith, and philosophical questioning of what it is to
know by Kant and Hegel—that brought an end to metaphysical certainties
(see for example Joas 1993; Menand 2002). Dewey and his fellow pragma-
tists worked at a time when foundational questions were being asked about
science and knowledge and about the relationship between scientific repre-
sentation and the world being represented. Although each of them devel-
oped a distinctive response, they shared an approach that marked an
important beginning for pragmatism. Rather than attempting to replace the
old metaphysical certainties with new certainties based on another philos-
ophy or theory, “their endeavor under these conditions was geared to
inquiring after the possibilities of science and of democracy and to finding
a meaningful life for the individual” (Joas 1993, p. 1). They drew attention
to the gap that had developed between science and the ordinary everyday
experience of being and acting in the world and responded in a practical
revisionary way by inquiring into what science might be and how it might
be used to make life more meaningful for people.

Dewey was equally concerned about the relationship between philosophy
and life as lived. As far as he was concerned, a philosophy that is not critically
relevant to life and its living should be changed or abandoned. He argued
that, because ideas survive only while they help us to make sense of and deal
with our situation, we should never feel trapped by outdated theories or
worldviews. Dewey’s commitment to relevance was made in the context of a
view of the world as marked by change. As Stuhr (1998) put it, Dewey’s “prag-
matic philosophy emphasized precariousness, disturbance and instability,
sweeping social change and technological transformation, genuine novelty
and real beginnings and endings.” Stuhr argued that against this background
Dewey constructed a philosophy that was always at bottom a social and polit-
ical philosophy, concerned with creating a democratic culture.

Our interest is in using Dewey to help clarify aspects of experience in the
context of people’s changing relationships with technology. Stuhr’s point is
that all of Dewey’s writings on education, work, art, technology, morality,
and religion, his discussion of inquiry and logic, and also his comprehen-
sive account of experience is social and political philosophy. Moreover,
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Stuhr argues that it is through this lens—philosophy as criticism, discrimi-
nating judgment, and appraisal of value—that Dewey and pragmatism
retain their relevance today. It is in response to his social and political con-
cerns, his concern for a philosophy that helps us to think critically and
make value judgments, that Dewey makes experience the heart of his work.
If a pragmatist focus on experience does nothing else, then, it reminds us
that philosophy must deal with life as lived and felt. Furthermore, if posi-
tioning experience in the context of the work to be done to develop a
democratic culture does nothing else, it takes it out of the slippery world of
packaged and marketed experiences and places it firmly in the ordinary,
everyday worlds of people working at life.

In contrast with other philosophical approaches whose starting point is a
theory of knowledge or subjective states, pragmatism starts with experience
and, by committing to a holistic, relational worldview, tries to ensure that
experience is never reduced to categories such as knowledge, behavior, or
feelings. For pragmatists such as Dewey, experience is more personal than
behavior; it involves an active self who not only engages in but also
creatively shapes action. It is more inclusive than knowledge because it tries
to encapsulate a person’s full relationship—sensory, emotional, and intel-
lectual—with his or her physical and social environment. And, embedded
as it is in what people do in the world and what is done to them, it is more
than feelings. If these reductions are rejected, experience can be seen as the
irreducible totality of people acting, sensing, thinking, feeling, and making
meaning in a setting, including their perception and sensation of their own
actions. Dewey offered a useful definition along these lines. Experience, he
wrote, “includes what men do and suffer, what they strive for, love, believe
and endure, and also how men act and are acted upon, the ways in which
they do and suffer, desire and enjoy, see, believe, imagine—in short,
processes of experiencing. . . . It is “double barreled” in that it recognizes in
its primary integrity no division between act and material, subject and
object, but contains them both in an unanalyzed totality.” (1929a, pp.
10-11)

According to Dewey, therefore, experience is constituted by the relation-
ship between self and object—by concerned, feeling people acting and the
materials and tools they use. The concerned person is always already
engaged and comes to every situation with personal interests and ideologies.
Moreover, as we shall argue in detail later, Dewey’s model of action was
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designed to restore the continuity between refined and intensified forms of
experience—the paradigm of which is aesthetic experience—and the every-
day events, doings, and sufferings that constitute ordinary experience. He
argued that all experience can be rich and fulfilling, and that creative democ-
racy can thrive only when we value rich experience in all aspects of our lives
and are prepared to work toward fulfilling the potential in human life.

Mikhail Bakhtin

Whereas Dewey was clearly in the vanguard of American pragmatism, the
Russian Mikhail Bakhtin (1895-1975) would be unlikely to appear in any
history of pragmatism. Although many commentators treat his work as
phenomenological, others such as Holquist and Emerson have pointed to
the pragmatic character of some of his work, especially his approach to
knowing. For us, a pragmatist reading of his work is warranted by his com-
mitment to knowing as a practical process, a plurality of perspectives, and
historicity in thinking. In the social sciences, a revival of interest in prag-
matism has coincided with the emergence of Bakhtin and this has gener-
ated some interest in juxtapositions between Bakhtin and pragmatism. For
example, Francisco Loriggio (1990) has teased out the similarities and dif-
ferences between the Bakhtin Circle and Pragmatist Psychology in their
conceptualizations of mind. Caryl Emerson, an eminent Bakhtin scholar,
has argued that the “three founders of American pragmatism—James,
Dewey, and Mead—can be usefully juxtaposed to Bakhtin” (1993, p. 2).
Michael Holquist, another major Bakhtin scholar, describes Bakhtin’s earli-
est philosophical interests as including “the status of the knowing subject,
the relation of art to lived experience, the existence of other persons, and
the complexities of responsibility in the area of discourse as well as in the
area of ethics” (1990, p. 2). Perhaps not surprisingly in view of the interests
just listed, Holquist refers to Bakhtin’s philosophy as “a pragmatically-
oriented theory of knowledge” (ibid., p. 15).

The context for Bakhtin’s work is similar in some respects to the social,
political, and intellectual context of the development of American pragma-
tism. The Russian Revolution, the First World War, Marxism-Leninism, neo-
Kantianism, and the new physics provide an active background of change,
uncertainty, and violence. However, Bakhtin did not have a university
career, and he was in exile in Kazakhstan while other founders of pragma-
tism were advocating for academic freedom in the United States. Bakhtin
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lived in a world of suspicion and hardship where he became politically sus-
pect for participating in discussion groups and where some of his manu-
scripts were damaged for want of decent living conditions. So while the
American pragmatists and Bakhtin shared a world of change and uncer-
tainty, their experiences of it could hardly have been more different.

It is hardly surprising that political readings of Bakhtin’s work abound.
Hirschkop (1986), for example, sees a number of Bakhtin’s ideas, including
novelistic discourse, carnival, and dialogue, as attempts to confront
Stalinism and its culture by using concepts of a popular subversive tradi-
tion. Though the specifics of particular political readings of Bakhtin are
hotly debated, most commentators agree that Bakhtin’s work on experience
and discourse is a response against the totalizing tendencies of movements
as diverse as totalitarian governments and scientific rationalism, indeed any
movement that forecloses on individuality and personhood. Specifically,
his response is an attempt to carve out a niche for the humanities in dis-
course on personal and social life. For Bakhtin, the humanities highlight
the weight of each particular moment and encounter, the proper corrective
to totalizing tendencies.

Bakhtin’s resistance to totalizing systems and their associated morality—
like Dewey’s social and political philosophy—strongly influenced the ways
in which he conceptualized experience and the commitment he made to
felt life. He thought that totalizing systems worked by alienating people
from the most meaningful quality of everyday experience, the particular
response formed in relation to and with others from which a sense of self
emerges. This analysis led Bakhtin, especially in his early essays, to focus on
developing a clear sense of individuality. For example, in Towards a
Philosophy of the Act his concern was with how a sense of self emerges in
everyday activities. In contrast with those approaches described in chapter
2, his approach to activity is to focus on how individuals intone acts of
living and knowing. By ‘intone’ he means how individuals make acts their
own, how they make them unique, personal experiences through the
particularities of interpreting, feeling, and making value judgments and dis-
tinctions that are ethically worthwhile. Thus, although experience always
occurs in cultural, historical, and material contexts, meaningful engage-
ment depends on the event or action being felt, known, and valued in
unique ways. This is also the kind of meaningful engagement that trans-
forms people and systems.
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If Dewey gets us some of the way from social practice to meaningful expe-
rience, Bakhtin takes us the rest of the way to the primacy of felt life.
Perhaps his suspicion of system would not allow him to settle on and ide-
alize community as the American pragmatists, including Dewey, did. His
resistance to reifying any social structures takes him to the point where one
of the central focuses of his work is the way in which individuals continu-
ously reinforce and de-stabilize each other, and in the process create self-
hood. As we will see later, this is the kind of nonconformism that leads him
to propose that all unity is relational or dialogical, a claim that is central to
his radically processual view of human experience. His suspicion of system
also pushed his conceptualization of the particular moment and intoning
of experience to a methodological focus on small personal lives. For him the
formation of subjectivity and intersubjectivity occurs in a world of “proper
names” (Bakhtin 1993, p. 53) in relationships between particular people
who cannot be abstracted to systems.

Enriching Activity through Aesthetic Experience

In contrast with the approaches to action and practice described in chapter
2, both Dewey and Bakhtin present a view of activity as simultaneously sen-
sual, emotional, and intellectual. And although it is more explicit and more
radically personal in Bakhtin, both also describe individuals making their
acts unique experiences through their own particular interpretations, feel-
ings, and value judgments. It is all well and good to make such claims for
experience; it is another matter to make them convincingly, to bring read-
ers along and to leave them feeling that this view of activity is both viable
and valuable. Both Dewey and Bakhtin try to do this by holding up
aesthetic experience as the paradigm for all experience.

For both Dewey and Bakhtin aesthetic experience is the key to under-
standing how rich all experience can be. They argue that it is in aesthetic
experience that our need for a sense of the meaningfulness and wholeness
of our action is fulfilled. One of the most important points that Dewey and
Bakhtin make about aesthetic experience is that it should be seen as con-
tinuous with ordinary experience. Their aim is to demonstrate just how rich
experience can be and to inquire into the nature of aesthetic experience so
that we can see its character and conditions well enough to use them in
other areas of our lives.
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Although the word ‘aesthetic’ is normally used to refer to fine art,
Dewey’s and Bakhtin’s use of aesthetic experience is not reserved for art or
what we normally think of as art. In Art as Experience, Dewey argued directly
against a museum conception of art and an identification of aesthetic expe-
rience with art objects. Recently, Shusterman (2000) updated this argument
by providing a rigorous defense of the aesthetic merits of rap music. Moving
outside of the realms of art altogether, Dewey made links between the aes-
thetic experience of looking at paintings or listening to music and everyday
raw aesthetic experiences that demand our attention and make us come
alive. Here Dewey had in mind both dramatic events, such as a fire brigade
speeding by, the controlled implosion of a tower block, or a particularly
spectacular goal in a game of football, and more sedate activities, such as
gardening and mindfully caring for a child. Making a similar move, Bakhtin
drew attention to the aesthetic qualities of loving relationships in which
one person values another as a separate center of value. What holds all
these examples together is that they describe the kinds of moments and
activities in which we live fully, activities filled with meaning and value
that are also often primarily sensuous.

If aesthetic experience is not to refer exclusively to art objects, what is
it that marks out aesthetic experience and gives it its value? For Dewey,
aesthetic experience is paradigmatic of the potential richness of all expe-
rience not because of any single quality it possesses but because of its
“more consummate and zestful integration of all the elements of ordinary
experience,” which gives “the experiencer a still larger feeling of whole-
ness and order in the world” (Shusterman 2000, p. 15). According to
Dewey (1934, p. 40), the enemies of the aesthetic are “the humdrum;
slackness of loose ends; submission to convention in practice and intel-
lectual procedure.”

In aesthetic experience, the lively integration of means and ends, mean-
ing and movement, involving all our sensory and intellectual faculties is
emotionally satisfying and fulfilling. Each act relates meaningfully to the
total action and is felt by the experiencer to have a unity or a wholeness
that is fulfilling. Not fulfilling in a shallow, self-satisfying sense, but in the
sense that in connecting fully with the precariousness of living, in the suf-
fering and undergoing, the expressiveness of experience is revealed to us.
Connecting fully produces enduring changes. The world is changed by the
outcome on the world of the total action and also by the changes brought
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about in the experiencer, whose sense of self may be transformed, and
whose perspective and attitudes are likely to have changed.

An Example of Aesthetic Experience: Jazz with Courtney Pine

The first example that comes to mind of a personal experience that fits with
this description of aesthetic experience involves a jazz session that I (John)
attended years ago. I enjoyed jazz and I particularly liked going to sessions
at the Cork Jazz Festival because there was also something about the festi-
val experience that I enjoyed, not just this festival, I had the same feeling
for the Cork Film Festival. Perhaps it was the intense concentration on
something I already liked. Or perhaps it was the feeling that a fairly tame
interest—listening to jazz records occasionally or going to a film every cou-
ple of weeks—became something vibrant and important for a while. Of
course, the crowds of people going from one film to another for a week or
one jazz session to another for a long weekend clearly demonstrated that
others shared these interests with me. And in socializing with these people,
what started out as simple enjoyment threatened over time to become a
passion.

The general interest and involvement notwithstanding, one jazz session
still stands out. Twenty years later, I would still identify it as the one that
opened me up to a musical world that went beyond the immediate pleas-
ure of listening. This was the first time I heard Courtney Pine play. He was
young and relatively unknown, and I was fairly uninitiated into jazz. It was
an afternoon session at the Cork Jazz Festival, not one of the major names.
Somehow though word had got around that this was going to be a good
session and it turned out to be a crowded house. The introduction. The
expectation. The curtain. What an amazing look. The band, immaculately
dressed in suits with a slight African edge. Courtney Pine holding the saxo-
phone with love and respect. The sound. The band started to play, and from
the first saxophone solo I was carried away. In hindsight it seems apposite
that Pine was playing numbers from Journey to the Urge Within, because
whatever he did that day got me in the gut. The sounds Pine made with a
saxophone seemed to control my bodily response—in turn tightening and
opening up my chest. But they also controlled what I was feeling and think-
ing. I was caught up and carried away. Why? How?

Although I could not play any instrument, I was mesmerized by what
Courtney Pine did with individual notes. He seemed to go as low as any
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instrument would allow, and as high, and sometimes both together. When
he went low, I felt low, but a low that was full of life. It really did touch an
urge within. And when he seemed to play two notes at once, I felt torn.
When he went high, I could feel the whole crowd around me getting up
with him. And he held notes for so long that they seemed to teeter on the
brink and we worried about whether they would fall off or not. That ten-
sion was only released when he released it by taking a breath and moving
on. The experience was full of sensual and emotional complexity. A very
respectful pose paid tribute to the genre and the instrument while the play-
ing seemed to stretch both to the point where they might break. Other jazz
that weekend got me tapping, but nothing else moved me—sensually,
emotionally, and intellectually—the way this concert did. It had layers and
layers of sound, feeling, and meaning. Placed alongside many other jazz
performances at the festival, it made statements about what was possible
with jazz but what was not always happening. The performance seemed to
make a young, rebellious statement about jazz and life that I identified
with. And it did so beautifully, respecting tradition, recognizing the pain of
change, but changing everything in the act. It also seemed to say something
about being black and having African roots, that I could not understand,
but with which I felt raw sympathy. So it was not just sensually complex but
also complex in emotional and intellectual terms, taking us on a journey
through our values and thoughts. Values and thoughts about jazz itself,
what we expected from it and were prepared to give, about tradition and
change, about race and culture, and about ourselves. And it did all this with
music, very few words. In going with the precariousness of this perform-
ance, experience expressed itself.

Examples of Technology as Aesthetic Experience

The suggestion that we think of technology in the way I have just been
describing my experience of jazz is not new but it is not commonplace
either. So there is merit, in terms of the plausibility and clarity of the sug-
gestion, in providing some brief examples from the literature of technology
being treated as aesthetic experience.

Brenda Laurel’s aesthetic account of interacting with computers argues
that engagement is “a desirable—even essential—human response to com-
puter-mediated activities” (1991, p. 112). Laurel draws parallels between the
experience of theatre and the experience of computers suggesting that
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“both have the capacity to represent actions and situations . . . in ways that
invite us to extend our minds, feelings, and sensations” (ibid., p. 32) but
that in order to do so they must first engage us. By that, Laurel meant that
they must draw us into a first-person experience of the action, akin to the
personal, self-reflexive model of action described by pragmatists. She also
describes a number of qualities of engagement or first-person experience
that characterize a good experience at a play or with a computer, including
playfulness, agency, and the integration of a variety of sensory modalities
in the action.

Janet Murray (1997), in her book Hamlet on the Holodeck, explores the aes-
thetic properties and pleasures of digital environments that are connected
with the traditional satisfactions of narrative. She interprets experience in a
number of narrative microworlds, from cyber-literature and cyber-drama
to virtual-reality-mediated story telling. She is concerned with the kinds of
stories they make available, the power of imagination they support, and the
worthiness or otherwise of the rapture they sometimes evoke. For example,
VR story telling raises issues concerning the power of sensory presence and
sense of participation, meeting characters who sense our presence and
respond to us, provoking plot changes by our actions while still sustaining
the power to surprise and delight. In her analysis she identifies three char-
acteristic pleasures of digital environments: immersion, agency, and trans-
formation. She is very careful not to paint a utopian (or dystopian) picture,
making it clear that digital media can be used to create trashy narratives—
that are intrinsically degrading, fragmented, and destructive of meaning as
well as the opposite.

Sherry Turkle, who may be best known for her analysis of identity in the
Internet age, also provided an interesting cultural analysis of our relations
with computers themselves.

Their pleasure is in
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neatness and control. For a user, the computer is only of interest to the
extent that it supports an application. In this context, the myth of the IBM
is that it is like a car you could control. The myth of the Macintosh is that

it is like a friend you could talk to. SRS
done socially by negotiating with people, the Macintosh design entices us
to get things done on our computers by negotiating rather than analyzing.
The interface is a space for exploring, negotiating, and tinkering. The aes-
thetic is one of simulation, playing, and surface manipulation in blissful
ignorance of underlying mechanism.

So if ours is not the first attempt to describe technology as aesthetic expe-
rience, what does it offer that is new? First, it suggests a clear continuity
between aesthetic and prosaic experience that is not always evident when
the focus is on computer games and cyber-drama. For our approach to
work, we need to be able to make an aesthetic contribution to discussions
of nurses using patient care record forms, people shopping on the Internet,
and pilots using their procedure manuals. Second, in keeping with the spirit
of pragmatism, we try to develop tools to be used in analyzing aesthetic
experience with technology. Third, although our analysis, like some of
those outlined above, does provide a means for discussing individual expe-
riences, it also attempts to go beyond them to look at connections between
individual experiences and their history and circumstances.

The Rhythmic Dance of Aesthetic Experience

In turning to aesthetic experience, Dewey brings to the fore the rhythms of
life, the tension and release of engagement, and feelings of vulnerability in
the face of our own needs and desires. Thomas Alexander’s reading of
Dewey’s aesthetics suggests that “the rthythmic flow of life is the basis for
our experience of meaning and value in the world” (1998, p. 11) and that
it is in the rhythmic dance of resistance and release that “both self and
world become imbued with felt, emotionalized, or expressive significance”
(ibid., p. 10). The rhythmic dance of aesthetic experience has an internal,

dynamic structure. OSSO

Cumulation refers to the build-up that attends the temporal unfolding of
an experience. As we saw above, when listening to jazz, emotionally this
can be felt as tension or anticipation, intellectually as an increase in the
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internal complexity of the work or as deepening of meaning. Without such
a build-up there is no fulfillment, and without fulfillment there is no aes-
thetic experience. The experience of shopping for books over the Internet
seems designed to be cumulative. Browsing, searching, putting goods into a
shopping basket, going to a checkout, receiving an email confirming the
order and further emails notifying of progress, and finally the box. The box
has the supplier’s name on the side and an amount of padding inside.
Getting at the books, opening them, feeling and smelling them, ensuring
that they are as ordered is slightly delayed by the sturdy packaging. It seems
to both protect the books and build up the tension one last time before the
experience is complete.

Conservation refers to the tendency to hold onto some of what has gone
before, be it energy or meaning. For Dewey, oppositional forces—energies
resisting each other—required to hold a physical entity together are also
required to constitute a whole experience. Listening to jazz, movement in
one direction is followed by movement in the other, and any resistance in
this rhythmical pattern of movements conserves energy until it is released
and expanded. Meaning can also be conserved as the meaning of a Journey
to the Urge Within was conserved from number to number in that session.
The character of Courtney Pine as visually and musically presented ensured
that. It is similar to reading a book or watching a film; what happened in
the past is carried in the present. We rarely need to go back over what went
before in order to make sense of the present. The past is somehow embed-
ded in the present, and Dewey argues that, by virtue of its compression in
the present, it forces the mind to stretch forward to what is coming.

Tension refers to both the opposition of energies within the experience
and between people involved in the experience. With respect to energies
within the experience, Dewey is concerned with the rhythmic interplay of
compression and release that gives life to experience. “Resistance prevents
immediate discharge and accumulates tension that renders energy intense.
Its release from this state of detention takes necessarily the form of sequen-
tial spreading out.” (Dewey 1934, p. 179) Tension results from a compres-
sion of energy seeking release. As one form of energy seeks release another
blocks it. The struggle between them is the source of tension. Clearly, for
Dewey tension itself can be energizing. Freedom to act and constraints
upon action need to be in balance to create tension, and therefore energy.
Too much freedom or constraint, and by implication too little of both,
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decreases the energy available for an activity. In aesthetic experiences, the
tensions undergone and problems encountered deal with the reciprocal
relationship between parts of the experience. They are concerned with the
integrity of the experience itself.

Stores selling books on the Internet can take advantage of the energy
entailed in tension. For somebody who is very interested in books, an
Internet bookstore can be a potential Aladdin’s Cave, full of unimaginable
treasures. But most people can only afford to buy a limited number of books
on each visit. The tension between desire and capacity is played out
through personal recommendations and reviews that draw the buyer in.
Putting books in your shopping basket but delaying the decision to buy, or
which to buy, adds to the tension.

Anticipation can be seen as occurring in two temporal phases. The first
occurs before the aesthetic experience as such has properly begun: the buzz
going around a jazz festival that this newcomer is something special. The
second relates to what happens during the aesthetic experience.
Anticipation is strongly related to the continuity of experience discussed
earlier. When an expectation is met, the past is conserved as if the antici-
pation is folded naturally into the experience itself. When experience does
not come up to our anticipation, it is as if conservation is breached. This
brings us up short and we find ourselves intellectually reflecting on the
experience, teasing out failures of means as if they were separate from ends.
Of course experience can exceed anticipation, in which case we find our-
selves pleasantly surprised or even overwhelmed by the richness of the
experience.

Cumulation, conservation, tension, and anticipation describe the inter-
nal dynamics of any integrated experience. While experience cannot be
aesthetic without being integrated into a rhythmic dance of resistance and
release, not all integrated experiences are aesthetic. What makes them
aesthetic is the dynamic, always moving toward fulfillment:

That which distinguishes an experience as aesthetic is conversion of resistances and
tensions, of excitations that in themselves are temptations to diversion, into a move-
ment toward an inclusive and fulfilling close. (Dewey 1934, p. 56)

This close should not be confused with an end point, some kind of fracture
in the seam of experience. It speaks more to the quality of each moment of

aesthetic experience than to a place in time, to the sense of unity in each
moment and between that moment and all the others:
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The form of the whole is therefore present in every member. Fulfilling, consummat-
ing, are continuous functions, not mere ends located at one place only. An engraver,
painter, or writer is in process of completing at every stage of his work. He must at
each point retain and sum up what has gone before as a whole and with reference to
the whole to come. (ibid., p. 56)

Although analysis of the internal dynamics of aesthetic experience points
up qualities that help me to describe and make sense of aspects of that jazz
session with Courtney Pine or the experience of buying books on the
Internet, there are limits to the perspective on experience that it offers. This
analysis can be a useful tool for trying to understand why a particular expe-
rience is not as rich or fulfilling as it might be. It can also help us to answer
questions about why a person would find a particular technology boring or
the experience of interacting with the technology fragmented. However, as
a description of the internal dynamics, its usefulness begins with the onset
of an experience and ends with its conclusion, and there is more to experi-
ence than that. For example, for Dewey the rhythmic dance also connects
aesthetic experience to its history and circumstances. The dance involves a
continuous interplay between past, present, and future, each shaping and
renewing the others:

. . . the principle of continuity of experience means that every experience takes up
something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the qual-
ity of those which come after. (Dewey 1938, p. 35)

At its best, continuity becomes growth or an unfolding of potentiality. We
see this when continuity between experiences increases a person’s power to
perceive differences and to engage effectively with his or her environment.
Certainly my engagement with jazz, which has developed over time into
interest in the history, characters, traditions, philosophy, and form, has
enhanced my critical perception of music. Realizing what can be done has
made me more discriminating and less tolerant of what I see as mediocre
music, by which I mean jazz that does not have an edge. More than that my
experience of jazz demonstrated for me the potential for emotion and intel-
ligence in music, in other arts, and in other activities. I feel dissatisfied if I
am not passionately—emotionally and intellectually—engaged with what-
ever I am working on. It also showed me how it is possible to be respectful
to tradition and passionate about pushing to the edge at the same time. In
terms of unfolding perceptual powers, this results in impatience with
fusions that are not respectful of the soul of jazz.
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Are rhythmic dance and the unfolding of potentiality relevant only to
experiences with art and music, or does it make sense to talk about tech-
nology in this way? For example, would these concepts help us to under-
stand Murray’s experience with digital literature, Laurel’s with computer
games, or a nurse’s with an electronic patient record? When we turn to
specific technologies, we could start by inquiring into the quality of
engagement.

= Do the technologies connect or fragment experience and life?

= Do the technologies help to enrich our experience of what we already
value, or do they impoverish it?

= Do the technologies facilitate unfolding potential, critical perception, and
engagement?

= Specifically, does the Internet increase the potential for new relationships
and new forms of communicating, or does it inhibit relating?

We can also explore the aesthetic implications of introducing new tech-
nologies into an organization:

= Does bringing technology into the organization help to connect values,
emotions, and physical activities, or does it fragment them?

= Is it respectful to tradition—the meanings already given to activities and
artifacts by workers in the organization—while at the same time offering
the kind of edginess that can release potential?

= Does the introduction of new technologies respect the stories we tell our-
selves about what is important while also allowing us to create new stories?

The last point, which emphasizes the relationship between tradition and
innovation, can involve a delicate balance. For example, in my (John'’s)
long experience as somebody committed to Macintosh computers, the
introduction of colored casing for Macs did not respect the Mac tradition
and the Mac values I cared for—it made them too much like children’s
toys—but the Titanium G4 Powerbook did, and it also expanded the uni-
verse of stories available to me as a Mac user. Its lightness and sleekness and
its titanium casing fused adventures on a human-computer interface with
adventures in space in an enchanting way. It made sensuous, emotional,
and intellectual sense of the edgy Mac aesthetic that I had bought into over
the years. It is worth noting that an aesthetic approach to technology is not
against function in any way, just against an exclusively functional approach
to understanding relations between people and technology. The Mac must



A Pragmatist Approach 67

work and the software must function properly. The point is that the analy-
sis should not stop there.

Experience as Simultaneously Aesthetic and Ethical

Deborah Hicks (2000, pp. 231-232) draws attention to the closeness of aes-
thetic and ethical experience in Bakhtin’s work, both leaning on a rich,
engaged responsivity to the other:

Responding, in Bakhtin’s early essays, entails richly seeing. Bakhtin contrasted the
kind of seeing that might be characteristic of scientific inquiry with artistic or aes-
thetic contemplation. In the special case of aesthetic seeing the artist forms a felt and
valuational relationship to the object of her activity. . . . Aesthetic contemplation
entails seeing this separate center of value as unique and then forming a response to
it from the special value position that is one’s own. This kind of seeing can entail
strong feelings; minimally, it requires more than an instrumental or objective
response.

The close proximity of aesthetic and ethical aspects of experience should
not be too surprising. From a pragmatic perspective, both aesthetic and
ethical experience derives from the feelings, emotions, and values that
populate responsive relations with others. Aesthetic and ethical experi-
ences are both aspects of the consummation of self in an other. With
respect to aesthetic experience, Hicks (ibid., p. 231) puts it as follows:

As individual persons come together in an experiential moment, each reflects partic-
ularistic value centers. If this moment is one in which the individuals are responsive
(answerable) to one another, an enriched experience is created. The particularity of
one value center enhances that of another; as Bakhtin describes things, one value
center (one individuated subject) envelops another, enriching the other with an
outside perspective.

One’s ethical sensitivity to an other is intimately related to the creative
act of authoring self in other. One center of value, valuing another as an
other is an act of authorship that is both aesthetic and ethical. Aesthetic
seeing creates another consciousness (or center of value) and completing
or finishing off this other to whom one is committed is an answerable or
responsive act. Aesthetic experience is created in prosaic moments of
answerable engagement, which are made possible by the aesthetic experi-
ence of completing the other. Out of the particularities of a dialogical rela-
tionship come both—and inseparably—the aesthetic experience of
absorption in an other and the ethical experience of answerability to the
other.
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The pragmatist aesthetic approach to understanding relations between
people and technologies works best within a worldview characterized by
creativity and dialogue. We are not presented with aesthetic experiences
fully formed rather we make something of our encounters with jazz or tech-
nology. In the sections that follow we describe the process of making some-
thing out of what is given as situated creativity and we describe the world
that makes situated creativity possible as dialogical.

Experience and the Creativity of Action

For pragmatists, creative action is always embedded in human situated free-
dom,; the freedom to make something out of what is given, to construe and
respond to the situations that one inevitably meets (Joas 1993, 1996). With
creativity at its center, it might be useful to think of pragmatist ideas of
action and experience as like the prosaic creativity of children playing. In
play, children are not interested in achieving unequivocal ends and they
overcome problems by imagining new ways of acting or by inventing new
descriptions of the situation in which they find themselves. In the pragma-
tist model of action, the relationship between means and ends is radically
reformulated such that action is both means and ends. Children play with
paints not just to create pictures, but also to enjoy the experience of mak-
ing colors and marks, and to have the tactile pleasure of feeling the texture
of paint on their fingers. The child’s experience of paint is that it is both
useful and enjoyable. The two aspects are experienced as a complementary
whole, part of the qualitative immediacy of a situation, with no need to sep-
arate them. Play, even adult play, is a context in which these unnecessary
dualities—means and ends, use and enjoyment—are resolved. For example,
people generally don’t make love solely to reproduce. The action is useful,
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enjoyable, and creative, and the means and ends—making love—are indis-
tinguishable. Play is also a very mindful model of action. Children and
adults at play can imagine a variety of possible courses of action even while
playing, and demonstrate a quiet readiness to experience and to round off
experience. Both approach situations not in service of pre-set goals but
creating goals and the means to achieve those goals in the height of their
engagement with the world.

Let us think for a moment about how these ideas relate to our experiences
with technology. People make practical distinctions between those techno-
logical tools that are simply a means to an end, where the technology is
mere material at the disposal of our intentions, and those that can be both
means and ends. For those that are mere means to an end, the potential
complementarity of use and enjoyment is lost. We all make the distinction
in different places. For some of us, a spreadsheet is merely a means to
process numerical data: for others it a very enjoyable way of making sense
of situations and events through creating and viewing patterns. For some, a
chat room is merely a means of contacting people or getting information
on a particular topic: for others, it is almost a way of life. While the bound-
ary is in different places for different people, it is clear that the difference
between what goes on one side of the line and what goes on the other can
best be characterized in terms of the potential the technology offers for
engagement in what would be, for us, a meaningful experience. To make
space for this kind of conceptualization of experience with technology we
have to be able to see potential in everything and be open to surprise at any
time. This suggests a view of the world as an open, unfinalized, and unfi-
nalizable place where every person and thing is always a dynamic process
of becoming, always open to the future.

From Being to Becoming

With his commitment to unfinalizability, Bakhtin brings a deep sense of
mystery to his treatment of experience, which is only challenged by a
knowingness that forecloses on potential, the knowingness of stability and
permanence that is “being.” If I definitely know that a telephone is an audi-
tory medium of communication, I miss the potential for making it a text-
based or pictorial medium. Bakhtin’s commitment to unfinalizability
embodies values central to his thinking such as his concern for surprising-
ness, potentiality, freedom, and creativity. For Bakhtin (1984, p. 166),
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“nothing conclusive has yet taken place in the world, the ultimate word of
the world and about the world has not yet been spoken, the world is open
and free, everything is still in the future and will always be in the future.”

Bakhtin’s ideas about the world as open and unfinalizable resonate with
ideas about matter as becoming and alive that we find in Ilya Prigogine’s
work on the thermodynamics of non-equilibrium systems. Prigogine’s work,
which is given an accessible treatment in Order Out of Chaos (Prigogine and
Stengers 1985), argues that molecular systems have an irreducible element
of unpredictability. They have a capacity to surprise that is not due to any
shortcomings in measurement and that will not be diminished by any
increases in knowledge. Molecules in far from equilibrium systems respond
in exquisitely surprising ways to tiny shifts in the parameters of their exis-
tence and in relation to each other. Perhaps the best way of putting it is that
they self-organize in ways that we could hardly have imagined. Prigogine
and Stengers give as an example the appearance of chemical clocks. When
we think of chemical reactions, we imagine molecules floating through
space, colliding with each other, and reappearing in new forms. A chemical
clock’s behavior is different. Prigogine and Stengers (ibid., p. 13) put it as
follows: “Oversimplifying somewhat, we can say that in a chemical clock all
molecules change their identity simultaneously, at regular time intervals.” It
is as if they all simultaneously change color or shape following the rthythm
of the chemical clock reaction. This is a description of matter as constantly
becoming, a kind of non-deterministic order based on communication, that
is characteristic of biological and social systems. In non-equilibrium
systems, it is not just that it is impossible to calculate the trajectory of
molecules rather that trajectory is not an adequate concept for their non-
deterministic, irreversible behavior.

The important point for us about Prigogine and Stengers’s and Bakhtin's
work is that it describes what we tend to miss in the world because we have
already finalized it in our minds. We tend to close our minds to the poten-
tiality of the physical, biological, and social world, having already decided
what everything is. Because of this, we fail to notice the essential creativity
of our relationship with every “thing” that is. In a world that is always
becoming, we create the thingness and eventness of the world, even phys-
ical reality that “is revealed to us only through the active construction in
which we participate” (ibid., p. 293). This is not some kind of utopian state-
ment about human creativity, it is simply a recognition that we have a hand
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in creating the world in which we live—good, bad, and indifferent. We exer-
cise our creativity by giving shape to a world that is always open and unfin-
ished. The material world described by Prigogine and Stengers is multiple,
temporal, and complex, “seething and bubbling with change, disorder, and
process” (ibid., p. xv). It, like Bakhtin’s description of experience and
Dewey’s allusion to children’s play, presents a world always becoming, and
invites us to see technology as always becoming.

Embracing unfinalizability ensures that the pragmatist approach to the
creativity of human action is not undersold. Pragmatist creativity is too eas-
ily read as a process of trying out different ways of thinking and acting that
already exist. This approach to creativity, as revealing what is already given,
seems natural in a view of the world as closed and stable where nothing is
created whole cloth. However, as we have already seen, the pragmatist’s
worldview is dynamic and open and accommodating of the emergence of
radically new ways of thinking and acting. In a world of change, the same
action can have different meaning and significance, as the context is always
different. In an open world, all action is creative, a fresh use of intelligence
producing something surprising and new every time. Bakhtin’s way of ren-
dering action as creative is to locate unfinalizability in ordinary everyday
processes such that they are always open to surprise, potential, and creativ-
ity. Thus, action retains its eventness by always being open to the future. It
is never concluded, the potential it creates is always in the future, and its
meanings are indeterminate. In such an open, free characterization of
human action, action is always potential and always becoming, constituted
dialogically in responsive relations.

Dialogicality

If pragmatist aesthetics requires at its center a view of action as situated cre-
ativity in a world that is always becoming, pragmatist creativity in turn
requires a view of the world and the things in it as less stable and less enti-
tative than many epistemologies allow. With the emergence of relativity
and quantum theory, Bakhtin reflected on the possibility of any unity or
truth in the face of what appeared to be constant change. In the new world
being described by the physicists, unity could not be assumed. Following
their lead, Bakhtin argued that in this world, nothing (or even no-thing) is
in itself. By this he meant that any unity is always a matter of work and is
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always accomplished relationally or, to be more precise, dialogically. As
Holquist (1990) described it, Bakhtin’s appeal to dialogue is an attempt to
develop a theory of knowledge for a time when matter is understood in
terms of relativity and when coincidence between sign and referent cannot
be assumed.

When we see molecules as separate entities interacting with each other,
matter as static, a computer as an information-processing machine, the
human body as bounded by the skin, an organization as composed of its
members and resources, a community as already established, and social
structures as pre-existing action into them, we are thinking monologically.
All reification or finalization, whether it has to do with physical, biologi-
cal, or social systems, is monological. In contrast, thinking dialogically
involves being open to the relational processes that constitute molecules,
bodies, communities, and personhood. Dialogics is sensitive to the partic-
ularity of felt life and to individual agency, even the agency in matter that
Prigogine and Stengers allude to. Dialogically, cells and cell walls are
understood in terms of the relations that constitute them, the cell wall
seen as a process mediating between inside and outside. Dialogically any
unity is composed of many voices in unfinalized conversations that can-
not be reified monologically.

Dialogics and Dialectics

Bakhtin contrasts his dialogical approach with dialectics, which we met
when reviewing Lave’s work in chapter 2. Lave’s dialectical account of cog-
nition in practice, which has been quite influential in Computer-Supported
Cooperative Work, describes activity in terms of the irreducible unity of
person-acting-in-a-setting. Although dialectical accounts such as Lave’s are
oriented toward the interactions between people and the settings in which
they find themselves, Bakhtin dismisses them as lifeless because they reify
individual agency and particular evaluations diminishing the potential for
real surprise and creativity. From the perspective of dialogics, the world is a
lived event. Dialectically it is the mechanical contact of oppositions, things
rather than people. The following quote from Bakhtin (cited on p. 57 of
Morson and Emerson 1990) expresses his position on dialectics and clarifies
what is original in dialogics:

Take a dialogue and remove the voices (the partitioning of voices), remove the
intonations (emotional and individualizing ones), carve out abstract concepts and
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judgments from living words and responses, cram everything into one abstract
consciousness—and that’s how you get dialectics.

Any form of knowledge that takes the open-ended dialogue that is nature
as described by Prigogine and Sengers and human activity and experience as
described by Bakhtin and turns it into a monologic summary misrepresents
its unfinalizable spirit. This is one of the reasons that Bakhtin turns to the
literary novel for his exemplification of aesthetic experience—it is a dialogical
methodology and embodies a dialogical approach to truth and unity.

If we describe John's experience at the Courtney Pine jazz session in terms
of the properties of the improvising jazz musician, the emotional potency
of music, and John's character or personality, we are producing a monolog-
ical account that reifies particulars and particular people to types. If, how-
ever, we do it in a manner that is open to surprise and potential, that is
sensitive to the different voices involved and to the emotional intoning of
actions, and that makes space for emerging subjectivities—as a novel can—
we are oriented toward a dialogical worldview. It would also be very easy to
describe a nurse interacting with a patient and mediating her interactions
with a patient care record in monological terms. It would be much more
difficult to attend to the feeling, emotional responsivity between one par-
ticular nurse and one particular patient and between each of them and the
variety of medical and lifeworld voices that people their interactions. But
that is the kind of orientation that supports aesthetic experience, a dialogue
between particular selves and particular others.

Dialogue, Self, and Other

In a dialogical worldview, understanding or making sense of an experience
occurs in the tension between self and other. I only make sense of my self
in terms of how I relate to others and to my own history of selves—the way
I was and the way I would like to be—which are, like these others, always
already in the present. In his introduction to Bakhtin's Art and Answerability
(1990), Holquist notes that for Bakhtin aesthetic experience always involves
a person perceiving an object, a text, or a person as something actively fash-
ioned into the whole that it is. As the object, text, or person is not given as
a whole but made whole in relational activity, consummation of the expe-
rience is treated as a shaping or finishing-off. Indeed Bakhtin goes so far as
to treat it as an act of authorship. His emphasis here is on the unique per-
spective of the person involved in creating aesthetic consummation, the
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person perceiving, where perception is always from a uniquely situated
place in the overall structure of possible points of view. The salient point in
Bakhtin’s characterization of aesthetic experience is that each person occu-
pies a situation in existence that it is his alone. Perception from that situa-
tion is perception from a unique perspective. Bakhtin refers to this
uniqueness of vision as a person’s “excess of seeing,” which is defined by
the ability each of us has to see things that others don't see.

The uniqueness of our perception leads ineluctably to the aesthetic con-
summatory experience that prefigures all others, the consummation of our-
selves in others. The paradox of our uniqueness, our excess of seeing, is that
we are fated to need the other to consummate ourselves. As we all occupy
a unique place in existence, we can share surroundings but not a field of
vision. Each of us can appear in the other’s field of vision but not in our
own. I can look at my own body, but I cannot see myself doing so. What I
can see about you that you cannot see about yourself constitutes my excess
of seeing or my surplus vision over you. This surplus allows me to complete
an image of you, to create a picture of the world in which you are located
for me. For Bakhtin, this is the act of authorship. As I provide form and
create an image of you, I relate to you as an author relates to a hero. From
my excess of seeing, I create another whole consciousness, and I relate to
this consciousness as a center of value different from my own.

Holquist (1990, p. xxix) describes the process as follows:

. . . the other is perceived as in the world, in an environment, while “I” exist in a
world that enfolds me in a unique relation to my ends and is thus experienced as hav-
ing an intimacy and reality different from that of the environment in which others
are consummated as finite entities.

The self is not reducible to the temporal and spatial constraints that make
consummation of the other possible. From its own perspective, the self is
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not located in space and time in the same way as the other. The other is in
the world of beings and things, occupying finite space and time, consum-
mated as a finite entity. Perceived in this way, there is a completeness,
uniqueness, and unity to the other. From the perspective of the self, the
other is so rounded out that it is a consummated, self-sufficient whole. In
contrast, the self cannot see itself in that way. It is tied up in the incom-
pleteness of its own story, unconstrained by time and space, unsettled. It
suffers from a lack of vision with respect to itself. The excess or surplus of
the other is required to make up for the self’s lack and to consummate the
self. The aesthetic experience for the self requires the other but also a return
to self. It centers on the self, returning to itself to take advantage of its own
surplus and outsideness. In this moment, the self is authored. Consumma-
tion of self entails a dialogue with the other—a meeting of two conscious-
nesses—that confirms the unique perspective and value of the self, allowing
the self for a moment to experience unity and completeness.

In Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity, Bakhtin portrays the relationship
between the author of a novel and the hero in a novel as a metaphor for
social relationships, particularly self-other relationships. He describes the
author-hero relationship as a meeting of two separate consciousnesses. In
terms of the aesthetic event or experience, he places great emphasis on see-
ing the other as separate from oneself—the hero as separate from the
author, for example. Without this separation, it is not possible to treat the
other as a unique center of value and to respond appropriately to him.
Relationships therefore can be consummated only when those involved
treat each other as separate centers of value. Hicks (2000, p. 234) suggests
that Bakhtin, in his description of the relationship between author and
hero, foregrounds “the ways in which others create the conditions for self-
hood through the particulars of their affective and valuational response.”
For Bakhtin, the relationship of one consciousness to another conscious-
ness, as an other, is constitutive of aesthetic experience.

The Sensuality of Self-Other Relations

It is important to see the sensuousness in Bakhtin’s portrayal of one con-
sciousness relating to another. For example, Hicks draws our attention to
the sensuousness of Bakhtin’s depiction of the constitution of selfhood in
social relationship. She points to the emotional tone or shading that
enables or “images forth” individuality. She makes her point with a
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quotation from Art and Answerability that evokes feelings, emotions,
touch, connection, and separation:

As soon as the human being begins to experience himself from within, he at once
meets with acts of recognition and love that come to him from outside—from his
mother, from others who are close to him. The child receives all initial determina-
tions of himself and of his body from his mother’s lips and from the lips of those who
are close to him. It is from their lips, in the emotional-volitional tones of their love,
that the child hears and begins to acknowledge his own proper name and the names
of all the features pertaining to his body and to his inner states and experiences. The
words of a loving human are the first and most authoritative words about him; they
are the words that for the first time determine his personality from outside, the words
that come to meet his indistinct inner sensation of himself, giving it a form and a
name which, for the first time, he finds himself and becomes aware of himself as a
something. (Bakhtin 1990, pp. 49-50)

The self is constituted in the tones, lips, and responsivity of the others, as
much as in their words. The elements of a dialogical relationship cannot be
separated from each other. No element is abstracted from the aesthetic
experience and reified as the signifier of dialogue, separate from the others.
Unlike those who treat meaningful experience as a text, Bakhtin does not
accept that the eventness of an event, the livedness of experience, can be
reduced to text. Experience must be understood as an event, the eventness
of which carries the weight of emotion, volition, and value. Devoid of that
weight, as it is when treated as an object of cognition, experience is hollow.
It is not lived experience at all. The moment of experience is lost.

There is a sense, in Bakhtin’s description, of the weight of experience
being in the body, or the dialogues within and between bodies: “The child
receives all initial determinations of himself and of his body from his
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only imagine my own birth and death. Another border, another dialogized
experience, and these borders can be interpersonal or intrapersonal. S

Conclusions: Aesthetic Experience and Technology

We began this chapter with a reminder from Geertz (1986) that cultural
analyses must engage with felt life or experience if they are to connect with
people’s concerns; we ended it with an evocation of the sensory and emo-
tional intimacy of relationships between particular selves and others. The
pragmatic approach to experience is an invitation to hold up this intimacy
and the rthythmic dance of aesthetic experience as the paradigm for experi-
ence with technology.

Following Dewey and Bakhtin, we also see the pragmatist position as a
political act, the proper guard against the kind of reification of human-
computer relations that emerge from many functional, sociocultural, and
systemic accounts. It involves a series of commitments outlined in this
chapter, including the following:

= a sustained commitment to the particularity and agency of emotionally
and volitionally intoned action

= people doing and suffering, striving, loving, and enjoying, acting and
being acted upon—a language that brings us into the realms of felt life

= the particular response formed in relation to and with others from which
a sense of self emerges

= people making acts their own personal experiences through the particu-
larities of interpreting, feeling, and making value judgments.

In order to take full advantage of the pragmatist approach to aesthetic
experience in our inquiry into technology, we must begin to see technology
in terms of situated creativity and dialogicality. This may not be very easy
for designers and analysts who see their activity as bounded by the tech-
nological system with which they are concerned. Seeing technology as
aesthetic experience requires that we see any boundaries between humans
and technology as constituted by the dialogical relations sustaining them
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and that we see human-technology relations as always open and becoming.
This is not presented as a utopian perspective on technology. We are aware
that technology and even the language of becoming and dialogue can be
used to enthrall and mystify as much as to clarify and open us up to the
potential and surprise that we might otherwise miss.

Finally, we see the pragmatist position as a practical act. As well as put-
ting the basic concepts for describing felt experience in place, it provides a
methodology for making these concepts useful in people’s lives. It offers
aesthetic experience as the paradigm that illustrates how rich all experience
can be because of its zestful integration of all the elements of ordinary expe-
rience. In this chapter we analyzed experience from two perspectives: (1)
from the perspective of the internal dynamics of experience, which are
described in terms of a rhythmic dance of cumulation, conservation, ten-
sion, and anticipation, and (2) in terms of the connectedness of aesthetic
experience and its history and circumstances. Both provide us with tools for
looking at experience to see where it falls short of what might be possible,
tools which in this chapter have been used to generate indicative questions
about people’s experience with technology. In the next two chapters we will
take this practical aspect a step further by inquiring into how an experien-
tial analysis of people’s relations with technology would look.
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Emotion is the moving and cementing force. It selects what is congruous and dyes
what is selected with its color, thereby giving qualitative unity to materials externally
disparate and dissimilar. It thus provides unity in and through the varied parts of
experience.

—]J. Dewey (1934, p. 42)

In the previous chapter we discussed some of the main characteristics of a
pragmatist approach to experience. As well as introducing the reader to
pragmatism and to Dewey and Bakhtin, we drew attention to the role that
aesthetic experience plays in their work. Dewey and Bakhtin use aesthetic
experience as the paradigm of rich experience and both of them attempt
to restore the continuity between aesthetic and ordinary experience. They
are not interested in describing aesthetics as something grand and separate
from ordinary experience, rather in using it as a tool for reviewing ordinary
experience in all its potential value, meaning, and vitality. Our aim in this
book is to present technology as experience in an effort to see relationships
between people and technology in all their potential value, meaning, and
vitality. In this chapter and the next, we describe those aspects of a prag-
matist perspective that will help us with this task. We start by characteriz-
ing what we refer to as the four threads of experience.

The Four Threads of Experience

In order to be consistent with the pragmatist view of experience and
inquiry outlined in chapter 3, it is important that we recognize the threads
of experience for what they are. They are not fundamental elements of
experience. Rather, they are ideas to help us think more clearly about
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technology as experience. They provide ways of talking about technology
that heighten sensibility to people’s experience of it. The four threads that
we pick out from our reading of the pragmatist literature are the sensual, the
emotional, the compositional, and the spatio-temporal.

The Sensual Thread

RSB [t draws attention to things

being grasped pre-reflectively as the immediate sense of a situation in
which the wonder of the material world is made actual for us in the qual-
ity of experience. When the functions of the senses are fully realized to
give this sense of the situation, the interaction between person and envi-
ronment becomes participation and communication. Owing to the imme-
diate and vital capacity of the senses to mediate communication between
person and situation, any derogation of the senses narrows and dulls life
experience.

Dewey describes a mechanic who has a strong sense of an engine and of
the interaction between his tools and the engine. He can hear the slightest
problem with an engine, and he can feel the thythm of an engine running
smoothly or a spanner turned a fraction tight. Not all mechanics have the
same sense or sensory engagement. Dewey’s hypothetical mechanic is an
example of someone who has made what he does meaningful for himself—
the situated creativity, which we described in chapter 3. This is someone
who is “interested in doing well and finding satisfaction in his handiwork,
[and] caring for his materials and tools with genuine affection” (Dewey
1934, p. 5). He is interested and committed, and he believes that the qual-
ity of his work and workmanship matters. His involvement and his sense of
things make the work intrinsically meaningful for him. He does not have
to think too hard about what a particular sound means, as he has a sense of
“the meaning of things present in immediate experience” (ibid., p. 22). We
have all experienced this kind of sensory engagement in our conversations
with others. Engaged conversations are never just about the words; they are
also about the sound of words uttered, the way in which they are intoned—
words spoken lovingly, helpfully, or authoritatively from one person to
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another in a particular situation. And in any particular situation, it is never
just the words spoken,; it is also the eyes, the hands, and the body. Looking
into another person’s eyes as you speak to him is a different experience
from looking away for both the speaker and the hearer. The same words
spoken in the same way carry different weight when accompanied by sup-
portively holding the other person’s hand or touching him on the shoulder.
We can see sensory engagement in the irreducible sense of immediately
feeling unwelcome in a group, or feeling a room as cold and distancing,
being comfortable or tense when operating a piece of technology, or feeling
close to someone who is in fact miles away on the end of a telephone. We
see it in mechanics who have a strong feel for engines, in mathematicians
who sense pattern in numbers, in teachers and parents who know from a
child’s stance or tone of voice that something is wrong, in teenagers danc-
ing to music that seems to control their very bones, and in dressmakers who
work with their fingertips.

According to Dewey, industrialization has tended to separate work from
interest and leisure and to compartmentalize aspects or phases of work so
that people often don’t have the kind of complete, satisfying meaningful
experience that fosters engagement. In industrial societies, action, emotion,
insight, and thinking are separated from one another; they are all separated
from the senses; and the senses are separated from each other. In this con-
text, Dewey (1934, p. 21) writes:

We undergo sensations as mechanical stimuli or as irritated stimulations, without
having a sense of the reality that is in them and behind them: in much of our expe-
rience our different senses do not unite to tell a common and enlarged story. We see
without feeling; we hear, but only a secondhand report, secondhand because it is not
reinforced by vision. We touch, but the contact remains tangential because it does
not fuse with qualities of senses that go below the surface. We use the senses to arouse
passion but not to fulfill the interest of insight, not because interest is not potentially
present in the exercise of sense but because we yield to conditions of living that force
sense to remain an excitation on the surface.

A work docket passing a job from one department to another to facilitate
finishing off work on a product that has already been started allows those
in the second department to see the work that has been done without
feeling it, and hear only secondhand reports. In this context, our sensory
engagement is fractured or compartmentalized. Compartmentalization of
the senses is inconsistent with the quality of experience that Dewey argues
is important for human growth and development. For that, holistic
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engagement is required, with the whole person participating in the events
in his world. Of course, for Dewey the ultimate compartmentalization that
inhibits engagement and hinders full participation is the compartmental-
ization of the person into the body and the mind, the senses and the intel-
lect, intelligence and feelings. A by-product of these compartmentalizations
is the derogation of the senses and, as sense organs are the means of partic-
ipation, a dulled life experience.

The importance of sensory engagement for our understanding of
contemporary technologies can be seen in children’s interactions with
GameBoys and cyber-pets, in teenagers’ appropriation of text messaging as
their expression of perpetual contact with the other members of their com-
munities, in teenagers’ and adults’ involvement in computer mediated
relationships, and in the almost universal love affair with the mobile
phone. Teenagers and adults, keen to participate in new forms of commu-
nication, overcome the constraints of the primitive input devices for text
messaging on their mobiles. More than that, they make something sensual
and expressive out of what seems like primitive text messaging. People
caught up in the social worlds that they have helped to create in cyber-
space can spend hours at their computers interacting with others. The
body, the senses, and the physicality of the technology are intrinsic to
interaction. Children playing with GameBoys demonstrate this most
clearly. They often seem to crouch over this small object that they have
grasped between their hands as their thumbs respond with great speed and
dexterity to the sights and sounds of the game. Very often these children
are so absorbed in the game that they cannot hear or see anything else
around them. They are completely attentive, engrossed, intensely concen-
trated, and immersed or lost in an activity. Benson (1993) sees this kind of
absorption as one of the pivotal characteristics of an aesthetic experience
in which there seems to be a breaking down of barriers between self and
object, even an outpouring of self into the object.

We are used to thinking of various technologies as computational devices,
and to some extent we privilege the computational in our discussions of
technology. In academic discourses, computers are seen as the zenith of the
relationship between humans and technology. They help us to think. One
day they might even do the thinking for us, and of course thinking is seen
as the height of achievement. Turning the spotlight for a while from com-
putation to engagement encourages us to look at technologies as artifacts
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that people can experience, that open up possibilities for participation in
new actions, for engaging and absorbing experiences.

The Emotional Thread

Let us start again with the picture Dewey paints. Like his approach to the
senses, his description of emotions resonates with creativity, change, and
dialogue:

Joy, sorrow, hope, fear, anger, curiosity, are treated as if each in itself were a sort of
entity that enters full-made upon the scene, an entity that may last a long time or a
short time, but whose duration, whose growth and career, is irrelevant to its nature.
In fact emotions are qualities, when they are significant, of a complex experience that

moves and changes. . . . All emotions are qualifications of a drama and they change
as the drama develops. (1934, p. 41)

The pragmatist use of emotion is different from our habitual way of
thinking about emotions as things that exist independent of experience.
We traditionally treat emotions, such as joy, hope, and fear, as entities that
come on the scene fully formed. Yet no emotion exists independent of the
particular circumstances connected with it and the character of the experi-
enced event permeates the emotion, whatever name we give it. The joy of
solving a problem is not the same as the joy of requited love. The frustra-
tion caused by an unresponsive partner is not the same as the frustration
caused by an unresponsive computer. For Dewey, emotions are qualities of
particular experiences. They are the color shot through the experience that
holds all aspects of the experience together and makes it different from
other experiences. The emotions at work in an experience belong to a self
engaged in a situation and concerned with the movement of events toward
an outcome that is desired or disliked. It does not exist separate from the
person, the situation, or the feelings of the person toward the situation.

According to Bakhtin, a person’s unique values and feelings with respect
to a situation and the direction in which he sees it developing shade his
actions. Action, in this sense, is permeated with what Hicks (1996, p. 107)
called “the moment-to-moment ‘oughtness’ in which particular agents were
responsive to particular situations of being.” According to Bakhtin, this
moment-to-moment oughtness invests each human act with an emotional-
volitional tone and answerability, which is particular to the person, the
object, and the situation and which is more like faithfulness than adher-
ence to a set of norms. This dialogical interpretation of emotion is echoed
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in a more recent treatment by Martha Nussbaum, who argues that emotion
views the world from the perspective of our goals, needs, desires, and val-
ues and she suggests that emotions are best seen as judgments of value:

.. . emotions are forms of evaluative judgment that ascribe to certain things and
persons outside a person’s own control great importance for the person’s own flour-
ishing. Emotions are thus, in effect, acknowledgments of neediness and lack of self-
sufficiency. (Nussbaum 2001, p. 22)

Dewey, Bakhtin, and Nussbaum evoke people struggling for emotional
unity and having a sense of their freedom and creativity. They also evoke a
sense of the constraints of their commitments, values, needs, and goals, and
of their need for others to achieve any unity. Thus, the emotional thread
refers to value judgments that ascribe to other people and things impor-
tance with respect to our needs and desires. Our frustration, anger, joy, and
satisfaction acknowledge our need for others in our struggle to achieve
emotional unity. And as our relations with these others (people and things)
change, so too do the emotions. In that sense, emotions are always becom-
ing: lust can turn into love and ultimately satisfaction; frustration can turn
into hope and joy as the drama develops.

In a research project concerned with how various individuals in a hospital
construe and use information (McCarthy and O’Connor 1999), we found
that nurses, doctors, and managers saw their work and their construction
and use of information in terms of patient care. However, each of them con-
strued patient care differently. An approximate account would say that
nurses saw patient care in terms of a personal relationship between the
nurse and the patient, and the information they valued helped them relate
to and care for individual patients; that medical consultants saw patient
care in a much more clinical light and valued information that helped them
to look after the patient medically; and that managers saw patient care in
terms of the effective treatment of as many patients as need treating,
whether they are in the hospital or not, and valued information that helped
them ensure that patients could be treated efficiently so that space could be
made available for patients not yet in the hospital. This situation resonates
with Bakhtin’s treatment of events and persons as individually toned and
emotionally shaded when “they are brought into correlation with a unique
participant and begin to glow with the light of actual value” (1993, p. 47).
Of course, a relationship between a nurse and a patient is not the same as
that between manager and patient. Nurses can get to know their patients as
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persons; managers deal with patients as a group or collection most of the
time. As we will show in the next chapter when discussing the merits of
Mead'’s “generalized other,” this does not necessarily imply that managers
are detached from patients or have less concern for them. In this regard, we
read the test that Bakhtin sets as insisting that managers treat patients as
living and speaking, rather than as reified entities or mere statistics, not
that they should necessarily meet and know every single patient. It is an
emotional-volitional relationship with speaking and living others that gives
an event its eventness or the quality of felt life.

At the risk of belaboring the point, we feel we should emphasize the
implications of the emotional-volitional perspective developed in pragma-
tist thinking. That perspective asserts that what we would generally think
of as cold computational processes—perceiving, thinking, reasoning, deci-
sion making, categorizing—are shot through with values, needs, desires,
and goals. We do not perceive an objective representation of the world;
rather, we perceive a unique version colored by our unique desires and val-
ues as experienced in the situation we are engaged in. This means that in
experience there is no given system of activity. Activity entails feelings and
a moral response that make different people’s experiences with the same
system, or even the same people’s experiences of a system at different times
and in different activities, radically different. Moreover, this is not a point
about an individual’s subjective state or private thoughts. It is not an argu-
ment that a situation can be different in different people’s heads and hearts.

That would be a trivial point in comparison. FEGHEEIPEICHECIE0ES
not refer to these subjective states, but to the irreducible totality of people
acting, sensing, thinking, feeling, and making meaning in a setting, includ-
ing their perception and sensation of their own actions. It is not the sub-

jective state that varies from experience to experience, but the totality of
people acting and making sense of their action in a setting. According to
Hicks (2000, p. 230), “this lived moment of intonings and responsive
engagement was what Bakhtin described as the act or deed.” Hicks further
argues that Bakhtin “depicted acts of experience as meaningful only inas-
much as they are felt, known, and valued in unique ways” (ibid.).

The Emotional, the Sensual, and Sense Making
Before we move on, we should be clear about the relationship between the
emotional and sensual aspects of experience that we have been discussing
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separately over the last two sections. Sometimes emotions are engendered
through a sense of our own accomplishment or failure in response to imme-
diate sensory reactions. A nurse who manages to master his or her sense
of disgust at the sight of a badly infected wound or anxiety at the sight of
blood is likely to feel a sense of pride and professionalism. A rock climber
who exercises control over sensations such as fear or anxiety to reach the
summit may feel a heightened sense of achievement. As we noted earlier,
these emotional responses become part of the history of experience that
colors our sensual response next time around.

Let us take some more prosaic examples. When you go to buy a mobile
phone, you are presented with a stunning array of beautiful objects toward
which you might feel attracted. But other issues that influence a choice of
whether to buy a mobile phone or which one to buy include cost, func-
tionality, and ease of use. Although you might get a thrill from buying the
most beautiful one, it might entail a commitment to a higher monthly
charge. In this context, the meanings ascribed to objects such as mobile
phones are emotionally laden. They involve judgments of value. In terms
of your needs, desires, and values, how important are cost, coverage, beauty,
and fashionability to you? As Dewey and Bakhtin realized, judgments of
value permeate these decisions.

Whether or not sensual attraction to an object or a person is welcome
depends on our needs, desires, and values at that particular time. Such
attraction could be unwanted and lead to frustration or disgust or it could
complement the emotional-volitional content of the experience. Consider
suspense movies. Here we are on the edge of seats feeling at first hand what
it would be like to be stalked by a murderer but at the same time safe in the
comfort of our home, insulated from real consequences. Such fear is
produced, as Boorstin (1990) pointed out, by careful crafting of a composi-
tional structure. To some extent such manufactured sensuality is enjoyable
at an emotional level. That is why suspense movies are popular. In the case
of a badly crafted movie, the suspense can become too much and the emo-
tional response of boredom, disgust, or simple dissatisfaction with the
quality of the film can lead one to stop watching.

Although we are writing about the emotional and sensual threads here as
if they occurred separately in time and influenced each other through feed-
back, it is important to remember a core message from Dewey and Bakhtin
that any experience is simultaneously sensual, emotional, and intellectual—
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that is, relational. It attempts to capture something of the relationship
between subject and object or self and other. At least to that extent, emotion
is always directed at something or someone: boredom at a film, anger toward
a friend who has let you down again, grief for the loss of a parent, joy in the
presence of a baby, hope in the message of a leader. As Nussbaum clarifies,
although emotions are often hot and urgent, they should not be confused
with what we think of as animal or uncontrollable urges. This confusion
arises from the unhelpful separation of emotion and thought in some phi-
losophy and cognitive psychology, with emotion being hot and irrational
and thought being cool and considered. This view does justice to neither
emotion nor thought. The identity of any emotion is inextricably linked
with how the person “having” the emotion sees the object or person toward
which the emotional response is directed, and what he or she believes about
that object or person. Nurses distrust the hospital information system
because of what they believe it does to their relationship with patients. This
is clearly an emotionally and intellectually intoned response.

The line we are trying to develop here is that the emotional quality of
experience is an understanding or sense-making process, as is the sensual
quality that we discussed earlier in the context of engagement. Our view of
experience as adaptive depends on a strong characterization of the various
aspects of experience as sense making but not all the same kind of sense
making and not reducible to each other. We have already seen that the sen-
sual aspect is concerned with the sense or meaning immediately available
in a situation. Now we are suggesting that the emotional aspect is con-
cerned with the sense or meaning ascribed to an object or person because
of the values, goals, and desires we have.

The Compositional Thread

The compositional thread is concerned with relationships between the parts
and the whole of an experience. If one is looking at a painting, ‘composi-
tion’ refers to the relations between elements of the painting and their
implied agency, and between viewer, painting, and setting. In an unfolding
interaction involving self and other, in a novel, play, or technologically
mediated communication, it refers to the narrative structure, action possi-
bility, plausibility, consequences, and explanations of actions. In Internet
shopping, the choices that are laid out for us can lead us in a coherent way
through “the shop” or can lead us down blind alleys. Attention to the
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compositional thread evokes questions: What is this about? What has hap-
pened? Where am I? How do these things go together? What will happen
next? Does this make sense? What would happen if . . . ?

If we think of experience as the ordinary, everyday flow of events, many
of which pass by us unnoticed, aesthetic experience stands out as satisfying,
enlivening, and sometimes challenging. As we have already emphasized, it
is not that some activities or events are intrinsically satisfying and others
not; rather, the aesthetic quality of the event reflects the way in which
person and event relate to each other.

Let us go back to one of our earlier examples: For some mechanics, work-
ing with an engine is just a way of making a living; for others, it is something
to which they feel personally committed. The latter appreciate and care for
their tools and are repaid by those tools. They enjoy their own handiwork.
Perhaps they feel that it is a way of expressing themselves. The work is mean-
ingful to them. They put themselves into the activity of caring for a car or a
motorbike, and they are repaid by the enjoyment of an immediate sense of
value and meaning. For those mechanics, working on an engine is more
than a nondescript event in an undifferentiated flow of events. Each
moment is movement toward an inclusive and fulfilling close, a consum-
mated whole in itself, but also with reference to the whole to come.

But even a highly skilled mechanic could be forgiven for seeing one
engine as just the same as another, one job as arbitrarily intruding on
another. However, this would make for “uneventful” work, in which events
and objects never clearly emerge from situations, precisely because the sense
and meaning of those situations is never constructed. From our earlier dis-
cussion of experience as ongoing transaction between person and environ-
ment, it should be clear that what we might call the natural structure of
experience is not pre-constituted. In some areas of life, a person’s transac-
tions with the world could lead uneventfully to the satisfaction of that per-
son’s needs and desires—for example, going through the motions at work in
order to earn money to engage more fully with other aspects of life.

Faced with the potential arbitrariness of experience, a meaning-making
creature or culture may try to bring a meaningful quality to experience.
The doing that we engage in can be mindless or mindful. The more we
attend to that doing, the more likely our experience is to be meaningful
and of value to us. We can also make decisions about the beginnings and
ends of experiences, which would dissolve some of the arbitrariness.
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Jackson (1998) calls this “framing experience.” By framing our experiences
and giving ourselves as fully as possible to those experiences that we have
deliberately framed, we begin to bring structure and meaning to them. We
already do this in a number of ways, to a greater or a lesser extent. Some
of us create a specific slot in our day for reading or writing. Others set an
hour aside each day for a social lunch, during which we give our attention
to eating and conversing, and make a serious effort not to be distracted—
for example, by switching off our mobile phones. Yet others set time aside
for playing with their children, probably between arriving home from
work and getting the children to bed. We even call it “quality time.” It can,
of course, involve larger chunks of time, such as would be the case with a
gardening project undertaken over a season. The fact that we distinguish
between quality time and special projects on the one hand and just
responding to events on the other suggests that we cannot make the effort
to frame our experience all the time. Nonetheless, the point is that if expe-
rience is to be aesthetic, we have to put some effort into it by thinking
about what we do and by providing a meaningful background against
which the meaning of events can emerge.

An important question with respect to the meaningfulness of experience
is whether some technologies facilitate framing, or even whether different
technologies facilitate framing in different ways for different people. For
example, for some people an hour playing with slot machines is a height-
ened experience with a clear beginning and end, and even a distinctive pat-
tern of engagement. Imagine a person who buys a fixed amount of change
to play the machines and is quite happy to leave when the change is spent.
It may be that for such a person gaming machines offer an hour of pleasur-
able interaction every so often—that there is pleasure in the rhythm of
involvement rising and falling during the hour and in the tension of each
attempt increasing with the number of coins left. For another person, the
same activity and technology might be meaningless and entirely absent of
pleasure. This could be a person who simply cannot frame the experience
because he can’t end it, or it could be a person who can’t see the point in
even starting the experience because it makes no sense to him. Our earlier
discussion of interaction with Macintoshes and Personal Computers offers
a second example of the potential for technology framing experience. One
way to read the two aesthetics is in terms of the way in which the structure
of interaction with the Macintosh is meaningful for some people and
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meaninglessly arbitrary for others, and vice versa for the PC. For a user,
working with files and folders quite like the paper ones they already have is
a meaningful, framed experience. For a computer hobbyist, computer files
are not like paper files, and the hobbyist isn't satisfied unless he has a work-
ing knowledge of what is going on beneath the surface. More than that,
hobbyists seem to want their interactions with the computer to reflect that
need, at least to the extent that they prefer abstract hierarchical file struc-
tures to files in folders in other folders.

It seems that meaningful framing of experience is transactionally accom-
plished with the effort of the person being repaid by the quality of some
experiences. For me (John), setting time aside to visit the Tate Gallery in
London was repaid by the experience of entering the Rothko Room for the
first time. The small number of huge paintings, with their dark tones and
fuzzy edges, created a sacred space and experience. The paintings, and espe-
cially the way they were hung together in one room, created the opportu-
nity for a special experience. But a quick run through as part of a milling
crowd could never complete the experience. It requires time and effort, a
commitment to sit and be in the presence of the paintings in that room. It
doesn’t have to be an explicitly art-related moment to be aesthetic, nor does
it have to be quite so intense an experience. For Peter, building a wall for
the first time was also aesthetic and transformational. As an academic living
in an area where people typically do their own building and maintenance,
and with family involved in the technical aspects of building in the past, he
found that this experience brought past and present together in creative
fusion with an immediate sense of meaning and value. The intrinsic satis-
faction of the work was met by the value of visibly participating in the cul-
ture of the neighborhood, a kind of ritual of passage into membership.
Prosaic activities such as buying books and creating a home page can also
be approached aesthetically. The important clarification is whether the
tasks are completed in a relatively detached way as means of getting to an
end from which one is relatively alienated or as activities that are person-
ally meaningful, enjoyable, and approached creatively.

According to Dewey, aesthetic experiences are refined forms of the pro-
saic experience. As we have seen already, ‘experience’ refers to transactions
between us and the objects and events that make up the world in which we
act. When we are immersed in experience, the elements of experience so
interpenetrate each other that we lose our sense of the separation of self,
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objects, and events. Distinctions between these elements are highlighted
when something goes wrong with an experience or when we pause to
reflect on the experience for some other reason. It is in the context of such
a breakdown in experience that we isolate elements to try explicitly to make
sense of what is happening. The aesthetic experiences we described above—
our experiences engaged with paintings and computer systems—are readily
characterized by our immersion in the transaction. We lose sense of the
separation of the painting and ourselves. We are part of the painting and
the painting is part of us. There is no gap to be bridged between person and
object. In this context, aesthetic experience is used to shine a light on expe-
rience that falls short of the richest experience we can imagine and, in the
process, to provide a model for design and evaluation.

The Spatio-Temporal Thread

All experience has a spatio-temporal component. An intense emotional
engagement can make our sense of time change. A frustrating experience can
leave us perceiving space as confined and closeting. Space and time pervade
our language of experience. We talk of needing space to settle an emotional
conflict, and of giving people time. Experiences of space and time are con-
structed through interaction. Time may speed up or slow down, pace may
increase or decrease, spaces may open up or close down. Space and time may
be connected or disconnected. In our construction of the spatio-temporal
aspect of an experience, we may distinguish between public and private
space; we may recognize comfort zones and boundaries between self and
other, or between present and future. Such constructions affect experiential
outcomes such as willingness to linger or to revisit places or our willingness
to engage in exchange of information, services, or goods. Coyne (1999, pp.
174-175) also asserts the centrality of a temporal quality to experience:

Some grant that we can interpret time in many different ways, but the phenomenon
of time itself is an absolute. History may be a construction, there is no returning to
what actually happened in the past, and memory plays tricks on us, but our inabil-
ity to capture precisely a past moment does not dissuade us from affirming our exis-
tence in a present with a past behind us and a future ahead.

For Bakhtin, all contexts are shaped by the quality of time and space that
they produce. Although many philosophers took time and space to be
fundamental, pre-existent categories of thought, Bakhtin’s orientation was
toward the quality of relationships between people and events on the one
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hand and their space-time on the other. He saw different genres in novels
as containing qualitatively different senses of space and time. For example,
Bakhtin describes the action in Greek Romance as occurring in adventure
time, in which characters seem not to be affected by the passage of time or
experience. The hero and the heroine, who are destined for each other
from the beginning, do not change, mature, or even get older as a conse-
quence of time or their experiences. There is no reason in the internal logic
of these novels why the adventures that occur could not be longer or
shorter or composed in a different order without doing damage to the
sense of space-time being conveyed. However, within each particular
adventure in the story, the sense of time is heightened. Things happen in
the nick of time, and action becomes intense and irreversible. Though the
action in many such stories occurs in a city, on a mountain, or at sea, the
particular city, mountain, or sea does not seem to matter very much. Time
and space are, according to Bakhtin, “undifferentiated’ in these novels.
They are just the background for the story.

In the nineteenth-century novel, the detail of historical time and place
permeates action and experience. In these novels, character and personal-
ity are shaped in important ways by the particular time and place in which
people live. What a person can do, think, or feel is strongly related to the
values and customs of a specific, changing place. Many of the women in
Jane Austen’s novels, for example, are characterized as testing the limits of
the conventions of their time and place. Here we get a strong sense of the
struggle for personal meaning in the tension between identity and norma-
tivity that we see as commonplace now. It is expected that teenagers rebel
and that people struggle against the constraints imposed on them by their
circumstances. In the nineteenth-century novel, people change as a conse-
quence of their experience and we cannot predict from the outset whether
the heroine and hero will get together at the end. What happens in
between is crucially important in this regard. In contrast with the Greek
Romance, where characters are propelled through space-time by fate and
chance events, characters in the nineteenth-century novel try to take
initiative and control over their fate.

In the novel of emergence, people and the world in which they live
exhibit a genuine sense of “becoming,” or change and development.
Neither the people nor the world in which they live are given ready-made;
rather, they are created by the efforts and actions of specific people living


段静璐
古典命运变成现代人生。


The Threads of Experience 93

particular lives. Although the characters in a novel of historical emergence
are saturated by the time and place in which they live, they are not deter-
mined by it. On the contrary, they retain initiative, even to the point of try-
ing to shape the time and place in which they will live. These characters live
into the future, imagining how the world might be, not satisfied with being
and doing but always striving toward becoming, making the new world with
their own efforts. The novel of emergence, especially when contrasted with the
treatment of space-time in earlier genres, raises issues of potential, creativ-
ity, freedom, and initiative in a way that takes account of the fullness of
time, the inner connectedness of past, present, and future. In the fullness
of time, the past and the present are not finalized, for they are always play-
ing into or becoming a future.

In the novel of emergence, the realization of a person depends on a com-
plex relationship between a rich interior and a rich exterior life. The novel
of emergence produces heroes with unrealized potential and demands look-
ing to the future. Indeed the future penetrates deeply into the heart of a
novelistic hero who is shown more as what he could become than what he
is. The characters in a novel of emergence cannot be produced by history,
systems, conventions, or dogmas, because the major contribution of the
novel of emergence is to recognize potential: the potential of emergent his-
tories and the potential of the individual that can be found nowhere else.
Here the unfinalizability and dialogicality of experience are made visible as
we see the past and future in present objects, events, and situations.

We contrast qualitatively different characterizations of space-time in dif-
ferent novelistic genres in order to make visible the salience of space-time
in felt, lived experience. As ways of seeing, valuing, and expressing human
experience, the novelistic genres described above make visible experiential
contexts in which people are respectively indifferent to time and place, con-
strained by it, and always creatively connecting past, present, and future. As
cultural memories for ways of seeing and valuing, they reveal a cultural-
historical unfolding of prosaic experience from the disconnected monolog-
ical to the deeply involved dialogical. Morson and Emerson (1990) help us
to push this way of seeing a little further by proposing a range of questions
about any experience that try to uncover the space-time quality of that
experience. Their questions include the following:

= Are actions dependent to a significant degree on where or when they
occur?
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= What kind of initiative do people have? Are they beings to whom events
simply happen, or do they exercise choice and control? If the latter, how
much, and of what kind?

= Is time open with multiple possibilities, or is it scripted in advance?

= Depending on the degree and kind of initiative people have, what kind of
ethical responsibility obliges them?

= What kind of creativity is possible?

= Does social context change? If it does, in what ways? Are time and space
shaped by events that take place in them?

= Do personal identity and character change in response to events, or are
they fixed? If they change, how, when, and to what degree?

= Are people understood as entirely “exterior,” or is there real “interiority”?
If there is real “interiority,” of what kind is it?

= How does the past impinge on the present, and what is the relation of the
present to possible futures?

As we have seen, Bakhtin’s treatment of the novel as a way of seeing, valu-
ing, and expressing experience brings various qualities of experience into
view that might not otherwise be apparent. Contrasting genres shows us
how the quality of the space-time in which we live has implications for
whether we experience life as emergent or as determined (with every
moment full of potential or already determined). Moreover, the novel of
emergence reveals the dialogicality of experience as potential, enabling us
to see the past, the present, and the future together in a moment.

Analyzing Experiences with and through Technologies

In order to clarify the value of a pragmatist approach to analyzing people’s
experiences with technologies, we will now take a closer look at some exam-
ples. The first comes ready made. As mentioned previously, Jon Boorstin is a
Hollywood screenwriter and filmmaker who has written about people’s expe-
riences of Hollywood movies with a view to describing what it takes a create
a good film experience. His framework for analyzing film experience echoes
what we have just presented as the threads of experience. It involves a
description of three ways of seeing movies, which closely relate to the sensual,
emotional, and compositional threads. It is important to note how Boorstin
treats these not as separate components but as different ways of seeing in
which the relationships between the different ways describe the experience.



The Threads of Experience 95

Three Ways of Seeing a Movie

Boorstin (1990) suggests that the key to understanding how we respond to
film is to understand that we experience or watch movies in three ways.
Each way has a distinct pleasure and magic associated with it. Boorstin
refers to his three ways of seeing as the voyeuristic eye, the vicarious eye,
and the visceral eye. He suggests that as we watch a movie, the three
compete within us.

Boorstin's voyeuristic eye is a bit like our compositional thread. It is a way
of experiencing film in terms of the simple joy of seeing the new and the
wonderful. It is the consummatory pleasure of watching for its own sake.
“The voyeuristic eye” refers to getting up close to things and really looking
at them but becoming bored as soon as the experience of seeing the new-
ness of the thing has run its course. Boorstin gives us the prosaic examples
of people watching fireworks or a group of children huddled around insects.
With fireworks, we are captivated by the amazing display of color, explo-
sion, and pattern until it seems to us that we are seeing the same thing over
again. A great fireworks display adds one new visual experience on top of
another until the climax, never holding us too long at any level. Likewise
children watch insects for ages, seeing how different they are from us and
from each other, and how differently they behave. But once a child has
watched a bit too long, familiarity breeds contempt.

As the mind’s eye, the voyeuristic eye can be quite skeptical, and it
requires a high level of plausibility and credibility. When it experiences
events that seem implausible, it is inclined to disengage. What appears on
the screen must contain surprise and plausibility to seduce and enchant the
voyeuristic eye. There is no magic without a new look at things, but that
new look must make sense in the world being experienced, even if it is a fic-
tional or fantasy world. As we have already seen with respect to novelistic
genres, even fictional worlds have a quality of space-time that contextual-
izes everything that happens in them. If we see something that seems
impossible in a certain space-time, we are inclined to be disappointed. If we
are inclined to think “That couldn’t happen,” our engagement with that
cinematic experience is threatened.

In the early days of cinema, the voyeuristic eye was seduced by the magic
of the projected moving image. As the projected image became passé, more
was required: talk to go with the action, more and more precise synchro-
nization of talk and action, highly precise editing, adherence to a more
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sophisticated grammar of cinematic action that took account of how the
audience would fill in the gaps. As we viewers become more experienced
with a medium, it takes more to enchant the voyeuristic eye. However,
designers should bear in mind that less can be more enchanting as long as
it gives us something new and wonderful. For example, Boorstin describes
films by Charles Eames as miniature masterpieces because they make us see
anew simple objects such as spinning tops. These short films do this with-
out story, characters, or even a point. They stand or fall in terms of voyeuris-
tic pleasure on the back of the visual logic threading through the images.

The vicarious eye is attentive to the emotional substrate of action rather
than to its internal logic and plausibility. It may be an even more powerful
factor in our experience than internal logic, because we can make
allowances for what seems illogical if we are made aware of an emotional
truth underlying it. The vicarious eye sees with the heart. It is a way of see-
ing that is informed by our own sense of incompleteness and also by our
sense of the other’s incompleteness, our need to matter to others, and our
need to please others. It enables us to respond to the slightest shift in other
people’s feelings. This kind of seeing depends on the emotional-volitional
intoning of action that we discussed earlier in this chapter and is pivotal to
the dialogicality and answerability of experience that we discussed in the
previous chapter. It is the kind of seeing that has us investing part of our-
selves in another person and that moves us.

Whereas the magic of film can be threatened voyeuristically if a viewer
feels “That couldn’t happen,” it is threatened vicariously if a viewer feels
“That character wouldn’t do that.” It is not just the consistency of the world
created in the film that has let us down, it is a person in whom we believed
and with whom we engaged emotionally. On the other hand, when we are
won over by a character who fulfills his or her promise, anything implausi-
ble in the action can be overcome by the conviction that “Yes, that charac-
ter would do that.” But fulfilling promise is no easy thing. For that we need
the depth and complexity of character that has us wanting to be that char-
acter and at the same time to judge him. We don’t become intensely emo-
tionally involved with caricatures. Intense emotional involvement requires
the tension that is part of seeing the other as another center of value who
sees the world in his own way, a center of value with whom we want to
identify and disagree simultaneously. Of course this is the kind of aesthetic
relationship friends have with each other or a parent has with a child.
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So vicarious seeing is a very personal kind of seeing in which what is seen
matters deeply to us. It is seeing into the face and eyes of the other, the
emotional space that conveys his deepest feelings, needs, and desires.

But film also shows us that even the most fulfilled character cannot be
seen separately from the world created in the film. For the vicarious eye, the
basic unit is not the beat of the story but the moment of the character. In
great moments, story time stands still and the pleasure of the new and won-
derful is irrelevant. But a film cannot be enchanting if it is made up of great
moments alone. The editor has to create a thythm and movement between
the voyeuristic and vicarious to keep us engaged intellectually, emotionally,
and valuationally.

The visceral eye is attuned to first-hand experience of thrill, joy, fear, and
abandonment. Here the character is a conduit for the viewer’s feelings
rather than the other way around. Unlike the vicarious eye, the visceral eye
is not interested in characters in the empathic sense; it is interested in
having tokens for our sense of thrill or fear. As we feel the thrill and fear of
people on a roller coaster, we are not empathizing with them, rather we are
having our visceral experience through their activity. However, it is a thrill
or fear cosseted by the knowledge that it is not actually you that is being
attacked by an alien or free-falling from 10,000 feet. As character is not
empathic in the visceral experience, it is closer to montage than story,
narrative, or connectedness. It consists of moments of gut reaction, and we
viewers are carried along by those moments as if on a roller coaster.

Of course the magical experience can have visceral, vicarious, and
voyeuristic elements together and competing with one another. In film, vis-
ceral alone can’t be enough. We build up resistance to every thrill the direc-
tor creates for us so that (as Boorstin puts it when evaluating the visceral
aspect of the magic of film) twice as much comes off as half as effective. The
visceral impact of films like Psycho and Alien depends as much on the char-
acters we identify with as on the thrills of the action. The visceral shock of
the shower scene in Psycho depends on Hitchcock’s manipulation of the
story to that point such that a tale of love and embezzlement becomes a tale
of murder. He builds up to the visceral moment by playing with our
voyeuristic and vicarious pleasures.

Boorstin does not have an analytic category that corresponds to our
spatio-temporal thread, but he considers in some detail how filmmakers can
manipulate people’s experiences of time and space. By careful editing they
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can make moments seem like hours and create a sense of three-dimensional
space on a flat screen:

Philosophers may theorize about subjectivity, but working filmmakers try to learn
exactly what it means to say that time is flexible, a function of our inner clock. They
study how long a second really is, and how short, and what makes it feel one way or
the other. They know that what we see isn’t really what’s out there because they’'ve
learned how spatial perception varies with angle and focal length and lighting, how
“true” colors are a figment of lighting, and context, and even the glass of a lens. They
know there is no “real” sound but only a better or worse approximation of what our
ear expects. (Boorstin 1990, p. 198)

Boorstin's analysis of the magic of movies suggests that, in a media-savvy
world, a combination of wonder at the new, sensuous interaction, and emo-
tional response to characters is required to create an experience. Boorstin’s
analysis develops from an understanding of the play of appearance as dia-
logical, with multiple perspectives on novelty, emotional tone, and sensu-
ousness in constant interaction with each other against a shifting magic
standard. It shows us that even our prosaic experiencing and seeing can be
active and highly differentiated.

In recent times we have begun to see approaches to technology design
that are clearly geared toward augmenting user experience. As is the case
with the experience of watching movies described by Boorstin, we see in
many of these technologies a combination of wonder at the new, sensuous
interaction, and emotional response.

Making Stories in POGO World

Another example of people interacting with technology is POGO World
(Rizzo et al. 2003), an information-technology environment designed to
empower children in the creative process of storytelling. The system has a
number of tools that the children can use to create and edit a story. They
include the beamer (which acts as an interface between the worlds of phys-
ical and virtual objects and allows children’s drawings, toys, and other
objects to be digitized), the cards (which allow virtual objects to be stored,
named, and moved to other tools), the mumbos (which are used to move
and modify foreground elements on the screen), the settings (a silver mat
surrounded by leather cushions and the other tools), and the sound twister
(which allows the children to activate sounds by inserting a sound card into
the mat).
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The design team observed narrative activity in the classroom before the
POGO environment was set up there, then evaluated the POGO environ-
ment’s effect on narrative activity while it was in place. In evaluations,
teachers proposed some structured activities in which they specified timing,
content, and dynamics and some free activity in which the children them-
selves organized the processes for creating the narrative as they wished. In
the initial video analysis of the processes and analysis of the narrative
productions using POGO, the combination of the threads of experience was
apparent.

In the initial exploratory stage, there was a strong emphasis on sensory
experience, often focusing on things that children had seen, heard, or
touched. They might be objects that they found in the forest, at the
seashore, or even in the classroom. Children brought personal objects into
the classroom, and exploration of sensory interaction with them and little
vignettes about them formed the basis of story construction. With POGO,
this included turning these objects into virtual objects, which were then
employed as elements of a story, using the beamer, the cards, and the sound
twister for example. These tools were also designed to be satisfyingly sensu-
ous: a mixture of gestural, manipulative, visual, aural, and material.

Later in the process, children reflected on the initial experience upon
which their story was based and analyzed it by expressing it orally and in
drawings. POGO facilitated recombining elements and displaying them
in real time on the screen so that all the children could see what was going
on and could participate in the process, some kneeling on the mat produc-
ing sounds and others gathered around the beamer manipulating elements
of the story.

When pulling the story together, the children were extremely creative,
making new connections among the story elements by manipulating the
tools and exploring the flexibility of the tools in representing and structur-
ing the story. Shy children were able to get involved in this process by qui-
etly creating background, which then became part of the story, rather than
being directly involved in verbally negotiating the main story line.

Although analysis of children’s experience with POGO World is not com-
plete, it is clear that when they are creating stories with it there is a sense of
wonder at both the environment and the functionality of the tools. There
is a strong emphasis on the sensory aspect of story and interaction with the
digital technologies, which children seem to enjoy. It is also possible to see
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a sense of order or composition in the activities children engage in, both in
the sense of there being a recognizable series of stages and a useful process
of role definition or emergence. The analysts did not report in any detail on
the emotional thread of children’s experiences with POGO; however, in
view of the interaction between children and a wonderful new environ-
ment and the strongly intersubjective nature of the process they were
engaged in, it would be inconceivable that an analysis of emotion would
not reveal more about the experience.

We can use the threads to analyze experience in POGO World, either to
unpack some of the informal observations made in the previous paragraph
or simply to walk through the environment thinking about what is and
what might be.

Reflecting on the sensual thread directs us toward the sensory aspects of
POGO World: the wonderful silver mat and leather cushions; children
crawling around on mats eliciting sounds that they have stored; images
projected anywhere, including on the children’s bodies; and the strongly
sensorial objects with which the children interact. It also poses questions
about the sensuality of virtual objects. Can they be touched and rolled
like the mumbo, manipulated like the beamer, and crawled over like the
sound twister? And do they facilitate children’s sharing these sensory
experiences, as the tools do? The emotional thread directs us toward val-
ues, needs, and desires that lead us to ascribe importance to other people
and things. In the design of POGO World we can see attention to chil-
dren’s needs for social interaction with other children, creative action,
physical contact with others and with their environment, moving around
and doing, and stimulation. It also seems from the evaluations that the
children can enjoy a shared sense of satisfaction having created a story
together using these tools—or frustration if they find it difficult to do so.
They also get a chance to empathize (or not) with other children’s feel-
ings— for example, when it comes to sharing tools and objects and when
deciding on roles.

Reflecting on the compositional thread in POGO is particularly interest-
ing. Though we can see how the tools might form a kind of coherent whole
(an information-technology environment as the designers call it), and
though the activity of making a story seems to have a recognizable shape to
it, the details of who does what and when can be determined by the teacher
or left up to the children. In other words, answers to compositional ques-
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tions such as “What is this all about?” seem to inhere in the tools and the
environment, whereas answers to questions like “What happens next?”
have to be set out by teachers or negotiated by the children. It would also
be useful to inquire into the sense that teachers and children have of each
part of the experience. Does each part feel like a whole in itself and in rela-
tion to the whole to come? Is using each of the tools to store and manipu-
late elements of the story fulfilling in itself, and does it also feel like an
integral part of the whole activity of creating a story?

The spatio-temporal thread directs us toward the sense of space-time in
the experience. We can see in POGO an exciting, adventurous shared space
for children and teachers, a space in which they can have fun and learn, a
space constituted by texture and technology. It would also be interesting to
explore children’s sense of time when working in POGO and even compar-
ing it with their sense of time in the classroom without POGO. In terms of
the fullness of space-time, we can see that there is plenty of scope in the
design of this environment for the emergence of situations and characters
together.

Taking the threads in combination, we can develop a sense of what the
experience of interacting in POGO world is like or might be like. They sug-
gest areas for design and evaluation and for interpretation of the children’s
and the teachers’ experiences in the environment.

The two experiences of technology that we have described have helped
us to illustrate how the threads can be used as tools for analyzing experi-
ence. So far in our analysis we have tended to talk about experience as if
it had a well-defined beginning and end—for example, watching a movie
from opening titles to closing credits, or, in POGO World, going into the
classroom interacting with the tools and coming out at the end of a les-
son. As we will see in the next chapter, approaching experience in this
way alone is rather limiting. Dewey, as well attending to these discrete
experiences, emphasizes the importance of thinking about the continuity
and cumulation of experience over time. Nonetheless, as we have seen, it
can still be useful to view experience as discrete events. Viewed this way,
it leads to questions such as whether an experience was memorable,
happy, sad, or satisfying. In terms of people’s experience of technology,
these are useful questions to ask, and Dewey offers some help in how we
might approach such questions in his characterization of what he calls an
experience.
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Analyzing an Experience

Dewey referred to segments of ordinary experience marked by a sense of
wholeness, unity, and fulfillment as “an experience”:

We have an experience when the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment.
Then and then only is it integrated within and demarcated in the general stream of
experience from other experiences. A piece of work is finished in a way that is satis-
factory; a problem receives its solution; a game is played through; a situation,
whether that of eating a meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conversation,
writing a book, or taking part in a political campaign, is so rounded out that its close
is a consummation and not a cessation. Such an experience is a whole and carries
with it its own individualizing quality and self-sufficiency. It is an experience. (1934,
p- 35)

One question that characterization of an experience leads to is whether
the experience has run its course to fulfillment or completion. The experi-
ence must come to fruition or at least feel that it is at a natural end. In
POGO World, children might have a sense of the fulfillment of a POGO
experience because they have successfully completed a story using the tools,
or perhaps because, even though they haven’t managed to finish their story,
they got to use a tool they had been waiting to try. Or perhaps the sense of
fulfillment could simply be due to having worked well with other children
and teachers.

For Dewey, in order for an experience be complete it must be possible to
differentiate it from other experiences—to see it as unique. Each experience
is a whole that “carries with it its own individualizing quality and self-
sufficiency” (Dewey 1934, p. 35). The individualizing quality of the experi-
ence differentiates it from what went before and after and also from other
experiences that might be considered similar to this particular experience.
Some days in POGO World, children might be very enthusiastic, perhaps
because they get to work with a tool that they have come to really enjoy.
Other days might be quite frustrating perhaps because there are too many
children and too few tools and the teacher is too controlling. Either way,
such days have a uniqueness about them.

In addition to completeness and uniqueness, unifying emotion is necessary
for experience to become an experience. For Dewey, emotional unity gives
experience an aesthetic quality, even when the experience is not predomi-
nantly aesthetic in character, and emotions are the quality of an experience.
They change as the experience changes. They can be clear or fuzzy. They
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move with the experience as well as holding it together. Imagine the chil-
dren on their first day in POGO World feeling a mixture of excitement at
exploring this new environment and some of them being a little fearful and
not knowing what is expected of them. But on the next day, having already
become comfortable with the tools and with using them to make stories,
the children might be more relaxed, perhaps feeling just as excited but wor-
rying less about what it is all about. On their second attempt, some children
may still be uneasy with the tools, they may not have managed to really
understand how to use them. Whatever the particular emotion, the point
here is that the quality of an experience, the thing that holds it together, is
the emotional tone. According to Dewey, the emotions at work in an expe-
rience belong to a self engaged in a situation and concerned with events
moving toward consummation. Without this emotional engagement, any
experience would lack unity and would fail to be an experience.

Conclusions: The Continuity of Experience

In this chapter we have described the threads of experience, carefully posi-
tioning them so that they are seen not as fundamental elements but as a
pragmatic tool for thinking about experience. We have seen how Jon
Boorstin uses a very similar approach in his analysis of film making. We
have also demonstrated, with the example of children making stories in the
educational information-technology environment POGO World, how
the threads can be deployed as a means of sensitizing design and evaluation

to various aspects of experience. N IEIEGSGEGGEG—GGSONSI
it provides too narrow an analysis of an experience that begins with the
NSRS | we were to leave it at that, we

would make the same mistake that Laurel (1991) did.

Laurel’s analogy between theatre and human-computer interaction
raises some important points about experience and engagement, but they
tend to be limited to the time and space between onset and conclusion of
an event. For example, when she identifies action potential as a particu-
larly important quality that contributes to engagement, her analysis is
bounded by the beginning and end of a play. Action potential, which
refers to the set of possible actions that could happen at a given point with-
out loss of coherence, is considered to be very high at the start of a play
and gradually reduces as we move toward the finale. At the same time, the
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continual revealing of events generates in the audience a set of expecta-
tions about what the play is about, what might happen and, more impor-
tant, what they would like to happen: “The shape of a play can be
visualized in terms of the pattern of emotional tension created in its audi-
ence. Typically tension rises during the course of a play until the climax of
the action and falls thereafter.” (Laurel 1991, p. 81) These are just a couple
of examples of Laurel’s concepts’ being bounded by the beginning and end
of an activity or an event. It is hardly surprising that her analysis takes this
form, in view of her reliance of the analogy with the audience’s experience
of a play. Nonetheless, it is a shortcoming.

When discussing the continuity of aesthetic experience in chapter 3, we
made it clear that for Dewey experience is more than what happens
between the beginning and the end of an activity. For Dewey, the internal
dynamics of aesthetic experience connects it with its circumstances and his-
tory through a continuous interplay between past, present, and future, each
shaping and renewing the others. Our experience of a play or a movie is not
confined to what we do and what we undergo for the two hours we are in
the theatre. It includes the recommendation from a friend or a reviewer that
enticed us to go in the first place and that sets up expectations that color our
experience for those two hours. It also includes reflections on how we will
talk about it with friends. Now our analysis must follow Dewey’s conceptu-
alization of aesthetic experience and include connectedness and continuity.
Reflection on those processes takes us in the next chapter to an analysis of
the processes through which we make sense of our experience—before,
during, and after—and to a consideration of the continuous transformation
of self through experience.
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We have used our relationships with technology to reflect on the human.
—S. Turkle (1995, p. 24)

We have sought out the subjective computer. Computers don’t just do things for us,
they do things to us, including our ways of thinking about ourselves and other people.

—S. Turkle (ibid., p. 26)

Experience does not come to us ready made. The quality of an experience—
whether it is well rounded or fragmented, for example—depends signifi-
cantly on our readiness to experience and to round off experience in a
present. The personal meaning of an experience depends significantly on
the sense we make of it given our particular history and disposition. One of
the characteristic features of being a person is the urge we have to interpret
and understand our experience (J. Bruner 1990, 1991, 1996). As creative,
dialogical, meaning-making creatures, we bring as much to any experience
as a designer, a filmmaker, or a friend brings. We make something of what
they give, we make it in dialogue with them and with others, and we do it
at the time, before, and afterwards.

As we sit in a cinema, we may find ourselves thinking about the film we
are watching in terms of other films we have seen. Sometimes, especially if
the film is not engaging us, we try to work out what is wrong with it.
Whether the film engages us or not, we talk about it with friends and read
reviews and commentaries. In a social gathering, we ruminate on what
somebody has said to us and what it means, and afterwards we wonder
what it might have meant. We ask friends what they think about something
that has happened to us, or somebody new we have met. We reflect on the
actions we make and the decisions we take. And very often an experience
that seems to have been stored in the vaults is taken out again and revised—



106 Chapter 5

for example, after one has split up with the person one met and got
involved with a year ago despite friends’ advice to the contrary. We keep
diaries or write stories. For some of us, when experience seems incapable of
expression in words, we paint or make or do something. In short, people
seem to have a strong need to express and make sense of their experience,
do it in many different ways, and never finish it off.

Becoming aware of or constructing a self is a particularly salient feature of
making sense of experience. Making sense of a film or a jazz session, at the
time, before, or afterwards—laughing at a film with the whole audience, or
being caught up in the music at a session and suddenly noticing that oth-
ers are not—is a dialogical event that gives rise to something new: an obser-
vation, a thought, or a feeling that tells us something about ourselves and
our relations with each other, and with the world we live in. Sherry Turkle’s
1995 book Life on the Screen documents the increasingly important role that
computers play in shaping this sense of who we are. The most obvious place
in which this happens is in people’s interactions with others in a variety of
cyberspace communities. For example, in collaborative virtual environ-
ments people can present themselves as different characters and can meet a
variety of people in a variety of situations. Turkle sees this as “people
turn[ing] to computers for experiences that they hope will change their
ways of thinking or will affect their social and emotional lives” (ibid., p. 26).
But people may also construct themselves in subtler ways in their interac-
tions with computers. One example that we have already discussed is the
way in which some people are very committed to PCs and others to Macs.
Another is the way in which “different people make the computer their
own in their own ways” (ibid., p. 267) some using it as no more than a word
processing machine, others connecting to a wide networked world with it,
still others using it to support such everyday activities as shopping and
coordinating social events. In general, one’s unique response to technol-
ogy—even if that response is not to use certain technologies—changes one’s
way of being (or becoming) a self.

As is always the case in pragmatist thinking, there is no self without other.
Therefore, in the process we are describing, whether it relates to making
sense of experience in a computer-mediated social environment where the
presence of others is obvious or in a growing preference for the Mac or for
doing our grocery shopping over the Internet, becoming a self always
happens in the context of dialogue with others.
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Self and Other Making Sense of Experience

Before we further explore pragmatist approaches to self and other making
sense of experience, let us make the discussion more concrete by briefly
describing some research on teenagers making sense of their experiences
with text messaging. What they do and how they reflect on it with each
other and with researchers exemplifies important aspects of relations
between self and other in making sense of experience.

Teenagers’ Text Messaging

Kasesniemi and Rautiainen (2002) interviewed 1,000 Finnish teenagers in
depth about their mobile phone use. With respect to teenagers’ use of text
messaging, they identified a number of practices that typified the way in
which these teenagers understand and use text messaging and particularly
how it expresses their identification with each other. The main practices
that they identified are message collecting, chain-message circulation, and
collective reading and composing. In an ethnographic study carried out in
an English secondary school, which involved observation and interviewing,
Taylor and Harper (2002) also found many cases of message exchange and
message collecting.

Although mobile phones are often marketed as personal and private,
teenagers read messages to each other, circulate messages among friends,
compose messages together, and even borrow messages or parts of messages
from each other. Sharing messages with each other can even involve swap-
ping phones to read each other’s messages. Allowing other people to read
their messages is often a sign of trust and friendship, sometimes even of
intimacy. Interviewees told Kasesniemi and Rautiainen that it tends to hap-
pen between partners and very close friends. Some couples look back over
messages together to revisit good and bad times in their relationship.

Kasesniemi and Rautiainen and Taylor and Harper also found that for
teenagers who save and collect messages, text messages and memory
become intimately entwined. Take the following extract from one of Taylor
and Harper’s interviews with Susan, for example:

Yeah, Peter sends me loads of nice messages and I want to keep them all. It’s so sad
cause he sends me so many nice ones and I have to delete some. I feel horrible. . . .
And like, I really don’t want to give the phone back because it’s got so many little
memories and things on. And it’s not the same having them written down . . . cause
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it’s not from him anymore. . . . I really hate deleting messages that are nice you know.
Like when someone’s said something that’s really sweet or just like really personal or
something.

Susan attached strong emotional significance to keeping the messages in
their original form: “. . . it’s not the same having them written down . . .
cause it’s not from him anymore. . . .” Transforming the electronic messages
into her own handwriting loses something of the signature of the sender.
For Susan, transcribed messages become detached from the particular
sender and the particular act of sending. Taylor and Harper see this in terms
of the message’s being a kind of gift. Think about giving and receiving gifts:
the importance of the occasion of giving, the gift wrapping, the gift card,
and the setting are integral to any object becoming a gift. The way giving
and receiving gifts makes you feel about yourself. The sense of somebody
else caring enough about you to give you something that is personally
meaningful and special. The pleasure of giving a gift that the recipient
loves. Taylor and Harper see personally significant text messages in a simi-
lar light. The whole ritual of sending and receiving, and the importance of
the wrapping (i.e., a phone) in which the gift was received, is an important
feature of the experience.

There is little doubt that text messaging influences how teenagers feel
about themselves. Perhaps it is a modern form of rebellion against another
generation and of carving out a space that they can call their own. And
there is little doubt that text messaging can be very personal for them, often
mediating intimate relations and becoming a repository for precious mem-
ories and gifts. The most important point for us is the way in which expe-
riences with particular friends, relationships, and even phones become
entwined in the sense some teenagers make of this technology. In using and
making sense of their experiences with text messaging, some of these
teenagers consummate self and other in what seems to be a very personal
and particular way. This raises questions about the role of community in
pragmatist thinking on self-other relations.

Community, Technology, and Self

As we noted in chapter 2, the notion of community has been quite influ-
ential in technology and information studies in recent years. The take-up
of work by Lave and Wenger has put the design and use of information
and interactions with technology into a community context (see Brown and
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Duguid 2000; Rheingold 2000). This work suggests that information and
technologies are always caught up in community practices. For example,
the mobile phone can be seen as a tool that mediates community practices
such as information exchange, social chat, and branding, and users of the
mobile phone as people finding their way as participants in a community.
It is not so much that it is a good thing to participate as that participation
is inevitable if we want to be fully human. For example, although Lave and
Wenger (1991, p. 116) recognize that conflicts, contradictions, and dilem-
mas are experienced in participation, they argue that they can only be
resolved in situated, community practice:

Conflicts between masters and apprentices . . . take place in the course of everyday
participation. Shared participation is that stage on which the old and the new, the
known and the unknown, the established and the hopeful, act out their differences
and discover their commonalities, manifest their fear of one another, and come to
terms with their need for one another. Each threatens the fulfillment of the other’s
destiny, just as it is essential to it. Conflict is experienced and worked out through
a shared everyday practice in which differing viewpoints and common stakes are in
interplay.

Thus, Lave and Wenger’s commitment to “the partially given character of
an objectively structured world” (Lave 1993, p. 21) inhibits their contri-
bution to dealing with questions about the production of community,
practices, and identity to which Walkerdine (1990, 1997) and others give
primacy. A pragmatic approach to community, of the sort we find in Dewey,
Mead, and Bakhtin, addresses the process of emergence of community more
directly. And although we agree with Emerson’s (1993) analysis of the dif-
ferences between the way in which the American pragmatists and Bakhtin
would approach those questions, we feel that a pragmatist reading of both
that does not get caught up in which better represents reality points to their
complementary usefulness.

Mead’s and Bakhtin’s Concepts of Self-Other Relations

As G. H. Mead (1934) is the American pragmatist who most explicitly
engaged with the question of self in society and relations between self and
community, we will focus on his and Bakhtin’s contributions in this sec-
tion. In both cases we will place their concepts of self-other relations in the
context of their overall projects with a view to extracting something useful
from both for our current project.
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Mead and Bakhtin have been treated as similar in their emphasis on the
sociality (Mead) or dialogicality (Bakhtin) of human experience. Both
assume that increased differentiation or diversity is accompanied by
increased cooperation. Both see all activity as having a communicative
quality. Both see mind and self as emerging from social activity. Both con-
ceptualize thinking and consciousness as something like internal conversa-
tion and, crucially, selves as existing only in definite relationships with
other selves. For both, I can only develop a sense of my self in the context
of my relating with another person. My sense of self is something like a
creative response to their response to me. All this common ground notwith-
standing, Emerson argues that “Bakhtin ends up more radically and unsen-
timentally individualist than his American contemporary” (1993, p. 6) and
suggests that the contrast between them can best be seen in their respective
models of the self. We would add that those models of self must be consid-
ered in terms of the projects they serve.

Mead, like most of the American pragmatists (including Dewey), saw his
project as a long-term one of building up communities and institutions—
educational, democratic, occupational, legal—that would improve people’s
experience. Because an element of this project was to construct and renew
institutions so that community could carry forward any gains and not
repeat mistakes, the span of an individual life, never mind of particular
moments, could not be the main focus. Mead was therefore inclined to
emphasize the communal aspects of the self and because of this is often
mistaken for describing a self that is shaped by processes of socialization.
However, the picture he drew of the self was more complex than that.

Mead described self as emerging from living communally with other indi-
viduals, as an individually distinctive member of that community. For him
“selves only exist in definite relationship to other selves” (1934, p. 164), but
they are not shaped by community or those other selves. Mead'’s social self
is not just the creature of convention and socialization; it can also tran-
scend the idealization of community, step out of it and criticize it. And, at
any stage, it is capable of impulsive responses that seem far from social or
socialized. For, as well as an object self of learned conventions and other
people’s attitudes, there is also a recognition in Mead’s writing of an aspect
of self, the “I,” which is the source of spontaneity that can surprise the per-
son themselves as much as other selves. This is the immediate response of
any organism to the attitudes of others. However, as a revisionary pragma-
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tist, the point of Mead’s theory of self is to suggest how things might be
improved and life experience made more fulfilling. In this regard, he
emphasized responsible and diverse participation in community as leading
to greatest fulfillment. Becoming such a responsible self involves not merely
reacting to other’s arbitrary and individual responses to me, but also react-
ing to others’ attitudes toward community activity, invoking “the general-
ized other” as well as particular others and a sense of ownership of
community activity.

For Mead there is no yielding up of individuality in his pragmatic of com-
munity activity, as individual and community are constituted in interper-
sonal action situations. In fact, Joas (1993, p. 23) argues that Mead’s
achievement is to radically change the way we look at the problem of a sub-
ject that communicates with itself and with others. In an interpersonal
action situation, actors are themselves a source of stimuli for their partners.
They must therefore attend to their own actions since these actions elicit
reactions from their partner and become conditions for the continuation of
their own actions. In such situations, not only is consciousness functionally
required, so is self-consciousness. Social interaction and individual self-
reflection are functionally coupled in interpersonal action, and a sense of
self is created in such situations. Therefore, the creation of social order, for
example in the construction and maintenance of communities of practice,
does not require like-mindedness or normativity. Neither does it require a
process of becoming like the other, the master, or the member. It requires
interpersonal action situations and human communication that links
autonomous, self-organizing people.

Where Mead and Dewey saw the value of emphasizing community par-
ticipation, Bakhtin saw the value of emphasizing individual dialogical
moments. Bakhtin resisted prioritizing social structures such as community
because of the danger of trivializing individuality, subjectivity, and the dia-
logical moments. In terms of making sense of experience with technology,
this eventually comes down to a subtle but important difference in the way
in which they imagined the self-other relations to which we have given
some priority for the last couple of chapters. Whereas for Bakhtin self-other
relations always involve a particular other, for Mead not only may the other
be generalized; it is also important for society that the other is generalized.
To address the particularity of the other, Bakhtin has a complex model of
self that is worth briefly outlining here.
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Bakhtin has a three-part model of the self that includes the following:

= “I-for-myselt”—how my self looks and feels to my own consciousness
= “I-for-others”—how my self looks to those outside it
= “the-other-for-me”—how outsiders appear to me.

These are singular categories where the other is always one particular other.
Like Mead’s “I,” Bakhtin’s “I-for-myself” is impulsive, unsocialized, poten-
tially recalcitrant, and always somewhat dissatisfied with itself. But
Emerson (1993, p. 6) argues that Bakhtin's “I” “is even more lonely, isolated,
mute, and incapable of expression” and that Bakhtin’s other is intensely
personal. Thus, whereas Mead relies on organized communities for the con-
struction of the active self, Bakhtin does not assume the existence of organ-
ized communities. Whereas Mead’s “me” can learn to play the role of
generalized other, Bakhtin has no generalized other at all. Instead he builds
self on particular interpersonal relationships and this requires two parts in
place of Mead’s “me”: a part that sees those relationships from the perspec-
tive of my self and a part that approaches the relationships from the per-
spective of other. According to Bakhtin, the self is created intersubjectively
in dialogue with the particular, personal other.

For Bakhtin, the liberated person is not dominated by one truth or one
view of the world; rather a liberated person has access to multiple truths. If
we think of each individual as a unique and singular center of value, Bakhtin
argues that when they come together in activities in which they are respon-
sive to each other—sensitive to each other’s thoughts, feelings, and values
and trying to take account of each other’s thoughts, feelings, and value in
action—an enriched experience is created. The particularity of one value
center envelops the other, enriching the other with an outside perspective.

In pragmatic terms, it seems to us that Bakhtin can be read as describing
one kind of very rich aesthetic experience and holding it up as paradig-
matic. He would try to make sense of Susan’s and Peter’s experiences of text
messaging by looking closely at their particular technologically mediated
relationship. He would explore the emergence of Susan’s subjectivity in her
expression of her experience of Peter’s messages; the sense of Susan becom-
ing in her emotionally intoned responses to these messages, her feelings
toward Peter’s kindness and her feelings toward the message as an utter-
ance worth remembering in all the particularity and weight of the act it
performs.
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While the foregoing is the kind of analysis of experience and sense mak-
ing that we have been advocating throughout, it seems unnecessarily
restrictive to exclude any use of a generalized other and community life,
and not very pragmatic if they offer something useful to the analysis. Bear
in mind from our discussion of the background to Bakhtin’s work in chap-
ter 3, his resistance to social structures is a guard against Stalinism and other
forms of totalitarian thinking that foreclose on experience. The cost of such
an extreme guard is that it makes critical evaluation of social structures
extremely one dimensional, with oppression only articulated in terms of
the limitation on interpersonal contact. A pragmatist account, such as
Mead’s, which accepts the relevance of our experiences of institutions such
as education, the law, and democratic structures, and of generalized others
such as people of other races and nationalities, allows for a more richly
dimensioned critical evaluation. In the context of such an account of felt
life, Bakhtin remains as a constant provocateur forcing the objective, rei-
fied, environment to speak. To borrow from another philosopher, we read
Bakhtin as insisting that institution are treated as living, perhaps as some-
thing like MacIntyre’s living traditions “. . . historically extended, socially
embodied argument, and an argument precisely in part about the goods
which constitute that tradition” (MacIntyre 1981, p. 207). Such an account
would enable us to consider critically Susan’s and Peter’s experiences of
mobile phone branding, and their experience of institutions that bring
people together such as a mall or a club, without allowing these institutions
to remain silent.

Following Mead and Bakhtin, we see making sense of experience as
always self-referential and involving us changing our way of becoming. It
involves creative, dialogical processes that construct self, other, and the
voicing, living traditions in and through which self-other relations occur. It
also involves constructs from the past and future that become present in
particular dialogical moments. In the remaining sections of this chapter, we
will concentrate on describing the variety of ways in which we actually
make sense of experience in practice.

Making Sense of Experience in Practice

Attending to the ways in which we make sense of experience has the
potential to broaden an analysis of experience in two directions at once,
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both of which have already been implied and will be made analytically
explicit. As well as describing any particular experience by inquiring into
sensual, emotional, compositional, and spatio-temporal aspects, analysis
must also attend to the history and future, the before and after that are
folded into the present experience and that are themselves changed by the
present experience. For example, how our anticipation of a new film from
a favorite director colors our seeing that film and how the relationship
between anticipated and actual in that case colors our approach to future
films by the same director. As well as nodding toward a broader temporal
context, the analysis must also make explicit the social or interpersonal
context of sense making. For example, the filmgoer’s dialogue with the
film director, reviewers, the voice of film promotion, and friends who may
have already seen the film.

We will start with some basic distinctions, which speak to where meaning
resides and whether it always has to be socially constructed. Dewey provides
a differentiated treatment of meaning that helps us understand the variety
of ways in which activities can be experienced as meaningful. His treatment
of meaning also highlights the temporal and cultural dimensions of his
conceptualization of experience. Just scratching the surface of what Dewey
has to offer in this regard, we find distinctions drawn between intrinsic and
extrinsic meaning, and between the sense and understanding or interpretation
of an experience.

Intrinsic and Extrinsic Meaning

Intrinsic meaning refers to the value of the event for the person engaged in
it. It is an expressive, aesthetic meaning, which is enjoyed for its own sake.
Imagine you are out for a day’s hill walking and you come to a high point
from which you can see for miles around. You just sit down and enjoy it. It
doesn’t matter much where you are, what the weather is, or what precisely
you are looking at. Experiencing a panoramic view—just simply experienc-
ing the view, the breadth and depth of it, the airiness of it, the perspective
and expanse of it—can be moving, exhilarating, and fulfilling. It is mean-
ingful in itself, enjoyed for its own sake. There is a danger that this exam-
ple implies that the culmination or end of some activity is the bit that is
intrinsically meaningful, and that is not what is intended. For many walk-
ers, the couple of hours rhythmic walking up the hill is also intrinsically
meaningful, enjoyable and fulfilling in itself, not just a means to get to the
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top. Following Bakhtin, we might say that intrinsic meaning refers to the
emotional-volitional shading of the event:

The world in which an act or deed actually proceeds, in which it is actually accom-
plished, is a unitary and unique world that is experienced concretely: it is a world
that is seen, heard, touched, and thought, a world permeated in its entirety with the
emotional-volitional tones of the affirmed validity of values. (Bakhtin 1993, p. 56)

The intrinsically meaningful experience is meaningful in its own
expressiveness and consummation and that meaning is enjoyed for its
own sake.

For me (John), the intrinsic meaning of Internet book shopping is in
engaging with the richness of a labyrinthine world of books I had never
even imagined. In contrast, the extrinsic meaning of Internet book shop-
ping is not in the intrinsic joy of the labyrinth but the usefulness of Internet
book buying, the practice of shopping as a means to an end. The extrinsic
meaning is that meaning put to use for a purpose outside the immediate
experience that you are engaged in. Walking up the hill in order to get to
the panoramic view, not really getting much out of the walk itself, again
throws the focus on the end to which this walking is a means and so high-
lights the extrinsic meaningfulness of the experience. In many cases the
wall between extrinsic and intrinsic meaningfulness is paper-thin and it
even moves over time. I find Internet book shopping enjoyable for its own
sake and I also shop on the Internet in order to find books that are useful
for my research. I find hill walking enjoyable for its own sake and I also
walk up hills just to get to the top. When I started shopping on the Internet
I am fairly sure I did it in order to buy books that were difficult to find else-
where. It is only later that I began to enjoy searching the labyrinth itself.
Likewise when I started hill walking, it was probably to get to the top and
the intrinsic meaningfulness of the walk came later.

Sense, Understanding, and Interpretation

Dewey describes another quality of meaning that helps us to understand
relationships between experience and meaning: the sense of a situation.
Shusterman (2000) refers to the sense of a situation as understanding and
contrasts it with interpretation. One of the main distinguishing charac-
teristics between understanding and interpretation is whether the meaning
making involved is linguistically mediated or not. According to Shusterman,
interpretation is primarily a linguistic activity carried on in reflection on
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experience and understanding is more immediate and non-linguistic. In
making this distinction, he argues as follows:

To interpret a text would be to produce (at least mentally) a text. Understanding, on
the other hand, does not require linguistic articulation; a proper reaction, a shudder,
a tingle, may be enough to indicate that one has understood. Some of the things we
experience and understand are never captured by language, not only because their
particular feel defies adequate linguistic expression, but because we are not even
aware of them as “things” to describe. They are the felt background we presuppose
when we start to articulate or to interpret. (Shusterman 2000, p. 134)

We will return to interpretation later when we discuss reflection on expe-
rience. In this section we will continue to focus on the kind of understand-
ing that is immediately present in the sense of a situation. It would be
tempting to call this aspect of experience “feeling” rather than understand-
ing, but Dewey was careful to distinguish between understanding as the
immediate sense of an experience and the psychological predicate of feeling
that goes with it. According to him, a situation is a whole because of its
immediate pervasive quality. He argued that although a whole situation can
be said to be sensed or felt, it would be a mistake to reduce the situation to
those sensations or feelings. On the contrary, Dewey’s holistic position
leads him to argue that the meaning of the whole permeates the parts and
qualifies their meaning. Therefore sensations, feelings, and emotions have
to be described in terms of the sense of the whole situation with which they
are associated.

Our sense of any particular situation depends on previous experience and
reflection. Objects and situations attain a meaning for me in my ongoing
experience with them and reflections on them. As meanings developed
through reflection are absorbed by the object or situation, the sense of that
situation changes. For example, a beautiful mountain view may invoke feel-
ings of awe on our first visit or when we return after many months but that
sense of awe can be lost if the place is visited every day. It can also become
overridden, as Dewey pointed out, by instrumental meanings such as see-
ing the mountain as something to be traversed. Thus the sensual aspect of
an object or situation is constructed and open to change, just as much as its
compositional, emotional, and intellectual aspects.

Not only is our sense of any particular object or situation influenced by
previous experience, it is also constructed in the particular moment of its
occurrence. Shusterman’s distinction between interpretation and under-
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standing is not meant to render understanding passive. On the contrary,
according to Shusterman, although understanding is not the kind of reflec-
tive thinking involved in interpretation, it is nonetheless an active struc-
turing, not a passive mirroring. He forcefully argues that active, intelligent
structuring is not limited to cognitive interpretation. The active, intelli-
gent structuring we see in understanding the sense of a situation involves
intelligent habits, sophisticated and complex bodily responses, and emo-
tions. A racist gesture or remark can evoke a wide range of sense-making
processes from “gut reaction” to upset, distaste, and fear, without any
conscious, thoughtful reflection. The active, selective processes involved in
producing a sense of the situation in which the remarks are made—picking
out the person who made the remark and the look of hatred on his or her
face and noticing the supportive attitudes of others in the same room—does
not require conscious, purposive, deliberate thinking, rather pre-reflective
and immediate seeing.

Being pre-reflective and immediate does not make understanding simple
and without variation. Remember that we are describing an active process
of selection and structuring influenced by past experience and mediated by
habits, emotions, and bodily responses. This is clearly not simple. Let us
extend an example from Shusterman to clarify this point. Shusterman notes
that when he is at a beach and hears “Surf’s up” he immediately under-
stands what is said. To people who surf, hearing that the surf is up opens up
a situation in which going surfing is possible and there may even be an
opportunity to go ride a big wave. If I hear “Surf’s up” and I am not a surfer,
it does not have the same connotations at all. Even if [ am a surfer but I feel
tired or find the waves on this beach too challenging I can still understand
the words without interpretation but not be excited at the prospect of surf-
ing on this beach today. For a surfer, in a particular place and time and in a
particular state, “Surf’s up” can be challenging and exciting. For another
surfer, or for the same surfer at a different time, “Surf’s up” can be chal-
lenging and frightening. Here the sensual and emotional aspects of experi-
ence become very closely allied.

As with the contrast between extrinsic and intrinsic meaning, Dewey is
not trying to drive a wedge between sense and meaning. In fact, his posi-
tion is that over time our experience is enriched by reflection, by thinking
PO NEPENEeE Specifically, Dewey suggests that our sense of

a situation—the meaning directly experienced—is enriched by reflection
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and the meaning that signification supplies: “In the course of experience,
as far as that is an outcome influenced by thinking, objects perceived, used,
and enjoyed take up into their own meaning the results of thought; they
become even richer and fuller of meanings.” (1929b, p. 134)

The immediate sense one has of a chat room is infused with meaning if
one has thought about it and is not just habitually and mindlessly partic-
ipating. The nurse’s sense of patient care is also enhanced by her reflecting
on it. The temporal and transformational dimensions of experience are
apparent in Dewey’s treatment of the relationship between sense, mean-
ing, and reflection. This also draws attention to the risk in assuming that
what appears to be the same situation at two different times is indeed
the same situation for the person involved. Thinking and talking between the
two events may well have changed the situation. Any object in the situa-
tion may have been invested with meaning it didn’t have before. It may
also be connected to other objects and events in ways in which it has not
before. A nurse attempting, for the first time, to enter patient details into
a new information system is not in the same situation second time around.
In the meantime she may have become aware of the ways in which the
new information system results in a redistribution of work. Simply reflect-
ing on her experiences during the day may have heightened her awareness
of potential meanings of the new information system. Or discussing the
day’s work with colleagues may have heightened it. No matter how it hap-
pened, the information system, as an object, is invested with new mean-
ing second time around and, as a consequence, her immediate sense of it
is different.

Reliving Experience and Putting It into Circulation

E. M. Bruner (1986) noted that the relationship between experience and
expression of experience is inherently problematical and dialogical.
Thinking about and talking about experience changes it and Bruner adds
that experience in turn shapes our expression of it. Earlier I (John) wrote
positively about my experience of book buying and the Internet. Would my
expression of that experience have been structured in the same way had my
credit card number been stolen as a result of the transaction or had the
books never arrived? In writing about my experience, I relive it and recreate
it. I do what Victor Turner called “putting experience into circulation.”
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In writing about or performing my experience, I am making something
else of it. I am making sense of it and I am ensuring that the meaning I have
worked hard to make doesn’t just disappear. As researchers interested in peo-
ple’s experiences with technology, we further circulate our interpretation of
those experiences with a view to creating conceptualizations of technology
as experience. The anthology edited by Bruner and Turner (1986) contains
many different examples of people making sense of their experiences and
putting those experiences into circulation including: making artistic or craft
objects that express something of one’s sense of self; literary expressions;
performing dramas; making murals; and having carnival. E. M. Bruner notes
that “stories, as culturally constructed expressions, are among the most
universal means of organizing and articulating experience” (1986, p. 15).

Narratives of Experience

Narratives of experience deserve particular attention because of the pivotal
role they play not only in the way in which we make sense of our experi-
ence but also for the way in which they can shape our felt, lived experience.
As well as being an important medium for putting our experiences into cir-
culation, narrative also permeates the experience as it is lived and dominates
the process of making experience meaningful for ourselves afterwards. There
is a sense in which we actually “make” the experience by recounting it, as
the expression of experience is both structured by and structures the expe-
rience. E. M. Bruner (1986, p. 5) captures something of this dialogical char-
acter of recounting: “. . . experience structures expressions in that we
understand other people and their expressions on the basis of our own expe-
rience and self understanding. But expressions also structure experience, in
that dominant narratives of a historical era, important rituals and festivals,
and classic works of art define and illuminate inner experience.”

Narratives of experience are not mirrors of what “actually” happened.
They are selective interpretations, constructed for a purpose and an audi-
ence. We decide where to start and end, what to emphasize and how to
frame it and in doing so we often feel the gap between experience and
telling. Nonetheless, these stories are self-referential. Even though we might
not feel totally comfortable about how we do it, we have to position our-
selves in the story. By expressing ourselves to others, we show something of
how we feel about the experience being described and also how we feel
about ourselves in that experience. In showing ourselves in this way, we seek
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the kind of recognition that leaves us feeling understood, and perhaps even
worthwhile. In this dialogically responsive sense making, we consummate
self and other, according to Bakhtin the paradigmatic aesthetic experience.

Narratives are also multi-layered including “not only action and feelings
but also reflections about those actions and feelings” (E. M. Bruner 1986, p.
5). Julian Orr’s (1996) account of the “war stories” told by photocopier tech-
nicians beautifully captures these qualities of recounting experience. They
talk about their work experience to other technicians, telling them the sto-
ries of their day, specifically how they coped with any troublesome prob-
lems. Often the stories are about diagnosing a very tricky fault and will
include details such as “red herrings” that initially took the technician away
from the proper diagnosis. Occasionally, the stories are about how a partic-
ularly troublesome customer was handled. As well as carrying information
relevant to diagnosing particular problems, they are also expressions of how
members of the community should stand in relation to those problems.
They carry in them expressions of concerns that are seen as acceptable
within that community. Orr’s analysis is that “technicians tell stories to
make sense of the diagnosis confronting them, to bring their prior experi-
ence to bear on their current problem, and to preserve what they have
learned” (ibid., p. 140). In recounting their experience, they make sense of
it for themselves and create a knowledge resource that is socially distributed
through the oral culture of the technicians.

An important point about recounting experience is that the telling of the
experience seems to fold itself back into the lived experience. As we live
through experiences, we already have a sense of the social context in which
we will recount and make sense of those experiences. As E. M. Bruner (1986,
p- 15) put it, there is a double consciousness in experience as we both par-
ticipate and report. We are involved in the experience, but even as we are
involved we are already witnesses with one eye to the past and another to
the future. In a sense, we live an experience in the light of how we are likely
to recount it to others. J. Bruner (1990) was also aware of this, arguing that
narrative is both woven into the experience in action and is a form of its
representation in our meaning making. In the everyday experience of going
to the movies, we see the film in part with an eye to what our friends would
make of it, whether we would recommend it to them, and what it would
say about us if we did recommend it and they saw it. Similarly, we buy a
bottle of wine, not to drink alone, but to drink with someone else. Our
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choice of wine is made in the light of our experiences of what we take to be
the attitudes, values, and preferences of those others. In some critical sense
then others, through their recounting to us and through our recounting
to them, live with us in an experience. But they do so reflectively, we are
not simply conduits for other people’s interpretations, we make sense
of experience by overlaying the interpretations of others with our own. The
experience is, as Bakhtin (1993) would say, interanimated with the voice of
self and of others, and our reading of experience takes account of these
other voices in preparation for a recounting.

The Temporality of Living and Reliving Experience

So far in our discussion of reliving experience and putting it into circula-
tion, we have run the risk of oversimplifying the temporality or the tempo-
ral quality of experience. It seems to suggest that we have an experience and
then afterwards relive it and tell others about it, perhaps as story. However,
we have already set down a number of markers against such a discrete view
of the continuity of experience and against a simple “clock time” approach
to the temporality of experience—a distinction also made by Coyne (1999)
in his discussion of the pragmatics of anticipation. It might be worth recall-
ing a couple of these markers now.

When writing about narrative of experience earlier in this chapter, we
suggested that as well as being the main form for recounting experience,
narrative penetrates experience as it is lived and felt. For example, when I
am involved in searching the Internet for holiday accommodation, quali-
ties of narrative help shape the experience. As I search, I am wondering
what to do next, what kind of person would develop such a tacky web site
and whether I would want to stay in a hotel run by such a person, or
whether my wife and I would be likely to enjoy ourselves in a very formal
hotel. So it is not just after the event that narrative shapes experience.

Earlier in this chapter and in chapter 3, when discussing the continuity
of experience, we described the notion of each experience taking something
from what has gone before and thereby modifying the quality of what
comes after. It is as if in each dialogical, experiential moment images, feel-
ings, and ideas from the past and future are made present. As I search for
accommodation, in that moment, I have a sense of the kinds of hotels we
like from our past experiences and I have a sense of the kind of holiday
we would like to have from conversations we have already had about it.
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What we require here to do justice to the complex relationship between
past, present and future in experience is a move away from any notion of
time as being like clock time. Instead we must see all time—past, present,
and future—in terms of what we bring to and take from an experience and
the continuity of experience. We have seen how we make stories of experi-
ence and how stories make experience. We must also be aware of how sto-
ries from the past and the future, from particular people and from culture,
interpenetrate in experience. As well as being concerned about what we will
tell friends about the movie that we are watching, we are also engaged with
stories they have already told us about this and other movies. As we engage
with both our expectations from past experiences and our expectations of
future experiences, the gap between expectation and experience emerges in
a feeling of, for example, dissatisfaction or pleasant surprise.

The temporal quality of our experience is not just related to the type of
experience we are having. For example, we don’t just bring experiences
of past and future films into a movie with us, we bring our experiences of
the day we have just had and the day we expect tomorrow to be. Our expec-
tations, and the quality of the felt experience, are likely to be different when
we go to the movies having had a particularly awful day at home or work
than when we go after a great day. Moreover, the feeling that we should
really be at home preparing for what is likely to be a very demanding day
tomorrow brings expectation of something in the future into the present
experience of watching the movie.

Making Sense and Making Self

We humans want to understand and interpret our experience. It is part of
who we are and how we become in the creative, dialogical world in which
we live. We live in a world that is not given to us whole cloth and so we have
to make something of it. One of the most impressive features of making
sense of experience is the always-emerging self that it evokes for us. In the
process of making sense of our experience we get a sense of part of who we
are. For example, the realization, only dawning as you recount your experi-
ence, that something or someone is very important to you. The tiny query
that this realization raises about your current priorities. A once-occurrent
dialogical event informing relations with an other and triggering a voice in
the interanimation of discourses that is the always-becoming self.
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Technology plays a role in making sense and self in our experiences with
it. And not just in the more dramatic worlds of cyberspace and Internet-
mediated social interactions explored by Turkle but also in interaction with
more prosaic technologies. For me (John), my sense of myself as someone
who supports small local bookshops is interanimated by discourses on the
values of global capitalism, the importance of choice provided by small
specialist booksellers, and the centrality of a personal relationship in
choosing which books to buy. These discourses, however, might be accom-
modating of an Internet bookseller who appears to try to develop a buyer-
seller relationship with me based on an understanding of my reading
preferences, provides specialist choices, and seems to support small spe-
cialist booksellers. If my book buying activity moves from the small local
bookshop to an Internet seller who present themselves as engaging mean-
ingfully with some of these discourses and has other qualities of interest to
me also—e.g. speedy fulfillment of an order—my sense of my self is subtly
changed through dialogue with that bookseller. Though I have in fact
appropriated Internet book buying into my life, I have more resistance to
the idea of being a mobile phone user. At the moment, I don’t have and I
don’t want to have a mobile phone. The idea that people could contact me
wherever [ am doesn’t appeal to me at all. And even if I switched it off, the
thought of another bank of messages building up is not attractive. But
there is another aspect of my resistance that is not really about practical
concerns. I simply like being the odd one out, the one resisting the
marketing onslaught and the growing pressure always to be connected and
perpetually in contact. Quiet, privacy, and the possibility of being alone for
a while are high on my list of values. My experience with (or should I say
without) a mobile phone is fed by those values and in turn supports and
develops them. In this sense then, the mobile phone experience cuts
against how I see myself.

Other people are also involved in this process of making sense of self. For
example, to the man across the road, Peter is a guy who works in computer
science and who can help him install a new computer. For that particular
person, with his particular problems, Peter is comfortable allowing himself
to be construed as the neighborhood computer expert. However, at work,
where he is surrounded by people far more technically skilled, he would be
uncomfortable being construed as a technical expert.
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The above examples show how we make sense of ourselves as we make
sense of our experience, how we make sense of the technology in relation
to our selves, and how we make sense of our selves for others. In these ways,
we appropriate technology and others into our own life and allow ourselves
to be appropriated by them.

Making Sense in and of Experience: A Tool for Analysis

As was the case when we described the threads of experience in chapter 4,
we find it helpful to take something that is whole and dialogical and to
express it in a form that runs the risk of suggesting something other than
wholeness. While it may be risky to address individual sense-making
processes apart from the whole, in our experience it is the only way to ren-
der this work practically useful for talking about technology as experience.
With this caveat in place, we refer to six processes of sense making. There is
no implication of linear or causal relations between these processes. It is
conceivable, for example, that in anticipation of some future planned
action we reflect on the consequences of that action engendering a certain
sensual response. Or it could be that how we recount our experience to oth-
ers may change how we reflect on it. Any suggestion of linearity here would
be a gross oversimplification.

Anticipating
Anticipation or expectation is a continuous process in experience. When
visiting a company web site for the first time, we do not arrive unpreju-
diced. We bring expectations, possibilities, and ways of making sense that
we associate with offline experience with the brand. Although anticipation
suggests something that is prior to the experience, it is important to
remember that it is not only prior. The sensual and emotional aspects of
anticipation and our expectation of the compositional structure and
spatio-temporal fabric of what follows, shapes our later experience. It is the
relation between our continually revised anticipation and actuality that
creates the space of experience.

As an example, let us consider the children using the POGO World envi-
ronment that we described in chapter 4. When looking at the sense they
make of their experiences with POGO, it would be useful to consider the
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sense they have of themselves as children and as students, their relation-
ships with the teachers who direct POGO use, and the values and emotions
they have with respect to the school environment in which POGO was
deployed. How do they feel about school? How do they feel about their
teachers? How do they feel about their classmates? What does POGO do to
the anticipations created by those feelings? What feelings do they bring
from one POGO session to another or from using one POGO tool to
another? Do they expect to be freer to express themselves? Do they have a
developing sense of how POGO fits into their experience of making stories
and of school?

Connecting

Connecting refers to the immediate, pre-conceptual and pre-linguistic sense
of a situation encountered. In the spatio-temporal aspect this may be an
apprehension of speed or confusing movement or openness and stillness for
example. Sensually, connecting may engender an immediate sense of ten-
sion or perhaps a thrill of novelty. Emotionally and compositionally, con-
necting may engender nothing more than a sense of relief or anticipation
at something happening.

We might inquire into whether the children in POGO World feel at home
there or whether they feel threatened by such a different environment. Do
they get a sense of being in a playground, or is their sense still of being at
school, or is it some unique amalgam of the two? Are they thrilled initially,
and if so does that wear off? Do they have a sense of being somewhere that
is child friendly?

Interpreting

Interpreting an unfolding experience involves discerning the narrative
structure, the agents and action possibilities, what has happened and what
is likely to happen. The process of interpreting may evoke a sense of the
thrill of excitement or the anxiety of not knowing. At an emotional level,
we may feel frustration or disappointment at thwarted expectations or we
may regret being in this situation. On the basis of our interpretation falling
short of our anticipation, we may reflect on our anticipation and alter it to
be more in line with our interpretation. Can we make sense of the experi-
ence in space and time? Do we know where we are, where we have been,
and where we have to go?
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Do the POGO children have an initial sense of what they and others
should be doing? Is it confirmed? If it isn’t, do they become anxious about
it, or are they inclined to explore and inquire? How does their interpreta-
tion of the various tools and activities change over time? How do they inter-
pret their teachers’ roles in POGO, and indeed how do they interpret their
own? And do those interpretations change over time?

Reflecting

At the same time as interpreting, we may also make judgments about the
experience as it unfolds. We may try simply to make sense of the things that
are happening and how we feel about them, or wonder whether there is
progress or movement toward completion. From an emotional perspective,
we may relate events to motivation and to whether we have achieved any
sense of fulfillment. How does the experience tally with our anticipation,
and how do we feel about being in this situation and this time? From a sen-
sual perspective we wonder why we are anxious or bored. This is like an
inner dialogue that helps us meaningfully to recount our experience to oth-
ers, the anticipation of which may help us to reflect.

As children in POGO World begin to reflect on the experience, we may
see them feeling fulfilled or frustrated, satisfied or disappointed. They may
also try to work out why they are disappointed or frustrated. We may also
see them trying to work out how to use the tools and reconsidering what a
story is in the light of their use of the various tools and media.

Appropriating

Moreover, by imagining the experience in the context of a past and a
future, we may give it a meaning that is more personal to us. Does the
unique sense of immersion in undifferentiated color when a first-time
scuba diver descends into “the blue” change who he is and how he wants
to be seen? Do the compositional aspects of an experience relate posi-
tively to a person’s sense of self? Does one feel that it is morally right or
socially acceptable to go shopping at a virtual supermarket? In the expe-
rience of using a mobile phone, do new possibilities for action in every-
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day life become apparent, or is the experience yet another concession to
an undesirable technological future?

Do some of the children in POGO World feel excited at having made a
significant contribution to making a story or at having shown a teacher or
fellow students how to use the tools? If so, does this make them more con-
fident about themselves in school generally? Does using POGO change chil-
dren’s perception of themselves as students and learners?

Recounting

Recounting is fundamentally dialogical, involving telling the experience to
others or ourselves. Like reflecting and appropriating, it takes us beyond the
immediate experience to consider it in the context of other experiences.
Recounting gives us the opportunity to savor the experience again, to find
new possibilities and new meanings in it and this often leads us to want to
repeat the experience. And as a dialogical process of making meaning,
recounting facilitates our accommodation to the valuative responses of oth-
ers. As we tell the experience, it can change depending on the moment-to-
moment response of the other.

Look at the POGO children telling each other what they have been
doing. Do they get excited about it? Do they feel good about the way other
children and teachers react to their recounting—*“I know I saw you doing
that, you were very good”? Or do some of them feel ticked off for domi-
nating the process? As the children talk with each other about POGO is
there any sense of children learning things about POGO that they had not
noticed when using it? Are they getting new insights and ideas that can be
used the next day?

Conclusions

The relationship between experience with technology and the sense we
make of it is clearly not straightforward. There are many twists and turns on
the road and in this chapter we have taken some of them. In exploring self
and other making sense of experience, we encountered some of the subtlety
and complexity of pragmatist approaches to self-other relations. In explor-
ing the variety of sense-making processes, we have seen how time seems to
fold back on itself with past and future becoming present in an experience.
We have encountered self as something like multiple, complex voices
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always becoming. We have seen that self, sense, and experience interpene-
trate each other, and that the coherence required for a story that is convivial
in the telling sometimes shapes the experience.

Part of the work of this chapter and of chapter 4 was to describe a set of
ideas to help us think about technology as experience. In chapter 4 we
described the four threads of experience. In this chapter we described some
of the processes people use in making sense of their experience. Both
descriptions were intended as reminders of what to look for when approach-
ing technology as experience. However, it is important to note that the
threads and the sense-making processes must be understood in the context
of the sensibilities to felt life that we have also developed in chapters 3-5.
As an additional reminder, these sensibilities are

= the situated creativity of action that makes visible the personal involve-
ment of people creating both goals and means in the height of engaged
activity,

= the openness of experience that encourages us to see the messiness and
the process that underlie order,

= the weight of answerability that enables us to see experience as simulta-
neously aesthetic and ethical,

= the holism and unity that require us to avoid reducing the relational and
multi-layered quality of felt life,

= the sensory engagement with a situation that orients us toward its imme-
diate, pre-linguistic sense and its reflective interpretation,

= the emotional-volitional character of experience that makes visible the
feltness of self-other relations,

and

= the continuous engagement in experience that helps us understand how
the past and the future interpenetrate the present.

Thus, for example, our emotional response to a film must be understood in
terms of the dialogical sensibilities outlined above. With that in mind, we
move on to some concrete case studies.

In the next three chapters we illustrate the ideas we have developed over
the last few chapters with concrete, particular case studies. Our aim is not
to introduce new concepts or even to further develop those we have already
introduced; it is to illuminate some of them by relating them to accounts of
concrete experience. The case studies are drawn from our reflections on
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experiences with Internet shopping, procedure following, and ambulance
control. In gathering them together in this way, we are not assuming any
shared characteristics or common basis for analysis. All we are saying is that
we have had sufficient involvement with these contexts to attempt to
describe and interpret some of the experiences. In the process we hope
to show how the concepts we have introduced sensitize us to particular
aspects of experience.






6 | An Online Shopping Experience

As we have argued throughout the book, central to our approach to analyz-
ing experience is an emphasis on the felt life of personal lived experience,
retold through narrative and analyzed in terms of the sense that individuals
make of the experience. But we have also emphasized that sense making is a
process of continual engagement within a culture and at the intersection of
self and others. In keeping with this emphasis, the main part of this case
study is a personal account of the experiences that Peter had going online to
buy wine. But before we present this narrative, we explore some of the
collective meanings that wine buying, the Internet, and e-shopping has in
our culture. These collective meanings provide a background for the narra-
tive. The personal story includes a description of the values that the people
involved place on buying and drinking wine and their ideas about the
Internet and Internet shopping. With these values in mind, it continues with
an account of what it felt like to go online at Virginwines for the first time.
The story that unfolds is not always a happy one; many problems with the
site were encountered. The story takes place in December 2000, which is
important because the Virginwines web site has been improved since then.
The concepts and ideas that we have drawn together in chapters 3-5 are
as much about a way of seeing experience as they are about describing it. Our
aim has been to give the reader a sensibility to what we mean by experience
so that we can look at people’s interaction and see new and interesting
things. Thus, in the story we are about to recount, we have tried to provide
a vivid description of what happened and to minimize conceptual analysis.
The aim is for readers to see the felt life for themselves and to draw their
own conclusions. But the concepts we have introduced do have a role to
play beyond simply raising sensibilities. They can be used as a way of crys-
tallizing important aspects of the recounted experience (see, for example,
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Wright, McCarthy, and Meekison 2003), and this provides a deeper insight
into what'’s going on in the story. Thus, in addition to the firsthand, pres-
ent-tense narration of the story, there is commentary and discussion that
relates some of the ideas developed in chapters 3-5 to the experience of
Internet shopping described.

In what follows, the data are from notes written at the time of my (Peter)
first experience of Virginwines. But there is also reflective and commentary
text interposed with the “at the time” data. The “at the time” data are repro-
duced in a distinctive font.

Shopping Culture and the Anticipation of Going Online

Shopping in one form or another is an activity we all engage in at some time
or another, some more willingly than others. It is not difficult in the case of
shopping in a bricks-and-mortar store to provide a description of the aes-
thetic experience of the activity. Most of us can recall and recount shopping
expeditions that have been variously frustrating or satisfying. We can
remember long queues at checkouts, the push and pull of crowded stores,
the difficulty of choosing just the right gift at just the right price. We can also
remember moments of enchantment and the feeling of being presented with
so many items that we always wanted but never knew we wanted.

For many, shopping on the Internet is still something of an unknown
experience. But the very rapid growth of this form of shopping means that
not so long ago there was much discussion of whether it was “safe” to give
personal details and credit card information over the Internet. Even now,
such concerns preoccupy many non-users. For many, there is also some-
thing of a mystery over how one practically goes about things in, for exam-
ple, an online supermarket. Will items be laid out on virtual shelves? Will
you be able to see tins of beans and other products on the shelf? Will you
still buy vegetables and fruit first and finish with wines and beers so that
grapes get squashed? How do goods get delivered? What if nothing turns up
or something is missing or damaged? This lack of continuity between
bricks-and-mortar and online may be a source of curiosity for some people
and a source of reluctance for others.

These and many other experiences of shopping form a continuity of
meanings that influence our anticipation of what it would be like to shop
online. This leads us to have expectations in terms of what might happen,
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how we might feel about it, whether we will find it satisfying and whether
we will identify positively with the experience. But our expectations of
online shopping are not simply based on previous shopping experiences,
they are also shaped by our previous experiences with the Internet in gen-
eral, the browsers and computers we use and how these are connected. They
also involve other Internet experiences we have had or we have been told
about. There are questions about how reliable the service might be, particu-
larly from people who connect from home via a modem. Such people may
already have experienced slow download times and periodic web site,
browser, and computer crashes. While such unreliability may only be mildly
frustrating when browsing an online magazine, it might be decidedly wor-
rying when one is in the middle of paying a £100 bill with a credit card.

Thus, there are a host of culturally received meanings and values at the
intersection of shopping, the Internet, and e-shopping that influence our
expectations of what it would be like to buy wines online.

A Personal Story about Buying Wine Online

My wife and | are not in the habit of buying expensive wines. We have occa-
sionally bought a case of wine by mail order for Christmas with a group of friends
to get a bulk-buy discount. But apart from this, we buy wine at the corner shop
or the supermarket. We drink wine regularly but we still see it as something a
little different. My bookshelf has a 1986 copy of the World Atlas of Wine bought
for me as a present by my wife, and a 1989 copy of Oz Clarke’s French and Rosé
Wines donated by my uncle. I've always been intrigued by the ability of experts
to identify wines in blind tastings, but | probably couldn’t tell a Cabernet from
a Merlot without looking at the label. | once bought my wife a course of wine
tasting night classes for her birthday present. She enjoyed it enormously and
developed the ability to detect a “corked” bottle of wine. But even now, she
prefers to buy good wine at inexpensive prices rather than to “lash out” on
expensive wines. While | might spend £6 on a regular wine she would be more
likely to spend £4.

I am not connected to the Internet at home, only at work. There we have fast
connections and a dedicated web server. I've never experienced modem delays
and the unreliability of home use. From innumerable experiences of
Amazon.com at work, | have a generic idea of Internet shopping. It is usual to
begin by entering the web site, and it takes a moment to orient yourself to the
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layout, and to what is going to happen. If it is your first visit to a site, you may
have to register by providing personal details but usually not credit card infor-
mation at this point. After the initial introductions you must browse or search in
order to find something you wish to buy. When you have found what you want
to buy, you place it in a shopping basket or trolley. Eventually you must move
to buy, whereupon, if you have not already done so, you must hand over per-
sonal information, including credit card details. This includes information about
where and how the goods are to be sent. After confirming your purchase and
your details, you can leave the site. Often an email confirming your order
and delivery details follows. Some time later, the goods arrive.

| first experienced the Virgin web site in December 2000. This was partly out of
academic interest—I was looking into branding and e-commerce at the time—
but also out of curiosity to see what it would be like to shop online beyond
Amazon. For me, as for many people in the UK, the Virgin brand is associated with
Richard Branson, a handsome, wealthy and very English balloonist, who dared to
take on not only Coca Cola but also British Airways to bring customers something
better and cheaper. Personal experiences of the Virgin brand are mixed though. |
remember booking a flight on Sabena to Rome only to find the Brussels-Rome leg
being run by Virgin Express. There was no food or drinks available on board even
to buy. Similarly | have memories of innumerable Virgin train journeys between
York and Bristol hampered by delays and the feeling of old, slow, and unreliable
trains. | often take this journey with colleagues from work and we have standing
jokes and stories that are recounted each time we make the journey. What was
my first encounter with Virgin on the Internet and in particular Virginwines like?

First Impressions of Virgin Online

When | enter the Virgin.com site my immediate feeling is one of surprise at the
variety of things that Virgin are involved in (flights, trains, wine, books, finan-
cial services, etc.). | am also surprised at the absence of Richard Branson. | kind
of expected a picture of him but in fact there are no images of him on the home
page. The site is red, part of the Virgin brand image, which looks fine on a coke
can but connotes a slight sleaze here. | am also surprised and eventually
annoyed by the number of windows that pop up automatically, telling me
about Virgin products. My curiosity is aroused by an advert for an attractive
holiday venue but this is obliterated by another window trying to sell me books
before | have the chance to read it. Each page spawned gives me a feeling of
being under time pressure and | feel a need to escape to where | can be in



An Online Shopping Experience 135

control. A window pops up to offer me free entry into a competition in
exchange for my email address—that seems both premature and cheap. | move
on to Virginwines.com and get much needed relief from the garish red, the
time pressure, and pushy advertising.

Episode 1: On First Entering Virginwines
On entering the Virginwines site | am presented with the promise of “exotic
wines at supermarket prices.” I’'m encouraged by this—it fits with how | see
myself and my wife and | have a curiosity to find out more—exotic is an inter-
esting word to use in the context of wine. The ways forward here are clear: you
can browse, you can use a wizard to make choices for you based on a profile of
yourself (but this will take time and require me to make decisions about myself
I’'m not ready for), or you can buy mixed red and white cases off the shelf. There’s
also a wine magazine, something called “my cellar,” and something called
“recommendations.” It is not clear how these latter two would work on first go,
but they suggest possibilities of a personal touch if | should ever return.

| have a sense of being at ease and the customer promise makes me feel
looked after. Apart from cost there seems to be very little reason not to buy
something. But, on the matter of cost, it is not clear whether wine is bought by
the bottle, case or part case, whether there is bulk discount or what delivery
charges there will be. | press on.

On Moving to Browse

When | begin to browse, contrary to my expectations and to my pleasant sur-
prise | find that the wines are not categorized in the traditional way according
to country, color, and price. Rather, they are classified by tasting sensation or
drinking occasion, for example: huge reds, fragrant but dry whites, glugging
wines, lunchtime reds, and so on. For each of these a price band can be selected
(£5-£10, £11-£15, and so on). Clicking on an image of the bottle in a category
leads to a detailed and often sensual description—for example, “If you consider
yourself a sensual animal then this is the perfect wine to complement your sexy
nature: a stirring rush of peachy tropical fruit aromas. . . .” Associated with each
description are comments from other customers and from the retailers. When |
click on one bottle, | get the following message from the retailers:

This is one of those wines where we bought the lot and thought—oh my goodness its not

enough. . . . We're almost 100% sure it's the soft redcurrant fruit flavors . . . that does it
for most people.
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And the following comments from customers who had bought the wine.

Christina: It went down a treat not enough in one bottle. Must remember to buy again.
James: Drank half a glass. The rest went down the sink.

Shaun: Really enjoyed this one. Remember to buy again.

Anon: And you thought turps was bad.

For me, these comments reinforce the feeling that | am among people like
myself, and not the victim of a hard sell. It also enabled me to get beyond the
bottle labels and exotic descriptions to hear what the wine actually tasted like.
This emphasizes the sensuous aspect of the wine-drinking experience. James
and Anon’s negative comments don’t put me off buying that bottle. On the
contrary, | am curious to find out who was right and whether some people had
just been unlucky enough to get a corked bottle. | feel at home and happy to
buy.

Wine drinking is primarily a sensuous and a social experience. Few people
drink wine alone. We buy wine for its taste, the effect it has, and what it
contributes toward a social occasion. Thus, often enough, when we buy wine
we are buying with others in mind. These aspects of the wine-drinking
experience are hard to mediate in a bricks-and-mortar store with the for-
mal language of label descriptions and the racks of wine carefully catego-
rized by country of origin, color, and price. But in the story so far we see
how Virginwines, through a rather unconventional approach to structur-
ing its product range, has broken the genre of the bricks-and-mortar store
to offer an interesting development that mediates the sensual and social
characteristics of the wine-drinking experience in a different way. At the
same time, by cocking a snoot at the received wisdom on how to talk about
wine they are identifying with certain kinds of people. By breaking the
generic convention in this creative way they are expressing a different
value system and, as a consequence, a definite sense of individuality. This
value system is consistent with values expressed by the Virgin brand
itself—innovation, fun, and value for money. They have also achieved this
by making the site into what might be thought of as a dialogical space.
Customers’ comments are there alongside retailers’, which puts the retail-
ers on the same level as the customers. It is almost as if they were at your
party telling you why they had bought this particular wine for you. The
values expressed and the tones of voices are persuasive and not authorita-
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tive. Other drinkers are also characters in this space. Consistent with a
dialogical perspective, their points of view do not always agree, but foster
curiosity and trust, which is so essential to an online business.

The Start of the Problems

For some time before getting involved with Virginwines, | had been experienc-
ing trouble with my computer at work. The technical support staff blamed this
on the fact | was using a Macintosh on a network tailored for PCs. There was no
official technical support for Macintoshes and thus any help was heavily intoned
as a favor. I'd had trouble printing, and the computer was crashing more
frequently than it had been.

As | begin to put bottles into the trolley, | experience long delays. Each time
there is a long delay, | am completely preoccupied with whether or not my com-
puter has crashed. I'm not sure what the problem is. If it is the bad design of
the Virginwines web site, | may feel | ought to think differently about buying
wines from them. On the other hand, if it's just a network problem beyond the
control of Virgin or my department it wouldn’t be so bad. On the other hand
again, if it'’s a development of my ongoing problem with Mac compatibility, |
will feel obliged to talk with the technicians. I'm not sure which problem | would
prefer it to be. | decide to move back to the home page to see whether | can
find any information about costs or payment. | get an even more severe delay
and then nothing. My browser appears to be frozen. | click on another open
application and frustration gives way to anger as, after two hours of activity on
the site, my Macintosh crashes completely. There is a sense of irony too as all
those earlier delays, which | had been apprehensive about but dismissed as
paranoia, turn out to be narrowly avoided crashes after all.

Reflecting on what the problem is, | have to ask myself whether this was a
“one-off” problem perhaps to do with the time of day and unusually heavy traf-
fic on the site or whether something was wrong with the web site. But Virgin is
a big company and should have invested in decent servers and decent design-
ers. Worse still, maybe it's my Mac. Whatever it is, something has intervened to
subvert my idea of buying “exotic wines at supermarket prices” at the click of a
button. | don’t get the wine this time; instead | get a computer problem; and
what was going to be a good story to tell my friends turns out to be a horror
story or a bad joke. But | have to reserve judgment on Virginwines (although |
have my suspicions) until further information is available and | have both the
time and energy to try again.
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The Virginwines experience recounted up to this episode had been a story of
two worlds. The first world is the world of the Virgin web site (a dialogical
space in which people can talk about and buy wine); the second world is one
in which people drink wines bought through the first. But these worlds are
not separate. On the contrary, the interesting thing about them is their inter-
penetration. Part of the tension that arises in online shopping, and why
issues such as trust emerge, is because the world of the shopping transaction
in which products are bought is separate from but connected to the world
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Episode 2: Virginwines at Bedtime

Since | am reluctant to give Technical Support any more leverage for their argu-
ment about getting rid of my Mac, | return to Virginwines some days later in the
evening assuming there might be less traffic and it might be okay. Initially there
is a much faster response than | remember but soon the telltale signs of empty
windows and long download times return. With each click now there is a per-
ceptible delay. Having invested effort to be here in the evening | continue
despite my better judgment. With growing apprehension | select wines for the
basket and wonder whether | will get to the end of this transaction before the
crash, and if not, what will happen to my basket—will it be empty when |
return? Will | have to start over again?

The “exotic wines at supermarket prices” soon becomes an object of cyni-
cism, disappointment, and frustration, when having selected the cheaper wines
in the £5-£10 range, | am told it is out of stock (and remember, each selection
is very anxiety provoking, as each click is accompanied by delays promising a
crash any second). What you see is not what you can put in your basket. This
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happens more than once and | am forced “up-market” in my choices. At one
point | unthinkingly resize the window so | can read all of the content leading
to an appalling delay and | kick myself for being so forgetful—the world of bro-
ken technology is in my face. The stakes are high now because | have made a
number of choices and if the system crashes I'm not sure | will be able to
remember what they were. As | press the back-button to go to a new shelf, the
system finally does crash. On reflection | feel cheated by the funky descriptions,
the comments, the presence of the retailers and the customers—it all seems a
sham. But | still don’t know whether it's my fault or theirs. Surely those cus-
tomers would have made some comments about the site if their experiences
had been as bad as mine. Or am | getting a very edited version of their views?
Are they genuine customers at all?

This episode captures something of the way in which acts and utterances
take on different values and intonations as experience unfolds. Things that
were earlier understood as well intentioned or conforming to our own val-
ues and desires can later be seen as cynical when new events unfold.
Promises become broken promises and eager anticipation turns to disap-
pointment. Trust and confidence in the whole situation can be eroded by
such changes. We also see how the quality of time, action, and the move-
ment toward completion is compromised by the ever-present fear of a sys-
tem crash. It is as if the very expectation of finishing the transaction at all
is open to question.

Episode 3: A Colleague’s PC

I go back again, this time on a friend’s PC in a different part of the office. | have
had to ask Technical Support for access to this machine. | have mixed feelings.
I hope using the PC doesn’t make the difference, because | don’t want to get
rid of my Mac and | don't like PCs. On the other hand, I'd really like to believe
that my first feelings about Virginwines were the right ones. In a short time the
site does crash on me, but throws me out only as far as the Virgin home page,
and when | re-enter | see my basket is as | left it. Thus, there is some perverted
sense of progress. | press on in a state of high anxiety feeling like I'm walking in
a minefield. The ever-present danger of the crash adds to what would otherwise
have been minor annoyances about the structure of pages like, for example,
having the descriptions of the wine on one page and the prices on another, one
anxiety-ridden click away.
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Eventually | move to buy but | am still completely in the dark about whether
| am buying by the bottle or case. Wines are individually priced suggesting by
the bottle or part case, but | guess it would be absurd to be allowed to buy
one bottle? Although perhaps not if it were a very expensive bottle. | am very
unsure at this stage, wanting the wine on the one hand and yet asking myself
whether | want to trust this outfit with not only my money but also my credit
card details.

When | press “go to basket” all is apparently revealed. There is a clear list of
the steps required to complete the transaction: Who you are; claim a voucher;
where to send it; final check; done. | can also see that there is only a modest
delivery charge making it entirely feasible to buy say, a half case and for it still
to be cost effective, but scrolling down the page a message indicates that a
case is the minimum quantity. Thus, | change the amounts of a couple of bot-
tles to make it twelve and in the process | somehow manage to add a whole
extra case of wine to my basket. Now | have to adjust the quantities in the
basket to get rid of the items from the extra case. | do this by setting the quan-
tities to zero like | would in the Amazon trolley. But when | go back to the total
price it is still exactly the same! | eventually see a message telling me that | can-
not select less than one bottle, rather | must check the “remove” boxes and
press update but when | do this nothing happens. At this point, my mind is
down at the level of variables and program code trying to work out what the
program is doing. What have they done to get this to happen? Then | get an
insight; you have to have more than one item selected before you can remove
it—a superb programming bug!

Finally, after working with the Virginwines web site for about 5 hours over
three days, | move to pay and to my astonishment and disgust | receive the fol-
lowing message:

Warning . . . the information you have submitted is insecure . . . if you are submitting

credit card numbers or other information you would like to keep private, it would be safer
for you to cancel the submission.

| feel angry, disgusted, and betrayed. Up to this point, the comments of the
sales staff and customers that | have read have been persuasive and welcoming.
But this message is authoritative and strident and quite at odds with the tone of
the other comments. It's even at odds with other similar messages on other
parts of the Virgin site such as “Please read the small print because it came from
our lawyers and was expensive.” What's this message telling me? “Don’t trust
us after all at least not where money’s concerned—we’re not really serious and
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we're sorry we’ve wasted your time.” The message doesn’t just appear once but
each time | move to a page containing personal details.

S ECReCESOEeIEEl Before this was a social space that was

friendly warm and welcoming. The retailers had worked to bring them-
selves into what Bakhtin calls the zone of familiar contact—part of the dia-
logical space that put them on the same level as the customers. But now the
tone of their voice is authoritative and, by connecting to a quite different
speech genre of legal responsibilities and disclaimers, manages to negate the
trust that was being built up. After this episode, I had a very strong feeling
of being let down.

Moving to Completion
As | move through the detail of paying for the wine | am brought back into the
real world. What is my wife going to think when a case of expensive wines turns
up on the doorstep? What if there is no one in and it gets delivered to the neigh-
bors? In their eyes, are we the kind of people who can afford to have wine deliv-
ered by the case? Do | want to be that kind of person in their eyes? | decide to
send the case to my wife as a gift with a suitable note. That way, it will be a
surprise and potentially a one-off perhaps saying less about any commitment to
a change in lifestyle.

| feel a sense of incompleteness about logging off at the end of the transac-
tion. I have felt this when logging off at Amazon too. | have paid by clicking on
the confirm button, but in contrast with a bricks-and-mortar shop there is nei-
ther a physical exchange of goods nor a “Thank you.” This lack of closure is
ameliorated to some extent by the arrival shortly afterwards of an email con-
firming the order, its cost, and a likely delivery date. There is also an offer—
"20% off a future case”—not for me but for a friend to whom | should forward
the email along with the code number it contains. This seems like a nice way to
share the experience; on the other hand, it also seems like a way to make me
an unwitting salesman. As a gift, the voucher is compromised for me by the des-
perate nature of the experience I've just had. Could | possibly be mean enough
to inflict an experience like this on a friend? In the end, | do send it to a friend—
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but someone who, if they have as bad an experience with the web site as me,
would see the funny side of it.

Episode 4: Afterwards

A few days later, the case arrives. | have primed my wife to expect a surprise.
When opened, the gift tag with the message is duly found, but she also finds
a receipt indicating the cost. | tell her my nightmare story, which makes the
present seem more special, and the anticipation of the first bottle more acute.
Sadly, however, the tasting notes (remember “if you consider yourself a sensu-
ous creature . . . ) that had been so central to making the wines special when
they were chosen are not included with the case. | go to my workplace with a
list of the wines we have bought and print out each web page (remembering
the delays with each click). A few days later | receive a voucher giving me a
20% discount on a case. Taken together with the case | have already bought,
that would bring the bottle cost down to those elusive “supermarket prices.”
What's more, | only have to click on one button this time to complete the
transaction. Thus, | decide to buy to help resolve my problem with the unex-
pectedly high cost of my first case.

In these episodes, we see how the experience runs its rather uncertain
course to completion. But whether or not this counts as a fulfilling experi-
ence cannot be answered in a simple way. Events that should have helped
consummate the experience such as the tasting notes, the gift voucher and
so on become points of difficulty and parody. In one way the experience
was fulfilling since I received and enjoyed the wine. But the anxieties and
frustration involved in achieving this were felt to be undesirable. On the
other hand, the very fact that the experience was less than problem free
provides interesting material for recounting. What was difficulty, anxiety,
and hardship at the time becomes heroic adventure in the retelling.

There is also a further example in this episode of the meeting of two
worlds and the ethical weight of this meeting. The voices of others and my
construction of what they will make of my conduct comes over clearly in
the description of how I creatively negotiate the meaning of the arrival of
a case of wine. I leave open the opportunity for my wife to creatively
respond on her own terms to the act. Issues of identity and loyalty are
apparent in my self-questioning about what this act says about myself for
my neighbors.
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Some Important Themes

In chapter 5, we concluded by identifying a number of key concepts in our
account of experience. This case study has helped illustrate a number of these.

Holism and Unity

The case study shows us how the creative activity of sense making occurs at
a number of interpenetrating levels. A practice-based approach might have
treated the activity of wine buying as separate from the activity of using the
Internet as a means of buying wine. However, in our account we saw how
the activity of wine buying and the activity of using the Internet as a means
of buying wine might be seen as interpenetrating worlds: the world of wine
buying, the world of online shopping, and the world of technology. How
we make sense of the technology that participates in the experience of
online shopping cannot be separated from how we make sense of the act
that is Internet shopping itself nor from the act of wine buying. As Dourish
(2001) points out, the meaning of experience is multi-layered. But what is
clear in this case study is that these are not so much layered as interpene-
trating worlds of meaning. These worlds interact dialogically through the
voices of others for me and the voice of I for others. There is another impor-
tant sense of holism and unity in this account too. In the wine-buying story
there are equal measures of the sensual, the emotional, the intellectual, and
the ethical. This holism and unity is the kind that Dewey and Bakhtin speak
of most strongly.

The Emotional-Volitional Nature of the Act

By making the emotional-volitional nature of the act central to our account
of experience, we focus on felt life as the concerns, fears, confusion, ambiva-
lence, interests, desires, and expectations that permeate our sense making.
But our dialogical account of sense making also commits us to seeing such
things as emerging through continuous engagement of self constituted as a
center of values coming into contact with a situation involving others as
equal centers of value. The emotional-volitional nature of action commits
us to seeing engagement as a continuously open and free act of creativity
that the individual is thus answerable for. This creative construction of self
and other is found in the intersection between imagined possibilities and
the actual working out of events.
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In the case study, we saw how, for me, the initial desire for a simple and
satisfying experience quickly yields to frustration as the hoped-for goals
become unobtainable. But the crashes I experienced meant more than sim-
ply an inability to achieve a goal. They meant that I might have to enter
into negotiations with technicians and even give up my Macintosh. The
answerability for the act extended far beyond the immediate means-end
construal of the situation. Likewise, the act of purchasing wine online bore
the weight of other relationships, those with my partner and my neighbors
for example. I am answerable to these others even in such a seemingly soli-
tary activity as buying wine online.

The Sociality of Experience

Answerability links to another central feature of our account of experience:
sociality. For us, sociality of experience is a commitment to Bakhtin’ s idea
that sense making is always at the boundary of self and other. This comes
through in a number of ways in the case study. The way in which I bought
wine with others in mind and the extent to which I reflected on actions as
saying something about myself for others are clear examples of this dialog-
icality, echoing Bakhtin’s distinction between I for myself and I for others.
My engagement with the voices of others (retailers and customers) on the
web site was another way in which dialogicality was made visible. The fact
that both customers and retailers spoke in particular tones encouraged a
sense of belonging for me. The site literally became a dialogical space in
which differing individuals entered on the same plane and presented very
different perspectives on the same things. These voices contributed to a
sense of the Virginwines web site as a center expressing certain values quite
consistent with the values expressed by the Virgin brand itself. Technicians
and colleagues also enter the experience in value-laden ways.

Unfinalizability

But dialogicality also commits us not only to seeing the other as a center of
value but also seeing the process of sense making as open and one of con-
tinual becoming. In the case study, the inherent openness of meaning is
manifest in a number of ways. The understanding of system problems as
delays early in the experience becomes transformed into narrowly avoided
crashes later in the experience. Dire warnings about the risk of transferring
credit information led to doubts about the sincerity of those early com-
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ments. Trust can be seen as a project simultaneously under construction and
erosion in this case study. As we described in chapter 4, Brenda Laurel dis-
cusses engagement in terms of the suspension of disbelief and willingness
to enter a mimetic context. But these examples speak to a broader sense of
willingness and mimesis than Laurel had in mind. They speak to an unwill-
ingness to continue as if those voices were sincere. In addition we can see
that the boundary of the technical system itself is open and unfinalized.
The computer, the browser, Internet servers, program code, new PCs, differ-
ent offices at different times—all of these enter the frame as the experience
is made sense of.

The Quality of Aesthetic Experience

The story of my experience of online shopping and my part in the creative
act of movement toward a consummation is clear. But we can also see how
the experience is one of a struggle for completion in the face of difficulties.
Difficulties that were, on reflection and recounting, not part of what Dewey
would call the intrinsic meaning of the task. Finding the correct piece to fill
a gap in a jigsaw puzzle is an intrinsic part of the activity. Finding a missing
piece by searching toy cupboards is not. The system delays, the crashes, the
lack of clarity over how to pay, the irony of the wine turning up as a gift but
with the receipt enclosed and the absence of the tasting notes, all point to
problems with the intrinsic meaning of the Virginwines experience for me.
In particular, they point to problems involving a number of Dewey’s con-
ditions of an aesthetic experience described in chapter 4.

The intellectual and emotional build up that goes along with positive
experiences, the curiosity that drives us on to want to know more, the
uncertainty that is gradually resolved as the experience unfolds, and the
growing sense of a consummation were absent in this experience. While the
motivation to go on must clearly have been present, this was not intrinsic
to the circumstances of the experience. Though I clearly had a desire for a
case of these wines, the means of fulfilling that desire seemed like fighting
battles on a number of fronts. The reason for this lack of cumulation lay in
the inability to make progress. Each new episode with the exception of the
last was a return to the start point with nothing accumulated except frus-
tration and uncertainty. Energy, in terms of moving toward fulfillment, was
dissipated with each crash and with each technical problem. The meaning
of events within episodes was not built upon, instead questions arose that
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could not be resolved even as a way of going on. Like, for example, know-
ing how to pay and what the purchasing unit was. But, even so, the ques-
tion of fulfillment for me was not a simple one. The experience was
fulfilling in as much as I received and enjoyed my case of wine. In another
way too the very fact that the experience was less than problem-free, pro-
vided interesting material for recounting. The fact that wine could be sent
as a gift with a message but turns up with a receipt clearly indicating the
cost. The fact that the tasting notes that had been so central to the experi-
ence of choosing were not included in the case when it was delivered. All
of these qualify the experience as a fulfilling and satisfying one even if they
can be made into a joke when recounting to self and others.

Conclusion

In this, the first of three case studies, we have taken a prosaic experience
with technology and used it to exemplify what it means to talk about tech-
nology as experience. We have tried to provide a vivid account of a partic-
ular individual’s experience to make visible what we have been referring to
as the felt life of experience with technology. We tried to do this first in as
direct a way as possible by avoiding the technical language we have been
developing. But then in the above discussion we have tried to relate what
we have seen to the theoretical account we developed in chapters 3-5. The
fact that we can do this is evidence to us that the concepts we have intro-
duced in those chapters are valuable as a way of seeing experience, not just
as a way of describing it.

In earlier chapters we argued that there is no way out to felt life through
theory, only through the individual experience. There is no God’s-eye view
of felt life. To paraphrase Geertz, without experience, theories can float sev-
eral feet above the human ground. In order to engage with the rough
ground of felt life, we must engage with actual experience. The case study
in this chapter has sought to show how the felt life of a particular experi-
ence of technology can be made visible. What we gain from such visibility
is insight into the variety of experiences with technology and since this
may be construed as a story of difficulties rather than joys, it is an insight
into what the particular web site in question might become rather than
what it is.
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In this chapter we explore the issues of the construction of self and identity
as they emerge in the dialogue between individuals and organizations or
communities of practice. In chapter 2, we argued that practice-based
accounts of community and identity do not give enough weight to indi-
vidual experience. Instead they emphasize a monological account of iden-
tity as normativity. We pointed to Hodges’s (1998) account of the struggles
she experienced when trying to become a teacher. In this chapter we focus
on an individual who is already a trained and experienced commercial air-
line pilot. His story is not so much about a peripheral newcomer wishing to
become a legitimate and central member of a community. Rather, it is about
the creative, continuous, lifelong construction of self as a member of many
communities and the way in which technology figures in that process.
Bowker and Star (1999, p. 295), following Dewey, argue that someone’s ille-
gitimacy “appears as a series of interruptions (anomalies) posed by the ten-
sion between the ambiguous (outsider, native, stranger) and the naturalized
(at-home, taken-for-granted) categories for objects. Collectively, member-
ship is about managing the tension between naturalized categories on the
one hand and degrees of openness to immigration on the other.”

Bowker and Star argue that technology is about classification at all levels
of granularity. In order to write a computer program that works, we must
identify all possible combinations of inputs, and for each different combi-
nation we must specify precisely how the program should respond. It is
finalization through classification. Similarly, in order to rationalize a work
activity, we must first identify the different types of activity and the differ-
ent types of tasks the workers do. The same process of classification is at the
heart of work design and computer programming. It is no surprise, then, that
the rationalization of work begins by classifying and ends by automating.
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The classification system we are concerned with in this chapter is the
system of emergency operating procedures for a commercial aircraft.
Commercial aircraft are complex systems, and like many such systems they
are easy to control when they are working correctly but much harder to
control when things go wrong. Consequently, the people who manufac-
ture, regulate, and operate commercial aircraft have defined a set of emer-
gency operating procedures, which they write down in manuals and
reference books or build into automated warning systems. These procedures
classify every possible type of failure that the designers can imagine and
associate with each failure a well-defined series of steps that pilots should
follow in order to safely recover from the failure.

The operating procedures are intended as a rationalization of the work
aimed at identifying what Taylorism might have called “the one best way”
of dealing with each emergency and thereby reducing diversity of operator
responses, the likelihood of human error, and the cost of training. In view
of this orientation, it is not surprising that pilots are required to follow
these procedures carefully and suffer various forms of reprimand if they are
found to be deliberately or even accidentally violating them. Many organ-
izations and authorities contribute to the definition of these procedures.
These include, the aircraft manufacturer, the regulatory authorities (e.g.,
the Civil Aviation Authority in the UK and the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration in the US), and the operating companies (e.g., British Airways and
Continental Airways) that buy and fly the aircraft. Elsewhere, we have
shown that, as a consequence, standard operating procedures constitute
centers of value that are interanimated with many voices, and we have
explored the paradoxes, tensions and contradictions that emerge in the use
of these procedures (Wright and McCarthy 2003). We shall revisit some of
those issues, but in the main, we want to take a different perspective on
the data here.

The data we will present comes from an interview with an experienced
commercial pilot whom we shall call Captain Roy. Before the interview, we
had been talking informally to Captain Roy about procedure following, and
he presented us with a copy of the emergency operating procedures for one
of the aircraft he flies regularly. The pages had been heavily annotated by
Captain Roy. We did a content analysis of these annotations to identify
what information was lacking in the procedures. This was a revealing exer-
cise (see Wright, Pocock, and Fields 1998; McCarthy, Wright, Monk, and
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Watts 1998) but not nearly as revealing as the interview in which we
explored where the annotations had come from, how they were used, and
what would become of them. This interview revealed the felt life of being a
commercial airline pilot, the situated creativity of working within a regu-
lated work practice, where finalization and conformance rather than open-
ness and creative freedom is the underlying value system but where
individual action is also valued and carries moral weight. In this context, an
individual is continually identifying himself as both an outsider and an
insider through the technology of his practice.

The Story

In what follows, excerpts from Captain Roy’s interview are presented in a
different font. The interviewer’s comments are presented in italics.

Annotating QRHs

Captain Roy’s story of the annotations begins with his early training to
become a pilot. A modern pilot’s working life is dominated by procedures
of many kinds. There are the so-called normal operating procedures. These
specify the kinds of checks that must be carried out at various critical points
in a flight, such as take-off and landing. In addition, there are emergency
operating procedures to deal with hazardous failures, such as engine fire or
generator loss. Of course, normal operating procedures become very routine
during day-to-day work but emergency operating procedures are different
because emergencies during day-to-day flights are very rare. A pilot might
go through his whole career without ever having to experience an engine
fire in real life. Procedures appear in many contexts and artifacts for a pilot.
They appear in cockpit computers as advisories, they are written in quick
reference handbooks (QRHs) kept on the flight deck, which are always sup-
posed to be consulted when an emergency occurs. Procedures are also to be
found in other technical manuals on the flight deck and elsewhere. But the
technical manuals are not so much for consultation in a real emergency as
for training and learning. Captain Roy’s activity of annotating his proce-
dures began in response to his desire to gain mastery over the emergency
procedures and the documents and technology that present them. He
wanted to gain mastery by making sense of not just “what to do” but “why
to do.” This information does not always appear in the quick reference
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handbooks, but is more likely to be found in other more comprehensive
volumes:

All the annotations are to be found in the manuals somewhere—it’s a sort of collation
exercise to bring it all together. In the books there are the checklists and then there’s an
expanded checklist which tells you what the problem is. You might have say “APU fuel
valve” in the checklist—I just wanted to know what that was, and you go deeper into the
book, and it says “valve not in commanded position.” | just tried to get lots of bits of the
manual all together in one book.

Thus, this activity of bringing the bits together is a creative, sense-making
exercise. Captain Roy is appropriating the inscribed procedures he may one
day be required to enact. And in this process he is creating a new artifact:
his annotated quick reference handbook. Here Captain Roy, the reader, is a
writer in a process of creative construction. He has taken this writing to its
logical conclusion: since he acquired a computer at home, he has used his
annotated QRH as the source for a new word-processed document, which
he refers to as QRH for Dummies. This professional-looking document has a
number of usability features he is very proud of:

Yes, well what I've done now is put it all on computer now in a nicely colored book [indi-
cating a book titled QRH for Dummies]. In a way, if you had a problem you could get all
the books out on the flight deck, search through the indexes and try and find references
on every little bit in each different manual, but [that] would take you for ever. So mine is
really a time saving device that brings it all together.

My customized QRH has a cross referenced index at the back with page numbers, so
you can find things quickly. I've noticed in the simulator people scratching around look-
ing for these drills all over the place.

But the kind of mastery over the procedures that Captain Roy’s QRH for
Dummies represents, the design-in-use and situated creativity it points to, is
really only the beginning of his story.

Simulator Training

Books and manuals are one source of information about what to do in an
emergency. Another important source is the training that pilots receive in
simulators. As one might expect, this is a highly important part of training
to become a pilot, but simulator training is more than this. Even qualified
pilots have to regularly visit simulators to have their competencies
reassessed for aircraft they are already qualified to fly. In addition, they visit
simulators to get new qualifications to fly new types of aircraft. In the sim-
ulator, pilots are (among other things) given emergencies to deal with.
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These are serious exercises for which Captain Roy prepares by reading his
QRH for Dummies:

Simulator revision. . . . It's brilliant for that. It jogs your memory. . . . | try to memorize
most of it anyway before | go in the simulator.

But Captain Roy’s experiences of simulator training, both as a novice and
now as a full-fledged captain, bring to light another dimension of the busi-
ness of following procedures. When a captain takes part in simulator ses-
sions, the trainers regularly set up situations wherein by following the QRH
procedures he will crash the aircraft:

... just about every time | go in the simulator | learn something which I think is wrong.
You know, why was | not given that information on day one? | feel sorry for people that
have just come onto the aircraft. | was flying with a guy the other day who's just come off
the Airbus. He’s done six months on the 757, and he’s going for a command course next
week and | was chatting to him on the flight deck about certain things that I've learned
over the years, and he hadn’t a clue what | was talking about, and he’s going to be a cap-
tain next week, you know. You might not get that problem in a simulator, and these are
not things that are written down in the books anywhere, but if it happens for real he won't
know about it.

So what are the main reasons you think he won't know about it?

Well, the only way I've gleaned it is from being put in this situation in the simulator where
some instructor has realized that this is a bit of a “gotcha”—with this failure you don’t get
this, for instance. And I've been caught on it and I've come home and written it up, and
| can’t for the life of me understand why they don’t publish all this sort of stuff. And I've
said this to trainers over the years and they go a bit quiet, and they don‘t seem to under-
stand what you’re talking about.

Thus, as well as bringing together information from a range of technical
manuals, QRH for Dummies is also a creative response to these simulator-
based learning experiences:

After simulator sessions, | always write up my notes on the simulator and add anything
that I've learned onto my “dummy” QRH. . . . One of the “gotchas” on the left AC bus
failure is that you lose the equipment cooling on the captain’s instruments. Now bear in
mind you’ve got a lot of messages come up with a left AC bus failure (a lot of insignificant
stuff that you can deal with later), and one more creeping in doesn’t become apparent.
So while you're doing this checklist which it says here, what happens is the instruments
on my side overheat because they’ve got no cooling. A message does come up and says
“Equipment cooling overheat” and the next thing, I'm flying along and all my instruments
disappear—they all go blank. Now that’s not very nice really! You've lost half your electrics
and half of a lot of other stuff and then your instruments go blank! | think the QRH
perhaps mentions it way, way back at the end of the checklist, but in mine it says at the
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beginning “A left AC bus failure will cause equipment overheat after about one minute”—
in which case you’ll have to select alternate equipment, won't you?

The “gotchas” raise interesting issues about community membership.
Captain Roy is, by title, a fully qualified and legitimate pilot. At the same
time, what Bowker and Star refer to as the “anomalies and tensions” brought
about by his experiences mark him off simultaneously as both more and less
legitimate. His experiences of the “gotchas” mark him off as lacking in the
eyes of his trainers. Yet at the same time his surplus of experience relative to
other soon-to-be captains mark him off as a relative old-timer in the eyes of
these newcomers. This simultaneity of membership has a dialogical feel to
it—there is no one relationship that locates Captain Roy on a single path to
community membership. Rather, it is a multiplicity of relationships whose
meanings are different depending on the perspective taken.

Captain Roy’s response to the tensions this multiplicity implies is a sim-
ple one. He wishes that the “gotchas” were all written down so that every-
one knew them from day one. This is the motivation for QRH for Dummies:

You know, if | was a chief pilot (perhaps in an idealized world), Id like my pilots to know
all the “gotchas” from day one. OK, they may not have time to read all this stuff, but I've
always quite fancied writing a book on the “gotchas.” | mean, the training department
would kill me, but | can’t understand why someone doesn’t.

Different Airline Companies Have Different QRHs

As Captain Roy’s story continues to unfold, a new dimension of emergency
operating procedures begins to emerge. Captain Roy has not always worked
for the same airline company, and he has discovered that some companies’
QRHs are better than those of other companies:

At that stage | had been 757 captain for one summer season with Company X using that
checklist. [He taps on the aircraft manufacturer’s original QRH.] | was then on a non-flying
job during the winter. Then | joined Company Y, flew the first season using this checklist,
and that first winter | thought | would find the time to start composing my own [check-
list], and when | did, quite a few people wanted copies of it. But you've got to be careful
not to start distributing copies of the thing, because the training department would go
bananas because its not approved, etc., etc. It's very much a personal thing that | don’t
actually spread around.

There’s nothing in mine which conflicts . . . although actually . . . something like a loss
of thrust on both engines is an interesting one. Because the manufacturer’s checklist
assumes that their drill which is given starts one or both engines, but there’s nothing there
to say what to do if you don’t get the engines restarted. The Company Z QRH has a pro-
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cedure for starting the engines using the APU when you get to low level, and I've got that
in my book. . . .

This panoply of experiences with different procedures in different com-
panies is a real part of what it means for Captain Roy to be a pilot. His iden-
tity as a pilot is intimately bound up with it. But his experiences are also a
source of frustration when they lead to expectations about what can be
achieved that are not borne out in practice:

When | joined Company Y, | was dismayed to find that they used the manufacturer’s basic
checklist, whereas | had been used to the Company X expanded one which had a lot more
information on it, so | decided then to start putting more and more stuff on it, and its just
got better and better. I've had a lot of people at work want copies.

The feeling of dismay here is an emotional-volitional response to a situation
where he knows things could be done better and aren’t and yet at the same
time he is required to operate within the standards of the company for
which he currently works. The use of less than the best procedures becomes
a moral issue for Captain Roy both as a statement of company values and
as a personal question about what to do:

But as far as your company’s concerned they’re using the manufacturer’s standard-issue QRH?

Yes, and | think that’s criminal. It may be because we’re a brand new company. We've only
been going a year and a half, and we’ve merged with two airlines since we started. And
the training department and powers that be are probably well overloaded anyway. But |
know Company X use this [indicating the manufacturer’s QRH] as well, and they’ve got
no excuse because they’ve been going twenty years or so. . . . But | think leaving people
with this standard checklist is a bit disgraceful really.

Thus, it appears there is no final word on what to do in an emergency.
Different companies have different emergency procedures, simulator train-
ers show you where even the best procedures let you down, and your per-
sonal experiences may lead you in many different directions. So what should
pilots do when faced with an in-flight emergency? The official answer to this
question is, of course, to follow the procedures of the company they cur-
rently work for. But such a simple-minded rule seems to float several feet
above the felt life of Captain Roy. He knows that a particular procedure may
be less than adequate, and that he could improve the situation by following
his own QRH. Whether or not he follows the company rule, he is making an
ethical choice brought on by the weight of his own experiences, and he is
answerable both to himself and others for that decision. His use of the word
‘criminal’ highlights the heavily ethical nature of this response.
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Captain Roy takes his QRH with him into the cockpit, even though the
QRH provided by the company is supposed to be used at all times:

The actual pilots with the training department would be horrified if they thought I'd get
that out during a flight, obviously because its not an approved book at all. But what | actu-
ally do is | take it with me, and if | have a problem (I had one the other day) | do the proper
drills from the normal QRH, and then | would get mine out just for further reading.

So on the flight deck, you‘ve got your original copy of the QRH. Are you prescribed that you
must go for that one?

Oh yes, I'd always do the company book—the proper QRH first. . . . The Company Z QRH
has a procedures for starting the engines using the APU when you get to low level, and
I've got that in my book, so in that case, having done the manufacturer’s checklist I'd
probably get out mine and do the drill for that.

So in effect you've followed the letter of company law?
Yeah, as far as it goes.

But, as you were mentioning there, you've got the company book and you take your own onto
the flight deck?

Absolutely. | would now feel very uncomfortable having left [his version] at home—I feel
very comfortable having all that extra information sitting next to me on the flight deck,
and I've used it on quite a few occasions, and it's been very useful.

Thus, in some sense Captain Roy’s QRH for Dummies is a security blanket.
Having it along with him “just in case” makes him feel comfortable. But it is
also a source of tension. It marks him out as both an insider and an outsider,
in Bowker and Star’s terms. He is an outsider inasmuch as his intention to use
QRH for Dummies places him outside of what is acceptable to his company,
but an insider inasmuch as it represents for him a lifetime of experience as a
pilot in many different communities and through many different practices.

Some Important Themes

Making Sense of Procedures

Much of what Captain Roy described in his interview can be seen as mak-
ing sense of operating procedures. This has many dimensions. There is the
very practical one of bringing together all the different sources of informa-
tion in order to get as many different perspectives on the procedures as pos-
sible. This involves finding what information is missing in the various
descriptions, and trying to put together some comprehensive accounts.
Such sense making includes trying to find answers not only to the question
“What to do?” but also to “How?” and “Why?” But there are other dimen-
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sions to this sense-making process. It is not just a case of bringing together
information from different sources; it is a case of valuing and critiquing that
information on the basis of Captain Roy’s lifetime experience of simulator
training and flying for many different companies. It is this accumulation of
skills and knowledge that fuels the construction of meaning and ultimately
motivates the activity of producing QRH for Dummies. This accumulated
experience provides the means by which Captain Roy can make sense of his
situation. But making sense of his situation involves resolving the dilemmas
and tensions that result from the discrepancies between the different views
of what should be done in the event of an emergency, and hence it has an
emotional and a moral dimension. In all these dimensions, the sense-
making process is one of finding a way of “going on.”

Finalization and Situated Creativity

For Bowker and Star, identity is something constructed at the interstices of
many communities of practice all of which are continually in flux. There is
nothing stable here, only a process of construction. But, for them, there is
also a sense in which this process of construction is somehow predeter-
mined by the communities and the taken-for-granted categories that reside
in them. It is as if the categories are pre-existent and the individual has no
choice but to play into them. In contrast, although we see identity as con-
structed at the boundary between self and others, it is not simply a matter
of resistance in the face of pre-constituted categories. Rather, it is more a
case of creative reconstruction in response to finalization by others. For us,
Captain Roy’s story seems closer to this dialogical view. It is not so much a
story about individual suffering in response to a preordained institution of
rules and regulations. As we have seen throughout the excerpts from our
interview with him, Captain Roy does not allow the meanings of his expe-
rience and actions to be determined by organizations and institutions.
Rather, meaning arises as a creative response to the potential of his current
situation as the organizations and classifications attempt to finalize him.
Captain Roy is defining himself in relation to these others and by reference
to his lifelong experiences as a pilot.

Where Bowker and Star might see procedures that are immutable creating
the suffering and “torque” that define what an individual is, Bakhtin would
see procedures as the means by which an individual can redefine himself
and create something other. This creativity manifests itself quite literally in
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Captain Roy’s design and production of QRH for Dummies, an artifact
designed to enshrine his experiences and put them into wider circulation.

Centers of Value and Responsivity

The QRHs are centers of value for Captain Roy. They are multi-voiced and
authoritative. For Captain Roy, just like any other pilot, failure to follow pro-
cedures in the event of an emergency risks various levels of reprimand. But
paradoxes arise because, as a statement of what to do, the manufacturer’s
QRH is not the final word, as evidenced by Captain Roy’s experiences. There
are many versions of what to do, and some are better than others. As such,
the tensions between Captain Roy’s concrete and situated experience of
QRHs and procedure following and what the manufacturer’s QRH says
inevitably draw a response from him. They draw a response to each of the
voices, each of the centers of value. He wishes his fellow pilots would be
taught the “gotchas” from day one. He can’t understand why trainers don't
write a better book. He sees it as criminal that the operating companies
don’t write a better QRH. For himself, then, these tensions draw out the felt
need to create his own version of the QRH. Through this process, he can
achieve some unity in his experiences with the operating procedures.

Engagement, Oughtness, and Answerability

Captain Roy’s situated creativity is born, in part, of the emotional-volitional
nature of his engagement with the business of flying. Like the mechanic we
described in chapter 3 and 4, Captain Roy loves his work and gains aesthetic
satisfaction not only from flying but also from mastering his materials. In
short, Captain Roy’s experience of being a pilot is one of engagement. But
there is also a real sense in what Captain Roy described of his life of not just
being but becoming. There is a strong sense of continual growth and change.
The project of constructing QRH for Dummies is a continual one. Each time
Roy goes into a simulator he may find something new, and he is continu-
ally on the lookout for QRHs from other airlines.

The felt life of Roy’s work as a pilot is clearly one that Dewey would
describe as tension-filled. He feels an answerability not only to his passen-
gers, but also to his company, the regulators, the training officers, the other
pilots, and himself to do the right thing. This oughtness, and the contra-
dictions it implies, leads to compromises: writing QRH for Dummies but not
using it in the simulator or circulating it to colleagues, and not “feeling
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comfortable” without it on the flight deck but always consulting the “offi-
cial version” first. There is also a sense of responsibility for his fellow pilots
who are newcomers to flying certain types of aircraft. These compromises
are born of respect for the authority of others under which he works and of
certainty that they do not know everything that he does.

Bakhtin argues that for individuals to be in a dialogical relation, each
needs a surplus of vision over the other. This is the only way in which they
can achieve a creative understanding. The individual is differently placed
yet sufficiently connected to allow him or her to enter into dialogue.
Through dialogue, each side experiences something new. In Captain Roy’s
case, the authorities clearly have a particular perspective on the activity of
flying a commercial aircraft which is different from yet sufficiently close to
Captain Roy’s prosaic experience to make dialogue potentially meaningful
for both parties. The irony here, of course, is that the institutions within
which Captain Roy is operating have what Bakhtin might refer to as an
authoritative form-shaping ideology. In such institutions, individuals are
subjects of analysis and control, not participants. Activities and individuals
are finalized, outcomes are determined in advance, and control is exercised
over what the other is required to do. Creative understanding is impossible,
because individual and authority cannot enter into dialogue as differently
placed equals with the expectation that both authority and individual will
learn and change their ideas as a result of the dialogue.

The Sociality of Experience
The social and dialogical nature of experience and sense making permeates
this case study. We find it in the multi-voiced nature of the QRH document.
We find it in Captain Roy’s accounts of simulator trainers, captains he has
met, and pilots to whom he has spoken about his QRH for Dummies. Most
fundamentally, the very existence of a QRH in the life of Captain Roy points
to the dialogical character of what Captain Roy does. The QRH is a state-
ment by others as to what Captain Roy should do. For Bowker and Star this
might amount to a statement about what it means to be a commercial air-
line pilot—it is a naturalized artifact of that community, after all. But, as we
have seen, for Captain Roy being a pilot is more about creatively redefining
the boundaries of what ought to be done.

But a further striking aspect made apparent by Captain Roy’s story is what
we referred to in chapter 5 as “putting experiences into circulation” by
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recounting. QRH for Dummies represents for Captain Roy a statement of the
accumulated experiences of his life as a pilot (at least with respect to his expe-
rience of procedures). He wrote it as much out of a concern for others as for
himself. He remarks that other pilots who have seen it have really wanted a
copy, and he has tried to make it into something that others would find use-
ful and usable and that would give them something better and more valuable
than they currently have. But this desire to share his hard-won experiences
with others is thwarted by the institution under which he works and, more
important, by the respect and to some extent fear he has of that institution.

Conclusion

In the first of our case-study chapters, we gave a very personal firsthand
account of shopping online. In this chapter, we have presented a different
approach to analyzing experience based on biographical data. We asked
Captain Roy to explain where his annotations had come from and why he
had made them. In short, we asked him to tell us a story about himself and
what he had done. The interview data that flowed out of this simple inquiry
startled us in many ways. How Roy described what being a pilot was like dif-
fered greatly from our naive conceptions.

We had naively assumed that procedures were the last word, and that
dealing with emergencies was simply a matter of choosing the right proce-
dure and filling in the details. Of course things could go wrong, pilots might
choose the wrong procedure, and procedures might be inadequate, and we
knew that pilots sometimes had to work around the procedures because the
procedures couldn’t possibly specify every contingency. We understood
that there was more to following procedures than reading the words off the
page. We had read the ethnographies—well summarized by Dourish
(2001)—about the difference between work as prescribed and work as prac-
ticed. Indeed, we made sense of the annotations that Captain Roy had made
on his QRH as inscriptions of the extra knowledge that the pilot brought to
the situation in order to make the procedures work. Shortly after we first
presented our analysis of Captain Roy’s annotations at a conference (Wright
et al. 1998), we were invited to submit a journal article based on our talk.
We felt a need to get more background information. Steve Pocock, who was
working with us at the time and was a friend of Captain Roy (it was he who
had obtained the annotated QRH and done the initial analysis of the anno-
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tations), agreed to interview Captain Roy. What emerged from that inter-
view was the data presented here, and elsewhere in more detail (Wright and
McCarthy 2003). We were totally unprepared for the radically unfinalized
and messy world of “gotchas,” different versions of QRHs, official and unof-
ficial versions and the dilemmas that ensued.

When we gathered to discuss the data, we were sure that they were highly
significant to our understanding of procedure following and that they
would be of value to the academic community and to the aviation com-
munity. They seemed to challenge some very deep preconceptions about
what procedures were. Yet we never managed to produce a journal article.
From the practice-based orientation we had at that time, we simply had no
way of articulating what it was we saw in the data. There was “no way out”
from practice theory to the felt life of Captain Roy. The language of cogni-
tive psychology, situated action theory, and activity theory simply failed us.
Deborah Hicks (1996, 2000) shed some light on what we were searching for
with her conception of “moment-to-moment oughtness,” but it was not
until some years later, when we embarked on the research for this book and
read Dewey, Shusterman, and Bakhtin, that we began to have the language
necessary to begin to express what we saw in the data. We needed the ways
of seeing that the language of Bakhtin and Dewey gave us in order to be able
to make sense of it.

Shusterman’s notion of reader as writer gave us the first clue to how we
should proceed with the analysis. Bakhtin’s concept of unfinalizability and
the dialogical nature of self-other relations seemed to provide us with what
was missing in Bowker and Star’s account of classification. Dewey’s concep-
tion of sense making and continuous engagement helped us understand the

motivation for QRH for Dummies. |


段静璐
提出一个有点意思的批评点，情景行动理论不太能解释各种围绕实践、经验组织整个生活意义、人生历程的行动，因为理论中包含的时间性不够明显，也没有意识到感受性的价值，但同样的案例放在今天可能用关怀伦理或照护人类学来处理更简单。

段静璐
有点没明白哪部分不能解释，好像是围绕经验组织整个自我生平的部分？这个意义上确实不太能。





8 | Experiences of Ambulance Control

This case study is unlike the others in two significant respects. First, in con-
trast with the previous two cases, we have very few firsthand accounts of
what the experience of ambulance control is like. Second, whereas each
of the previous cases focused mainly on one person’s experience, here we
are concerned with two very different experiences of ambulance control in
two very different settings. There is a sense in which this case could be seen
as an attempt to check some of the limits of our approach. How do we
describe the felt life of ambulance control when we have not asked the
ambulance controllers with whom we worked how it feels? And how well
can the concepts and ideas that we brought together in chapters 3-5 deal
with diversity in experience, insofar as ambulance controllers in different
settings have different experiences of ambulance control?

The previous case studies were based on reflection and recounting—an
author making sense of an Internet shopping experience for himself, and
an author being told about an experience of procedure following by the
person making sense of the experience. But this study only occasionally
encounters reflection or recounting; it is based largely on situated obser-
vation, with an occasional brief discussion of what a particular action
meant. This is more like Dewey looking at a mechanic at work and mak-
ing inferences about the intrinsic meaningfulness of the engine for the
mechanic. In the case of ambulance control, we may be able to make simi-
lar inferences about the felt quality of lived experience, such as the frustra-
tions and satisfactions that ambulance controllers experience, the sense
they make of their work, and emotional responses that reveal something
about the things they consider important. There is no magic in what we are
trying to do here. It is just like what we do in ordinary, everyday encoun-
ters when we get a sense of a person feeling disappointed or one person
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valuing friendship more than another. We regularly make judgments about
people’s felt experience in social interactions: why not bring these aesthetic
sensibilities into our research?

It is important to be clear at this stage that we are not dealing with any-
thing like an experimental or controlled comparison of the experience of
ambulance control in two settings. As we will describe later, there are many
differences between the two settings that we studied and we are not con-
cerned with making any claims about the specific relationship between the
settings and the experiences. When we carried out this study, a few years
ago, we were simply interested in getting a sense of how workers ostensibly
doing the same job—getting ambulances to the scene of an emergency—
experience the job differently in different settings. It was exploratory and
illustrative then and it still is now. The point of including both settings in
this case study is to illustrate how our approach to analyzing experience can
help us to pick out differences in experiences between them.

It might be useful to begin by briefly describing the background to the
study and the two settings. After that, we will develop a description of
the felt experience of ambulance control in both settings in order to illus-
trate the value of our approach even when observation is the main source
of information. Of course, it will not be possible or necessary comprehen-
sively to describe ambulance control in this short case study. Rather, our
approach will be present an account of a few minutes of ambulance control
in each center that seems to us to capture the sense of ambulance control in
both. Although these accounts are not representations of any single call in
these centers, they imaginatively draw on aspects of the work or moments
of activity that we find interesting with respect to the felt experience of
ambulance control in these settings. Finally we will present a short discus-
sion that brings our observations and descriptions back to the concepts that
inform our approach to felt experience, with a view to making explicit our
use of some of those concepts in this chapter.

Two Contexts for Ambulance Control

In this case study, our understanding of experiences of ambulance control
is based on research that started in October 1995 and continued for about
two years (McCarthy et al. 1997). For about 18 months of the two years, a
colleague of ours made visits to two very different ambulance-control cen-
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ters, which lasted many hours at a time. This involved a series of extended
periods sitting in with ambulance-control staff while they carried out their
duties. A number of issues that arose from observation were subsequently
followed up with staff through open-ended interviews. Tapes of a number
of emergency calls were also collected and transcribed to provide further
insight into the work. Since ambulance control involves a wide range of
activities that we could not cover comprehensively, our analysis focused on
the most critical activity performed by the ambulance-control staff, dealing
with emergency calls and locating the scenes of emergencies.

As we noted above, this research deliberately involved two very different
ambulance-control centers. Center 1, which is situated on the grounds of
the main hospital in the region, serves a population of 410,000, nearly one-
third of whom live in the main city in the area. Center 1 schedules the
activities of sixteen emergency ambulances, five reserve ambulances, and
one control unit. The five reserve ambulances, the control unit, and five of
the emergency ambulances are stationed in the city; the remainder of the
emergency ambulances are distributed across the county. The normal
staffing of center 1 at any one time is one controller. All controllers have
several years’ experience working on ambulance crews before moving to
control. Center 2 covers a much larger geographic area, with a larger popu-
lation and a larger fleet of ambulances. It serves a population of 2.2 million
people, 80 percent of whom live in a dispersed conurbation. Center 2
controls 110 accident and emergency ambulances located at 21 ambulance
stations and six substations, many of which are in town centers within the
conurbation. On a typical day, center 2 deals with more than 500 emer-
gency and urgent calls. During peak operating periods, the personnel in
center 2 include three ambulance dispatchers, three radio operators, six to
eight telephonists, one team leader, and others who provide technical and
planning support. The telephonists and radio operators are recruited
directly into center 2 without ambulance experience. A small number of
dispatchers have worked on ambulance crews, but most have no direct
ambulance experience.

In both cases, 999 calls are directed to the control center via a Telecom
operator, located at one of several centralized switchboards, who makes
some initial identification of the area the call has originated in and subse-
quently directs it to the appropriate control center. The individual receiving
the call then aims to establish both the precise location of the caller and the
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nature of the emergency. In both settings, once an ambulance has been
selected for dispatch the relevant details of the job are normally passed to
the crew on the radio. There are, however, many differences in the way calls
are dealt with within each control room. In what follows, we present the
experiences of the controllers in each of the two centers as interleaved
episodes. This helps emphasize the similarities and differences between
them.

Dealing with Emergency Calls

Jane sits at her desk in center 2 watching her space and talking with the
women next to her. She is one of seven call receivers sitting in a row, all
young women, all wearing telephone headsets with an earpiece and a
microphone. Some of them are talking to callers and typing at the same
time. Others are chatting while waiting for the next call. Each has in front
of her a telephone handset, a bank of telephone-line buttons, a keyboard,
and a screen. The bank of buttons is divided into blocks and color coded
according to the source of the call they signify when they light up. The
screen displays a blank form. One of the buttons begins to flash red. That
red light is what makes this job different for Jane. It gives it a sense of
urgency and importance that was lacking in her previous job. Two of the
receptionists reach for the button. Jane presses it first and is on again. It's
the telephone operator. She gives the caller’s number to Jane: “795442.”
“Thank you,” says Jane. She takes an emergency call more or less in stride
now, but she can still remember how anxious she was the first time she
pressed the red button for real.

Jane presses Return on her keyboard, and a number and a time stamp are
assigned to the form on her screen.

“Ambulance service?” says the operator to the caller, partly informing,
partly querying, as if to double check that she is ready.

Jane hears another voice. She registers a purposeful but slightly anxious
woman speaking: “Hello love, emm, it’s Mrs. Phillips speaking. I think my
husband’s took some tablets.”

Jane types the woman’s name. She’s down to business again, clicking now
on the address box. She took the name as a matter of form, not even think-
ing about it, but it’s the address that really matters. Without a precise
address, the ambulance could end up anywhere. This has been drilled into
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Jane and the other call receivers during training. Whatever else, get the
address right. Especially when it’s an emergency, her business is to help get
the ambulance to the emergency as quickly as possible, and that means
getting the address spot on. No ambiguities or confusions.

“Right. What address do you want us to come to?”

“Forty Seven Chequers Close.”

“Number forty seven, which road again?” Jane is typing as she talks. It is
almost a tic at this stage. Jane always gets them to say the address twice, no
matter how clearly she heard it the first time. It's a way of checking that it
has been said and heard correctly and that it is genuine. (Hoaxers often give
a different address the second time.) But Jane is not really aware of check-
ing. It's just what she does now. She sees another button flash red. It stays
on for a moment too long. All the receptionists are busy. Jane feels a trace
of the anxiety she felt in her early days. But somebody has picked up the
new call, and Jane picks up with Mrs. Phillips again. “Chequers Close. C H
E QU,” says the caller.

As soon as Jane has typed “Chequers Close” and pressed Return, three
addresses appear on her screen. This call is going the way of most calls, and
Jane is in the flow now, talking and typing, checking and entering all the
while, echoing the address to rehearse it as she types and to check it with
the caller as it goes in. She prefers calls like this—ones that go according to
plan and where the caller sounds in charge of the situation at the other end.
When she has a caller who is not in control, who needs calming down so
she can get the information from them, Jane is always left with the nagging
feeling that she didn’t do all she could or as well as she could have. Has she
spent too much time with the caller and delayed the ambulance? Could
she have got the information more quickly? Did she miss a detail about the
address or the emergency while concentrating on the caller?

“Chequers Close, and that’s where please?”

“Em, Castletown.”

Castletown—a precise match on the gazetteer. That’s the most important
part of the job, and it’s finished.

“I thought he was just drunk, but I think he’s taken some tablets.”

“Right. You know what he’s taken?”

“Em, it’s a sleeping tablet.”

“He’s taken some sleeping tablets . . . plus alcohol. Has he been drinking?”

“Yeah.”
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Jane types “alcohol and sleeping tablets” in the free field on her screen
and fixes the job, sending it to one of the dispatch teams behind her on the
other side of the room.

“All right, Mrs. Phillips. We'll get somebody to him.”

“Right, thank you.”

“Thank you.”

Jane settles back in her seat for a moment. Another one done. She has
been doing this job for a year now, so it is mostly fairly routine to her. At
the beginning she felt tense every time she pressed the red button. This was
an emergency, and if she got the details wrong somebody’s life could be at
risk. She had had a couple of weeks’ training, but this was for real, and the
tension was not the tension of learning and examination; it was the tension
of a performance where getting it wrong could affect somebody’s chances.
But now there is little tension with most calls.

Even on an off day, all Jane has to do is follow the computerized form.
She can move around the form any way she likes, but she prefers always
to take it from the top. If she follows the same order every time, there’s less
of a chance of missing something. Following the form is comforting in
that way. Make sure that you have the name and address and some indi-
cation of the problem, and off it goes to the dispatch team. Most of the
time Jane likes that comfort of routine. Doing something that matters but
without too much pressure. A clear beginning and end to each call. Not
too many surprises, though there is the odd difficult call where the caller
doesn’t know his exact location. The caller might be using a mobile
phone, or calling from a phone box in an unfamiliar area, or too distracted
to give a clear address. Jane tries to coax relevant information from the
caller. It's a challenge, and it creates a bit of pressure from time to time. It
breaks the routine.

Another thing that breaks the routine is a hoax call. There are a few every
week. Sometimes a hoax caller is a real nuisance, drawing the call out and
wasting ambulance time. But an ambulance has to be sent even when there
is suspicion about the call unless the call receiver gets the caller to admit
that the call is bogus. The more experienced receptionists are very good at
spotting bogus calls and at getting the callers to give themselves away. Jane
feels she should be better at it. She loves telling the others when she has
spotted one, and she is disappointed whenever she misses one. What is it?
Is it the voice? Or the way they give the details? Or background sounds?
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Jane knows that it is all of these and more. She has been told what to watch
out for, but she can’t quite feel it as well as some of the others yet.

In center 1, Tony is sitting at a large, old office desk, chatting with a driver
who has just popped in to say hello after dropping a patient at the hospi-
tal. This room is dull and functional. There are a couple of maps on the
wall, one either side of the desk and a computer to the left that doesn’t look
overused. There is a filing cabinet in the corner and a telephone and a radio
system on the desk with a tape system next to the radio console. There are
two pads and two pens on the desk. One of the pads looks official; the
other, the one nearer to Tony, is a notebook.

Tony is in regular contact with all the drivers, and he knew most of them
before he got his present job. Like all the controllers here, Tony was an
ambulance driver for eight or nine years before he became a controller. He
has been a controller for six years now, and he feels that he knows the job
inside out and backwards at this stage. As a controller he never really feels
under pressure. There’s no pressure like trying to get through heavy traffic
to a heart attack or trying to keep somebody going until you get to the hos-
pital. Of course there are times when the calls mount up and he finds him-
self chasing drivers to get back quickly or to do a double pickup. But because
he knows the guys and has done the job, he feels comfortable pushing
them. It was something that worried him a bit when he went for the job,
but now he feels okay about it.

When there is a lot of work on, it can go one of two ways. Either Tony is
driven mad by obstructive rules, technology, and people or he gets into a
real flow. He can get really irritated by the things in this job that just
shouldn’t happen. Last week, two ambulances were out of action because of
minor bumps. They could easily still do the job, but the rules say they must
be checked by a mechanic before being sent out again. Other times it is poor
radio reception. Or a driver or a caller not pulling his weight, not being
helpful, or demanding the impossible. But there are times—rare but bril-
liant—when Tony feels a deep satisfaction at the clarity of his communica-
tion with callers and colleagues, respectively reassuring and directing, and
the creativity with which he arranges pickups to hit all the right spots at the
right times. Of course it’s still about getting patients to hospital, but when
this happens Tony feels a bit like a jazzman, moving things on at a pace,
coaxing, provoking, improvising, drawing improvisation out of the others,
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and pulling it all together in a piece that feels just right and just on the
edge. Although it happens rarely, when it does Tony becomes totally
absorbed in what he is doing. He can’t see why the busy spells can’t be like
that all the time, and that makes him cross with his bosses and anybody else
who seems to put obstacles in the way of his doing the best job he can.

The phone rings and a button lights on the phone. Tony picks up the
phone and presses the button.

“Hello, ambulance service.”

“Yeah, this is the operator here. There’s someone looking for an ambu-
lance there between, um, Carrigside and Easton. That’s yours, is it?”

“It, yeah, that’s, er, between Carrigside and Easton?”

Tony is trying to pin down the location. He knows all the city locations
but isn’t as confident about country ones. He feels uncomfortable when an
outsider can tell that he doesn’t know exactly where a place is. He feels that
they would expect an ambulance controller to know. As he queries the loca-
tion, he starts to write it in his notepad.

“Yeah . .. near ... it’s beyond Ballylea. It's near some railway gates.”

“Yeah, okay, give it to me now.” Ballylea means more to him, but he still
hasn’t pinned it down.

“Right, you're through to the ambulance now.”

“Hello.”

“Hello, this is ambulance control.”

“Yeah, um, Frank O’Brien here speaking.”

“Frank O’Brien is it?”

Tony is writing. He can sense the uncertainty in the caller’s voice.
Although Tony loves talking with people and being able to help them, try-
ing to understand the callers is often the hardest part of the job. Trying to
pick up what is urgent and what is not, how bad the injuries are, where
exactly they are. People often panic in an emergency, and many people call-
ing for an ambulance are anxious even if there is no panic. You can expect
that. And you feel a need to engage with them personally. But you still have
to get enough out of them to get an ambulance to the scene and to decide
how urgent it is when ambulances are in short supply. Tony thinks Frank is
going to be one of the more difficult callers. He sounds really nervous.

You can tell what kind of a caller you have in a few seconds. Some are
very confident and businesslike. They have the information rehearsed so
well that you hardly have to ask for it. (“My name is. . . . I need an ambu-
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lance urgently. My father has collapsed and he has a heart complaint. We
live at. . . . It’s just beyond the shopping center on the left.”) All you have
to do is slow them down a little to give you a chance to get all the details.
That'’s great. Tony feels confident from the start of one of these calls. But
already his confidence in Frank is limited. Even though he has handled
many such calls, he still finds that his attention heightens as soon as he
hears any uncertainty in the caller’s voice. His sympathy is with the caller,
but he knows he will have to concentrate hard.

“That’s right, yeah. There’s been an accident here at the Imphric railway
gates in Ballylea.”

A crash. Tony expected as much today. It’s always that way over a bank
holiday.

“It's midways between Carrigside and Easton. At the railway gates where
again? Imphric?” Tony is writing again.

Jim, the ambulance driver sitting across the table, whispers “I know
where that is, Tony.” Tony nods to Jim. He has heard him. He is pleased that
he does not have to push Frank further for directions.

“Well actually you're wanting the railway gates at, uh, you know, it’s
known as Imphric railway gates.”

“Any idea how many people are injured, Frank?”

“Er, there is one.”

“How many people are injured?” the caller asks someone at the scene.

“There’s a couple injured, but there’s one girl I think’s, er, kind of seri-
ously injured.”

As he talks to the caller, Tony is continuously writing in his notebook. If
he was sure of dealing with one call at a time this would not be strictly nec-
essary, but he knows that it is possible that as soon as he puts down this call
another will come in. When you get a busy spot like that, writing good
notes is essential, so it is best to get into the habit. Anyway, he wants always
to feel ready. He also needs to have a fairly precise record for the call receipt
book and log book later, and detailed notes make this much easier.

But it’s more than that. It’s as if Tony is building up a picture of the scene.
The notes help him to create a clearer picture of where it is and what'’s going
on there. The location. The injured. The people milling around, trying to
help. Each piece adding to the others to make for a clearer picture of the
scene. Little notes to help him complete the picture and pass it on as clearly
as he can to the ambulance crew. When he was a driver, he hated arriving
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at a scene and finding that it was totally different from what he was led to
expect. No matter how experienced, an ambulance crew must be prepared
for a bad accident and possible fatalities. Tony knows this. He imagines
himself arriving at the scene, so he always tries to give the crew a clear pic-
ture. He almost has a picture of Frank for them now, so that they will know
who to talk to when they get there.

“Okay. Anybody trapped, Frank?”

“Pardon?”

“Is there anybody trapped in the car?”

Tony is a little impatient. It happens no matter how hard you try.

“No, there’s nobody.”

“They’re all out of it?”

“There’s nobody trapped here at all.”

“How many. . .. ?”

Tony can hear some checking between the caller and other people at the
scene.

“No. Okay. How many cars involved, Frank? Do you know?”

“There were two, there were two cars.”

Frank’s edginess makes Tony work twice as hard for every bit of informa-
tion. Tony is used to this; every second caller is anxious. That’s under-
standable; they are ringing for an ambulance, after all. And time is flying for
them. Although Tony knows that they have been talking for less than a
minute, he also knows that this can seem much longer to the caller. Tony
tries to work with them. He tries to calm them down, reassure them. It’s
only when they are calmed a little that you can get the information you
need. The older controllers always emphasized this when he was training
with them. They used to tell him that the hard part of the job was to get
the right information out of the caller. You had to stick with the caller for
that extra minute to get the information even if it meant a slight delay in
dispatching the ambulance. As far as they were concerned sending the
ambulance to the wrong place, or to vaguely the right place but without the
information needed to get to the spot, was the big no no. Your job was to
make sure that didn’t happen.

“Okay, what number are you ringing from there, please?”

“Ah, well actually this is, er, a car phone.”

“Right, and the number is oh double eight and your phone number.”

“Oh. God! Oh eight oh eight eight. I only I only have that.”
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Frank is getting more worked up by the minute. Tony doesn’t want to
push him, but he needs the number in case it should be necessary to call
Frank back to reassure him and the others there that the ambulance is on
its way, or to get clearer directions, or to check how people are if the ambu-
lance is delayed.

“42731,” the operator cuts in.

“42731,” says Tony, checking.

“Thanks very much,” Tony says to the operator.

“Okay.”

“Okay, Frank. Hello.”

“Okay, Frank, I have it so it’s roughly halfway between. . . .”

“You can’t miss it because there’s a good share of cars.”

“Okay, thanks. I'm sending somebody to you now Frank. Okay. Bye.”

“Okay, yes. Bye.

“Thank you very much,” says Tony to the operator.

“Okay.”

Back in center 2, the scheduling system has passed Mrs. Phillips’s call to
Fiona, one of the dispatchers sitting behind Jane. It is marked as an emer-
gency when Fiona sees it. She has three emergency calls to dispatch now,
and she works through them in the order in which they arrived. When
she gets to Mrs. Phillips’s call, she assigns ambulance 12. Andy, the para-
medic on that crew, lives near Castletown, so he should be able to take
advantage of any shortcuts and help avoid any traffic problems.
Ambulance 12 is about due a run anyway; the crew has had 10 minutes
since its last call.

Fiona writes “12” in one of the boxes on a sheet she has next to her. This
sheet is her way of keeping track of what crew has been out, when they
returned, and what crew is best positioned to answer a call. Fiona tries to
ensure that each crew gets a fair share of the work and that she can take
advantage of their local knowledge. The official systems don’t give her the
information she needs. At one time it did, but when a new version was
brought in it failed to provide information on ambulances returning to sta-
tion. Management went on about how efficient the new way would be, but
it took no account of what Fiona and the drivers know, what areas they are
familiar with, how people feel about getting a fair share of the load. That
really annoyed Fiona. (Do they think we’re stupid?) So the first thing Fiona
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does at the start of a shift is pull the relevant missing information together
on her sheet. She radios the crews, letting them know that she is on duty
and checking who is in each ambulance. She notes their initials next to the
ambulance number on her sheet. For the rest of the shift, ambulance 12 or
18 or 9 is a particular crew to her. She knows most of the drivers and para-
medics, where they are from, and what area they are most used to, and she
tries to dispatch them to that area during the shift. They expect this from
her, and in return they would try to do anything for her. If they are sent to
one call after another for most of the shift with very little rest, they know
that it is because the shift is a very busy one, not because they are getting
an unfair load. Some of them might slag Fiona a bit if they went for a drink
after work but it would be good-natured. They know she tries her best for
them.

Fiona is at ease with the ambulance crews. More important, she is com-
fortable with the job. She has done most jobs in the center at one time or
another, even stood in for the supervisor on occasion. She understands how
all the equipment works, and so she knows which systems to use and which
to ignore. Without a thought she knows to use the electronic map in the
older parts of her area but to ignore it in the newer parts. The maps are just
not updated often enough to be useful in areas where new houses and
streets are being built. This can be frustrating, but Fiona is more frustrated
by the money spent on the new system. She manages ambulance dispatch
the way she sees fit. But this means that the expensive new system is of no
help to her. But Fiona won't let that spoil the job for her.

Fiona’s radio operator is busy, so she radios Mrs. Phillips’s call to ambu-
lance 12 herself.

“Good morning, emergency for you please. And it’s Forty Seven Chequers
Close in Castletown.”

“Forty seven where, love?”

“Chequers Close Castletown.” (Fiona is slower and more deliberate here.)

“Chequers Close Castletown.”

“Yeah. It’s a Mr. Phillips, and his wife’s found him collapsed. She thinks
he may have taken tablets and alcohol.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, it’s job number 92 at 0721.”

“Okay, love.”
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“Okay, thank you.”

“Right.”

“Bye.”

Ambulance 12 lights up on the map in front of Fiona. The ambulance
moves away. Fiona expects this to be a clean, straightforward pickup. She
looks up. No emergencies and four urgent still on her board. She must keep
an ambulance in station 2 for any emergency in the area, so she decides to
send one of the ambulances from station 3 to an urgent call that is just out
of their area. She thinks the crew will understand.

In center 1, Tony calls the Midton Ambulance Station, at Midton Hospital,
to dispatch an ambulance.

“Hello Midton, this is ambulance control. I have a 999 for a road traffic
accident between Carrigside and Easton by Imphric railway gates.”

“Where?”

“Imphric PHRIC,IMPHRIC.”

“I don’t know that.”

“Hang on, Jim Walsh is here. He will give you directions.”

“All right. Thanks a lot.”

“Hello!” [Jim, emphatically]

“Hello Jim, how are you?”

“How are you, Mary girl? Who's on tonight? Is it Liz? Okay. Listen. Just
after going over the bridge outside town there she’ll be by Reynolds’s pub
and service station, the service station there on her left-hand side. About
twenty yards above that there’s a small road going up to the right.”

“Right.”

“She should take that road for about two miles, and then there’s a right
turn marked for Carrigside. Imphric railway gates are about a mile down.
There’s no railway there, but the locals still know it that way from when
there was. Anyone will show her if she gets lost there. The road widens for
about quarter of a mile, and the gates are on that wide stretch. Tony says
there are a few cars involved, so she won’t miss it.”

“All right.”

“Lovely. Get her to radio Tony when she’s en route and he’ll fill her in on
the scene. Be good.”

“Thank you very much.”
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“Good luck.”
“Bye now, bye.”

Jim leaves just after that call. Two minutes later, ambulance 9 calls for
details. Tony and the crew of ambulance 9 agree that it would be best to
have a fire brigade there. There is bound to be oil on the road even if the
cars are fairly safe. Tony calls the fire brigade and the police and asks them
to send units to the scene.

Being a Controller

All in all, Fiona likes her job. It has its difficulties, but then doesn’t every
job? She enjoys the basic challenge of solving problems, often under pres-
sure. Fiona was always good at problem solving , and she can imagine
pushing herself a little further when the time comes. Perhaps going for a
supervisor job. One of the things Fiona really appreciates about her job is
that no two days are the same. When she comes on shift, she has no idea
what to expect. She feels energized by that variety. Every day and even
every call presents a different challenge, depending on where ambulances
are at the time, what the lists are like, where the call is coming from, and
what the state of the patient is. She really enjoys her relationship with the
ambulance crews. They trust her and are fair with her. She looks out for
them but also feels comfortable pushing them a little when she has to. She
gets satisfaction from managing her ambulances to ensure that all needs
are met, and especially from getting ambulances to emergencies on time
and possibly saving lives. She doesn’t mind not being the one on the
scene. That wouldn’t be her thing at all. She knows that she is doing what
she is good at.

Fiona is not sure about what management is trying to do to her job. The
systems they introduce seem designed to take away the say she has in how
she does her job. She gets around this by working out her own system. A big
part of her satisfaction with the job is the sense that she is making the deci-
sions. Another is the relationship she has with the crews. When she is deal-
ing with a call, she has always had a sense of commitment to the patient
and loyalty to the crew. The new systems interfere with some of that and
seem to demand loyalty to management over crew. Fiona doesn’t think this
is necessary. She feels that it is possible to satisfy both, if only they would
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let her get on with it. So far she has worked around the new systems. But
what if they introduce something else that ties her hands tighter? It
wouldn’t be the same job then.

Jane is different. Getting into ambulance control was a deliberate move
by her. She was getting bored with being the telephonist in the hospital.
The job was nothing but directing calls. When she spoke to friends who
were call receivers in ambulance control, they told her about the satisfac-
tion of being involved. You're not just passing on calls. You're involved in
getting ambulances to people who need them. Jane really appreciates this.
But, unlike Fiona, she wants to know what to expect in her work. She is very
satisfied with knowing more or less what to expect every day. She can han-
dle working under pressure when there are a lot of calls, but she would not
like to have to make the kind of decisions Fiona makes every day. She
prefers a challenge that is ordered and well within her scope.

Tony’s pleasure is in seeing his calls through from beginning to end. He
is the one who deals with the caller—trying to get enough information to
see how serious the call is and to be sure of getting the ambulance to the
right location, deciding whether a call is an emergency, hearing the caller’s
panic or his certainty about diagnosis. Calming the caller. Reassuring the
caller that he will send an ambulance immediately. Building up a picture of
the scene (for example, cars, lights on in a window, and somebody stand-
ing, waiting at a gate). Doing whatever is necessary to get the drivers what
they need. Describing the scene to the ambulance crew. The caller and how
in control he seems to be. The patient. What is wrong and what they might
have to do? Getting them there. Joking with drivers but preparing them for
what to expect. The feeling of making it happen. The satisfaction of help-
ing. The pleasure of pulling all the pieces together.

Because he has done it for so long, and because he was on ambulances
before that, Tony has a strong sense of what the job is about and how most
calls will turn out. He has a strong intuition for bogus calls. He spots them
about three quarters of the time. And he is good at dealing with drunks; he
can often get one to go home without sending out an ambulance as a taxi.
Tony knows that the callers call the shots. It is his job to respond to what
they need. But he also knows that the best way to do that is for him to take
charge. And although the callers always come first, he knows that the best
way to satisfy them in the long run is to keep the crews happy. He can hear
the older controllers telling him that the crews do most of this job and that
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all he has to do is to give them a fair chance and the job would get done.
It’s still true as far as Tony is concerned.

Some Important Themes

Like the two previous case studies, this one shows how several of the con-
cepts identified in earlier chapters are central to understanding felt experi-
ence. The comparative element of this case study allows us to see how some
concepts play more of a role in understanding some situations than others.

Sense Making and Work

This case study illustrates the importance of a rich understanding of the
meaning of work for workers. We see in action a number of different kinds
of sense making, all of which have been discussed in chapters 3-5.

@ We also had reference to the sense of there being something wrong with
a call (it just doesn’t sound right) or something difficult about a call (the
caller seems confused and anxious). We also saw—though perhaps less
directly in this case study than in the others—workers reflecting on and
recounting their experiences. An example is the good-natured teasing Fiona
sometimes gets from her ambulance crew colleagues. We can imagine them
revisiting calls and reconstructing their status. Was that one really an emer-
gency? They could easily have waited an hour or two until we had cleared
the real emergency calls. We can see classification being reshaped after the
event and feeding into future decisions about the status of calls. In the unfi-
nalizability of experience, reflecting and recounting become sense making.

Fiona’s and Tony’s experiences of ambulance control seem to embody a
tension between the extrinsic and intrinsic meaningfulness of what they do
and how they do it. In what might be a rare example, we had Tony during
a very demanding spell enjoying ambulance control for its own sake. He
can feel the clarity of communication and the creativity of coordination,
the beauty of a perfect hour of controlling (directing, coaxing, improvising)
enjoyed for its own sake. The tension between intrinsic and extrinsic mean-
ingfulness of the caller is a more common experience for Tony than for
Fiona. He likes people for their own sake, and he likes interacting with them
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and helping them (intrinsic). But he must also use them as a source of infor-
mation about the scene of the emergency (extrinsic). Both Tony and Fiona
are concerned with the members of the ambulance crew for their own sake.
In the broader context (the systems view, perhaps), they are extrinsically
meaningful as a means to the end of getting patients to hospital. However,
in terms of local relationships, although Fiona and Tony are aware of the
usefulness of the ambulance crew, they also value them as people who
should be prepared for difficult situations and treated fairly.

We also get a sense in this case study of the struggle for meaningfulness
that these controllers engage in and how the struggle and the meaningful-

ness differ from person to person. SISO
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Sensual Engagement

Because Tony takes each call from beginning to end, his sensual engage-
ment is more sustained than the other two. He hears the panic or the cer-
tainty in the caller’s voice. Of course, Jane does too, but she is not the
person talking to the ambulance crew about the call and caller. Tony’s
engagement has always been sensual. As ambulance crew, he saw the relief
and anguish in a caller’s face, he heard the anxiety in a patient wondering
if they were dying, he smelt the burning and the oil after a crash. As a con-
troller he depends on the same sensibilities, listening for a note or register
in the caller’s voice. He makes his judgments on that kind of immediate
sense of a situation.

Situated Creativity
In both ambulance-control centers, we can see situated creativity in action.
Fiona, working around the constraints of a new technology that seems to
take away some of her autonomy, creates a personal record of ambulance
movements that allows her to maintain her working relationship with the
drivers and to use her judgment in choosing which ambulance to dispatch.
There is also a more basic sense in which she exercises creativity in carrying
out her work. She is constantly reviewing and creating goals depending on
the situation that was continually changing in front of her. Keeping one
ambulance in station at station 4 could suddenly become important if there
were a run of calls for station 4 and she would have to work out alternative
ways of satisfying the needs of callers from the station 4 area until some
ambulances return to base. This would involve drawing ambulances from
other stations, perhaps even getting them to leave station and park up closer
to the boundary with station four area in anticipation of further demand.

Tony, faced with the vagaries of a large rural area, uses whatever resources
he can muster to get an ambulance to the scene of an emergency. They can
be drivers who happen to be in the center with him, local landmarks, or
even transient features such as the caller standing at a gate. His interactions
with callers can also be very creative. For example, he sometimes gives a
very anxious caller things to do at the scene even if they aren’t really nec-
essary, just to keep them active. He also calls them back when he has the
time to do so to talk them through the situation.

These examples of situated creativity are not unrelated to the process of
making work intrinsically meaningful. For example, for Tony, an intimate
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relationship with the caller and patient is central and so much of his effort
goes into getting them through the emergency as well as possible. His
engagement with the callers leads him to work for them in as creative a way
as possible in dealing with their calls. Of course this is not just a sensory
engagement. It is also emotional.

Emotional Engagement and Centers of Value

As we noted in reflecting on the first case study in chapter 6, our fore-
grounding of the emotional-volitional nature of the act highlights aspects
of the felt experience such as concern, fear, desire, and need as they emerge
through continuous engagement between self and other as two centers of
value. In the case study presented in this chapter, we see two broad sets of
relationships that constitute the work of ambulance control. Although
composed differently in the two centers, there is in both a relationship
between controllers and callers and a relationship between controllers and
drivers. While the relationship with drivers is direct and immediate in both
centers, the relationship with callers differs from center to center.

Having been a member of an ambulance crew for many years, Tony has
a strong commitment to the crews. As far as he is concerned, a major part
of his job is in supporting them to deal with emergencies. Getting the best
directions possible for them. Tony has a very strong sense of their impor-
tance in the work that they do together. So does Fiona. She has gone to the
trouble of developing an alternative personal record of ambulance move-
ments, to ensure a fair distribution of work. She values them and their trust
in her.

Although both are also concerned with looking after the caller, the emo-
tional engagement with the caller is more immediate for Tony. He hears
their voice and briefly gets to know them in a personal way. He hears their
worry and anxiety and tries to calm them down. He has the intimate
moment with them, when perhaps they are at their most vulnerable. He
tries his best for them personally, the particular person he has come to
know briefly but intimately. Jane’s contact with the caller is kind but busi-
nesslike, driven as it is by the demands of a gazetteer. And Fiona, although
she is deeply concerned to get ambulances to emergencies efficiently, never
even hears the caller’s voice.

This difference is reflected somewhat in their respective senses of answer-
ability. Fiona seems to be answerable to callers in a global way. If she
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manages her resources efficiently, they get a good service. Tony’s answer-
ability is more immediate and more particular. It comes from his personal
engagement with a person who needs his help.

Intonation

We can also see this case study as illustrating some of Bakhtin’s ideas of
intonation and utterance—something like the dialogical space mentioned
in the first case study on Internet shopping. In both centers, the con-
trollers appear to have an ever-present responsivity to ambulance crew,
even when they are not physically present. It is as if the controllers are in
dialogue with ambulance crew when dealing with callers and managers. As
we saw in the examples above, the controllers’ requests for information are
intoned with the voices of the ambulance crew. From Bakhtin'’s perspective
on the dialogicality of experience, we see an utterance as always expressed
from a point of view and that point of view as being produced by a voice
entailing register, positioning, subject’s perspective, conceptual horizon,
worldview, and values. And so it seems that controllers speak from a point
of view that includes the register, positioning, worldview, and values of
ambulance drivers and their crew. The fact that some controllers have been
members of an ambulance crew before doing their current job would go
some way toward explaining a voice that intones for the ambulance crew
also. But even where they do not have that particular shared history, they
have a history of working together in their current roles. Fiona has spent
time trying to understand the needs of ambulance crew in carrying out
their work. She has spoken to them about it. She tries to imagine what it
must be like for them.

As well as the voice of the author, the perspective, position, and world-
view of the listener is crucial to understanding how Bakhtin sees dialogical
meaning making happening. For example, the ambulance controller speak-
ing to the caller voices into a dialogical context that includes the knowl-
edge, interests and values of the caller. The register is clear, helpful, but
possibly firm and directive. After all, they must elicit the most useful infor-
mation about the location of the scene of the emergency to get the ambu-
lance to the scene as quickly as possible. Whereas the controller knows
what kind of information this is, the caller often does not. The register and
tone is quite different when in dialogue with the ambulance crew. Referring
back to our earlier discussion of the relationship between aesthetic and
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ethical experience, the controller completes the caller and the driver in dia-
logue with them and, in so doing, is answerable to them. As a consequence,
different voicings are used in response to the different voices of the other.

Conclusion

In the last three chapters we have presented concrete, particular examples
of people’s felt experience with technology. The interaction with technol-
ogy was immediate and direct in the Internet shopping case. In chapter 7,
the focus was on the experience of procedures provided for interacting with
technology. In the current chapter, technology was just one element in a
work situation, where many of the other elements seemed more important
in terms of the felt experience of work. The point of presenting each of the
three cases was to illustrate the concepts we had described and discussed in
chapters 3-5.

In the next and final chapter, we want to tie up some loose ends and to
explore some implications of our approach for HCI. Although the case stud-
ies were intended to be illustrative, they also have delivered a few new
insights and developments that we would like to relate to the position we
were in at the end of chapter 5. We would also like to take a final opportu-
nity to briefly reprise what we think is made visible by focusing on felt expe-
rience over and above what is made visible by the activity and practice
theories discussed in chapter 2. In the process of doing this we will tackle
some questions that have come up for us in writing this book about the
quality and variety of experience. Finally we will go back to where we started
and reflect on the implications of our approach for HCI design and use.






9 | Technology as Experience

Designing for the full range of human experience may well be the theme for the next
generation of discourse about software design.

—T. Winograd (1996, p. xix)

As the epigraph to chapter 1 suggests, our main aim in writing this book
was to make lived experience with technology the primary reality in prac-
tice and comment on relations between people and technology, especially
in Human-Computer Interaction and in Computer-Supported Cooperative
Work. Although HCI has its roots in laboratory subjects such as psychology
and computer science, it has in recent times been strongly influenced by
concern for experience. We can see this in two broad areas. First, the aca-
demic voices of practice and activity theorists have taken HCI out of the
laboratory and into the field, where greater attention has had to be paid to
contexts of use. Second, we see in advertising and on company web sites the
emergence of a commercial imperative to attend to user experience as com-
puters and related information and communication technologies become
categorized as consumer products. While both promote concern for the
needs of users, their activities, relationships, and contexts of use, they seem
to us to lack the kinds of sensibilities to the felt and personal that we asso-
ciate with experience. Like Geertz (1986), we think there is a danger that the
cultural analysis being developed in HCI and CSCW in the name of practice
theory, activity theory, or user experience can be used in a meaningless
manner, separate from people fearing, hoping, imagining, revolting, and
consoling. Geertz’s response to that danger—and ours—is that analyses of
relations between people and technology “must engage some sort of felt
life” if they are not “to float several feet above their human ground” (ibid.,
p- 374). Therefore, in attempting to turn consideration of technology
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toward experience, we have been keen to emphasize the felt, emotional
quality of experience.

Our contribution toward developing sensibilities to felt life with technol-
ogy has been made twice in this book. First, in chapters 3-5, we attended
to clarifying the concepts. We drew on the work of Dewey and Bakhtin to
review lived, felt experience as prosaic, open, and unfinalizable, situated in
the creativity of action and the dialogicality of meaning making, engaged
in the potential of each moment at the same time as being responsive to the
personal stories of self and others, sensual, emergent, and answerable. [l

IEEEPEEEEE Through discussion and exemplification we introduced a
set of concepts that we have found useful in our own practice and com-
ment. What our presentation of these concepts adds up to is a foundation
for an aesthetic approach to seeing technology as experience.

Our aim in chapters 3-5 was not to present a unified theory. Rather, our
aim was to demonstrate what could possibly be seen with an aesthetic-
experiential lens on technology. This lens makes visible the potential for
charm, enchantment, love, excitement, alienation, and irritation in our rela-
tions with technology. It also makes visible the quality of space-time in
which we relate with technology and the sensory and sensuous character of
the experience. Perhaps the most important aspect of experience that it
makes visible is the potential for surprise, imagination, and creativity, which
is immanent in the openness of each moment of experience. In demon-
strating the potential of an aesthetic lens, we hope we have heightened
sensibilities to the aesthetic and emotional in action and interaction.

Of course it is possible to criticize our approach in these chapters. We have
put two writers in dialogue with each other who are not often even
mentioned in the same philosophical or social-theoretical conversations.
We recognize the differences between Dewey’s and Bakhtin’s approaches to
experience. Dewey was oriented toward asserting a continuity between the
natural and the phenomenological. Bakhtin, much more radically oriented
toward the humanities and literature, prized deep exploration of the partic-
ular and the personal above the precision and generalization of the natural
sciences. Yet we see sufficient common ground between them for a mean-
ingful dialogue, and we value the differences between them as an enrich-
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ment of that dialogue. Neither Dewey nor Bakhtin had much time for sys-
tematic philosophy or theoreticism. Both were oriented toward the ordinary
everyday and, in many ways, the practical. Both have been used to review
education, politics, and to a lesser extent technology. In their attempts to
overcome the traps of dualism, both emphasized the relational or dialogical.
And to our ears both sound like advocates for imaginative, revisionary con-
ceptualization rather than representation. Another criticism would be that
we have been selective in our readings of Dewey and Bakhtin, to which we
plead guilty. We have scavenged ideas from both to advance our under-
standing of lived, felt experience, without feeling the need to deal with every
concept that they generated in their extensive, often changing, writings.

Having made our contribution conceptually in chapters 3-5, we made it
again in chapters 6-8, but this time in a more intuitive, commonsense way.
In those chapters, we tried to heighten sensibilities to the aesthetics of expe-
rience with technology by presenting case studies.

One of us told the story of his own experiences with Internet shopping.
This story illustrates the dialogical character of even the very prosaic expe-
rience of shopping. The voices of other shoppers, neighbors, Virginwines,
and his wife interpenetrate each other creating a dialogical space in which
this shopping experience takes place. In this dialogical space, we saw judg-
ments made on the basis of the shopper’s desire to please his wife. His emo-
tional responsivity to his wife’s feelings and values permeated the decisions
he made and the ways in which he made those decisions. As did his respon-
sivity to the retailer, with whom he sometimes identified, and other buyers,
with whom he seemed to feel he was sharing an experience. Finally, this
case study shows the potential of each moment and the openness of expe-
rience. While we tend to construe this openness as positive, the case study
also shows that when technology fails to meet our expectations openness
becomes an obstacle to fulfillment.

In the second case study, we recounted the story that Captain Roy told us
about his life as a commercial airline pilot. His was a story of a person con-
tinually constructing and reconstructing a self at the boundaries of many
practices. Unlike some practice theory accounts of self in community
though, Captain Roy’s story made the felt life of working at boundaries and
the moment-to-moment oughtness and ethical weight of becoming a pilot
very apparent. We saw how the job of flying planes is a highly procedural-
ized one, and how the procedures, while seeming to be the final word on
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what to do in the event of an emergency, turn out to be anything but the
final word. We saw how a multitude of value-laden voices in Captain Roy’s
experiences are instrumental in telling him what to do—the voices of the
aircraft manufacturers, his employers, the simulator trainers, the voices of
other people from other companies and other times in Captain Roy’s life.
Captain Roy’s response to this dialogue was to create his own annotated ref-
erence handbook, and then a properly word-processed version. But this in
turn brought its own dilemmas that had to be resolved. This case study not
only showed us how users design technology in use, but it also gave us a
clear view of the felt life of continually becoming an airline pilot.

In the final case study, we created a story of ambulance control from
observations and interviews we made in some ambulance-control centers.
Methodologically this case study illustrated the possibility of developing
an account of felt, lived experience from a third-person perspective.
Stylistically, it attempted to convey something of the heterogeneity of
voices involved, even though the narrator is always outside. One of the key
things it made visible is the richness of meanings of ambulance control
created by the controllers themselves. The pre-reflective sense of a situation
plays a strong part in their felt experience of ambulance control. We saw
that the intrinsic meaningfulness of their work, the choreographed
rhythms of control and the felt commitment to teamwork, gives shape to
their moments and to their days. We also saw the sense and sensibility of
continued engagement between controller and caller and the hot-blooded
creativity of constructing and re-describing goals in the height of activity.
Finally, we saw the concern that colleagues have for each other in their con-
tinuous engagement with each other as separate centers of value.

These case studies were not intended to prove or even to explain any-
thing. Rather, they were intended as concrete, particular illustrations of the
ways in which we have looked at people’s relationships with technology
with the sensibilities to lived, felt experience that we had been evoking in
the earlier chapters. Whereas chapters 3-5 were intended to appeal intel-
lectually, the case studies were intended to appeal intuitively. To use the lan-
guage of the earlier chapters, they were intended to give readers a feel for
what people’s experiences with technology looks like when we try to get at
the emotional, valuational, and dialogical character of it. By presenting
these illustrative case studies, we have demonstrated both the value of look-
ing out for the feltness of experience and the value of concrete stories of
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particular people and events as part of an approach to analyzing experience
in HCI. We have shown that these stories can take a variety of forms and
perspectives—event-driven, situational, biographical, autobiographical—
and still express a sense of the felt life or event.

Having reviewed our main contribution and how we made it, it might
be worth reflecting briefly at this stage on where this contribution has
taken us in terms of ongoing attempts to embed discussions of technology
in concern for people’s ordinary everyday activities.

From Practice Theories to Felt Experience

In terms of the way in which we structured the book, our attempts to
describe felt experience and to demonstrate its power as a lens on living
with technology came from identifying a lacuna in the turn to practice.
While we have for a number of years found this turn liberating in our own
attempts to think about human-computer interaction, we have also been
nagged by a touch of ambivalence. For our taste and interests there is some-
thing lacking in most of the approaches that have been characterized as
constituting the turn to practice in HCI.

As we stated in chapter 2, the turn to practice in HCI has made a number
of very useful contributions. It has rendered problematic a mindset that is
happy with “in principle” statements or abstract models of interaction in
which any empirical contribution is limited to laboratory experiment. In its
place, the turn to practice is committed to understanding technology
through empirical analysis of technology in use. Since the early 1990s, this
has resulted in a steady flow of field studies of people working with tech-
nologies in air traffic control centers, print shops, airports, ambulance and
train control centers, offices, hospitals, medical centers, banks, and homes.
Many of these studies have enriched our understanding of the nuances of
the coordination of work activities, social practices of accountability, and sit-
uated construction and use of resources. As a consequence, they have influ-
enced design deliberation in these and related work settings. However—and
here is the core of what we see as missing in these approaches—few of them
have given us any sense of how individuals in any of these settings feel about
their work and their colleagues, what their emotional response is to the sit-
uations in which they find themselves, and what the emotional and ethical
weight of a moment or event in these settings is like. Moreover, despite the
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presence of a discourse on reflexivity in related social theory, many con-
tributions from practice and activity theorists have a strong sense of the
third person about them. It is into these gaps that we wanted to press our
particular contribution and in doing so we have found ourselves clarifying
our relationship with some of the social-practice contributions to HCI and
CSCw.

Throughout the book we have emphasized what we now think of as the
openness of our experiences with technology: for example, the engagement
and unfinalizability of experience that we discussed in chapters 3-5, the fun
and frustration of Internet shopping, and the committed creativity of pilot-
ing and ambulance control that we described in chapters 6-8. We have
invested “technology as experience” with the weight of becoming in con-
trast to “the unbearable lightness of being” visited on the disengaged. This
weight is emotional, valuational, and intellectual, and points to the aes-
thetic quality of experience too often underplayed in sociologically inspired
accounts of experience. As such the weight of becoming is not a burden, it
is not a weight that holds us back; rather, it is the weight of responsive relat-
ing that underpins the dialogical imagination. And this is where we locate
the playfulness of experience. It is in the simultaneously aesthetic and eth-
ical consummation of an other as a center of value separate from ourselves
that we play with our own selves, making dialogical moments complex,
deep, and open.

Phil Agre, in Computation and Human Experience (1997a), presents an analy-
sis of practices of theorizing and conceptualizing in which he demonstrates
how the metaphors we use when conceptualizing bring some phenomena to
the center and put others at the margins. We see our own work as putting
the playfulness, openness, and emotionality of experience at the center of
our concerns. In doing so we identify with the sociologist Ian Craib (1998)
when he wonders why, in contemporary social theory, it seems so hard to
construe people as both social and individual, or (to use another metaphor)
as having both an external and an internal life. Some social theorists seem
to avoid the complexity and openness of a view of humanity as living on
boundaries rather than being determined by one side or the other.

It may be that we are at our most imaginative, and definitely dialogical,
when we live on boundaries. Referring back to Agre’s treatment of meta-
phor above, one might say that centering the social and marginalizing the
individual or vice versa is a very useful way of reducing complexity and
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openness. However, if we want to reflect on what it is like to live on bound-
aries, negotiating between the social and the individual, these simplifica-
tions may not be available, and we may have to place dialogue at the center
or even avoid the hierarchical modes of thinking—scientific and philo-
sophical for example—that make centering and marginalizing inevitable.
One of Bakhtin’s insights was that literary or prosaic thinking could enter-
tain many aspects and dimensions of experience simultaneously. We noted
earlier, in chapters 3 and 4, Bakhtin’s commitment to the novel as a way
of seeing. Particularly, we drew attention to his treatment of the novel of
emergence as a way of seeing the fullness of time, which is hidden in many
other ways of seeing. The novel of emergence makes visible people living
into the future, always becoming, characterized by potential, creativity,
freedom, and initiative. It provides a useful model of people making sense
of their experience in terms of a life partly lived and partly yet to be lived.
This is the kind of sense making that we see in people’s interactions with
technology.

Richer models for human-computer interaction are required if we are to
take account of experience and people making sense of it. Perhaps Bakhtin's
treatment of the novel and Dewey’s treatment of art as models of aesthetic
experience suggest that it is time for the development of a strong literary or
art-related approach to HCI and CSCW. This would enable us to review the
humanity for which we design, evaluate, and polemicize as simultaneously
social and individual, as having rich external and internal life, and as
always becoming.

Some social-theoretical approaches may also be of value in reframing HCI
and CSCW. One of the main aims of these approaches is to understand
becoming, yet they have largely been ignored in the study of relationships
between people and technology. One such approach has been developed by
Valerie Walkerdine and is based largely on a reading of Foucault. In a cri-
tique of Jean Lave’s approach to cognition in practice, Walkerdine (1997)
argues that Lave’s formulation of practices as activities and people acting in
a setting, specified by a dialectical relationship, carries the danger that nei-
ther person nor setting is adequately theorized. Instead of viewing situated
cognition as people thinking in different contexts—a conceptualization in
which she still finds the dualism that practice theories claim to overcome—
she views it as subjects or persons produced differently in different practices.
She argues that the production of the person within practices is lacking in
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Lave’s largely cognitivist account. The alternative she offers is a fusion of the
material and discursive that looks closely at how signification within prac-
tices can be presented as relating to dimensions that are largely ignored in
Lave, such as desire, longing, need, uncertainty, and confusion.

It might be interesting to consider for a minute why HCI and CSCW
latched on to the anthropological cognitivism of Lave, the external con-
sciousness of activity theory, and the observable technology of interaction
and accountability highlighted by ethnomethodology, and still largely
ignored those social theorists concerned with the production of the subject
or person. Could it be that, social theoretic insertions and the rejection of
information processing notwithstanding, HCI and CSCW still hankers after
a rationalism that would be challenged by a turn to the person and then

unavoidably to desire, value, and emotion? NSRS
ticularly the emotional-volitional character of the person that we recognize
in desire, longing, and joy—central, would radically challenge the rational-
ist assumptions of studies of people and technology in ways that HCI and
S EEEEeEEl VWhile we have not taken the Foucault-

Walkerdine line in this book, we have tried to use Dewey and Bakhtin to
bring the emotional, sensual, and valuational aspects of experience to the
fore in ways that do not require a rejection of the intellectual. In this regard,
Dewey has been a bridge for us from the practice theorists to felt experience
and Bakhtin has suggested an altogether more literary approach that plays
around with the variety of experiences that people engage in.

The Varieties of Experience

Shifting the focus of conceptualizing human-computer interaction from
the representation of observable technologies of accountability, contextu-
alized cognition, and external consciousness to the emotional-volitional
play of observable and unobservable, cognition and emotion, internal
and external puts the weight of each particular moment at the center and
brings into focus the variety of experiences that people engage in. Shifting
focus from one pre-constituted structure or another—mind or society—to
the interplay that constitutes both enables us to see participation as well as
non-participation, multiple identificatory possibilities, lags in participation,
and conflictual moments of identification. In bringing the language of
identity and difference to sociocultural analysis, authors such as Hodges,
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Walkerdine, and Hicks highlight the possibility for agonized compromise,
discomfort, joy, or ambivalence in becoming a member of any community.
They point to the weight of the moment, the texture of the character, and
the variety of experience that, in our analysis, Bakhtin also points to. For
example, responsivity to an other as a separate center of value suggests an
emotionally intoned sense of trust and commitment that we don’t really see
in Winograd and Flores’s (1986) formal analysis of commitment. Bakhtin
points us toward the variety of feelings that constitute any particular inter-
personal commitment so that we orient toward the variety of commitments
in our case studies rather than assuming that a formal description of com-
mitment covers them all. The commitment of Captain Roy to safe flying,
trainee pilots, and his peers. The commitment of ambulance controllers to
drivers and callers in different ambulance-control centers. The commitment
of a retailer to a purchaser. They all feel different and, in considering rela-
tions between people and technology, should be prized for the variety of
experiences they point toward.

Bakhtin’s unfinalizability and multi-voicedness and Dewey’s attention to
the pragmatics of change in experience suggests an experiential approach to
self and identity that foregrounds, variety, change, ambivalence, and com-
plexity. When Samuel Beckett’s character Winnie asks “How is it that I have
always been who I am yet no longer am who I was?” we sense a play
between history and fiction, narrative and autobiography, the given and
created that makes identity and self playful and played with. Instead of
thinking of identity and self as given or conferred by a social context, we
can think of them as participating in the variety of experience. Sherry
Turkle has already commented extensively on the participation of self in
felt life with contemporary technologies, where the computer, the Internet,
a cyber-pet, or a computer game becomes a tool that facilitates playing
around with our sense of self.

Putting self and identity into play in this way is at the heart of openness,
unfinalizability, and the variety of experience.

For some people,
a particular work routine can be experienced as alienating, for others it can
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be experienced as stimulating. Focusing on the routine itself misses out on
the variety of feelings toward the routine and ways of dealing with it. If we
sacrifice the uncertainties, the anxieties, the clarity, and the insight that we
experience when dealing with the routines of life to a synthesis at the level
of social practices, we close off our conceptualizing to variety, change, and
complexity.

In practice, when those of us who are interested in commenting on rela-
tionships between people and technology close off to the variety of expe-
rience, we miss out on the fun, wonder, magic, and enchantments of
technology. HCI has begun to realize this lack in recent years as we can see
from the emergence of books and papers on affective technologies (Jordan
2000; Blythe et al. 2003). In one such collection, we have written impres-
sionistically about the enchantments of technology, the sense of being
caught up and carried away by a particular artifact or design, and the sense
of possibility in every thing (McCarthy and Wright 2003). Reflexively, it
seems to us that enchantment is one of the experiences missing from
many analyses of people’s relationships with technology, not just the
enchantment of the person whose experience is described, but also
the enchantment of the analyst or commentator. Many of us have lost the
sense of the magic of technology that attracted us to this area of study in
the first place. The sense of wonder at what an ordinary computer could
do and how it did it. The sense of the magic of contacting people over
distances and time zones using email. The sense of awe and anxiety at the
precision of an industrial robot arm. The early sense of disbelief at the idea
of shopping online that has quickly turned to routine. Our participation in
academic and professional communities that have already determined
what every thing is—for example, curricula and textbooks that define
‘computer’, or ‘society’, or ‘self’ such that our curiosity is lessened—dimin-
ishes our enchantment with technology. The experience of enchantment
requires that we approach our subject open to the possibility of every thing
becoming and to our own authorship of the thingness of things—com-
puters, communities, and selves—in dialogical relationship with them. It
requires a dialogical imagination that Bakhtin has described for us. For
him, the world is an open place full of potentiality, freedom, newness, and
surprise. In this world, the potential for enchantment rooted in the expe-
rience of novelty is everywhere. We conclude our work by imagining what
such a perspective means for design.
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Dialogicality and Design

In a pragmatically oriented work such as this, it feels right to try to draw the
discussion to a close with one final reflection on the potential usefulness of
the position we have been developing for design. In many of the foregoing
chapters, we have attended to aspects of how our approach could be used
to enrich experience. For example, in chapters 4 and 5, where we described
the threads of experience and processes of making sense in and of experi-
ence, our orientation was toward using these ideas to review experiences
such as going to a film and creating stories in POGO World. This reviewing
can be understood in terms of richly seeing a context of use and evaluating
people’s experience with technology in an open world full of potentiality
and surprise. The case studies in chapters 6-8 can be read as exemplifying
this rich seeing in practice as they evoke the historicity and emergence of
the prosaic experiences of shopping, piloting, and controlling ambulances.
In each case, the context being described and the work system being evalu-
ated is always becoming in the felt and lived experience of the particular
people involved. Even if Captain Roy is an atypical character, that is beside
the point. In a revisionary view of design, it is seeing his particular experi-
ence that opens up a new space of possibilities for design.

Openness to potential is a mark of exciting design. But we are not pro-
fessional designers and we sometimes feel a bit out of our element when
writing and talking about design. It feels like something special to us, some-
thing outside of our experience that depends on knowledge and skills to
which we have limited access. It feels like something that requires distance
and circumspection when we talk about it. In that respect, it feels a bit like
art, to be admired from a distance. Of course, that is where we started our
dialogue with Dewey. As we have already noted, Dewey’s Art as Experience is
a sustained attempt to restore the continuity between aesthetic and prosaic
experience, which had been fractured by the reification of art into unap-
proachable art objects housed in museums.

S S NOISRE v cn though we are not

all professional designers, we all experience design and designing in our
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daily lives as we make something of the always becoming world in which
we live. We customize computer applications, create designed spaces in our
houses, and personalize some of our possessions. And, as we have already
seen in chapters 6-8, Captain Roy, the ambulance controllers, and the
Virginwines shopper complete the designs with which they are presented.
Restoring the continuity between professional and prosaic design, puts us
in a similar position to Dewey when he challenged the establishment of art.
It enables us to challenge the establishment of design.

S Dcsign as something like the dialogical charac-

terization of activity evoked in the analogy with children at play deployed
earlier in the book, where means and ends are simultaneously created and
problem situations are re-described. This is the kind of approach to design
we see in a number of the chapters in an edited collection on user enjoy-
ment (Blythe et al. 2003). For example, Andersen, Jacobs, and Polazzi (2003)
explore the sense of privation felt by people who are emotionally close yet
geographically distant through the use of enchanting games that focus on
the felt life of living apart. This provides them with a way of entering into
dialogue with participants about the possibilities for emotional and sensual
engagement over distance mediated by technology. In another chapter,
Sengers (2003) describes an interactive installation, called the Influencing
Machine, that was designed to allow people to play with the idea of
machines having emotions. When people enter the Influencing Machine,
they see images of children’s drawings and hear a soundscape designed to
evoke a sensual and emotional response. In the middle of the room is a
mailbox, through which they can post cards or art reproductions from a set
supplied with the installation. When something is posted, the mood of the
images and soundscape changes. The idea is that people can think about
what a card means to them emotionally and then post it to see what it
means to the machine. People have been observed interacting with the
machine for 20 minutes and debating with each other how a computer can
be said to have emotion. Interacting with the Influencing Machine can be
seen as quite dialogical as users explore their own ideas and feelings by
comparing them with other users and with the emotions of a machine.
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These two examples show how designers can put fairly straightforward arti-
facts into play in a way that also brings people’s experience to the fore, and
that challenges the reification of design.

One way to cut against the reification of design is to question the assump-
tions on which this reification is built. So, for example, instead of accepting
the idea that design is a predominantly scientific or mathematical practice,
we can try to imagine a strong literary or art-related approach to design. This
can take the form of the appropriation of literary techniques by designers
such as Dix (2003), who, in another chapter from the Blythe et al. collec-
tion, draws on deconstruction to reflect on how to design for experience. He
shows how a piece of poetry can be analyzed in terms of resonances,
dissonances, and paradoxes at a number of levels, and then applies the tech-
nique to deconstructing the experience of pulling a Christmas Cracker, with
a view to designing a “virtual cracker” web site that orients toward the
reconstructed cracker experience. Other more radical literary approaches
offer a way of seeing potential and becoming in ordinary experience with
technology, by focusing on the weighty particularity of felt moments full of
possibility, fear, desire, and hope. This brings particular experiences and
characters into play. We can see this approach being developed in methods
such as Nielsen’s (2002) character-based scenarios, which aim to provide a
sense of a thinking feeling individual; Orr’s (1996) stories of the successes
and frustrations of photocopier technicians; and the accounts of people’s
own stories of their lives with technology given by Blythe et al. (2002).

The visual arts have also been recruited to produce new ways of seeing
design. For example, Dunne (1999, p. 12) brings art sensibilities to bear on
electronic product design when he comments that, although “industrial
design is not art,” “design research in the aesthetic and cultural realm
should draw attention to the ways products limit our experiences.” In fol-
lowing this critical agenda, Dunne uses the design of conceptual electronic
products to provoke reflection on the designed environment we inhabit.
Cultural probes also come out of an art and design tradition (Gaver, Dunne,
and Pacenti 1999). This is a technique that asks people to use materials such
as postcards, photographs, and a diary to describe the detailed texture of
their lives, more specifically their beliefs, feelings, and values. In one proj-
ect, cultural probes were used to involve elderly people living in purpose
built accommodation to participate in designing technology for their own
public spaces.
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Literary and art-related approaches resonate with the kind of dialogical
worldview that Bakhtin identified in the novel of emergence where charac-
ters change with their experience and where the world, in the fullness of its
time and place, is changed by experience. These dialogical approaches treat
each person interacting with technology as a source of creative potential,
who comes to the interaction with a rich history of experience that engages
with the technology in a dialogue about what the technology is and could
be and what the person is and could be. If we reflect, for a minute, on
Kuutti’s (2001) characterization of the history of “the user” in HCI, which
we outlined in chapter 1, we see that a dialogical approach to design
requires a richer conceptualization of the user than any of those he
described. Kuutti suggested that the user who started out as a cog in a
machine, became a source of error, a social actor, and is now a consumer.
Well, the user that we encounter in dialogical approaches to design may be
all of these and much more. The users in the case studies in chapters 6-8
(the Internet shopper, Captain Roy, the ambulance controllers) can be com-
pliant, social, and even at times mechanistic. But these users are also
actively making sense of the situations they encounter, resisting some of
their ramifications and accepting others, radically reshaping their experi-
ences with technologies, chasing their own desires in the face of sometimes
unhelpful technologies, making something of what they are given and
making sense of themselves in the process. As well as being cogs, social
actors, and consumers, these users are authors, characters, protagonists, and
co-producers (Dunne 1999). These qualities of personhood are redolent of
those highlighted in Bakhtin and Dewey’s conceptualizations of aesthetic
experience and must be accommodated in design for experience.

When we think of design as dialogical, concerned with the ways in which
people interacting with technologies consummate themselves in the tech-
nologies and the technology in themselves, we point to the openness and
unfinalizability of a world that, though already half-designed, is always
becoming. This is a complex, changing world, marked by ambiguity. In
such a world, design is always for potential, for what is already becoming.
It is an act of reframing experience in a way that points beyond the refram-
ing. This involves the designer giving to the user a surplus, which allows
them to play into their potential. It does not involve giving them a poorly
designed artifact, like some of those described in our case studies in chap-
ters 6-8. Poorly designed technology takes the user away from what might
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be, to a constant struggle with the limitations of the technology as broken
object. Design for aesthetic experience is concerned with zestful integra-
tion, not fitful disintegration.

Bakhtin argued that there can be no final word, and this book will not be
the final word on technology as experience. Rather, we see it as an utterance
in a dialogical space that is emerging around HCI. Dourish (2001),
Shneiderman (2002), Norman (2004), and Blythe et al. (2003) are voices in
this space redefining how we think about users, context, technology, and
experience. We hope that the texture and register of our voice in this dia-
logue is edgy and open, like a provocative comment or question. It remains
to be seen what will emerge.


段静璐
类比萨克斯或饭菜还挺有意思，确实比较少有这种日常性和技术性相互交织的经验研究。
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