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1. Introduction 

“Margareta, 56 years old, and Peter, 24 years old, both work in the 
same office. They are both employed as coordinators and both have  
a degree in economics, focusing on the administration of  the day-
to-day economics of the SME/small or medium sized enterprise  
employing them . Margareta lives outside the city, is married and 
has two grown up children. Peter is single and lives in an apart-
ment downtown. At the monthly meeting the head of the office 
informs them that he think it is time, and financially suitable, to 
invest in a new administrative tool, the xxx-system. He has already 
been in contact with a number of system consultants and has cho-
sen one of them to perform the change. However he, and the sys-
tem consultants, would like  one  the of the eight employees of this 
department to work together with the system supplier to adjust the 
system to the identified requirements necessary to achieve  the best 
result. Peter instantly starts talking about what he thinks are the 
best solutions and what is required to perform their work in a more 
productive manner. The head of the office listens with interest, 
nods his head several times and thereafter tells Peter that he would 
be a valuable asset and asks him if he could join the group and  
work as the group representative. Peter accepts willingly and 
thereafter returns to his desk and starts writing down a list of 
things he has thought of that could be improved.  

When it is time to meet the system suppliers Peter conscientiously 
asks his co-workers if there are any additions  to his list. Almost all 
of them said that they had not had enough  time for consideration 
(and some also admitted that they lacked the interest), but one 
stated  that she had felt that the  intranet could be improved if it 
was possible for her to present the flexible working schedule in 
such a way that everyone could  make viewable alternations which 
would offer a better overview. Peter brought his list (with the addi-
tional request) to the meeting and presented his ideas. Peter then 
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worked together with the system suppliers for several months, 
assisting  them within the company and supplying them required 
information.  During this time he finds himself developing quite an 
interest in computer matters, actually finding it fun and challeng-
ing to be a part of the process involved in creating a better system. 
He is even asked to function as an assistant during the training 
programme period where the system is introduced to the others.  

Then one day when the new system is in use and the employees  
have got a new tool to work with. Margareta has gone to work 
somewhat nervously the same morning as she has never felt totally 
comfortable around computers, or, for that matter, any other types 
of technology. Her plan is to be very careful and take her time so 
that she fully understands everything she is doing, to avoid  her 
actions harming the system in any way (she remembers in detail 
one of her first encounters with a computer in the early eighties, 
when she was told that is was very easy and nothing to be worried 
about, but she then turned  the computer off incorrectly and 
harmed several program files). Peter circulates and answers the 
questions that turn up during the day but he gets a little bit irri-
tated at Margareta since she asks very many questions in compari-
son to the others.” 

This story is  in no way surprising.  We have almost all  met both 
Peters and Margaretas and can make associations to similar situa-
tions in real life. We could possibly  even present supplementary 
details to their characters. Such as details concerning their homes, 
what kind of clothes they  wear and their behaviour if they re-
ceived a VCR or a stereo with many different functions. We might 
even come to the conclusion that they are two totally opposite 
types of (information) technology users [in the following text refer-
ence will sometimes be made to the more specific ‘information 
technology use’ and the more general ‘technology use’ and the 
reason for that will be discussed and clarified in chapter 5] . The 
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“Peter” with a great deal of courage and curiosity  throws himself 
into usage and the “Margareta”  hesitates and retreats. 

 We could either accept the fact that they are simply different and 
treat them in a slightly   different manner when meeting them and 
from this non analytical standpoint, and subsequent natural un-
awareness, generally embrace the “Peter” and exclude the “Marga-
reta” (such as the head of the office did) since an active and friendly 
technological behaviour is almost the norm in our society. If  such 
an approach is chosen, all possibilities to fully understand their 
different relationships to technology are lost, since the “why?” 
question was not asked. Additionally and, maybe even more trou-
blesome, is that we then tend to reconstruct and confirm old struc-
tures instead of challenging them.

Or, we could choose a diametrically opposite approach, and dig a 
little bit deeper and make it our articulated and defined goal to ask 
ourselves why their, and our, (information) technology use differs 
so much and make it our objective to make sure that the positive 
sides of the information technological development will be enjoyed 
by as many as possible.  With such an approach we question old 
structures, create possibilities for understanding, and work within a 
more just and democratic tradition to create tools and instruments 
for those requiring  them in order to upgrade their prerequisites 
and to enjoy the advantages of the information technological de-
velopment.  

Leaving the macro perspective  

One way to answer the question concerning the differences about 
information technology use and the possible effects on our enjoy-
ment of the positive sides (or burden of the negative sides) of this  
development is to delve more  deeply into classical sociological 
variables such as  belonging to different age groups, living in differ-
ent geographical regions, representing different genders or belong-
ing to different socioeconomic groups, which has been and still is 
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the focus of many studies. We could analyse and find statistical 
support for making a correlation between, for example, age and use 
of Internet banking services and thus argue that the digital divide 
between different groups in our society is problematical and might 
have an effect on democracy since it is known and acknowledged 
through studies on the digital divide (see among others van Dijk & 
Hacker 2003) that differences exist regarding  usage in information 
technological environments. And these differences are often (see 
for example Robinson et al. 2003) linked to such a macro-
perspective1: that they are due to social structures (as for example 
economical prerequisites and societal power relations).  

By making these connections and exploring their relationship we 
could discover much about the impact these factors have on the 
user’s actions and acceptance concerning information technology 
and such a perspective proves to be  very illuminating when inves-
tigating different forms of injustices in relation to information 
technology use. It is also effective to produce the necessary founda-
tions to further political discussions and resolutions (see for exam-
ple Feenberg 1999, Beck 1992, Webster 2003 among others).   

But, the answers to negative (or non-existing) effects of informa-
tion technology usage and the possible means involved in acting on 
the results of such answers are never the less connected to actions 
on a macro level. However, changes at the macro level are (from 

                                                          

1 Marx, Weber and maybe mostly Durkheim contributed in different ways 
to macro-theoretical dwellings and their contributions have been devel-
oped ever since. The core of this perspective could be said to be that “the 
whole is more than the sum of the parts” i.e. that societal phenomenon can 
be studied almost without connection to individual actions and that they 
hold qualities of their own. However, as with almost every theoretical 
perspective it is seldom used as totally true to the letter and often acknowl-
edge individual actions too some degree but chooses to focus on macro-
theoretical explanations to societal phenomenon.  
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mostly democratic and bureaucratic reasons ) slow and hard-going 
since (a) they are too often treated as fixed facts which require  
enormous  efforts to alter and as such, often tend to be repressed 
since the time between the starting signal and the implementation 
and result is too long and (b) the possibilities to investigate  and 
question these so called facts (i.e. challenging old structures) are 
not given sufficient weight.  

But, the effect is instant and personal for the specific individual. 
They are often treated due to the characteristics they hold today
(for example that older people tend to be non frequent information 
technology users2), even though these characteristics could be said 
to be the result of their holders’ societal contexts.  

 The argument, in this case, is that the macro-level tends to be 
rather non dynamic with regards  to the possibility to change these 
fixed positions. Macro sociological studies offer us necessary and 
vital information but they do not contain the whole truth and  do 
have their limitations. The Margaretas will probably not be much 
happier or feel helped (even if they might feel comforted and more 
hopeful) in the knowledge that there is a proposed legislation to 
work against indifference often encountered in gender or age con-
cerning information technology use (which might be in work in 
the very best case in two or three years from now) when they are 
facing an acute situation in their office or at home trying and trying 
but never succeeding in making information technology compre-
hensible. They need arguments and instruments they could use 
today. If we emphasise the structure we gain an insight into the 
structural conditions but  miss the actor and his or her possibilities 
to change his or her situation.  

                                                          

2 Sveriges Statistiska Databaser 
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Leaving the micro perspective  

Another way of analysing the situation is quite the opposite, to look 
inside the holder of the characteristics i.e. to analyse his or her 
psychological prerequisites. Studies whose basis is from such a 
viewpoint might for example use psychological theories such as 
behavioural or cognitive psychology in for example areas such as 
human-computer-interaction (HCI) and usability. In this area 
many methods and strategies are developed to create better oppor-
tunities to take these psychological prerequisites into consideration 
and of course, in a number of cases, such an ambition leads to more 
attractive products (see for example Nielsen 1993, Dumas & Redish 
1999 and the ISO 9241 standard). 

This perspective could be just as rewarding as the macro perspec-
tive but in a totally different way, as it also handles already “exist-
ing characteristics” (Margaretas and Peters) but tries to adjust and 
make the information technology flexible to meet their needs (see 
for example the design method of personas [Cooper A 1999]), 
which deliberately uses these characteristics and makes their de-
signs true to them) . It does not so much question how these “char-
acteristics” occur  or how to avoid  situations where people are 
routinely treated (or treating others) as e.g.  “an elderly non-
technology interested woman”. The micro perspective, however, 
has a different agenda, and  its advantages lie in the distinction, 
selection and demarcation of its own objective. However, as  re-
warding as this  might be, it too ignores several  important aspects.  

If the macro perspective could be said to be somewhat slow and be 
accused of treating human beings as “units” holding certain charac-
teristics where the only way of making positive changes is to be 
found in societal (and often very resource demanding) alterations, 
the micro perspective could be seen as quicker and more flexible 
where the way to make positive changes is to adjust information 
technology to the characteristics the user might hold, however  it 
does  tend to be reconstructive.  
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The argument here, that what is missing is something in between, 
is a link between the macro- and the micro perspective, a possible 
way to view the user as both a societal and individual being, and at 
the same time challenge old structures. This does not imply that it 
is a golden middle road that could solve both sets of questions  from 
each perspective as  that is best done by using each perspective. It 
rather stresses that the social psychological perspective, could iden-
tify and illustrate another area of knowledge.  

Leaving the work organisational reference: 
the user’s changed affiliation 

Something else that needs to be commented on, and to some extent 
shows the increasing complexity in this research area, is the conno-
tation the usage of the word “user” implies today (information 
technology user that is). This is of foremost importance since the 
point of reference when talking about the “user” may or may not 
have  implications regarding  the scope of questions we are trying 
to cover.

When discussing  the “user”, the  focus has, for many years, been 
on the organisational individual, i.e. the identity we have inside an 
organisation. Also, the theoretical basis of studies in this area is 
often connected to the work/occupational/organisational parts of 
psychology, sociology and economy.  

But today, it could be argued, the work-place-oriented definition of 
an organisational individual3 is somewhat narrow since we are 
supposed to use information technology/systems  not only in work 

                                                          

3 I.e. with reference to the work organisation not other forms of organisa-
tional activity (for an interesting discussion about the relation between 
human beings and the activity of constant organising see Göran Ahrne 
2001).
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related organisations, but in many other situations as well. The 
most frequent example of this (at least in Sweden) is the discussions 
about the 24 hour government or e-government, where “the user”  
could be equated to “the citizen”. In the light of  such changes, a 
more general usage identity is created which is not specifically 
connected to a work-place or professional organisation in the same 
way as it used to be.  

This change in information technology/system use requires a rather 
problematic focus shift in the user concept, from the organisational 
individual to the individual as the whole, which in its turn, creates 
a somewhat perplexing point of departure. Trying to grasp a whole 
is almost always trying to grasp too much.  

Where the organisational individual is taken as a point of reference, 
several demarcations need to be addressed. The goals of the organi-
sation provide the interesting and important topics that should be 
taken into consideration. These include  incitements for and theo-
ries about the motivation to perform a work task. For example, our 
driving forces to perform work related tasks might be similar to our 
driving forces to perform other activities (such as managing the 
application and conferment of ones study loan) but they could also 
significantly differ. This might also include assumptions about a 
group of individuals involved in designing an electronic groupware 
to support knowledge sharing for users working in a professional 
learning environment (where we could assume that the group are 
quite used to complex  pictures and analysis).   

This is, however, important to try to reconstruct when losing this 
obvious point of reference, i.e. find perspectives and view points to 
uphold  even though the definition is more general and the user’s 
affiliation  more difficult to pin down. Consequently, knowledge 
about the connection between what is broadly human and our 
relation to technology as not merely a work organisational related 
phenomenon becomes important to investigate.  
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Of course  scientific disciplines investigating  broadly human topics 
(such as for example psychology and sociology) do exist but they 
are, in this respect, somewhat under-represented. This must not, 
however, be misinterpreted as a statement that social theories are 
not present in IS research today, on the contrary, there is a great 
deal of evidence to support its presence (see for example Holm-
ström & Truex 2003). But theories focusing on social psychological 
types of explanations (where one example is Stanley, L. D. 2003 
even though she uses the term ‘psycho social factors’) are less fre-
quently used to illustrate or explain our actions in relation to in-
formation technology /information systems. This is interesting, 
since it could serve as a bridge between the more abstract and in 
some cases, ethically coloured technological philosophy and sociol-
ogy (the macro perspective), and the more concrete knowledge 
about the design/construction/production of information technol-
ogy/information systems (the micro-perspective).  

What is viewed as good or bad technology is more seldom con-
nected to the more complicated questions such as for example “- 
good for whom?”, instead the objectives are more practical and in 
the end connected to the goals of the organisation (which often, for 
natural reasons, are productivity and economical profit). Of course 
there are no inherent antagonism between good technological solu-
tions, which increase productivity and good technological solu-
tions, which support social values. But, the goal we set up affects 
the way  used to achieve the goal. If we want to create information 
technology/information systems with a broadened goal orientation 
we need to be aware of some alternative objectives.  

The aim of this thesis 
The aim of this thesis is to present a complementary way to those  
mentioned above with regards to  the “Margaretas and Peters”, i.e. 
our different relations with technology, and as a consequence, the 
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options available for enjoying the advantages or suffering the dis-
advantages of the information technology development.  

What is desired is the  tools and instruments 
being available for  creating  opportunities 
for as many as possible to in an enlightened 
and equal way make their own choices regarding 
information technology use.  

What will be argued for is a relationistic perspective with regards 
to technology,  focusing on the relation and highlights relationistic 
type of explanations such as positions (dominance-subordinance), 
power, value and contextuality. Furthermore, to deal with the pos-
sibilities the relationistic perspective holds in order to discover 
some of the tools and instruments necessary to create change for 
those require it. 

More specifically the thesis will investigate the concept “subject 
positions” used by Andrew Feenberg in Questioning technology 
(1999 preface: xx) by using the “relationistic perspective” put for-
ward by Joachim Israel (1999) in Handling och samspel. Through 
such a combination, it will discuss consequences, prerequisites and 
possibilities of our relationship with  information  technology. Thus 
the thesis is an argumentation for the use of relationistic explana-
tions with regards to  subject positions and it will try to show the 
theoretical links, the logics and correlations.  But it will  also show 
its possible practical and dynamic implications.  

The underlying reason for putting forward a relationistic perspec-
tive/approach is to partly address the complexity of our relation 
with technology which is best described by referring to Jacques 
Ellul (1968) who as early as  the 1960’s wrote “The technological 
society” where Ellul could be said to be presenting an equation 
concerning modernity, rationality and technology. Throughout 
“The technological society” Ellul argues for the need of awareness 
since he considers it to be our only saviour from total technological 
determinism. As long as we are unaware of the fact that we posi-
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tion ourselves in a subordinate manner to technological develop-
ment we are slaves to its development strategies.  Our subordinacy 
is an effect of the fact that (at least in the western part of our 
world) we place rationality on an equal footing with modernity and 
also even view rationality as a prerequisite for further modernisa-
tion. This, connected to our view of technology as the crown jewel 
of rationality, leaves us with a situation where we seldom criticise 
or question its development. Accordingly, as long as this is the 
existing equation we could experience technology as deterministic, 
but that is not a necessity.  

The alternative perspective that will be presented in this thesis will 
discuss parts of the consequences of such a relation with technol-
ogy and also suggest a possible method to create better conditions 
for awareness and finally, another relation. In opposition to many 
macro theories it takes into consideration that there might be pos-
sibilities to change some of our prerequisites besides changing the 
structure of the whole society (it should thus be noted that it is not 
to be seen as an alternative, social structures need to be changed in 
parallel). Similarly, as opposed  to several micro theories, it tries to 
find answers not only inside the subject but also between subjects4

(i.e. to investigate our inter-subjectivity) and between subjects and 
objects.  

The relationistic and inter-subjective focus is closely linked to what    
Hirschheim & Klein (2003) labels the therapeutic purpose or the 
communicative function of IS. Which attempts to “contribute to 
the achievement of mutual understandings or at least compromises 
between different agents through negotiated arrangements…other 
agents are not treated as inanimate objects of opponents, but as 
fellow human beings and partners” (2003:242-243). In addition, 
Hirschheim & Klein suggest that an important focus is that “all IS 
researchers need a better understanding of their clients’ ‘lifeworld’ 
                                                          

4 Such as user/citizen,  producer/developer, decision-maker/politician etc. 
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and existential concerns” (ibid. pp. 243). Hence the title of the the-
sis, techno therapy:

And techno therapy not only for the IS re-
searchers but for the change agents at the po-
litical level and perhaps most importantly, for 
the users themselves so that they will be able 
to formulate, communicate and mediate their 
needs and wishes.  

It should thus be noted that it is not an empirical contribution, 
which could be expected to shed some light on facts about different 
relations and information technology/IS usage, it is rather a theo-
retical argumentation, which aims to  present an alternative per-
spective/approach, which could complement and support such 
empirical investigations.  

But this theoretical quest never the less rests on a very practical 
expectation: to contribute to the development of a better relation 
between information technology and its users so that the advan-
tages of information technology will be more equally distributed. 
As Joachim Israel states “there is nothing as practical as a good the-
ory” (1999:14) and as the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze once 
claimed; we should be ready to abandon the abstraction to the 
benefit of the concrete and the specific, we should not seek the 
concepts abstract and general applicability but instead confront 
every specific concept with the concrete reality the concepts is 
derived from (in Entretien sur Mille Plateaux 1989).  The hope of 
making such a theoretical contribution is definitely born from the  
view that  information technology is something that could be much 
more rewarding to us as users than it is at present.  

As a thesis it is of course written as a contribution to the theoretical 
discussion in this subject, which mostly takes place among academ-
ics and other professionals, but most importantly it is thought to 
create some courage among common users to place higher demands 
on any subsequent  information technological developments. 
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Theoretical and normative stand-
points and implications
The underlying reason for this thesis  putting forward a relationis-
tic perspective/approach, needs to be further  clarified in order to  
explore the point of departure. Particularly in research within the 
technological sphere (since it so often has direct implications on 
our social life through its ubiquity), it is important to ask ourselves 
the question as to why we are doing this and what we hope to ac-
complish. Not because some reasons and hopes have  less worth 
than others but simply because different reasons have different 
implications and there are indeed several different reasons for pur-
suing research in this area. 

One  example might be , whether the research results should aim at 
solving/illuminating technical, economical or social ques-
tions/phenomena since the reasons for pursuing research will have 
an impact on the kind of research products it will produce. For 
example, if (a) the focus is on solving technical questions the prob-
lems that you, as a researcher, would try to solve might not  be 
primarily guided by human needs but might begin with the forma-
tion and possibilities of technology. Your fascination lies in pushing 
as far as allowed by the technology. This  is what interests you and 
drives you  further. Or if, (b) the focus is on solving economical 
questions such as creating a computer-based tool to increase pro-
ductivity. And even if you are aware of the importance of human 
relations you will, when facing a difficult situation where you have 
to choose, choose means of  increasing  productivity instead of 
increasing human well-being.  Or, if (c) the focus is on solving 
social questions your main focus is to create products that will solve 
or at least facilitate human problems and originates from human 
needs in a specific historical and social context. Also, when facing a 
situation where a  choice is required, you would create technology 
solving social questions even if it will be both expensive and tech-
nologically naïve. 
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Of course, there are possibilities to slide between these three stand-
ing points and most researchers could be said to move between the 
three. But  declaring ones point of departure, instead of trying to 
hide and avoid answering the question by claiming that you are 
trying to satisfy all three of them and stating that there are no in-
herent difficulties in doing so, acts to clarify the situation. In this 
thesis, when faced with a choice  between technological splendour, 
economical profit or human relevance the last will be chosen.  

Another interesting question is whether the contribution, or re-
search product, is of intellectual or practical nature. This is rather  
perplexing because almost no scientist declares that his or her work 
is non-intellectual (and it should not be) because of the high de-
mands in academia of scientific rigour. Also, there often exists a 
dialectical relationship between the two different types during the 
process of research. But the result of this process could be more or 
less abstract (intellectual) or concrete (practical). And some re-
searchers even declare that the aim of their research is to create 
practical products and not intellectual ones or vice versa. 

These pair of concepts, abstract-concrete or intellectual-practical, 
could be connected to yet another: the discussion of rigour and 

relevance5. However, they should not  be mistakenly interpreted as 
easily coupled “rigour-abstract” and “relevance-concrete”, as it is 
possible to work with scientific rigour at a concrete level and  also 
work with relevance at an abstract level. Furthermore, this  is not a 
zero-sum relationship as, if it is impossible to produce a relevant 
research product under rigorous conditions, it should be acknowl-
edged that we often choose to hold one of them dearer than the 

                                                          

5 For a thorough discussion on the subject see Vol. 23 No. 1 of MIS Quar-
terly by senior editor Lynda M Applegate where Applegate introduces the 
discussion Benbasat and Zmud opens up in the same number under the 
title “Empirical Research in Information Systems: The Practice of Rele-
vance”.
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other. But the discussion about rigour/relevance is more a question 
of methodology and strict use of scientific methods and the rele-
vance to a specific group of people than level of analysis. However, 
it is often implied that abstract, rigorously performed research lacks 
relevance where concrete research products are highly relevant for 
the practitioners but not as rigorously performed and estimated in 
academia.  

But more importantly, how could we then know what is relevant 
and, relevant for whom? We could exemplify this through the  
image of  travelling and arriving in a big city and asking someone, 
the receptionist at the hotel or maybe a friend who has visited the 
same city previously, to suggest a nice restaurant. The answer is 
normally dependent on whom you  ask. One way of avoiding  end-
ing up in  a totally unsuitable restaurant is to ask what preferences 
the person in question has (such as favourite food/dish for example) 
when he or she tells describes their favourite restaurant.  

Benbasat and Zmud (1999) stipulate a number of interesting ques-
tions that they think the scientific IS community should ask itself 
and these  touch upon applicability, concern and accessibility of the 
research they are conducting. The questions are interesting but 
when it comes to who should answer them, Benbasat and Zmud 
state that the basic judgement should rest upon how research is 
considered by the professionals and strongly emphasise the business 
community’s view on what is relevant. By making this emphasis 
they, in a way, leave out the users/end-users and their possibility 
and need for judgement on both research and research products.  

But we could also go the other way around. Lyytinen (1999) claims 
that attention should also be given to what “the researcher sees as 
practice”6 and gains support by Applegate (1999) that it could be 

                                                          

6 And later in the same passage continues with the recommendation that 
we should “take the concept of practice more seriously” (Lyytinen 1999:25) 
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the case that the practitioners and the business community some-
times have certain difficulties in seeing the relevance of every par-
ticular research study since they could be part of (bricks) of a larger 
whole.  This larger whole could indeed answer a much broader 
research question. This broad research question could then be in-
teresting and relevant for both practitioners and scientists but not 
so obvious in the first place concerning the smaller research study. 
Thus if these smaller research studies are not made, it is not possi-
ble to answer the broader question. Lee (1999) touches upon the 
same theme when he reflects upon Benbasat and Zmud’s argumen-
tation on the relation between scientists and practitioners and says 
“I believe that there are circumstances in which one of our respon-
sibilities as academicians is to be the conscience for our practitioner 
colleagues and, indeed, for society in general” (ibid.1999:31).  

This attitude could of course easily be interpreted as somewhat 
arrogant and imply that academicians adopts a higher moral stance 
than do non-academicians, but with this reservation, the thought 
that academicians should serve higher purposes than those held by 
business communities and practitioners  appears an  attractive op-
tion. This is however not an argument for what is often referred to 
as research in Ivory towers with almost no connection or relation 
to the surrounding society. On the contrary, research should serve 
the needs of human beings in a certain societal and historical con-
text and, in a similar manner to that argued  above, it is important 
for the research community to make the user’s view and judgement 
more visible. These social needs may not always correspond to  
those held by practitioners, business communities or researchers. 
Sometimes practitioners and business communities, understanda-
bly, since  their purpose is often  to add financial value to their 
production process, place  profit ahead of  human needs and a jux-

                                                                                                                 

since, as Lyytinen puts it he is“ surprised at the lack of reflectivity on what 
determines what is relevant for the practice” (ibid.1999:26). This is an 
interesting argument especially in the young discipline of Informatics.  
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taposition is thus required.   And sometimes researchers themselves 
find interest in attractive theoretical or practical issues with no 
practical relevance. 

To then recollect the argument of distilling the abstract or concrete 
level of analysis, it is illuminating since the central focus of the 
research then becomes tangible. By asking questions concerning 
whether you want to solve technical, economical or social ques-
tions and to whom they are relevant the aim of your research be-
comes more visible. 

Since the aim of this thesis is to discuss the consequences, prerequi-
sites and possibilities of our relation with information technology 
and hopefully, also show some of its possible practical and dynamic 
implications, some of the questions mentioned above are in a way 
already visible in the construction of the research question. The 
focus is not primarily to  solve technical or economical questions, 
rather to solve social questions with the object of a better under-
standing of technology (which of course might lead to better tech-
nical products). The level of analysis will be on a more theoretical 
level but the hope is that the end product could be of practical use 
for human beings in a technological context since it tries to point 
out subordinating and dominating processes.  And the question: -
relevant for whom? is hopefully answered by: - primarily  those 
who feel that technology is not constructed for them.  

In this thesis the thought behind pursuing the specific research 
question is thus two-folded:  

It holds an academically and theoretically ambition to pre-
sent a complementary way of analysing the “Peter” and 
“Margaretas” i.e. the users’ relation with technology. And 
as such the end result is an abstract and theoretical prod-
uct.
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But the second reason is definitely of practical relevance. 
The hope is that by putting forward this abstract product 
the possibilities of recognising the consequences and possi-
bilities of the user’s relation with technology will increase. 
Also, which is an emancipating thought and expectation, 
that this in  turn will enable  the user to change his or her 
position in the way he or she wants.  

Due to the above, it is unavoidable (and maybe even desirable since 
the subject area is loaded with normative implications) that the 
choice of theories and methods proceeds from normative prerequi-
sites and as such holds normative consequences. And the thoughts 
behind this point of departure should of course be openly declared 
and explained. As pointed out by Weber  (in editors comments in 
MIS Quarterly vol. 27 No. 4/ December 2003) “like theories, there-
fore, research methods provide a lens to view the world. They 
highlight certain types of phenomena and they downplay other 
types of phenomena.” Which is true, and consequently there are no 
good reasons for not telling the whole story. Or, not trying to be 
reflexive upon one’s own choices of methods and theoretical points 
of departure (the notion of a reflexive research ambition is further 
commented on in chapter 2, Methodological reflections).  

Firstly, several philosophers of technology (see Husserl 1993, Ellul 
1964,  Mumford 1984, Winner 1977 etc) have claimed that the only 
possibility for human beings to not be determined by technology is 
to try to create an awareness of technology.  Or as Bjurwill has 
interpreted Husserl’s later work:  

“To bridge over the cultural crisis, the human being 
has to change her attitude and not one-sidedly star as 
bewitched on technological progress. Such an attitude 
has to be balanced by a humanistic perspective, where 
human beings relation with her roots are taken into 
consideration”. (Bjurwill 1995:37) 
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By agreeing with that statement, some fundamental thoughts (or 
meta-theories according to Weber ibid.) about technology as a 
phenomenon have already been declared. Technology is in this 
context not seen as autonomous and self-steering, but as a phe-
nomenon created by human beings and as such it is also regarded as 
in the realm of human being’s interference. The only way for tech-
nology to act in an  autonomous manner is when we as creators are 
unaware of what we are creating. Awareness about the nature of 
technology’s creation is important and offer several instruments for 
successful interference by human. Ellul, who is often referred to as 
deterministic, states that: 

“reality is itself a combination of determinisms, and 
freedom consists in overcoming and transcending 
these determinisms...we must look at it dialectically 
and say that man is indeed determined, but that it is 
open to him to overcome necessity, and that this act is 
freedom. Freedom is not static but dynamic; not a 
vested interest, but a prize continually to be won. The 
moment man stops and resigns himself, he becomes 
subject to determinism. He is most enslaved when he 
thinks he is comfortably settled in freedom.” (Ellul 
1964:xxxii-xxxiii) 

and finally Ellul (1964:xxxii-xxxiii) claims that his text is: 

 “a call to the sleeper to awake”

Andrew Feenberg continues the same argumentation by saying that 
“the fate of democracy is therefore bound up with our understand-
ing of technology” (1999: preface vii) and declares that there exists 
a positive contribution in the constructivist sociology of technology 
“which affirms the social and historical specificity of technological 
systems, the relativity of technical design and use the culture and 
the strategies of a variety of technical actors” (ibid. 1999: preface x). 
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“This proposed awareness could be about the ethical imperatives 
and aesthetically forms of technology, the inner essence of tech-
nology or it could be about the mechanisms and consequences of 
technology” (ibid. 1999: preface xv).  The challenge lies in the at-
tempt to “incorporate a wider range of human needs in its struc-
ture” and “change technology and the preconceptions realized in its 
design” (ibid. 1999: preface xv).  

“Real change will come not when we turn away from 
technology toward meaning, but when we recognize 
the nature of our subordinate position in the techni-
cal systems that enroll us, and begin to intervene in 
the design process in the defense of the conditions of 
a meaningful life and a liveable environment.” (Feen-
berg 1999: preface xiv) 

There are of course other ways of describing technology and our 
relation to it, and these will also be put forward, but the above are 
the fundamentals of this text.  

Secondly, there exist several views about how society (and the facts 
and phenomenon in our society) is constructed in social science 
but, as Feenberg points out, Berger & Luckmann (1967) have pre-
sented a very attractive thought with the theory of Social Construc-
tionism. The basic argument in the theory of social constructionism 
is that there exists a dialectical relationship between structure and 
actions where we constantly reconstruct our society (which gives 
us a feeling of freedom and space to act in accordance with our 
beliefs) but at the same time we have to live within the construc-
tions of others (which we might experience as constraining and 
delimiting). Also, by agreeing with such an argument, some things 
about our society are already said and others are  left out. Society is 
not only seen as something “more than the sum of the parts”. Soci-
ety is seen as the result of human action but the result could re-
bound on human beings and then be experienced as a structure 
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outside their reach. To hold such a view on the construction and 
reconstruction of our society implies a responsibility to be aware of 
ones own contributions to the same.   

And finally, in this context of promoted awareness of technology 
and a social constructionistic view on society, the theoretical argu-
mentation put forward is to focus on intersubjectivity and our rela-
tion with technology. Or, as Järvinen (1998:13) has formulated it 
when discussing relational analysis:: “It is the relations between the 
positions, between fields and between forms of the capital, which 
are the basic elements in the social world and the main task for 
science is to conquer, construct and document these relations”7

What is described above could be illustrated by three statements:  

the importance of an awareness of technology and tech-
nology’s plasticity
the possibilities in society’s constructionistic nature  
and finally, the focus on relations

and these statements are the fundamental understandings of this 
thesis and they will be returned to and used as a main thread 
throughout the text. 

Developing a need for a relationis-
tic perspective/approach
Research questions seldom emerge in a total vacuum or by sudden 
enlightenment. It is often the case that they are the results of work 
done in other situations, and these immature ideas are carried for 
some time before the possibility arises  to investigate them further. 

                                                          

7 Järvinen raises this question when she discuss Bourdieu’s reflexive sociol-
ogy in Sociologisk Forskning 2/98 
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And by describing this earlier work, and how these questions de-
veloped and showed themselves through it, we could gain insight 
in both the background to the questions as its pre-understandings.  

In this case the question whether it might be rewarding to investi-
gate a relational perspective/approach has been extracted through 
several studies over a period of time. Since several thoughts and in 
particular the method  of choosing the concepts owes a great deal  
to them, they are mentioned briefly in this section.  

One of the influences came when Länsstyrelsen in Västernorrland 
in 1996 initiated and financed a study whose  original aim was to 
study regional development, new work forms and equality between 
sexes when a telecommunication company was established in a 
small community in the northern part of Sweden (Eriksson, Ria-
backe [today Lindblad-Gidlund] and Teeland 1997). While making 
the interviews some differences between how the staff looked upon 
the, at that time, new phenomenon of outsourcing and its techno-
logical fundamentals became apparent. Some of them viewed the 
effect of the new technological support systems on their work 
forms (such as flexibility regarding working hours, working site 
etc.) as positive whereas others found it rather disturbing which 
implied that we could regard technology’s effects on our work 
forms in different ways. The different  views were  found to be 
connected to factors such as the  professional position in the com-
pany. The different views were represented in various degrees in 
almost every position .  

The concept of “positive and negative flexible working hours” was 
developed (Eriksson, Riabacke and Teeland 1997a, Eriksson, Ria-
backe and Teeland 1998a), where the positive effects of flexible 
working hours and the possibility of using technology as an eman-
cipating tool were reserved for some groups and the negative ef-
fects and automatised work forms where technology was used as a 
control instrument were reserved for other groups. The first group 
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was, not surprisingly, found in the higher levels of the company 
and the second one in the lower levels such as the operators. The 
first group had the option  to work flexibly, where they themselves 
controlled when and where they performed their work.  On the 
other hand, flexibility for the second group consisted of working 
three different shift schedules to cover  the peaks of the telecom-
munication traffic and also involved the constant shifting of their 
workplace by moving their personal drawer to a free desk.  

The results from that study were not so much about differences 
between views on technology but rather on the manner of  the 
distribution of the effects of our technological inventions. In this 
case, information technology served as a tool for both creating 
automatised and emancipated work forms within the same organi-
sation.  The notion of differences in our relation to technology also 
became evident.  

But it also provoked the thought that we might chose, or be chosen, 
to have, different positions in an organisation due to our view on 
technology. In the ad for the position of operators at the telecom-
munication company one of the prerequisites was “curiosity of 
technological development”. And since the process of recruiting 
the staff was tremendously thorough (see Eriksson, Riabacke and 
Teeland 1997a) and some of the newly recruited were chosen to be 
operators and others were chosen to be coordinators (a form of 
supervisors) the thought that views on technology might be one of 
the variables for achieving a higher appointment developed.    

Another influence came when, at the beginning of 1994, the Swed-
ish Government outlined a complementary direction for the Swed-
ish elementary and upper secondary schools (and also presented the 
necessary finances), namely, that they should “encourage and sup-
port the use of IT” (see Government decision 1994 and Lpo 94). 
This resulted in several development projects (see for example Riis 
& Jedeskog 1997 and Edström & Riis 1997) starting in 1996 where 
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the schools procured computers, computerised teaching materials 
and training programmes for the teachers. For three years the de-
velopment was evaluated in three schools within the community of 
Sundsvall, and over seventy interviews were made together with 
observations and opinion polls (Riabacke 1997b, 1998b, 1999). 

 The most interesting result from the point of view of this thesis 
was definitely the difference concerning  how teachers and pupils 
regarded technology, which became obvious during the observa-
tions, together with its  possible reason.  

 Starting with the teachers, it became evident that the more the 
organisation (in different stages of the development) chose to em-
phasise that the development should only occur at a  pace suitable 
to  the individuals’ ability to adopt  the necessary steps, the more 
the individuals answered by approaching technology. The opposite 
condition was also observed, where the more the organisation 
chose to force the development, the more the staff responded by 
hesitating or even obstructing the development. Additionally, at 
the same time,  requests flourished within society that teachers had
to utilise technology only increased the blocking effect. However, 
as these requests were followed by more mature and moderate 
discussions about the role of information technology within our 
schools, the individuals showed both adventurous and brave behav-
iour towards their new tool.  

Another result in the same area was that after three years, as many 
as 83% of the teachers answered that they still needed further 
training. However, as  training had already been available  on the 
different programmes, the question emerged as to whether it was 
only practical knowledge about the computer programs that they 
were seeking . Two follow-up questions were asked: - Do you think 
that there exists a discussion about information technology and its 
pedagogical gains at your school? And – Do you think that the fo-
cus so far has been on  the machines/computers or the pedagogical 
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questions ?  The results showed that the teachers felt that the focus 
had been on the computers and not on discussing pedagogical de-
velopment. Similar results have been found by Riis et al. (1997) 
when they asked if there was any developing area that was priori-
tised in school and the results showed that computers and techno-
logical knowledge was regarded as having been prioritised while 
pedagogical development was not. The conclusion drawn from the 
above might be that the expressed need of the teachers’ for further 
training actually was not about programs or computers but that 
they needed a more pragmatic relation to the new tool in their 
work. They were unable to  control their situation, or use the tech-
nology for their own purposes, because they were still trying  to 
understand the technology  itself and capture its inner essence in a 
never-ending stream of training programmes.  

The pupils on the other hand did not share the same uncertainty 
(with the exception of some differences between the sexes) when it 
came to approaching technology. They tried (and demolished) the 
computers in their quest to find out the benefits of their new tool. 
They, in the same way as the teachers, felt that they did not know 
enough about the computer as a tool but it did not seem to matter 
when it came to using it. However, on the other hand they were 
not threatened in the same way as the teachers were. There existed 
opinions about the necessity for pupils to learn more about infor-
mation technology to be able to take an active part in society but 
these were not mediated as strongly as was the case for the teach-
ers.

When formulating the conclusions after three years of evaluating 
the development of information technology in these schools there 
was especially one thought that remained : the relationship be-
tween the presentation of technology and the way of acting when 
meeting technology.  In combination with the studies on new work 
forms and the thought that differences might exist between how 
we view technology and how we could take advantage of the posi-
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tive effects of technology, the hypothesis of this thesis formulated 
itself and the building blocks to explore it emerged.   

First, the irregularity regarding how the positive effects of our 
technological innovations are distributed and the thought that our 
view on technology might be one of the variables for achieving 
more. Is it possible that, if we could present a positive and active 
attitude towards technology, we might be more inclined to enjoy 
its advantages?  

Secondly, that the way technology is presented to us, might influ-
ence our view about technology and that the differences in re-
sponse and action when encountering technology, for example 
hesitation, obstruction, embracing etc., had something to do with 
the feeling of control of the situation.  

Disposition
The journey then begins with the following next three chapters, 2. 
Methodological Reflections, 3. The dynamic of Social Construction-
ism combined with critical analysis and 4. Known and unknown 
which are the fundamental building blocks that the rest of the 
thesis rests upon. Chapter 2. Methodological reflections analyses 
the complex situation of trying to discover something which from 
the beginning might be very illusive and hard to grasp. And as such 
it is a reminder to remain  cautious and listen to what presents 
itself. Chapter 3. The Dynamic of Social Constructionism combined 
with critical analysis, presents the idea that it is never too late to 
try to interfere with something that is experienced as insufficient. 
And as such it is a reminder to always seek for the processes behind 
an inequality because there lies the possibilities. Chapter 4. Known 
and unknown views on technology shows a variety of ways of 
looking upon technology and ends with the fundamental under-
standing of technology in this thesis.  
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The next four chapters, 5. “View on technology” (VOT) – the first 
attempt of theory-generation, 6. The inspiration from “Influence 
and tendency” and “subject positions”, 7. The qualitative study 
based on the modified VOT model (subject positioning) and 8. A 
relationistic perspective on our actions (Israel) are descriptions of 
the process of trying to capture what was first thought to be illusive 
i.e. the four chapters together is a description of a theory-
generating process. And as such the chapters hold both tests, argu-
mentations and contributions from others.  

Chapter 5. “View on technology” (VOT) – the first attempt of the-
ory-generating  attempts to decipher what in chapter four is re-
ferred to as the unknown. View on technology (VOT) is also the 
first attempt to create a concept to catch what was the initial 
thought, that there exists some kind of relation between how we 
view technology and how we act when meeting technology. This 
thought is then re-formulated through the introduction of Andrew 
Feenberg’s ‘subject position’ in chapter 6. The inspiration is from 
“Influence and tendency” and “Subject positions”. When introduc-
ing ‘subject positions’ another picture presented itself, that of dif-
ferent, and in many ways unequal, positions regarding information 
technological development.  In chapter 7. The qualitative study 
based on the modified VOT model (subject positioning) the out-
come so far is bounced against yet another study which resulted in 
both confirmations and new questions. Another period of insecu-
rity and search for complementary thoughts resulted in chapter 8. 
A relationistic perspective for our actions (Israel), which proved  to 
hold the final brick; the relationistic perspective.  

As described in the aim, the work done in this thesis is not primar-
ily an empirical contribution, the empirical results presented in 
chapter 5, 7 and parts of chapter 8 should rather be regarded as 
different roads, explored to further illuminate the theoretical quest. 
As such they may, in isolation, be regarded as quite uninspiring, 
but it is their combination that proves interesting, how the results 
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guide towards  the next step by pointing at the difficulties and gaps 
requiring  to be dealt with.  

The final chapter 9. A relationship with technology, is perhaps  the 
most interesting chapter for someone not concerned with theory-
generating because it is not until then the actual result is dealt 
with. All previous chapters are in fact preparations and arguments 
necessary to be able to make the declarations which are put for-
ward in the last chapter.  
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2. Methodological reflec-

tions

When interested in this area; investigating the contributions of an 
analysis that combines theories about psychosocial processes with 
the use (or non-use) of information technology, where  a rather 
limited amount of research exists, it is tempting to claim that it is 
more important to try to unveil interesting aspects of a phenome-
non than producing facts about it. However to, from an ambitious 
epistemological point of view, defend such a claim, an entire thesis 
including  questions such as: “- Are aspects of a phenomenon prior 
to facts about the same?” and “- Do aspects say more than facts? Or 
is it the other way around?” would be required. This is, however, 
not the aim of this thesis, nor should it be.  Furthermore, such an 
endeavour might only end up with the pragmatic answer that un-
veiling interesting aspects and producing facts are equally impor-
tant and should be used equivalently depending on the require-
ments at each stage of the research process.  

Instead, this section will put forward arguments which support the 
thought that with the aim of this thesis (and the stage of the re-
search process it could be asked to cover) to follow the road of un-
veiling interesting aspects is the most useful and rewarding (and 
maybe even the necessary) way. In the following, it will be shown 
that such a standpoint could be successfully argued for and the 
contribution made in this thesis will find its defence in their argu-
ments.  

Discovery or evidence
The distinction between discovery and evidence could serve as an 
illuminating example and also, in a way, an explanation for the 
choices made in this thesis both regarding theoretical foundations 
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and methodology. An interesting discussion is made by Starrin et 
al. (1991) where they state that discovery is often seen as something 
subjective while evidence, on the other hand, is thought of as ob-
jective. Discovery holds explanations and argumentations, which 
are seen as strongly coloured by cultural, social and personal pre-
requisites. Also, accordingly,  they are seen as subjective and of less 
scientific value. Whereas, evidence on the other hand, provides an 
answer to what is objective evidence, and could support or reject a 
theory or hypothesis. The thought is that science should not in-
clude the process of formulating theories and hypothesis only the 
justification of the same (Popper 1965, Reichenback 1938, 
Braithwaite 1953).  

An opposing view to this is that of Hanson (1958) who claims that 
it is reasonable for  science to contain more than only the logic of 
justification (which is a comforting thought). Especially when try-
ing to “discover” some aspects, structures or relations in a reasona-
bly new area. If an investigation has its roots in practical philoso-
phy i.e. to understand the meaning of the elementary forms of 
social life, questions such as the amount/totals or how much, are 
left (temporarily) to the next step. The understanding aims at de-
scribing and creating a hypothesis or maybe even a theory about a 
phenomenon and the discovery of such a theory and to prove such 
a theory follows different roads and rules. Starrin et al. (ibid.) dis-
cusses these roads and rules in terms of intuition and rationality, 
which could be said to point out two different perspectives on sci-
ence.  The first  (1) claims that the discovery of a theory and the 
justification of a theory should  follow the same rules, whereas  the 
other (2) claims that the road of discovery and the road of justifica-
tion are two totally separate processes. The first rests on the 
thought that by following the same rules (through discovery and 
justification) an adequate result is guaranteed.  The other claims 
that it is impossible to guarantee adequacy, because  every discov-
ery contains a jump in thoughts since you reach a point where the 
thought overcomes experience and it is difficult to pinpoint this 
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change.  At the same time, experience is the only usable criteria to 
determine the ability of a theory. Starrin et al. refer to Einstein (in 
Clark 1971) when stating that according to Einstein “the concepts 
the theory consists of emerge from thought and could be viewed as 
free creations, which means that they can not to full extent be 
derived from our experiences.” (Starrin et al. 1991:14). “There are 
no formal logic or formal rules which we could use to point out the 
direction from data-level to theory-level.” (ibid. 1991:15).  It is 
however important to point out that such a claim should not be 
used to argue that the discovery process should be totally left with-
out scrutiny and control8, only that it needs different forms than 
those developed for the justification and evidence process.  

An interesting proposal for a solution to such a dilemma is the one 
presented by Blumer (1954): sensitising concepts. When testing the 
concepts a theory consists of, it is possible to develop specific pro-
cedures and isolate a definitive empirical content for every concept, 
i.e. a definitive concept. However, every attempt to try to create 
such a concept implies repression of the complexity of social life. 
This could also lead to the situation where  relevant knowledge is 
interpreted as irrelevant and as such left behind. Sensitising con-
cepts on the other hand are not as prescriptive. They are more 
guides than controllers. “While definitive concepts constitutes 
prescriptions on what should be observed, sensitising concepts 
constitutes proposals on the direction of the continued work” (Star-
rin et al 1991).  Such a view could be accused of “doing it the easy 
way” and avoiding the difficulties by simple running away from 
them but that is a severe misinterpretation. By using sensitising 
concepts on the road of creating hypotheses and theories increases 
the chances of grasping  interesting ideas and perspectives. The aim 
is not to deliver facts or truths, rather to present a possible way to 

                                                          

8 Foremost since discovery is, and should be, a scientific process and de-
clutching it from every form of  second thought, reflection and critique 
would severely jeopardise it’s possibility to hold a scientific character. 
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view the context, to develop new perspectives.  It is important to 
bear that in mind; the aim and the most suitable way to achieve it 
(in a similar manner  to  creating the most suitable way to make 
justifications and evidence),  i.e. to focus on creating prerequisites 
and increasing opportunities for discovery.  

Qualities or Quantities
A discussion following on the one about objectivity and subjectiv-
ity of evidence and discovery, is the constantly present dichotomy 
of quantitative and qualitative analysis where Eneroth (1984) has 
made an interesting comment: 

”What then is a qualitative method and what are the 
distinctions towards a quantitative method? Well, a 
qualitative method is simply a method with the goal 
to describe the qualities of a phenomenon. The result 
of a qualitative method does not provide knowledge 
about how many qualities the phenomenon holds or 
how many copies of the phenomenon which contains 
a certain quality. Instead it provides knowledge ex-
actly about what kind of qualities the phenomenon 
holds. The aim is foremost to find the qualities which 
together characterises the phenomenon at hand, i.e. 
which makes it possible to qualitatively distinguish 
the investigated phenomenon from other kinds of 
phenomena. The interesting part is consequently not 
for example how the average income level differs be-
tween workers and academicians, i.e. the quantitative 
difference in the mutual quality “income”. No, the 
point is rather to find the qualitative difference be-
tween these occupations or holders of occupations, 
i.e. how their position in production differs regarding 
for example power position, work tasks; or what kind 



37

-
M
e
t
h
o
d
o
l
o
g
i
c
a
l
 
r
e
f
l
e
c
t
i
o
n
s

-

of qualitative differences their life styles contains.” 
(own translation: Eneroth 1984:48)  

By stressing the definition of “quality”, which is a major part of the 
concept of qualitative analysis, Eneroth makes an important point 
and successfully (and in a simple way) explains the nature of the 
same. The different kinds of approaches aim at different variables: 
quality and quantity, and should therefore not be compared as if 
the variables where similar.  

In this context, the scientific road to explain and argue for a rela-
tionistic approach  aiming  at describing a relation, a quantitative 
analysis would simply not provide the necessary instruments to 
view what is at hand. It would not, at this stage, be useful to try to 
count or justify the many possible descriptions of relations there 
might be if  no hint existed about what to look for. It seems more 
reasonable to start by trying to discover the qualities and then  be 
able to separate them from each other in a useful way so a model of 
thought to  support further investigation could be created. When, 
this model is created, challenged and re-created, the qualities are 
ordered and the order is argued for, there will of course be the need 
for quantitative analysis to further explore the model from a quan-
titative point of view.  

To expose values 
By choosing a qualitative way to analyse a research question one 
attracts arguments such as that the result is too subjective or even 
lacks the necessary amount of objectivity, which is by no means  a 
new phenomenon. In 1968 the, in Sweden very famous, social sci-
entist Gunnar Myrdal wrote “Objectivity in social research” (where 
the title of chapter 11 is “To expose values”, hence the title of this 
section) where Myrdal brilliantly discusses the misleading use of 
the concept objectivity in social research: 
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“…what is wrong with most of the contemporary as 
well as former social research is not that it is not ‘ob-
jective’ in the traditional way of being independent of 
all values. On the contrary, every investigation of a 
social problem – how limited in it’s extent it might be 
– is and should be determined by values. An ‘uninter-
ested’ social research has never existed and can from 
logical reasons never be existing. The bases of values, 
which in fact and with necessity determine social re-
search, could how ever be hidden. The researcher can 
keep himself unaware of them. And since they then is 
left implicit and vague the door is open for a warps. 
The only way to strive for ‘objectivity’ in theoretical 
analysis is to expose the values to full daylight, make 
them conscious, specific and explicit and openly de-
clare how they determine the theoretical research… I 
here argue for making the bases of values explicit so 
research could be made ‘objective’ – in the only 
meaning this term could have in social research.” 
(own translation Myrdal 1968:52) 

The above quotation stresses the thought that objectivity in the 
sense of value neutral or as a possible way of conducting social 
research only misleads us into forgetting important parts of the 
scientific work process such as that of openly declaring the norma-
tive implications of theoretical and methodological choices i.e. the 
road chosen by the scientist among several possible roads, not just 
one.

Another comment in the same area could be found in “How to 
measure beautiful” by Eneroth (1984), where Eneroth criticises 
what is called the subject-object relation in science by stating that 
such a relation is, if not impossible, at least not productive. The 
thought behind the subject-object relation is that it should work as 
an instrument to gain objectivity and the scientist should be de-
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fended from subjectivity and influence. But Eneroth points out that 
if a scientist should try to establish such a relation he or she would 
only become “an auditor nothing” since the scientist/subject only 
shows himself/herself through his or her measure instrument and 
the respondent/object only shows himself/herself through his or 
her “answers” in the measures (shown in a simplified way by figure 
1 below). And none of them would actually see or meet each other. 

Figure 1: The subject-object relation

If the scientist on the other hand should identify the shortcomings 
such an approach would create and instead acknowledge the diffi-
culties in “objectivity”, it would lead to a subject-subject relation 
(for further interesting comments about subject-subject-object 
relation see Buber 1994). In the meeting between the researcher 
and the respondent both are enclosed and overlap each other and 
also have a partly shared understanding of the data of the senses 
(shown in a simplified way by figure 2 below).  

Measure 
instrument 

The re-
searcher’s con-
sciousness
The re-
searcher’s body 

The respon-
dent’s con-
sciousness
The respon-
dent’s body 
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Figure 2: Subject-subject relation 

But by trying to repress these parts of a meeting between two hu-
man beings the scientist could be mislead into believing that the 
results are objective facts and then objectivity is not only misinter-
preted but also threatened since the subject-subject relation occurs 
whether the researcher acknowledges it or not.  Such a situation 
will, for natural reasons, influence the researcher’s capacity of in-
terpreting his or her own findings in a correct way since he or she 
focuses on how to distance himself/herself from the subject-subject 
relation instead of admitting it and focusing on its advantages (in 
terms of for example shared and deeper understanding) and being 
aware of its complexities (by for example admitting his or her own 
influence on the “results”) i.e. to expose values. 

The Reflexive Researcher 
Throughout such an endeavour the focus is on the intellectual 
process of thought, and each step is in a way performed by twisting 
and turning the taken for granted knowledge i.e. reflection. 
Awareness (of aspects and of presumptions), questioning and con-
stant shifting of perspectives is critical and according to Alvesson 
and Sköldberg (1993) reflection, or reflexive interpretation, is 
about:

The re-
searcher’s con-
sciousness
The re-
searcher’s body 

The respon-
dent’s con-
sciousness
The respon-
dent’s body 
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“…being aware of the fundamentals for ones activity, 
examining how personal and intellectual involvement 
affects the interaction with what is being researched. 
When reflecting one seeks for the prerequisites for 
ones thinking, observing and language usage. Conse-
quently, reflection is difficult” Alvesson & Sköldberg 
1994: 321 

Reflexive interpretation, as Alvesson and Sköldberg puts it, is, to a 
high degree, about the role of the researcher in qualitative research 
and the possibilities reflexive interpretation holds when it comes to 
the difficult issues touched upon above (objectivity, subjectivity 
and relativity) but they also stress the following increasing ambi-
tions and the hard work (it is no way to be viewed as an easy en-
deavour). They acknowledge the difficulties which will confront  a 
researcher in qualitative analysis and present a frame of work con-
sisting of interpretation on several levels: interaction with empiri-
cal material, interpretation, critical interpretation, self-critique and 
linguistic reflection (see figure 3).  

Level Focus 

Interaction with empirical 
material 
Interpretation 
Critical interpretation 

Self-critique and linguistic  
reflection 

Statements, own observa-
tions etc. 
Underlying meanings 
Ideology, politic, social 
reproduction
Own text material, author-
ity claims, selectivity 

    
Figure 3: Level of Interpretation - Alvesson & Sköldberg 
1994

Throughout this framework Alvesson and Sköldberg (leaning on 
Steier 1991 and Steedman 1991) withhold that the core of reflexive 
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interpretation is an interest in how “we socially construct ourselves 
at the same time as we construct objects (out there) in our research”
(1994:322) and in this context the researcher is not  hidden. On the 
contrary, Alvesson and Sköldberg argue that this construction 
process consequently demands a) something to construct b) a con-
structing subject (the researcher) and c) a social context which 
constructs the researcher (society, language, paradigm, local re-
search community). The categorisation of object, subject and con-
text is quite common in social research but the point made here is 
that the researcher is included in the model to promote awareness 
of his or her role in the research process. It is also important that 
these three elements (a-c) gain equal attention and that the re-
searcher is careful that none  will be too dominant  as, if this were 
the case,  the ability to creative reflection diminishes since domina-
tion could conceal what is superior. 

The frame work, with levels and elements, will serve as a tool to 
avoid the risk that the researcher stays in his or her safe and known 
area and consequently loses the capability of breaking loose and 
thus observing what is  outside the obvious. He or she should ques-
tion the obvious (for further reading see Baumann 1990) and break 
loose and change direction rather than expanding what is common 
(i.e. movement is prior than stability). According to Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, to some degree, part of what is mentioned above, exists 
in almost all good qualitative research but it is seldom explicit and 
reflective in more advanced terms. But “through awareness of the 
problem the difficulties and the prospective damages from the no-
tion that research mediates safe truths, authoritative interpretations 
or (in relation to the ones the researcher articulates superior in-
sights about) hinders for emancipation are being reduced” (ibid. 
1994:325).   

The awareness discussed above is also focused on by Weber (2003) 
when arguing for broader skills “to reflect on, to understand, to 
evaluate and to see the interrelationships among the deep assump-
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tions that underlie our work”. Weber states that “we then need to 
have the discipline and courage to stare at the underbelly of our 
research…and more broadly ourselves as researchers and our place 
within a community of scholars”. Also  rather importantly, Weber 
states that “reflexivity in research has a broader gamut than the 
hoary old chestnut of positivism versus interpretivism. True it is 
informed by this debate, but it is not captured by it” (ibid. 2003:v).  
However Weber distinguishes between reflexivity and reflection, 
the first is concerned with the assumptions, biases, and perspectives 
that underlie all components of our research where the second is 
concerned with the same but only in relation to one component.  

To some extent Weber’s reflexivity notion touches upon what is 
the core of Alvesson and Sköldberg’s argumentation: we socially 
construct ourselves at the same time as we construct objects (out 
there) in our research but he also develops this further by saying 
that reflexivity is more than that. Reflexivity involves “seeing the 
interrelationships between the sets of assumptions, biases, and per-
spectives that underpin different facets of the research we under-
take” (ibid. 2003:vi). We should not only thoroughly understand 
and reflect upon the key concepts and core issues of our research 
topic, we should also indulge in a meta-theoretical reflexivity by 
examining and questioning the effect of the broad, general initial 
ideas (which in the context of this thesis would involve social con-
structionism, technological philosophy and theories about the ef-
fects of intersubjectivity).  

“Reflexive researchers will try to be aware of the 
meta-theoretical assumptions they are making about 
the world…reflexive researchers will be aware of 
how their choices of ideology impacts the ways they 
approach their research. They will be prepared to 
switch ideologies to see whether a richer, more-
interesting world opens up for them. They will delib-
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erately challenge and break their world views to en-
gage with other perspectives” (ibid. 2003:vii). 

Also, if totally honest, every researcher will admit to the difficulty 
in such an endeavour since a research topic is in so many ways 
born out of its parents i.e. the meta-theoretical assumptions about 
the nature of the world. To separate, or at least, view the research 
topic from another perspective would, to a large extent, be like 
trying to imagine that ones child might belong to someone else. But 
maybe, what is requested is, that the researcher at least should try 
to; view the child from another perspective (which any parent 
could testify is difficult enough), to admit that his/her views when  
analysing the child might be coloured by the close relationship and 
that the speed and  readiness to defend ones child might be rather 
too rapid  and lack the required  time and distance to form a correct 
reflection.  

More informed  prerequisites to make these reflections, according 
to Weber, demands an awareness concerning the theories (chil-
dren) we construct which will both liberate and constrain us. In 
Weber’s words: “theories can never account for everything” (ibid. 
2003:viii) and following on that awareness comes an ability and a 
will to use different lenses.  

“Reflexive researchers juxtapose the different per-
spectives of some phenomena provided by alternative, 
sometimes competing theories. They compare. They 
contrast. They assimilate. They are knowledgeable, 
facile, flexible users of theories” (ibid. 2003:viii). 

When deciding the  methods the researcher should use to attempt  
to deal with  the research topic (that is besides its relation to meta-
theories and different theoretical lenses) the reflexive researcher 
understands that the choice of research method impacts upon the 
results. Furthermore, he or she will understand that it also works 
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the other way around, that the reason  behind choosing a specific 
research method also affects the choice of meta-theories available  
to describe the world and thus the direction and possibility to build 
some theories, rather than others, about it. A thorough and  reflex-
ive researcher thus  uses different sets of methods when addressing 
the research topic.  

But Weber’s demands do not stop here, he goes further and con-
centrates on the importance of being aware of the element of inter-
pretation in the research process. A reflexive researcher should 
experiment with different kinds of interpretations and evaluate 
their contributions. For example, Weber states that it is always 
important to ask who’s voice is prominent? Are there power-
relations which the research might ignore, which could often  be 
the case with research topics decided by a third party. Is in fact the 
researcher the prominent voice and the research result in reality a 
long speech to defend his or her beliefs. In this respect what is 
needed according to Weber is that the researchers should “play the 
role of devil’s advocate with their own theories” (ibid. 2003:x).  

The suggested path; meta-theoretical reflexivity, theoretical reflex-
ivity, research-method reflexivity and interpretation reflexivity is 
definitely a road that will enhance the risk of becoming so reflexive 
that the researcher’s self-confidence will disappear and the road he 
or she thought would be the one to follow evaporates in the fog. 
But Weber maintains that a reflexive researcher is on the contrary 
very clear and potent:  

“They do not apologize for their choices. Rather, it is 
clear they are confident that they have made astute 
choices. It is also clear that they recognize the limita-
tions of their choices. They are not effusive. Their dis-
course is sharp” (ibid. 2003:xii) 
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Weber’s “they”, that is the reflexive researchers, almost seems to be 
out of reach of the above quotation  but to infuse fresh courage to 
the by now heavily burdened (from all the high demands in the 
sections above) researcher it might be time to present an elevating 
suggestion: that, as in all other situations, to try is enough but to 
not try is severely wrong.  

To not be aware of the consequences of a non reflexive approach 
and to not try to be reflexive is to be a poor researcher according to 
the amendments of Weber and Alvesson & Sköldberg, but they all 
seem to be familiar with its complexity and the difficulties in  fol-
lowing it through which implies that they accept a nice try in the 
right direction. But this try should at a minimum contain an 
awareness of the complex role of a researcher and a constant shift-
ing in perspective to avoid confirmative research results. That is, 
confirmative in such a way that  the results are chosen (through 
methodological choices, interpretation and subordinate positions 
etc.) to support the original model of thought, which, in turn, stem 
from the meta-theoretical (and sometimes even ideological and 
political) assumptions, instead of questioning them.  

Theory-generating (resting on norma-
tive theories) in a reflexive manner 
Readers may  by now have a question mark in the back of their 
heads since in the Introduction there is a section called Theoretical 
and normative standpoints and implications, which already in the 
heading might be seen as violating the amendments of reflexive 
research.  The question might be formulated as: -is it at all possible 
to be normative and reflexive at the same time? Does not the nor-
mative approach act as a non-reflexive starting point and obstruct 
the possibility to shift perspective? The argument here is that such 
a claim has not taken the reflexivity all the way. Reflexivity is not 
about never taking a stand, quite the contrary (which the last quo-
tation by Weber above quite clearly states when read from this 
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point of view), but it does ask for thorough argumentation and 
awareness of the consequences. A reflexive researcher should ask 
him/herself why he or she choose the research topic and bring it to 
the open so that it is visible  and open to possible  criticism. Fur-
thermore, a reflexive researcher should question the chosen re-
search topic’s relation to meta-theoretical standing points, such as; - 
are there constrains attached to the research topic due to basic 
assumptions and ideology and does it only work as social reproduc-
tion? The hidden agenda i.e. the non-scientific or non-academic 
goal to perform should be openly declared since it will always find 
its way into the results.  Finally, what is then produced should 
never be put forward without careful scrutiny. Methods should be 
tested and evaluated, interpretations should be questioned and the 
produced text should be the victim of a deliberate search for dis-
confirmations.  

An interesting comment in this context is the one put forward by 
Sörensen (1994) where Sörensen argues for the statement; - You 
need a good excuse to take a stand. In the text Sörensen lists five 
examples of archetypes of texts he does not enjoy reading:  

(1) The ”great idea” paper: ”I have just had this great 
idea! I do not know if anyone else has ever had the 
same idea, because I have not checked, and I’m rather 
new in this field. Anyway, my ideas is brilliant, so I 
really would like to share it with you all.” 

(2) The “other peoples ideas” paper: “I have just read 
this book that I really like a lot. I’ll just give you a 
short resume of the interesting points in the book.” 

(3) The “software hacker” paper: “I have just built this 
great computer system. It is not based on previous 
theories or empirical findings. I am not very theoreti-
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cal myself, but the system has a lot of fantastic fea-
ture, and the interface is really neat.” 

(4) The “theory hacker” paper: “I have come up with 
this theory; conceptual framework; model. It is not 
related to other theories: conceptual frameworks: 
models, or any empirical data for that matter. Most of 
the concepts have been defined differently by all the 
big shots in the field, but I just do not like their cate-
gories so I have invented my own.” 

(5) The “multiple point” paper: “I have just completed 
major research effort where I did a lot of interesting 
things. I think that you could learn a lot by reading 
this paper describing all aspects of my work”.   

The crime all five of them are guilty of is the unawareness of the 
puzzle research is a part of and even though Sörensen’s text is 
probably not considered to be   a contribution to the area of reflex-
ive research, it does  indicate the same type of ideal: it is not easy to 
take a stand. It is not something that should be done in haste, it 
takes time and awareness. As mentioned previously, ideas do not 
appear in a total vacuum, and it is important to pay respect to the 
ones that assisted and influenced  the process. But besides that, it is 
also important to come up with a focused argumentation (with its 
theoretical and empirical links and origins) which is possible to 
follow, reflect upon and relate (positive or negative) to.  

Conclusion 

To sum it up there are several points to be aware of and handle in 
some way or another. Firstly, the importance of declaring how the 
research topic evolved, which has, hopefully, already dealt with  in 
the Introduction chapter in the section Developing a need for a 
relationistic perspective. Secondly, investigating and stating the 
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research topic’s relation to meta-theoretical assumptions, which has  
been discussed  briefly in the Introduction chapter in the section 
Theoretical and normative standpoints and implications, but will be 
dealt with in greater depth  in chapter 3. The dynamics of Social 
constructionism and critical analysis and 4. Known and unknown 
views on technology. Thirdly, the need of careful scrutiny and self-
criticism of the chosen methods to generate theories, will be pre-
sent throughout the process of analysis and argumentation i.e. 
chapter 5-8 and returned to in the conclusions in chapter 9.  

Lastly but not least, in accordance with the asked for openness 
about possible hidden agendas, a confession should be made (and it 
is done here since it might be interesting to know during the fur-
ther reading): the focus on shifting perspective and critical analysis 
is not only the result of a journey in reflexive research method but 
to a very high degree influenced by a background in sociology 
(since that is the origin of the author) and sociological thinking. 
Which constantly asks for questioning of the obvious and exceed-
ing the every-day assumptions and consciousness to grasp different 
forms of inequalities and unfair power relations i.e. an emancipat-
ing knowledge interest and practical applicability (for further dis-
cussion see, above all, Zygmunt Baumann (1990) Thinking socio-
logically).  
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3. The dynamics of Social 

Constructionism combined 

with Critical analysis 

In 1966 the sociologists Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1996) 
wrote “The Social Construction of Reality, A Treatise in the Sociol-
ogy of Knowledge” where they formulated a theoretical structure 
to the understanding of how the reality we live in is constructed, 
reconstructed and transformed by the usage of sociology of knowl-
edge9. Since then the text has been often quoted and used in several 
different contexts. In the context of this text the most interesting 
part is how Berger & Luckmann managed to describe the complex 
relationship between structure and action; - the question whether 
the structure is predominant of our actions (i.e. we are more likely 
to adopt to the dominant structure) or if structure is a only result of 
our actions.   

It is thought necessary to point out, as Berger & Luckmann do 
themselves, that their contribution is not an ontological one. That 
is, they do not state the ontological status of our perceived reality, 
they are merely trying to explain how reality, at the same time, 
could act as an impediment to our actions and as a result of our 
actions.  Furthermore, the reality they are referring to, is the reality 
of everyday life experienced by ordinary inhabitants of it, it is not 
the philosophical and theoretically burdened reality of academi-

                                                          

9 A thorough and illuminating description of the sociology of knowledge is 
made by Rigné in Månsson 1991, but Berger & Luckmann themselves 
defined it as follows “The sociology of knowledge is concerned with the 
relationship between human thought and the social context within which 
it arises” (Berger &Luckmann 1967:16).  
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cians. Their interest is strictly sociological and stems from what 
they see as evident; reality’s social relativity.  

The dialectical (and as such dy-
namic) dimension of subjective and 
objective reality in Social Con-
structivism
They start their journey by stating that: “reality is socially con-
structed” and define reality as “a quality appertaining to phenom-
ena that we recognize as having a being independent of our own 
volition (we cannot ‘wish them away’)” (ibid. page 13). These two 
statements point in two directions: reality’s social relativity but also 
its existence ipso facto. The explanation behind the statement of 
reality’s social relativity is that reality is dependent on its social 
contexts. What we may perceive as reality in wealthy western so-
cieties might not be the same reality as  perceived in a poorly de-
veloped society and this is especially evident in the social founda-
tions of values and world views10. Berger & Luckmann refer to 
Scheler’s (1960) ‘relative-natural world-view’ to emphasise that 
“human knowledge is given in a society as an a priori to individual 
experience, providing the latter with its order of meaning. This 
order, although it is relative to a particular socio-historical situa-
tion, appears to the individual as the natural way of looking at the 
world” (ibid. page 20). They continue by referring to Karl Mann-
heim’s (1936) ‘relationism’ which is not “a capitulation of thought 
before the socio-historical relativities, but a sober recognition that 
knowledge must always be knowledge from a certain position” 
(Berger & Luckmann 1967:22).  But, as mentioned above: 

 reality’s social relativity is not dominant 
over its existence.  

                                                          

10 For descriptive examples of this see the original text. 
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It is necessary to point out that it is not a form of post-modernism 
or relativism where reality is nothing but the perceived, quite the 
opposite, Berger and Luckmann often point out that there exists an 
every-day reality ipso facto, the point here is rather the focus on 
the construction of this reality. Berger and Luckmann do not aim to 
describe or investigate, philosophically, reality’s ontological status, 
their aim is to try to explain how this reality is constructed and 
reconstructed.

As Berger and Luckmann state : “Society does indeed possess objec-
tive facticity. And society is indeed built up by activity that ex-
presses subjective meaning”. They continue by claiming that these 
two statements are not contradictory because “It is precisely the 
dual character of society in terms of objective facticity and subjec-
tive meaning that makes its ‘reality sui generis’… In other words, 
adequate understanding of the ‘reality sui generis’ of society re-
quires an inquiry into the manner in which this reality is con-
structed” (ibid. p. 30). To do so, they put forward the sociology of 
knowledge.  

The sociology of knowledge focuses on what people ‘know’ as ‘real-
ity’ in their everyday, non- or pre-theoretical lives (not the scien-
tific or philosophical knowledge). It also  stresses  that this kind of 
knowledge is what constitutes the fabric of meanings without 
which no society could exist.  

According to Berger and Luckmann the knowledge of every-day 
life guides our conduct and is taken for granted as reality and it is 
exactly this kind of knowledge that sociologists should take as the 
object of analysis and attempt  to clarify. The knowledge that origi-
nates from thoughts and actions and is maintained as real by the 
same, that is, “the objectivations of subjective processes (and mean-
ings) by which the intersubjective common-sense world is con-
structed” (ibid. p. 34). What should be described and empirically 
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grounded11 is then our shared intentional consciousness of every-
day life.  

But how then do subjective processes become objectivations, and 
how do these objectivations become intersubjective (shared)? The 
question will be discussed later but before we could answer the 
question it is wise to start with a section that aims to  describe ‘real-
ity’, since it is what these processes (subjective, objectivations, in-
tersubjective and dialectic) are dealing with.  

The reality of everyday life/ Sociology of 
knowledge 

As mentioned above, according to Berger & Luckmann, the analyti-
cal object of sociology of knowledge is the reality of everyday life
since there is no other reality that is as empirically grounded (as a 
contrast to the philosophically or scientifically logic reality). The 
reality of everyday life has a “taken-for-granted character” and we 
tend to accept it quite easily. We seldom argue as to whether the 
food we have to prepare for our family or the rules for attending  a 
football game (such as paying a fee) exist or not, they just do, and 
we experience them very concretely. It is in a way self-evident. 
And furthermore, we experience it as independent of our appre-
hensions. As such, it is already objectified, “constituted by an order 
of objects that have been designated as objects before my appear-
ance on the scene” (ibid. p. 35).  These objects and their inner logic 
and order remain unproblematic and undisputed until further no-
tice, that is, until its continuity is interrupted by the appearance of 
a problem. Only then, do we pay attention to their construction 
and attempt to understand and possibly  reconstruct the logic of the 
perceived reality.  

                                                          

11 Which Berger & Luckmann argue, is best done by a phenomenological 
analysis.  
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These experiences, or put in another way, our consciousness about 
reality, are/is structured in terms of relevance.  The tension of con-
sciousness is at its  highest in everyday life since it is sometimes 
almost impossible to ignore and  at its lowest point in dreams and 
abstract dwellings since they are possible to change and even ig-
nore if we do not want to pay them attention. In face-to-face inter-
action it is more real than in fictional meetings or highly anony-
mous abstractions. But consciousness is thus always intentional, we 
could only be conscious of something or other. We cannot be con-
scious as such without a point of reference.  

This consciousness, or experience of reality, is subjective but could 
be translated to another subject through objectivation. Berger & 
Luckmann illustrate this by the example of a knife in a wall above a 
bed. The knife could be the result, and objectivation, of another 
person’s subjectivity (since he puts it in my bedroom wall because 
he experienced anger towards me).  I could experience it as both a 
human product, the artefact knife, and an objectivation, a sign of 
anger or threat, of human subjectivity. These signs could also be-
come objectively available in the reality which is shared with oth-
ers. Other people  could see the knife and make the same interpre-
tation.

The most common sign system, which makes this intersubjectivity 
obvious, is our vocal sign system, language. Language provides us 
with the necessary objectifications and order, it is  “the realissimum 
of my consciousness”.... It constantly proves itself as an intersubjec-
tive world, “I know that there is an ongoing correspondence be-
tween my meanings and their meanings in this world, that we 
share a common sense about its reality” (ibid. p. 37). As such, the 
function of language is ‘translation and interpretation’ since when 
we experience something we try to describe these experiences to 
others and when doing this we also try to make them fit into the 
existing reality. They need to make-sense in some way or another 
and while trying to ascribe them meaning they become more real 
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as we communicate them with others. Through communication, 
objects that are spatially, temporally and socially absent from the 
‘here and now’ could be ‘made present’, and symbols and signs 
could be made objectively real elements of everyday life and as 
such ‘brought back’ to reality. Language could then bridge the  
different experiences from different zones and integrate them into 
a meaningful whole.  

This could easily be illustrated by what often takes place in an or-
dinary conversation after a dinner party. We could try to fit our 
different experiences together so we obtain the complete picture of 
what happened that evening even if we are not able to be in every 
room at every time. We could also try to understand some of the 
guests’ behaviour by referring to some of their other relations, not 
present at the party. And finally we could use symbols, such as 
designer labels on our clothes, to make assumptions about guests 
we are not familiar with. All of this is made real and meaningful 
and we experience completeness about what has happened.  

Subjective processes become Intersubjec-
tive objective reality  

As described above, our reality of everyday life is interpreted, 
communicated and made real and objective in many forms. But 
some of these experiences are encountered as more objective and 
static than others. They are independent of our own wishes and 
actions and  sometimes even referred to as impediments to our 
actions. The easiest way to explain the construction of such objec-
tive reality is to refer to habitualisation.

Habitualisation is a way of saving ourselves much  mental process-
ing and effort. If we should, in every new encounter, totally un-
prejudiced, try to capture the new situation, its surroundings and 
its inhabitants it would be almost impossible. There would be too 
many impressions to process and too many decisions to be made.  
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Instead we save time and effort by making typifications and create 
habits, both regarding situations and individuals. These typifica-
tions and habits narrow possible choices and remove great amounts 
of tension and as such provide psychological relief. Institutionalisa-
tion “occurs whenever there is a reciprocal typification of habitual-
ized actions by types of actors” (ibid. p. 72). Put in other words, 
when subjective typifications and habits are shared with other 
subjects they become institutionalised12. This could be illustrated by 
the example of institutionalised social order. We learn how to act 
when meeting older people, we learn how to act when meeting a 
new born baby boy and we learn how to act when there are people 
standing in front of us in a queue. Many of these social orders are 
created by typifications and habits. Older people are assumed to be 
more physically fragile and maybe more grumpy about traditions so 
we learn to behave differently when meeting the elderly than 
when socialising with friends of the same age. Baby boys are 
treated differently to baby girls, we use a different voice and we are 
more hazardous when playing with them, because there exists a 
shared assumption that boys are less easily scared than girls and 
that they like this kind of behaviour. In many cultures we share an 
idea that it is important to stand in a queue if there are several peo-
ple  waiting for something. Assuming that otherwise nothing 
would work and total chaos would emerge.  

The above are all examples of habits based on assumptions and 
typifications. True in some cases but sometimes, after further scru-
tiny, totally false in others. There might be a physically very virile 
older woman who does not like old traditions and when she is tak-
ing care of her grandchild he does not at all like her violent games. 
As a continuation of   the story, when  on vacation in Southern 
Africa and attempting to buy a ticket by politely waiting and  form-
ing a queue, she discovered that  every one else appeared to be   

                                                          

12 Institutionalisation is closely connected to the emergence of division of 
labour and distribution of knowledge.
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both physical and vocal in an attempt to be  seen and heard. For 
most of us the above short story  presents unusual episodes, but it is 
nevertheless not impossible. But to save energy we tend to adopt 
the line of least resistance (and the most familiar pictures) and act 
according to our perceived  existing social order.  

To further facilitate our conduct we create roles and these roles 
embody the institutions in individual experience. By playing roles 
the individual participates in a social world and by internalising 
these roles, the same world (with restrictions and possibilities) 
becomes subjectively real to him. According to Berger and Luck-
mann the “analysis of roles is of particular importance to the soci-
ology of knowledge because it reveals the mediations between the 
macroscopic universes of meaning objectivated in a society and the 
ways by which these universes are subjectively real to individuals” 
(ibid. p. 96).  

There are also other variables linked to institutionalisation such as 
control and historicity. Not only do they provide us with energy 
saving rules concerning how to act and think but they also function 
as instruments of control. It is  sometimes almost impossible to act 
in another way and if we would try, other members of  society 
would try to stop us from diverging from the accepted order13. It 
does also create historicity and as such helps us to understand our 
society and our actions in a meaningful whole.  

Also, as we are teaching these typifications and habits to our chil-
dren the “objectivity of the institutional world ‘thickens’ and ‘hard-
ens’, not only for the children, but (by a mirror effect) for the par-
ents as well” (ibid. p. 76). It is learned as an objective truth and 
through socialisation internalised as subjective reality, but we ex-
perience institutions as external reality and the individual cannot 

                                                          

13 This will be further explained in the next section about socialisation.
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understand them by introspection. The only way is to ‘go out’ and 
learn about them, just as one must learn about nature.  

The objectivity is thus necessary, because it is the only way that the 
social formations could be transmitted to a new generation through 
language. Language becomes the depository of these collective 
conceptions about reality. As Berger and Luckmann puts it: “a thing 
is what it is called, and it could not be called anything else” (ibid. p. 
77). If what is perceived as objective reality and shared vocal signs, 
language, would be too coloured by subjectivity and our options  to 
communicate and create a social order would diminish. We cannot 
use the word ‘horse’ when ordering 40 milk cows and then  claim  
at a later stage that all the confusion when trying to milk the horses 
is not our fault since it is my right as an individual to express my-
self in any way I like. We use the traditionally used word ‘cow’ for 
the species we obtain  cow milk from when presenting them to our 
children so that they could use that word in their turn. By doing 
this, we are helping them to function in the society they are 
brought up in. 

When we are explaining the objective reality and institutional 
order to our children we, at the same time, justify its existence and 
legitimate it. By legitimation it is made meaningful and as such it 
produces values. Values for what are correct perceptions, thoughts 
and actions and deviance from the institutional order appears as a 
deviance from the shared reality.  

This legitimation has four levels. The first level explains in a non-
theoretical way that “this is how things are done”. The second level 
consists of more elaborated explanations and are “theoretical 
propositions”. The third level holds “explicit theories by specialised 
personnel”. And finally, the fourth level consists of “symbolic uni-
verses”, that is, bodies of theoretical traditions. The symbolic uni-
verse has several functions, it organises the past and the future, it 
provides necessary structure and orders the content so that the 
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entire society makes sense. It also explains the delimitation of social 
reality: that is, sets the limits of what is relevant and not. But there 
exist cracks and pitfalls. Berger and Luckmann explain it as follows: 
“Because of the inevitable tensions of the processes of institution-
alization, and by the very fact that all social phenomena are con-
structions produced historically through human activity, no society 
is totally taken for granted and so, a fortiori, is no symbolic uni-
verse. Every symbolic universe is incipiently problematic” (ibid. p. 
123-124).  

This is further explained by the fact that no socialisation is ever 
completely successful and because of that the symbolic universe 
needs constant maintenance (through mythology, theology, phi-
losophy and science etc.). Both the maintenance and the definition 
process of the symbolic universe could be described from a power 
analytical point of view, “he who has the bigger stick has the better 
chance of imposing his definition of reality” (ibid. p. 127) and it is 
important to ask the question: -Says who? and analyse the prefer-
ences behind the statements put forward. To “understand the state 
of the socially constructed universe at any given time, or its change 
over time, one must understand the social organization that permits 
the definers to do their defining” (ibid. p. 134). And it is important 
to have in mind that all symbolic universes and all legitimations are 
human products. They exist only in the lives of concrete individu-
als and “have no empirical status apart from these lives” (ibid. page 
146). 

The identity forming process in Social 
Constructivism  

As the section above points out there are many layers and possible 
starting points to choose when analysing the relationship between 
subjective and objective reality. Berger & Luckmann talk about 
society as objective and subjective reality. 
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Society as objective reality is what we perceive as objective, non-
human products and which are almost, but not totally, untouchable 
for human interference. To reach knowledge about the objective 
reality we have to ‘go out’ and try to understand something outside 
ourselves in the same way as we reach knowledge about nature.  

Reaching knowledge about the subjective reality demands intro-
spection, and since it is impossible to ‘go inside’ someone else it is 
never possible to totally understand another individual’s subjective 
reality. But there are several identifiable mechanisms that are con-
stituent to the process of identity forming.  

According to Berger and Luckmann the identity forming process is 
a social process. Our identity is dependent on our social context: 
“once crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or even reshaped by 
social relations” (ibid. p. 194). Different social contexts form differ-
ent identity types and these types of identities could be found in 
individual cases and described within certain societies, such as ‘the 
polite Englishman’ or ‘the western intellectual middle-class 
woman’. And these identity types are social products to court.  

But, it is thus important to note, that societies do not form identi-
ties. Identities are always unique and can never be typified. Berger 
and Luckmann do not openly discuss the difference between na-
ture, society and identity when it comes to uniqueness but they 
only stress this fact on behalf of identity. Nature is something ‘out-
side us’, society is something in between (outside and inside) and 
finally, identity is ‘inside’ and as such partly untouchable to other 
subjects when it comes to understanding it. This inability to gain 
full insight into another subject’s reality does have implications for 
our mutual reciprocity. So, even though the society sets limits to 
the organism, the organism also sets limits to society. As Berger and 
Luckmann puts it: “The little animal fights back” (ibid. p. 203).  
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When trying to investigate this further it is thus necessary to have 
a strong methodological contextual connection to the social struc-
ture, which the self is shaped within. The image of what is reality 
and what should be preserved as reality is mediated through com-
munication and the use of language is the most important vehicle 
of reality-maintenance (and therefore also investigations about 
reality14). We communicate with each other to create a structure to 
use both in routine cases and cases of crisis.  

We might even misinterpret an individual for lacking a sense of 
reality or being mentally ill if we do not take into consideration the 
reality within which he or she is formed. Berger and Luckmann 
provide an example about the contextual bounding by the psychiat-
ric term ‘reality-orientation’. When a psychiatrist is trying to make 
a diagnosis concerning a person’s mental health the first questions 
are usually aimed at investigating the person’s sense of reality such 
as what weekday and day of month is. But without the contextual 
connection it might be possible to make the wrong diagnosis. The 
person could be perfectly mentally sane but in the culture he or she 
is brought up in these things are not as important. Perhaps  the 
weather during the past   month might be  more important knowl-
edge since it would say something about how the crops will turn 
out and consequently the possibilities of survival could be diag-
nosed.  

This contextuality is imprinted in our subjective reality through 
different processes such as primary and secondary socialisation.
When a child is born he or she is born into an already existing 
reality which is presented and mediated to him or her by (most 

                                                          

14 This statement has methodological implications and possibilities. If lan-
guage is the most important instrument of reality mediation then it might 
possible, through language, to unfold and uncover the reality we perceive 
and construct. This implies that it is thus possible to reach some knowledge 
about another person’s subjective reality.  



63

-
T
h
e
 
d
y
n
a
m
i
c
s
 
o
f
 
S
o
c
i
a
l
 
C
o
n
s
t
r
u
c
t
i
o
n
i
s
m
c
o
m
b
i
n
e
d
 

w
i
t
h
 
C
r
i
t
i
c
a
l
 
a
n
a
l
y
s
i
s
 
-

usually) his or her parents and a few others. These persons are re-
ferred to as significant others since they become very important for 
the child’s identity forming process and the situation is highly 
charged emotionally. Later on the child will take on the roles and 
attitudes of the significant other and internalise them and make 
them his/her own and finally he/she will be capable of making 
abstractions from these roles and attitudes (called generalised oth-
ers).  

These abstractions serve as self-controlling and restricting, he/she 
knows what is right  without asking or being shown it since he/she 
could imagine what the significant others would say. When given 
an identity the child is at the same time given a place in society and 
only through socialisation will he or she become a member of soci-
ety.  The most important instrument of socialisation is language and 
the possibility to communicate. Through language the social struc-
ture and order is communicated, the existing shared view about 
reality is transmitted and the child learns that he is what he/she is 
called. The attributes and qualities ascribed to the child, and the 
name the child is given constitute him/her.  It takes severe bio-
graphical shocks to later in life change the picture given in early 
childhood. This process is referred to as primary socialisation.

But socialisation is a continuously on-going process. Even though 
primary socialisation is more routed in our identity and, because of 
that, harder to displace, it is exposed to subsequent change and we 
are constantly facing new sectors of the objective world of society 
and this is called secondary socialisation. It is not necessarily re-
placing already existing conceptions but could be widening the 
ones we already possess. The conceptions  transmitted to us in early 
childhood also appear as almost unconscious apprehensions but the 
ones presented later in life are more mentally processed and chal-
lenged. But, even so, the above implies the possibility that subjec-
tive reality can be transformed, and such transformations are called 
alternations and require processes of re-socialisation. As Berger and 
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Luckmann put it “in other words, man’s experience of himself al-
ways hovers in a balance between being and having a body, a bal-
ance that must be redressed again and again” (ibid. p. 68).  

This constant self-production is thus always a social enterprise 
since we, through different social constructions, provide a stable 
environment for our own conduct for different reasons (such as 
energy saving in new environments). However we often perceive 
human phenomena as if they were “non-human or possibly supra-
human” (ibid. page 107). We  forget our own authorship of the 
human world and the dialectic between ourselves as producers and 
our products are lost to consciousness.  

Critical analysis 
As mentioned earlier (for example at the end of the Introduction 
chapter) consciousness or awareness about the dialectic between 
ourselves as producers and our products is fundamental to the ar-
guments in this thesis. This could be tackled in many ways but 
since awareness in this context is closely linked to our different 
possibilities to enjoy the positive sides/or suffer the negative sides 
of technological development the underlying assumptions of criti-
cal analysis seems appropriate.  

A core issue in critical analysis is to identify and question inequali-
ties (hidden agendas) and create tools for the oppressed to be eman-
cipated. The critical societal analyses should lean on key terms such 
as values, equality, care, democracy and efficiency (which could be 
found already in the texts by Horkheimer & Adorno (1981), 
Adorno (1987) and Marcuse (1941)  i.e. the leading theorists of the 
Frankfurt school). This is not at all an unexplored area in IS re-
search, particularly not in Scandinavia where several attempts have 
been made to democratise the information technological develop-
ment (see for example Bansler 1989 about the critical tradition in 
Scandinavian research in systems development). What is often 
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referred to as the Scandinavian approach (see for example Bødker, 
Knudsen, Kyng, Ehn & Madsen 1988 or Bjerknes & Bratteteig 1987) 
is very much concerned with methods to support democratisation 
(participatory/cooperative design) in the  workplace. By inviting 
the users-to-be to different steps of the system developing process 
they strive for a better quality of work i.e. working life democracy.  

The Scandinavian approach or Participatory design (PD) has how-
ever recently been discussed (Beck 2002, Kanstrup 2003, Dittrich 
2003, Bødker 2003) as possibly outdated, or not, in Scandinavia. 
Beck argues that it still has potential in the area of analysing the 
political (and ethical) dimensions and identifying dominance pat-
terns (partly resting on Bjerknes & Bretteig who in 1995 addressed 
the topic when arguing for that the political dimension should be 
reintroduced). It is thus possible to say that that would be a not 
insignificant change from the original idea of incorporating the 
user into the design process to secure better systems and a higher 
quality of work.  

Becks’ proposal also contains a slight shift in level of analysis from 
organisational to societal in order to be political. It also suggests a 
shift from techniques (design methods) to ideological analysis 
(ethical values), furthermore it stresses the fact that the workers 
have become consumers and as such are difficult to incorporate. 
According to Beck “understanding the multiple ties that link com-
puter (in its variety of senses) with dominance (in its variety of 
senses) would be one of two pillars of a rejuvenated PD” (Beck 
2002:85) and ends with the statement that “the project of PD is 
needed more than ever” (ibid. 2002:89). However, Bødker responds 
by stating that “in order for the questioning to have a constructive 
impact on people’s life with technology it is important that we do 
not only challenge, but offer alternatives as well” (Bødker 2003:89) 
and by doing so returns to the techniques (design methods) to cre-
ate real alternatives for the users to choose from and not only creat-
ing ideological standpoints. Kanstrup argues that the political is not 
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missing in contemporary PD, it is rather inherent and constantly 
present even if it is not articulated (Kanstrup 2003: 81).   

In another arena (at the NordiCHI -04 conference) Kanstrup to-
gether with Iversen and Petersen (Kanstrup, Iversen & Petersen 
2004) however address the same question from a slightly different 
perspective by stating that the original Utopian ideals of co-
operative design are now facing new challenges since today tech-
nology is spread into domestic and non-professional practices (ibid 
2004:171). Kanstrup et al. argue that today we need “to develop a 
better understanding of what ‘use quality’ means in everyday life” 
(ibid. 2004:174). “Quality of work is now replaced by a concern 
with quality in life, and democracy is replaces by concerns with 
consumer power…” (ibid. 2004:177). The key principles that 
should be highlighted according to Kanstrup et. al. are democracy
emancipation and quality.   

What is touched upon here are questions addressed by Rob Kling 
(starting in 1977) in what is nowadays defined as Social Informatics
i.e. “the interdisciplinary study of the design, uses and conse-
quences of ICTs that takes into account their interaction with insti-
tutional and cultural contexts” (Kling, Crawford, Rosenbaum, Saw-
yer and Weisband 1998). Social Informatics comprises normative, 
analytical and critical orientations combined in a specific con-
text/study (it is as such characterised by its problems rather than by 
the theories or methods used in a research study). By doing so So-
cial Informatics combines critical analysis and social constructionis-
tic ideas. 

The critical aspect of IS research has recently been readdressed 
from another angle through attempts to introduce critical realism
(Bhaskar 1978, 1989, 1998 and Archer et al. 1998) as a philosophical 
pillar for the IS community to rest upon (Carlsson 2003, Pather & 
Remenyi 2004). The argument here is that critical realism would  
be an “alternative to traditional positivistic models of social science 
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as well as an alternative to post-modern approaches and theories 
and constructivism” (Carlsson 2003:12). According to Carlsson “the 
major problem with the constructivist IS evaluation approach is its 
inability to grasp those structural and institutional features of soci-
ety and social organization which are in some respects independent 
of the agents’ reasoning and desires but influence (affect) an IS 
initiative and the negotiation process” (ibid. 2003:17).  And a criti-
cal realism alternative might seem very attractive particularly since 
authorities such as Langdon Winner describe academics concluding 
that people have a choice in the social construction of technology 
as “extremely comforting, almost (yawn) sleep inducing” due to its 
too relativistic character (Winner 1994:90).  

But another authority, Andrew Feenberg,  claims that it is defi-
nitely possible to combine constructionism and technology critique 
and goes even further by saying that it is equally possible to use 
constructionistic analysis at the same time as ontological essential-
ism, it all depends on how deep you use each standpoint15 (Feen-
berg 2000). Feenberg finds social constructionism interesting due to 
the “tools they give us for interpreting technology and its place in 
the social world” (ibid. 2000:229). At the same time Feenberg talks 
about primary and secondary instrumentalizations where technol-
ogy turns into something real and inseparable from the essence of 
technology (even if every technological essence from the beginning 
is inseparable from human activity). Feenberg concludes by stating 
that he “combines essentialist insights into the technical orienta-
tion toward the world with constructivist insights into the social 
nature of technology” (ibid. 2000:233). “I believe that both essen-
tialism and constructivism have something to contribute to our 
understanding of technology… The problem is to combine their 
insights in a theory that bridges the theoretical gaps between tradi-

                                                          

15 Which of course might lead to an interesting discussion about meta-
theoretical assumptions and their consequences if stemming from totally 
different ontological origin. 
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tions and the cultural gaps between their practitioners” (ibid. 
2000:236).  

Conclusion 

What is described above is the Gordian knot for us to understand, if 
man constructs the world how could he then experience it as some-
thing other than a human product? To explain this we must have in 
mind  all the arguments put forward above  and thoroughly de-
scribe their relations (Berger and Luckmann 1967:78-79):   

“It is important to emphasize that the relationships between man, 
the producer, and the social world, his product, is and remains a 
dialectical one. That is, man (not, of course, in isolation but in his 
collectivities) and his social world interact with each other. The 
product acts back upon the producer.” 

 “Externalization and objectivation are moments in a continuing 
dialectical process.” “The third moment in this process, which is 
internalization (by which the objectivated social world is retro-
jected into consciousness in the course of socialization)…”                                     

When then making an analysis, the dialectical nature of this rela-
tionship makes it impossible to single out a starting point and claim 
something’s priority over another. The only possibility is instead to 
single out a focus point (see figure 4 below) and say that “this is 
where this analysis take place” and “these are the prerequisites we 
are facing at this moment”. The analysis will then regard what the 
individual claim is his or her experiences and describes as his or her 
reality. And further on, how he or she describes what happens 
from that moment and forward.  
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Figure 4: Social constructionism: The dialectical rela-
tionship between objective and subjective reality 

The chapter is called The dynamics of Social Constructivism and 
critical analysis and it is exactly the dynamic component that is the 
most important reason for giving space to this theoretical area: its  
possibility  to explain and always focus on our own status in the 
objective reality. We are neither totally free nor totally controlled, 
but if we want to make a change we will have to engage in under-
standing and questioning what is perceived as objective. The pre-
requisites of the objective reality are  that if they are shared and 
acknowledged, that is, we let it become our reality.  

The opposite to this is that  we could interfere and alter it if we 
engage ourselves in the process of habitualisation and institutionali-
sation. So, if the technological development is not satisfactory, we 
could, by putting some effort into it, question the relations and 
analyse the habitualisations to alter it (even thought we have to be 
aware of the time-variable, some changes might take such a long 
time as we might experience them as almost unchangeable). At this 
point Berger & Luckmann could be said to be parallel to Jacques 

Ana-
lytical 
level

Focus point 

Objective  

reality

Subjective
reality

Time 
axe
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Ellul; the technological development is no objective reality (even 
though the products we already have produced are covered by 
what Berger & Luckmann would call the every-day reality ipso 
facto) in so far as it is untouchable to us. It is the product of our 
continuous socially constructing process and the only way to 
change the technological development in the way we want it to be 
changed is to become aware and take an active part in its construc-
tion.

[The fundamental ideas of Social Constructivism has of course reached the 
area of technological development in several contexts prior to this which 
require  at least to be  mentioned and the most well-known is the one put 
forward by Bijker, Hughes and Pinch in The Social Construction of Tech-
nology (SCOT) (Bijker, Hughes & Pinch 1987) even though Bijker et al.  
themselves do not refer to Berger & Luckmann but to Collins’ The sociol-
ogy of scientific knowledge (Collins 1983). With SCOT they analyse the 
construction of technology in terms of closure and stabilisation and point 
to relevant social groups in this process which is very interesting and re-
warding in analysing appearing  technology.  Another contribution is 
interpretative flexibility wich highlights tecnology’s negotiating natur. 
There are also several applications of the sociology of knowledge in social 
constructionism in terms of technological frames, cognition and knowl-
edge work (Orlikovsky 1994 among others).  

The approach here is however a slightly different one, the focus is not on 
the sociology of knowledge, language, and analysis of language but on 
social constructionism’s contribution more as a meta-theoretical assump-
tion about technology’s relativity contra realism. Then again, the negotiat-
ing concept in interpretative flexibility could be very rewarding to return 
to to further explore some of the areas this thesis ends up with as further 
research questions. ]  
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4. Known and Unknown views 

on Technology 

Even though the view on technology at hand in this text is already 
declared in the Introductory chapter as something created by hu-
man beings and as such also regarded as in the realm of human 
beings’ interference there are of course other ways to think about 
technology, professionally and in everyday life. In this chapter 
some (it should not in any way be regarded as a full description of 
all definitions of technology) of the professional ways of describing 
technology are mentioned and discussed in order to offer a glimpse 
of the more dominant views on technology which we meet, sec-
ond-handily, in different forms (for example the public media space 
and in articles written by professionals) which might affect our 
individual view of technology. These dominant views of technol-
ogy are perhaps unknown to the majority and may  not be at all 
compatible with our own individual views of technology but are 
however interesting to be aware of as they often affect our unques-
tioned views of technology. As Marakas (2000) points out; the 
metaphor could, if not questioned, easily become the model, where 
he refers to McCloskey (1983) and states that an unexamined meta-
phor becomes a substitute for thinking.  

In this context the much broader definition ‘technology’ is used 
even though the technology in focus here is ‘information technol-
ogy’. This is mostly because the literature on this subject (such as 
for example philosophy of technology) seldom uses the more nar-
row definition information technology. But also, and perhaps even 
more importantly, one of the key arguments in this thesis is that 
many of us do not have an as aware relationship with technology as 
would be necessary to feel in control and make demands on the 
technological development. Also if we are unaware of our relation-
ship with technology it is not rewarding to delimit the approach 
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from the beginning, as important knowledge might be excluded by 
doing so. In this respect it is important to acknowledge that there 
might not be a razor sharp distinction in our every day life between 
technology in general and information technology. Thus starting 
with a discussion about technology in general also reveals knowl-
edge about the specific relation with information technology. 

Known views on Technology 
The concept of technology is constantly present in our every day 
life, both as physical objects and mental models but the majority 
seldom reflect upon its meaning and effects.  There exist numerous 
different definitions of “technology”, which indicates that it is not 
an easy phenomenon to try to decipher. Even in the discipline that 
one could imagine should hold the answers, philosophy of technol-
ogy, the definitions differ greatly (for a more thorough discussion 
see Durbin 1978). One  reason for the somewhat widespread angles 
to this phenomenon could be that the definition is dependent on 
the choice of question. The kind of question and area of interest, 
leads the philosophical quest to different aspects and levels of 
analysis i.e. theory.  The definition then develops according to the 
theory about the phenomenon16.

With great respect to these difficulties this section is divided into 
three different key areas: (a) linguistic use, (b) function, (c) plastic-
ity and level of control.17  These key areas (questions) are chosen 

                                                          

16 A more thorough discussion about the relationship between definitions 
of technology and the philosophy of technology could be seen in Nordin 
(1983)
17 Of course it is possible to extract and choose other areas but the defence 
for that is a variant of Occhams razor knife given by Nordin (1983:3 own 
translation) “do not introduce more terms (and distinctions) than necessary 
for the analysis, even of there happen to exists far more entities than 
terms” 
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due to their relevance to the aim of this thesis and the underlying 
assumptions presented in the Introductory chapter in the section 
Theoretical and normative standpoints and implications. The 
choices will be explained further under each key area. 

Linguistic use of “technology” 

The linguistic use of technology is interesting since our mental 
models of a phenomenon are often shown in our expressions about 
the phenomenon. By analysing different linguistic definitions and 
looking deeper into linguistic use a richer picture of dominant un-
derstandings could be obtained. This is however not going to be 
dealt with  in this limited space but merely mentioned and com-
mented on as   the official linguistic use is rewarding in  creating an 
understanding of its relation to the everyday usage of ‘technology’ 
or ‘information technology’. It is, however,  important to bear in 
mind that these very well established definitions are developed by 
professionals in the area and as such  are likely to represent the 
professional’s mental models to a higher degree than  representing 
the mental models of  public opinion. Even so, these definitions are 
agreed upon and accepted definitions at a societal level which gives 
a hint about how present day  society chooses to interpret the phe-
nomenon, i.e. our societal view on technology.  

One of the most commonly referred to definitions (at least in non-
academic texts) is  that presented by different national encyclopae-
dias since these definitions are regarded as legitimate and safe. 
These definitions are not as elaborated as the theoretical ones 
(mentioned in the next section) but they are supposed to be clear 
and illustrative and possible for all of us to understand. For these 
reasons they are interesting to briefly mention before the theoreti-
cal ones. 

To start with ‘technology’, the following definition is given by the 
Encyclopædia Britannica:  
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“In the modern world technology is all around. 
Automobiles, computers, nuclear power, spacecraft, 
and X-ray cameras are all examples of technological 
advances. Technology may be defined as the process 
by which human beings fashion tools and machines to 
change, manipulate, and control their environment.” 
(Encyclopædia Britannica 2004)  

and in the Swedish Nationalencyklopedin the definition is as fol-
lows (own interpretation): 

“A conclusive label to all human methods to satisfy 
her wishes by using physical objects. The thought 
that all technology is applied science is misleading. 
Scientific knowledge has often developed through ap-
plied technology.” (Nationalencyklopedin 2004)  

The above definitions both point out the usefulness aspect of tech-
nology, that technology is developed to satisfy human aims (to 
change, manipulate and control in BE) and wishes (which in a way 
indicates that the other way around i.e. that human aims and 
wishes are searched for after the technology is developed might not 
be covered by these definitions, which is quite interesting). They 
also stress the methods instead of the physical artefacts. 

 The definition of ‘information technology’, on the other hand, 
refers to different forms of technology without  defining them 
further. In Encyclopædia Britannica the definition is rather a de-
scription of the development:  

Many scientific advances would never have been 
made without the use of a computer. Thus, the inven-
tion of the electronic computer was among the most 
significant achievements of the 20th century. One of 
the first analog computers was designed by the Scot-
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tish physicist Lord Kelvin in the late 1800s. However, 
this type of computer, which uses mechanical or elec-
trical devices to represent the numbers being manipu-
lated, was not built until 1930. The analog computer 
was superseded by the digital computer, which func-
tions much more rapidly. Soon scientists realized that 
they needed better ways to store data in a memory, 
and they created silicon microchips, or microproces-
sors (see microprocessor). They also improved com-
puter speeds and invented stored programs. Digitizers 
were developed to convert analog quantities for use 
on digital computers. Digitizers also are used to con-
vert such things as graphic designs and recorded mu-
sic into digital format.  

The rapid development of computers led to the study 
of artificial intelligence. In 1958 an intelligent ma-
chine modeled after the human brain was developed. 
It was called Perceptron. Artificial intelligence has 
many potential applications in robotics, communica-

tions, and other fields. (See also computer.) (Ency-
clopædia Britannica 2004) 

The Swedish Nationalencyklopedin gives a shorter but similar defi-
nition: 

“a conclusive concept for computer technology and 
telecommunication in cooperation” and “ a conclusive 
concept for the technological possibilities which has 
been created through progress in computer technol-
ogy and telecommunication. The proceeding  progress 
of the computer’s performance combined with the 
growth in capacity in the global communication net-
work pointed out IT as the most important driving 
force behind industrial and societal changes  during 
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the 1990’s. Sometimes the term ICT (information and 
communication technology) is used emphasise the 
role of telecommunication.” (Nationalencyclopedin 
2004) 

This is similar to how we use ‘technology’ and ‘information tech-
nology’ in everyday communication i.e. they are seldom defined. 
This is natural since we assume that we all carry some kind of 
shared understanding about what technology and information 
technology is, since it has existed for some time now. The defini-
tion is also mostly developed  through its use i.e. the context it is 
used in. We cannot constantly start with a thorough definition 
before using the concepts.  

But, when we get to the stage of a thought shared understanding, 
there is a risk that we no longer question what we believe is obvi-
ous. The obvious and thought shared understanding could then in a 
way hinder us from creating an aware and sensible relation with 
technology since we, so to speak, stop asking questions too soon.  

The function of “technology” 

The next area is function, most easily described as the way technol-
ogy could be used in one way or another. This area is possibly the 
most easily understood way of defining a phenomenon, to state 
what it is used as. When we explain an object to a child we very 
often explain it by saying what it is used as (when the option of 
pointing at the phenomenon is not an alternative that is), for ex-
ample:  - what is a car? - It is something we could ride in to get to 
grandmother or – what is a cow? - It is an animal we get milk from 
etc. However, no definition of function could be said to cover eve-
rything (for example there are of course several answers to what a 
car or cow could be used as), in the same way as with definitions in 
general the answer reflects a perspective. But even so, to present a 
list of possible answers i.e. a set of categories is one of the most 
common ways of  defining the function of technology. 
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As mentioned, definitions could be seen as answers to questions put 
forward from a chosen perspective, so, to claim that one definition 
is truer than  another is difficult. This section does not aim at pre-
senting a complete list of all definitions, rather to give some exam-
ples of different categorisations. The, perhaps most well-known 
categorisation is the one put forward by Dubin (1959) with a simple 
division of technology into two main categories (others who makes 
similar categorisations are: Udy 1962, Litterer 1972): 

hard technology/ machine (tools, instruments, machines 
etc.)
soft technology/ knowledge  (a collection of ideas express-
ing goal, function and rationality of the efforts, i.e. a fusion 
of knowledge, procedures and rationality) 

Dubin’s categorisation still serves as an illustrative division between 
physical objects and a way of performing something. Dubin’s sec-
ond category also relates to the definitions put forward in encyclo-
paedias since they stress human methods and scientific knowledge 
more than physical objects, which is interesting in itself. The ques-
tion is whether the soft category is also more common as a mental 
model among non-professionals and if not, it reflects a more aware 
relation with technology?  

Later, several categories have been added to these two original 
categories (hard and soft) and one of the most well-known is that 
presented by  Langdon Winner (1977) in  “In Autonomous Tech-
nology” : technics-out-of-control as a theme in political thought 
where Winner separates technology into three types: 

technology as apparatus (physical objects) 
technology as a technique (skills, procedures, methods) 
technology as an organisation (social arrangements as fab-
rics, bureaucracies, research institutions etc.)  
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Another, somewhat similar, set of categories is put forward by 
Hannay and McGinn (1980):  

technology as technical artefacts   
technology as procedures   
technology as knowledge  

What is analysed and further developed is most often the original 
soft category which has been developed into, in Winner’s case, 
technique and organisation and in Hannay and McGinn’s version, 
procedures and knowledge. Carl Mitcham (1994) goes even further 
and presents a fourfold set of categories: 

technology as objects 
technology as knowledge 
technology as activity 
technology as volition  

Here the soft category has been divided into three; knowledge, 
activity and volition where the last one  touches upon  the ideo-
logical part of philosophy of technology i.e. the meaning, goal (te-
los) or intention enclosed in technology.  

By doing so Mitcham hints at what is often perceived to be com-
plex and hard to decipher and thus often ignored. But Mitcham 
points out that technology is often associated with several types of 
volition: the will to survive or to satisfy basic biological needs 
(Spengler 1931, Ferré 1988), the will to control or power (Mumford 
1967), the will to freedom (Grant 1969, Walker 1831, Zschimmer 
1914) and the pursuit of or will to efficiency (Skolimowsky 1966). 
Technology is as such used to fulfil a more or less articulated hu-
man need.  
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Mitcham’s fourth category, technology as volition, also indicates a 
more abstract and philosophical definition of technology. Where 
the most abstract could be said to be that suggested by Jacques El-
lul:

technology as rationality 

In The Technological Society Ellul (1964) argues that we are cap-
tured by technology and the technological development but only 
due to the fact that we allow ourselves to be captured. According to 
Ellul our view of technology is that it holds the key to rational 
solutions, technological solutions are un-threatened by other solu-
tions only by the simple fact that they are technological. Other 
solutions have to be argued for and have a definite motivation, 
whereas technological solutions seldom undergo such scrutiny. 
Such a view about technology perceives  that technology is more 
than its physical products or different expressions of knowledge 
(such as techniques or skills etc.). Technology is in Ellul’s terms 
value-laden and laded with positive values only.  

With such a definition technology is more complex and also more 
difficult to capture without relating it to societal development and 
its social contexts which leads us to the next section, the plasticity 
and level of control of technology.  

The plasticity and level of control of 
“technology” 

The third area is then plasticity and level of control, that is, how 
the technological development is constructed but also how it 
should be constructed. The reason for focusing on this last key area 
is its relevance for describing our relation with technology. When 
we describe relations we often tend to describe them in terms of 
power and control. We seem to believe that relations very seldom 
can be characterised by balance and equality (for an interesting 
reflection on how and why people arrived at the idea that men are 
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equal see Stuurman 2004). This is not excluded from our relation 
with technology. Is technology something we, as humans, have 
control over, or, does technology hold characteristics and conse-
quences we cannot foresee? These two opposite views on technol-
ogy have theoretically developed into: technological determinism 
and technological voluntarism. There are  also several important 
reasons  to  discuss the area in between, the social construction of 
technology, which is dealt with later in  this section. In the phi-
losophy of technology these two tenets are connected to the plas-
ticity of technology. Is technology plastic and possible to influence 
by human beings or is technology a phenomenon in its own which 
has its own nature and as such governs itself? 

The technological determinism (where Ellul18 is often mentioned as 
one of the most prominent ones even though that is not the total 
interpretation according to this text) regards technology as hard to 
influence. Technology is dominant by its very nature. How this is 
possible is explained in several ways: 

(1) Since technology is considered to be rational and constructive 
human beings tend to accept it as something which has to be im-
plemented. Technology is the answer to the idea of controlling 
nature and the aim of progress (as in rationality and non-
natural/romantic ideas). As a result, individuals are not critical of 
these goals, there are no forces to stop technology.  

(2) Another more practical part of this concept is that human be-
ings are seen as economy-driven, cost-effective and short-term 
viewers and not capable of grasping the whole picture. We see a 
new technological invention and its immediate implementation 
and cost-effectiveness (in economical or physical terms) and with-
out critical attitude start to use it. When it is in use and the produc-

                                                          

18 “Technique exist because it is technique” (Ellul 1964:436) 
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tion cycle is rolling, there are no  possibilities to stop it and some-
times it ends up controlling us (as in the word processor example).  

(3) A third one states that technology has inherent driving forces. A 
brief explanation is that technology in itself could be an artefact 
that “acts”, in the way that, if a technological product is produced, 
the formability of the next product is determined by the first one 
and the third one by the second one and so on. The thought here is 
that this line of production leaves little room for human beings to 
actually decide the development of technology.  

(4) The next step of the notion above is that the formability of 
technology determines how fundamental decisions should be made.  
These decisions are more often than not, based on the capacity and 
plasticity of technology  rather than on the traditional political and 
social processes based on ideological determination (which might 
ring a bell in the Swedish society of today?). The fundamental idea 
is that technical systems are hard to change and, more importantly, 
grasp for the non-technology-professional (and maybe for them as 
well) human mind.  As such they constitute a moment of inertia, 
which implies that human beings, become so to speak,  trapped in 
the world of technical artefacts. One example often given to illus-
trate this  viewpoint is the large, big-scale systems (such as for ex-
ample Windows). Their construction (or nature) is complicated and 
could be seen a net of closely connected processes, which are hard 
to change, and as such constitutes inertia against plasticity.  

(5) Furthermore, technology is seen as non-contextual. It is not 
connected to social processes or culture. No matter where technol-
ogy is implemented it will have the same developmental curve. 
Human beings, and their social processes and culture will have no 
effect on the technology what so ever. Technology is seen as non-
plastic from the individual’s point of view and autonomous de-
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scribes as if it serves its own purposes19 (see Winner 1977, Mumford 
1967, Ellul 1964). 

To be rather critical of this perspective one might ask whether  
technology is alive. Does it have its own inner goal? And if so, what 
does technology “want”? An objection to that idea is the more phi-
losophical concept of telos (most easily explained as the goal of an 
action) where the question is whether technology in itself could 
have goals (i.e. telos’ for its actions? But even the most determinis-
tic theorists have problems with the notion of an alive technology, 
but nevertheless, some of their arguments end up at that position.  

Another problem linked to the notion of technological autonomy is 
that it is sometimes connected with something that resembles fatal-
ism. Technology is autonomous but there exists  a possibility to 
interfere, but at the same time the goal of technology is fatal and 
unavoidable (see e.g. Dessauer 1972, Jünger 1972, Fuller 1969 and 
Clarke 1973). An exiting contribution to the dilemma of techno-
logical autonomy and the possibility of individual actions is made 
by Nordin:  “What do we actually mean by autonomy? Do we mean 
(by technological autonomy) that technology runs away with us, so 
we no longer have control of evolution? Have we ever had control 
of evolution? Is autonomy a necessary condition for uncontrolled 
evolution? Or is autonomous technology something else than un-
controlled evolution? Is not human kind autonomous only because 
life cannot be totally predictable and controllable? Does really 
technological autonomy mean that mankind is not autonomous?” 
(Nordin 1983: 43). A possible explanation to the notion of auton-
omy and fatalism could be what is often called secondary effects of 
technology, that is, unforeseeable effects and therefore experience 
as uncontrollable. Technology does not only produce solutions to 

                                                          

19 A good selection of theoreticians within that area is presented in Kuhn 
(1971)
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the goals we have formulated but it also produces side effects that 
we can not control.20

Or, is it, perhaps more realistically, some small group of people 
dominating the technological development, leaving the rest of us 
with a feeling or total alienation? And if so, who are they and what 
are their goals for technological development? These questions 
imply a more power related (and maybe more constructive) discus-
sion. A continuation of that thought is brought forward by Berner 
(1999) in “Perpetuum Mobile” where Berner discusses “the actors
behind technology”. Berner clearly states that technology is volun-
taristic in the sense that it is controlled by humans, but the point is 
that it might be perceived as deterministic since there are only a 
small number of dominant actors that actually have the possibility 
to control it.  

This thought is interesting since it stresses the fact that at the same 
time, and with reference  to the same kind of technology, some of 
us could perceive it as deterministic and some of us as voluntaristic 
and this  is determined by our position in the society. Nordin 
(1983) develops this idea further and brings in the power aspect: 
the ones who develop the technology. Nordin puts forward the idea 
of parapraxes (developed from paradigm and praxis) where the 
paraprax is the force behind these three stages. The paraprax be-
comes dominant and is considered to be natural which makes it 
easier for its growth. The idea of parapraxes is not, according to 
Nordin, necessarily a set of mean people with economic goals who 
want to take power and control. They could as well be good-
hearted people with humanistic goals who want to create a better 
world (i.e. take away bad working conditions) but nevertheless gain 
power by doing so. 

                                                          

20 For a more thorough explanation about technological autonomy, secon-
dary effects and fatalism see Nordin (1983) 
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If technology then is the result of the wishes of a small group of 
dominant actors other questions becomes important, such as ethics 
and responsibility. Among others Bunge (1979), Goodman (1969) 
and Lyons (1979), point out the necessity of forming a set of tech-
nological ethics. The argument  is that the blame, as well as the 
credit, for a change  should also lie with  the deliverer. If, for ex-
ample, a parent gives a minor a weapon the blame for the conse-
quences should  lie with the deliverer (the parent), since technol-
ogy (the weapon) in this context is regarded as something evil. The 
parent, as well as the technology, should take the blame. 

The idea of a dominant group of people behind the technological 
development is, even though most of us  will experience technol-
ogy as deterministic, that technology is, however, plastic to (a few) 
human needs i.e. a technological voluntarism. This is also the tradi-
tional view of technology (see e.g. Agassi 1975) that technology is 
the servant of man, and as such, subordinate. Technology serves as 
a tool to produce solutions to problems formulated by man. Ac-
cording to that view, technology is passive and dependent on oth-
ers (man). Individuals are free to form technology as they chose:  

(1) Their main argument is that technology is contextual and they 
give examples where the same technology has developed in differ-
ent directions. The different cultural environments and the differ-
ent social processes in these environments form the application of 
the technological invention. No technology is free from its context. 
The technological voluntaristic point of view sees technology as 
something created by man and as such also a product of social and 
cultural processes (see e.g. Berner 1999). How technology is formed 
is adherent to human actions and does not exist without human 
beings. Technology becomes what human beings decide to create. 

(2) This perspective is clearly actor-oriented. It sees the individual 
as free and capable of forming his or her own actions according to 
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his or her beliefs. Technology is nothing but a human product and 
as such plastic to human needs.  

(3) This is also the more traditional way of viewing technology. In 
the beginning of the industrial revolution technology was seen as 
the saviour of human inferiority of nature. Before these technical 
inventions human beings where controlled and dominated by na-
ture and that was the relation which technology could change. 
Technology was viewed as the liberator. 

This seems to be a more appealing point of view but the problem 
occurs when the intentions of the individual differ from the actual 
results, or when it comes to an unexpected course of events21. What 
has happened then? Have individuals lost the control, and why? 
The voluntaristic ideas are often easily criticised this way since 
many of us feel that our freedom is very much constrained. But, on 
the other hand, maybe that is only due to the fact that we choose to 
use our actions in the wrong directions? If we wanted to, would it 
not be possible to make a change?  

One interesting follow-up is put forward by Ingelstam (1980) 
where he describes three phases of technological development. The 
first phase is merely serving, the second phase is propagating, and 
the third is dictating. In the first phase we try to solve a problem 
formulated by man, not so much attention is given to what kind of 
technology we use because the solution is the main focus and the 

                                                          

21 An illustrating example is the development in Swedish schools today. 
Every school is forced to use a big part of its budget to computer invest-
ments even though many of the actors in the school environment feel that 
it does not correspond to their beliefs. Who or what has dominated and 
forced the school to act in that way? One might say it is the politicians but 
they are elected by the public and as such only represent our beliefs so it is 
a too easy answer.
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technological development is the result of a great developmental 
process. The second phase is when we start to look for other areas 
where the produced technology could be useful. The aim is still to 
serve but with the new technology. At the beginning this is done 
through propaganda where the advantages of the new technology 
are put forward. When the new technology then becomes  an inte-
gral part of our society and we are dependent on it in several as-
pects the next, and third phase, is that the limitations of the chosen 
technology dictate the prerequisites.22

One way of explaining this is according to Lars Ingelstam (ibid.) to 
view technological development as a movement in three phases: 

1) serving 
2) propagating
3) dictating

Ingelstam describes these phases as the development of a techno-
logical complex. At the beginning technology is seen as serving to 
solve a problem. It is irrelevant which kind of technology  is used. 
The goal is to solve the problem. After a period of hard work, train-
ing and development, the problem is solved, the goal is achieved 
and a technological complex exists. The second phase is therefore 
quite natural. Many resources have been invested (people are 
trained and the infrastructure is built) and it is natural to try to be 
cost-effective and find other areas in which the technology could 
be useful. The purpose of the technology is still to be serving but to 
propagate  the technology seems to be the best way of moving for-
ward. Finally, when the technology is fully implemented in society, 
there exist several dependency relationships which function as 
dictating to our decisions. Since we have this fantastic technology 
we have to compromise and realise that we have to do certain 

                                                          

22 For example when the infrastructure of roads and railroads dictates the 
placing of new residential areas in the building industry. 
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things in a certain way (due to technology). Through such an ex-
planation Ingelstam combines several ideas about technology but 
the main core is however technology’s dependency on human ac-
tivity.  

To sum  up Andrew Feenberg (1999:9) has presented an illustrative 
chart concerning the theoretical variety in this area choosing 
autonomous-humanly controlled and neutral-value-laden as vari-
able values: 

Chart 1: The Varieties of Theory 

According to Feenberg the deterministic theories regard our op-
tions to control the technological development as negligible but 
they do, however, consider technical means to be neutral. Substan-
tivism, similar to determinism, regards our options  to interfere as 
minimal but , as opposed  to determinism, consider technology to 
be value-laden. Critical theories affirm human agency at the same 
time as they claim technology to be value-laden. Instrumentalism

Autonomous Humanly control-
led 

Neutral 
 (complete sepa-
ration of means 
and ends) 

Value-laden 

 (means form a 
way of life that 
includes ends) 

Determinism
(e.g. traditional 
Marxism)

Instrumentalism
(liberal faith in the pro-
gress)

Substantivism
(means and ends 
linked in systems) 

Critical Theory 
(choice of alternative 
means-ends systems) 

Technology is: 
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holds the view that technology is neutral and humanly controlled. 
No matter what kind of labels are given to these four categories, the 
variables; the role of human action and the question of technical 
neutrality seem to be  fundamental in trying to understand  techno-
logical development. Our relation with technology seems to be 
complex and filled with both enjoyment and fear, trust and distrust.  

Unknown views on technology 
In the above, the linguistic use of technology, the function of tech-
nology, the plasticity and level of control of technology, all the 
referred to definitions are, in some sense, legitimate and official. 
This could be either as nationally accepted and quite wide descrip-
tions of the phenomenon or as academically scrutinised definitions 
based on a specific perspective. These views on technology could be 
said to be “known”. Not known as in well-known and widely 
spread, but known as in legitimate. But there are of course other 
views concerning technology, carried by the non-professionals and 
non-academics. These unknown views are probably not totally 
detached from at least the linguistic definition (since we to a large 
extent learn the labels for phenomena from different learning sys-
tems such as primary schools etc.) but on the other hand they 
might not be as analysed and dissected as the academic views on 
technology.

To obtain the “unknown views” we could either begin by contrast-
ing them with the known views by simply asking if they (the 
known) feel accurate and relevant. By asking such questions we 
however delimit the respondents’ area of association by putting 
forward already formulated mental models. Another way is to 
combine known views with mental models from other areas to 
increase the possibility of  finding new interpretations. Finally, we 
could also ask totally free questions such as: - what is technology to 
you? In the following all three alternative questions are put for-
ward but in different contexts and stages.  
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Conclusion 

To choose either deterministic or voluntaristic types of explana-
tions and exclude the ones belonging to the not chosen path is per-
haps not that common and as mentioned at the beginning of the 
section, is it possible to construct an either or-relationship between 
these concepts? Is technology best described either by deterministic 
or voluntaristic theories?  

Concerning this question, a dialectic point of view deriving from 
the social constructionism in sociological theory and Feenberg’s 
primary and secondary instrumentalisation is chosen in this case to 
deal with the black- and-white notion of either determinism or 
voluntarism. The essence of social constructivism (which has been 
more thoroughly explained in the previous chapter) is that human 
beings create their history but under conditions  not chosen by 
them. Berger & Luckmann (1967) developed this discussion by 
claiming that an independent and objective social reality (that indi-
viduals accept and take for granted in everyday life) is created by 
man in three phases: externalisation, objectifying and internalisa-
tion. When actions and habits are made routine, symbolic universes 
are constructed and objective social institutions and roles given a 
meaning in a shared symbol- and conceptual framework. This 
framework is then seen as natural and objective. As such, society 
could both be seen as a human product as well as an objective real-
ity.  

This is similar to Feenberg’s primary and secondary instrumentali-
sation where he claims that a technological artefact transforms 
from a social construction to reality through a process of instru-
mentalisation, “a complete definition must show how the orienta-
tion toward reality characteristic of technology is combined with 
the realization of technology in the social world” (Feenberg 
2000:233). Feenberg gives the example of carpentry and wood: 



90

“Carpentry involves perceiving wood as a resource 
and grasping the affordances it offers. In phenome-
nological language, we cold say that the world reveals 
itself to the carpenter as such a resource, as such af-
fordances. Without this primary instrumentalization 
of wood, no one would have thought to make Hei-
degger’s famous hammer, but a hammer is not just an 
‘application’ of a technical orientation toward wood. 
Rather, it is a concrete object produced in a specific 
society according to a complex social logic. To under-
stand the form of the hammer, its manufacture, its 
symbolic status, and so on, we need a lot more than a 
theory of technical orientation. Furthermore, a the-
ory of technical orientation will not tell us what be-
comes of persons whose lives are dedicated to work-
ing wood, how that activity will shape their hands, 
their reflexes, their language and personality so that 
will be right to say, ‘He or she is a carpenter’. All 
these are secondary instrumentalizations, inseparable 
from the essence of technology.” (Feenberg 2000:233) 

To summarise and relate the above to statements made previously 
in this text it is possible to say that the conceptualisations the sub-
ject creates about the object change the form of the object and the 
form of the object in its turn affects the subject. Thus by  holding 
such a position the philosophical attitude towards technology as a 
phenomenon (object) becomes affected. Technology could be 
autonomous, humanly controlled, neutral and value-laden; it is all 
in the dialectical process between the subjective and objective real-
ity. The metaphysics of technology is created in this dialectical 
process and as such it could be both untouchable and static and 
formable and dynamic depending on when we are trying to catch it 
and grasp it. If we are analysing a technological object, which has 
been in existence for several years and has already  affected us in 
several ways (such as for example a standardised word processing 
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program), we are analysing a more objective reality than if we are 
analysing something in its creation (as much as it now can be free 
from earlier structures) and  is thus easier to acknowledge the  
possibilities available for  influencing its being. The time aspect 
thus becomes important and the figure illustrating social construc-
tionism again  becomes useful : 

Figure 5: The dialectical relation between objective and 
subjective reality 

The ontological status of technology changes over time and it is 
hardly useful to draw a conclusion about its realistic of relativistic 
status other than from a particular focus point i.e. a given moment 
on a time axis.  

Objective reality 

Subjective reality 

Time
Axe

Technology in being

Existing technology

Focus point
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5. “View on technology” 

(VoT) – the first attempt 

of theory-generating 

While primarily teaching but to some extent also writing about our 
possibilities to enjoy the advantages or suffer the disadvantages of 
the information technology development (and with a background 
in sociology) the attraction of two meta-theoretical assumptions; 
the plasticity of technology and the dynamic contribution of social 
constructivism, was quite natural.  They have been constant travel 
companions over the years and several attempts at trying to draw 
conclusions and identifying connections have been made. The first 
serious attempt was to introduce the ”view on technology” model 
(i.e. a way of describing our conceptions about technology), and 
defining its compounds and seeking its origin and implications. The 
concept “view on technology” should therefore been seen as the 
result of two intertwined processes; a theoretical walking tour with 
empirical experiences as luggage (Riabacke 1997b-1999b and Eriks-
son, Riabacke & Teeland 1997a-1998a).  

The luggage was (as mentioned in the introductory chapter) that, 
from the studies, the thought emerged that (a) the positive effects 
of technological innovations might be irregularly distributed as we 
could present a positive and active attitude towards technology or 
not, and (b) the way technology was presented to us might influ-
ence our view of technology and that the differences in response 
and action when encountering technology, for example hesitation, 
obstruction, embracing etc., had something to do with the feeling 
of control of the situation. These thoughts, combined with the 
theoretical completion of  philosophy of technology and social 
constructivism, resulted  primarily in  two notions: (c) the plasticity 
of technology and (d) the dynamic contribution of social construc-
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tionism.  The “view on technology” model tried to cover these four 
(a-d) vague statements and find a way to illustrate them in a more 
distinct way.  

But before presenting the model and  testing it, it should thus be 
noted, since the second chapter (Methodological reflections) 
stresses the importance of acknowledging the elements of discovery 
of qualities, that the main part of the process of “finding” these 
statements had  already been worked through and it seemed  more 
rewarding to use other methods to try to test the model from dif-
ferent perspectives.   Furthermore, the model was created without 
knowledge about the relationistic approach put forward by Israel or 
subject positions proposed by Feenberg which occurred much later 
in the process, instead it was influenced by the concept of tension 
management strategies by the sociologist Aron Antonovsky (1979) 
which will be explained further later on. But firstly, there follows a 
brief description about the thoughts behind “view on technology”.  

The aim of using the concept “view on technology” (from now one 
referred to as VoT) was to emphasise and embrace the complex 
relation between individuals and technology and highlight the 
dialectical relation between an object and the viewer/subject which 
implies that it is important how the object is presented. However, 
since as many views probably exist about  technology as there are 
people on this planet,  attempting  to make a complete list of every 
possible way of viewing technology (which by the way would not 
have been an attempt of theory-generating either) was not consid-
ered to be useful. The aim was rather to distinguish some superior
categories, that is, categories that hold more explanatory value than 
others  and they were chosen either because they were related to 
“conceptualisations/perceptions” or “technology”. These categories 
were then thought of as working both as parts of the theoretical 
model, and as tools in the empirical work.  
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One important part of the VoT-concept was to investigate the pos-
sibility not only to describe our conceptualisations of technology 
but also link these to our actions. These thoughts were inspired by 
Aron Antonovsky and his work with stressors and tension man-
agement23. In his work, Antonovsky clearly states that we do have 
different tension management strategies; faced with the same kind 
of stressor we react differently along the scale of salutary-neutral-
harmful. According to Antonovsky, the reaction “depends on the 
meaning of the stimulus (stressor) to the person and on the reper-
toire readily available restoring mechanisms…we differ in the ex-
tent we can cope with these conflicts” (1979:72). What is important 
for the consequences is “the subjective perception of the meaning 
of the event rather than its objective character “(1979:246). If the 
subject is prepared to cope he/she will feel no stress but if he/she is 
unprepared he/she will experience the situation as stressful. There-
fore the same situation could in one individual create stress and 
harmful consequences at the same time as, it in another individual, 
will only create tension and salutary consequences. It all depends 
on preparation and tension management and Antonovsky singled 
out three tension management strategies: salutary, neutral and 
harmful as superior. These different tension management strategies 
are then determined by individual resources and points of refer-
ences. 

This was an interesting argument to connect to: that our conceptu-
alisations (or, as Antonovsky puts it: perceptions24) affect our ac-
tions and our conceptualisations are determined by individual re-

                                                          

23 Antonovsky’s definition of “tension management” is “the rapidity and 
completeness with which problems are resolved and tension dissipated” 
(Antonovsky 1971:1580) 
24 In this context the difference between conceptualisations and percep-
tions is: conceptualisation is seen as a unification of several perceptions 
(collected over time) where perception is an instant experience in a spe-
cific moment.
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sources and points of references and the thought was adopted to 
VoT but in a slightly modified form. In the VoT model the differ-
ent points of references (or individual resources as Antonovsky puts 
it) were thought to be determined by the individual conceptualisa-
tion of technology as something he or she could influence or not, 
i.e. voluntaristic or deterministic view on technology. The focus on 
voluntaristic/deterministic was because in the philosophy of tech-
nology, this is a common dichotomy and frequent question: what 
comes first? Does the human being control technology or is it the 
other way around, are we controlled by technology (for further 
reading see the previous chapter). These questions are similar to the 
ones formulated by Antonovsky when discussing coping with 
medical diagnosis, the importance of feeling in control, and the 
thought was that this feeling could be an interesting variable to use 
while testing the VoT model.  

Translated to the VoT model the chosen characteristics for the first 
superior category “point of reference” then became: voluntaristic or 
deterministic. Linked to the second superior category “view on 
technology” were the characteristics: secure, neutral and insecure. 
These were the characteristics that were thought to best corre-
spond with the feeling of “in control” our “out of control” (volun-
taristic/deterministic) and the chosen action strategy.  Finally, our 
actions (chosen action strategy), could be described by the altered 
salutary-neutral-harmful scale positive-neutral-defensive. The 
reason for reframing Antonovsky’s concepts “salutary” and “harm-
ful” was quite simple: developed in relation to possibilities of deal-
ing with different forms of medical diagnosis as they were, they 
perhaps would be regarded as too personal and strong to be able to 
use in connection with the hopefully less dramatic situation of 
relation with technology.  

So, the above discussion resulted in three superior categories with 
their respective characteristics or describing variables: 
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Superior categories Characteristics/Describing variables 

Point of  
Reference (PoR) 

Voluntaristic – Deterministic  
(in control or out of control) 

View on technol-
ogy (VoT) 

Secure, Neutral and Insecure 

Action strategies 
(AS)

Positive, Neutral and Defensive  

Figure 6: Superior categories and describing variables of 
VoT

The thought behind the theoretical prototype was then: Ac-
tions/action strategies (AS) are dependent on View on technology 
(VoT), which in its turn is dependent on Point of Reference (PoR). 
This could be illustrated chronologically on a time axis: 

Figure 7: The time axis of AS, VoT and PoR 

So how then was the discussion above thought to contribute to the 
understanding of the relation between individuals and information 
technology? Two statements were formulated: 

the conceptualisation (VoT) is created in a dialectic process 
between the subject and object and the subject and other 
subjects (primary and secondary). 
there exists a relation between the point of reference PoR 
and view on technology VoT and chosen action strategy 

PoR VoT AS
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AS. Where the voluntaristic point of reference would im-
ply a secure view of technology which in its turn implies a 
positive action strategy,   a deterministic point of reference 
would imply an insecure view of technology which in its 
turn implies a defensive action strategy.  

Finally, these two statement’s internal relations could be illustrated 
by the figure below: 

Figure 8: Interrelations between PoR - VoT - AS 

To sum  up, in the VoT model there were thought to be causal 
relationships between different types of conceptualisations (due to 
point of reference) and different action strategies. The line of 
thought was that if a person regarded technology as something he 
or she was in control of (i.e. a voluntaristic point of reference when 
defining technology), he or she would describe his or her view 
concerning technology as secure and comfortable and since he or 
she had that type of reference point/conceptualisation he or she 
would act in accordance with his or her tension management strat-
egy i.e. action strategy, in this case choose a positive action strategy 
when meeting technology in different forms. However, a determi-
nistic reference point would give an insecure and uncomfortable 

Voluntaristic 
PoR

Neutral 
PoR

Deterministic 
PoR

Secure 
VoT

Positive 
AS

Neutral 
VoT

Insecure 
VoT

Neutral 
AS

Defensive  
AS
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view of technology and cause a defensive action strategy.  Finally, 
due to Antonovsky’s trio there was also a third category; a neutral 
point of reference (technology is neither voluntaristic or determi-
nistic) which gives a neutral view of technology (technology is 
neither positive or negative) and finally a passive action strategy is 
chosen.

So, the attempt to generate a theory about how we act and why we 
choose different ways of acting when meeting technology, resulted 
in the above model. However, before attempting  an empirical 
study, investigation of other work already performed  in this area 
seemed necessary.  

Related concepts to “view on tech-
nology”
One way of trying to explain and make a concept clearer (besides 
trying to find out if it is new at all) is to relate it to other similar 
concepts. In this case it was somewhat difficult due to language 
barriers and also the multi-disciplinary research area that did not 
provide any obvious search ways. What worked in the Swedish, 
“view on technology”(i.e. tekniksyn/syn på teknik), did not corre-
late with the English translation. However, it nevertheless gave a 
hint about the status of the concept so a search (at advanced Libris) 
was performed. 

Firstly, the word formulation “syn på teknik (“view on technology” 
in Swedish)” were typed and resulted in twenty-nine hits. Twenty 
six were irrelevant, but three of them seemed to be interesting, one 
about scientific perspectives from 1999 and two about well known 
Swedes’ views on technology, a summary of two seminars held in 
1980-81. But further reading showed that neither of them con-
tained any theoretical contributions or dwelling on the concept as 
such.
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Then the word formulation “tekniksyn” (another way of putting 
“view on technology” in Swedish) was typed and resulted in two 
hits. One of them, Eliasson (1999), turned out to be very interesting 
since it was an attempt to create a tool for an empirical study of 
view of technology in important strategic documents about future 
development. In his work Eliasson has created five questions: 

1) How to define technology? 
2) Is there a technological metaphysics? 
3) What about the view on the use and consequence of tech-

nology? 
4) What about the view on the development and control of 

technology?
5) Is technology politics? 

Eliasson then relates these questions to the work of four classics: 
Mumford, Ellul, Winner and Heidegger in a very interesting way. 
Even though Eliasson’s analysis is aimed towards  scholars in the 
field of philosophy of technology (which makes it more of a literary 
analysis than a regular empirical study of a certain field) his ap-
proach also proved  to be very inspiring with reference to this case. 
To use a limited amount of questions and then relate them to ex-
pressed views on technology and make an analysis of the results in 
many ways clarifies different conceptualisations of technology. The 
conceptualisations are then presented in a structured way and 
could in their turn be analysed and discussed which could prove to 
be highly productive, particularly if the aim of the analysis is to 
clarify  the relation between individuals and technology.  

The investigation however continued by  typing  “inställning till 
teknik (“attitudes towards technology” in English) and resulted in 
four hits. All of them were studies about attitudes towards specific 
technological products and none proved to be  a theoretical contri-
bution and finally “tillit till teknik (“trust in technology” in Eng-
lish) did not result in any hits at all.  
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After this search, using Swedish, the same kind of combinations 
were typed in English: “attitudes towards technology” (resulted in 
zero hits), “trust in technology” (resulted in zero hits) but finally 
“view on technology” resulted in fifty five hits but none of them 
were related to the topic at hand.  

So, the contribution of the literary search with these key-words 
proved not to be very rewarding (besides the inspiration from Eli-
asson) and other roads had to be examined. 

Empirical studies in this area 
Besides searching for literature and theoretical contributions it 
seemed to be interesting to find out whether any empirical studies 
had been made in connection to the concept of view on technol-
ogy. As in the case above the outcome was limited and the existing 
studies were often made by different statistical institutes on de-
mand by trade and industry, to provide information about existing 
or future customers, making them very expensive to buy and the 
presentations in the daily press were superficial. But they are nev-
ertheless interesting and worth mentioning.  The very fact that 
these studies were rare and were  often connected to commercial 
interest was an interesting discovery in itself. But, three studies 
were found: 

“Technological fear?” 

In 1998, Telia, a Swedish telecom company, ordered a study (which 
resulted in  the headline “Technological fear” in the evening paper 
[Norlin 1998]) about computer habits and 1026 people were asked 
several questions in relation to their computer use and three of the 
questions were related to the VoT concept.  
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Concerning the first question, - How do you feel about using the 
new information technology? over half (51%) answered that they 
felt insecure. How secure  they felt  with the computer was de-
pendent on gender, age, income, size of the household and residen-
tial area. Women felt more insecure than men and insecurity in-
creased with age. People living in the north of Sweden felt more 
insecure than people living in the south and higher income meant 
less insecurity.  

For  the next question, - To what degree do you think you control 
and can use the possibilities of the new information technology? 
52% answered that they thought they could only control and use 
the possibilities of the new information technology to a small de-
gree or quite small degree. Again, gender mattered in the sense that 
women felt less in control than did men  and also age made a dif-
ference since only 27% in the age of 20-29 but 76% in the age 60- 
felt less in control.  

With reference to the last question, - How important is it that your 
children/the coming generation learn the new technology irrespec-
tive of the competence level and the residential area of the parents? 
the respondents seemed to agree that it was important, 97% an-
swered very or quite important, and  the differences between gen-
der, age etc. were not found. 

These results gave a picture that in 1998 many Swedes felt insecure 
and out of control in relation to technology, which was interesting 
in relation to the VOT concept even though it did not investigate 
how this effected their actions when meeting technology.  

“Swedes positive to Internet” 

The next study was presented at the beginning of 1999. SMG Con-
sulting (a daughter company to Sifo) presented a study about 
Swedes attitudes toward the Internet in the daily newspaper 
Dagens Nyheter April  29, 1999. The investigation was  part of a 
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research project called IT-futures mainly sponsored by the KK-
foundation but also by the Swedish Riksdag, Posten, Telia and large 
companies lsuch as  SEB and Ericsson.  

The study presented  a somewhat different picture to that above. 
Six  out of ten Swedes believed that the Internet and computers 
would lead to big changes in our way of living. But (without pre-
senting any figures) the article states that most of the Swedes have 
great confidence in the new technology and more than half believe 
that the technology will create opportunities for a richer life. At 
the same, a majority believed that the gap between the ones that 
control technology and the ones that do not will increase.  

This study seemed to be somewhat  inconsistent when considered   
in relation to the VoT model since the result showed that even 
though people thought that the gap between the ones that control 
technology and the ones that did not would increase they had great 
confidence in the new technology and thought that it would lead 
to big changes in our way of living (and create opportunities for a 
richer life). The  picture thus created was that the respondents did 
not so much care about having control (given that the group of 
respondents were representative of all different groups of the soci-
ety and not only the ones in control), but that they thought that 
technology would lead to positive changes anyway (where the 
reason might be that they had great trust in the ones in control) 
and they felt confident without having control. However, since it 
was not possible to obtain further information (without paying a 
high fee) these relations could not be investigated.  

“IT commonplace for the Swedish  People” 

The last study was a study made by Sifo in 1999 and presented in 
Dagens Nyheter January 29, 1999. The study covered 5000 Swedes, 
7500 individuals in Finland, Norway and Denmark and tried to 
position the total amount of 12500 individuals in relation to their 
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attitudes towards information technology described by the figure 
below: 

Figure 9: Attitudes towards Information technology 

According to Sifo the group that had most wholeheartedly accepted 
the use of information technology was characterised by “Self-
expression and risk taking”. But also the group characterised by 
“Safety and tradition” had started to use information technology to 
a great extent. On the other hand the groups characterised by “ 

Possibilities

Stability

Collective

Balance and jus-
tice
Master technol-
ogy. Technology 
as complicated. 
Risk for a big-
brother society. 

Self-expression
and risk taking 
Technology gives 
possibilities and 
creativity. Large 
interest for new 
IT-products.

Safety and tradi-
tion
Affected by ad-
vice from others. 
IT is hard to un-
derstand. Waits 
with IT. IT-
products have 
unnecessary func-
tions. IT decreases 
the social contact. 

Materialism and 
comfort
Affected by ad-
vice from others. 
IT is hard to un-
derstand. IT 
makes it easy to 
keep contact and 
relations. Some 
IT-products have 
unnecessary func-
tions.  

Individual
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Balance and justice” and “Materialism and comfort” were more 
restricted towards information technology use.  

In relation to the VoT model it was not surprising that the group 
characterised by “Self-expression and risk taking” was the one that 
had, to a high degree, accepted the use of information technology 
since the key-words (inside the squares) connected to that group 
were positive and not deterministic. The group characterised by 
“Balance and justice” also related quite nicely to the VoT model 
since the key-words connected to that group showed a determinis-
tic point of reference and negative view of technology.  

The other two groups, “Safety and tradition” and “Materialism and 
comfort”, were more troublesome. According to the study “safety 
and tradition” was following “self-expression and risk-taking” in 
their acceptance of IT use even though the key-words were show-
ing a negative view on technology while “materialism and com-
fort”, with a slightly more positive view of technology followed 
“balance and justice” in their non-acceptance of IT use. But, in a 
similar manner to the study made by SMG this was not possible to 
further investigate, so, from the published results, it could only be 
guessed that some of it could be because  these groups were charac-
terised as listening to a lot of  advice from others. 

To sum it up, these three studies had both supported and chal-
lenged the VoT model but the questions they raised could not (due 
to their superficial publication form) be found by further investiga-
tions in those studies, instead the questions were brought into the 
pilot study.   

A pilot study: view on technology 
among students 
So, after constructing the model (figure 8) and searching for similar 
concepts and studies in the same area, these thoughts required  
testing and a pilot study whose  goal was to explore these relations 
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was performed and named “View on technology among students”. 
The study did however not primarily aim at creating exact variables 
or statistical correlations (even though it was examined to some 
extent), the aim was rather to test some of the phrasings and word 
formulations and the experienced meanings and interpretations 
(such as, if the question areas show any interesting value or if they 
should be altered in any way). 

It was an inquiry with fixed answer alternatives that was handed 
out to two groups of students in the spring of 2001. The informants 
were students in sociology (in their second year) and systems sci-
ence (in their first year) at Mid Sweden University. The sociology 
class consisted of 19 students (11 women and 8 men) and the sys-
tems science class of 21 students (9 women and 12 men). The varia-
tion in age among the sociology students was that there were 2 
from the 50’s, 1 from the 60’s, 12 from the 70’s and 4 from the 80’s. 
In system science,there were 5 from the  60’s, 15 from the 70’s and 
1 from the  80’s.  

The informants were asked questions about definitions of technol-
ogy, functions of technology, point of reference, view of technol-
ogy and action strategies regarding technology. The questions about 
definition and function were added as a complement in order to 
gain more insight into how they view technology but at this point 
they were not related to the theoretical prototype. 

 The questions about definition of technology were a combination 
of the definition made by Ellul (1964), where technology is seen as 
rationality and concerns the social development in a more abstract 
way and the definition made by Winner (1977), where only the 
first two categories physical objects (or apparatus) and techniques 
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(skills, procedures and methods) are used25. The thought behind 
using this combination was that it should be easy for the infor-
mants to understand and associate the definitions to their own 
experiences and furthermore the possibility that the combination 
could be linked to the categories, abstract (rationality) and concrete 
(physical objects and techniques). If Winner’s third category, or-
ganisation, was introduced there might be a mix-up between ra-
tionality and way of organising. For a more thorough description 
return to chapter 4. 

The questions about the function of technology were based on the 
categorisation made by Tengström (1998) in a discussion about the 
four functions of IT: (i) to control (ii) to support (iii) to integrate 
and (iv) to entertain. Furthermore, the categorisation of the differ-
ent eligible positions and action strategies towards technology was 
based on the discussion by Antonovsky (1979), on salutary, neutral 
and harmful behaviour in medical situations. Finally, the questions 
about point of reference, views on technology and action strategies 
were related to the VOT model.  

Definition of technology 

The thought behind the first question was simply to create some 
kind of understanding of the basic reference when the word “tech-
nology” was used. What type of technology did the student refer 
to? And the question was phrased; - How would you define “tech-
nology”? and the following three alternatives were given:  

1) Technology is an idea of that it is possible to do things in 
“a more rational way”. It is therefore a way of thinking and 

                                                          

25 Winner’s third category, organisation (social arrangements as fabrics, 
bureaucracies, research institutions), was left behind in a similar way as in 
the definition by Dubin (1959). 
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constantly striving for efficiency and rationality, i.e. a 
mentality.   

2) Technology is skills, procedures and methods, i.e. tech-
niques.

3) Technology is technical artefacts (products in some sense 
as for example a tape recorder, a computer or a camera).  

The result shows (see table 1a) that irrespective of the variables 
gender (that is the numbers that could be found in the column 
Total/All) technology is most commonly associated with techniques 
(34%), secondly with artefacts and rationality (26%). On the other 
hand, when the variable gender was analysed it showed quite an 
interesting and divergent pattern between female and male stu-
dents where female students to a much higher degree associated 
technology with techniques (58% to 34% for All) and among the 
male students artefact was the most common association (39%) and 
techniques were the least common association. The male students 
also ranked rationality much higher (33%) than the female students 
did. When the variable study programme was analysed it showed 
that the system science students ranked rationality higher (35%) 
than sociology students did (13%) and sociology students ranked 
the definition artefacts higher (47%) than system science students 
did (10%).

Table 1: Definition of technology 

Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 
 All All Soc/Sys/All 
Rationality 18 33 13/35/226
Techniques 58 11 40/30/334
Artefacts 12 39 47/10/226
Other 12 17 -/25/114
Total 100 100 100/100/100 
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The result might not be directly linked to the VoT model but it was 
never the less  interesting since it showed such high differences 
between female and male students and between study programmes. 
It also pointed at the difficulty in the superior category “point of 
reference” since there were such big alterations i.e. we do have 
very different definitions and associations which might create 
problems for the VoT model but also showed the importance of 
taken it into account. Obviously the category “point of reference” 
was important and should remain but it needed further analysis.  

Function of technology 

The next question, about the function of technology, was interest-
ing in the same way as the question about the definition of tech-
nology; to investigate the basic reference of technology, i.e. what 
kind of use-activity was viewed as the most common one. Was 
technology seen as something that is mostly used in order to con-
trol us, or, something that serves as a supporting tool.  

The question was phrased; - If you had to grade the following 
statements, to what extent do you think that the function of tech-
nology mainly is to (grade the statements 1-4, where 1 is most im-
portant and 4 is least important26)?  and the following four alterna-
tives were given:  

1) Integrate  [  ] 
2) Entertain [  ] 
3) Control [  ] 
4) Support [  ] 

 The result showed (see table 2) that support was definitely re-
garded as technology’s main function (67,5%), with control (15%) 

                                                          

26 In table 2 only the alternative graded 1 is shown since it could be re-
garded as most important. 
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in second place, entertain (10%) in third place and integrate (7,5%) 
last when it came to the total group of students. The variable gen-
der produced a slightly different priority scale where both female 
and male students ranked support as first association (75%/60%) 
but then there was a slight difference between the rankings since 
the female students ranked control and integrate as shared second 
(10%) and entertain last and the male students ranked control sec-
ond and entertain third and integrate last (5%). The variable study 
programme did not significantly change the pattern, when it came 
to the ranking of support as the overall function of technology 
study programme did not matter (68%/67%), control held a second 
place, entertain third and integrate came last.  

Table 2. Function of technology 

Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 
 All All Soc/Sys/All 
Integrate 10 5 5/9/77,5
Entertain 5 15 11/9/110
Control 10 20 16/14/115
Support 75 60 68/67/667,5
Total 100 100 100/100/100 

In the same way as the question about definition of technology the 
question of function of technology showed that point of reference 
differed to some extent but that the students were quite clear about 
the fact that technology’s foremost function is to support human 
activity. This result is however interesting to bear  in mind when 
analysing the next question about the relation between technologi-
cal development and societal development (a voluntaristic or a 
deterministic point of reference) since these questions could be said 
to be linked to each other. Is it possible to see technology’s main 
function as supporting human activity and at the same time hold a 
deterministic view on technological development i.e. that it is 
loosely linked to its social context?  
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Point of reference (PoR) 

Since the underlying thought of the VoT model was that our con-
ceptualisations about technology affected our actions when meet-
ing technology the question about the students’ view of technology 
concerning its voluntaristic or deterministic nature was one of the 
most interesting ones. If the students thought that technology is 
very loosely connected to the social context and pronounced hu-
man needs, would they then act in a defensive (awaiting) manner? 
Or, if the students  answered that technology is dependent on so-
cial context and the result of well formulated human needs would 
they then act in a positive (active) manner? And the question about 
how they viewed the relation between technological and social 
development was phrased: - How do you look upon the relation 
between technological development and societal development?
And the two given alternatives were: 

1) “We have needs for rationalisations/improvements and 
solve certain problems by creating technological innova-
tions” (voluntaristic view) 

2) “Technology in itself implies constant innovations (for ex-
ample on one product development follows another etc.) 
and after the technological products are implemented new 
needs are created by different communities of inter-
est”(deterministic view) 

As the result shows (see table 3) there was a definite skew towards   
the deterministic position (67,5%) among the total group of stu-
dents. This pattern was similar to that for the variable gender since 
70% of the female students and 65% of the male students regarded 
technological development as deterministic. The variable study 
programme however showed a slight diversity between sociology 
students and system science students since a higher degree of soci-
ology students (42%) viewed technological development as volun-
taristic while only 24% of the system science did.   
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Table 3. Point of reference (PoR) 

Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 
All All Soc/Sys/All 

Voluntaristic 30 35 42/24/332,5
Deterministic 70 65 58/76/667,5
Total 100 100 100/100/100 

The combination of the results from the above question   (table 2) 
relating to  technology’s function and this question (table 3 above) 
concerning views about  technological developments was interest-
ing; most of the students regarded technology’s foremost function 
as acting as a  support for human activity but at the same time 
viewed technology as something created for its own sake loosely 
connected to pronounced human needs (one innovation demands 
the next and that these were prior to human needs). Could the 
logic in the combination of these two answers be that even though 
“technology in itself implies constant innovations and that the 
technological products are implemented” the “different communi-
ties of interest” skillfully identifies that the  need for supporting 
tools is the most interesting market? 

Linked to the VoT model the result of the category “point of refer-
ence” is however very interesting since it clarifies the  picture that 
many of these students initially have a deterministic point of refer-
ence. Would this appear in the view about  technology and chosen 
action strategies or would other characteristics illustrate this  point 
of reference result more clearly?  

View on technology (VoT) 

The next question was whether or not the students felt comfortable  
with technology. The relation to the VOT model was the underly-
ing thought that there might be a linkage between whether or not 
we feel in control and its relation to which kind of action strategy 
we choose. The question was phrased; - If you had to choose, 
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would you say that you are “comfortable with technology”, feel 
“safe with technology” or would you rather say that you are “un-
comfortable with technology”, feel “insecure with technology”?
The three given alternatives were: 

1) Secure
2) Neutral
3) Insecure 

The results showed (see table 4) that most of thestudents felt neu-
tral (42.5%) but  secure (40%) came a close second and only a few 
students felt insecure (17,5%). With respect  to gender, more male 
students felt comfortable (55%) than did thefemale students (25%) . 
But on the other hand a higher degree of the female students (60%) 
felt neutral than did the male students (25%). Finally very few of 
the students said that they felt insecure (15%/20%). Looking at the 
variable study programme, students in system science felt more 
secure (57%) than students in sociology (21%) which is followed up 
in the characteristic insecure since very few system science stu-
dents (5%) felt insecure but  many of the sociology students (32%) 
did27.

                                                          

27 The fact that students in system science  felt more comfortable/secure 
than students in sociology  should however not be regarded as particularly 
surprising, on the contrary, if the result had been the other way around it 
would have raised questions.
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Table 4. View on technology (relation with technology) (VoT) 

Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 
 All All Soc/Sys/All 
Secure 25 55 21/57/440
Neutral 60 25 47/38/442,5
Insecure 15 20 32/5/117,5
Total 100 100 100/100/1100

The result of this question again challenged the chosen characteris-
tics in the category “point of reference” since so many of the stu-
dents answered that they held a deterministic view concerning 
technological development and, at the same time, so many of the 
students felt secure when dealing with technology.  The thought 
relation in the VoT model (figure 8) between the characteristics of 
point of reference (voluntaristic/deterministic) and the characteris-
tics in the view of technology (secure/neutral/insecure) were also 
challenged since they did not seem to be causal in that respect.  

Action strategies (AS) 

The next question was about action strategies and their relation to 
the VOT model namely  that, as mentioned above, there might be a 
link between our conceptualisations about technology and our 
actions using the same. The question was phrased; - How would 
you characterise your actions when it comes to meeting technol-
ogy? and the three given alternatives were: 

1) Positive28 (active) 

                                                          

28 The answer alternatives connected to this question could be said to be 
poorly formulated in relation to the VoT model since “active” is added 
(within brackets) to positive and “wait and see” is added (within brackets) 
to defensive but while formulating the inquiry it seemed as if the categori-
sation might need some further explanation when used in relation to tech-
nology. At this stage the appropriateness of adding something, which 
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2) Neutral
3) Defensive (wait and see)  

The result showed (see table 5) that most of the students would 
characterise their actions as positive (active) (55%), the next largest 
group said that they would be neutral (35%) and finally the small-
est group (11%) said that they would characterise their meeting 
with technology as defensive (wait and see). When gender is taken 
into account a slightly higher number  of female students (58%) 
characterised their actions as positive than did the male students 
(50%) , and not one female student answered that she would char-
acterise her actions as defensive where quite a few male students 
(22%)did, which is rather interesting since it reverses the common 
image that men are more familiar with technology than women. 
However there were no follow ups to this pilot study so the result 
could not be further analysed. When the variable study programme 
was analysed the same pattern as in the question above emerged, a 
higher number of the system science students (63%) than sociology 
students (44%) would characterise their actions as positive and 
fewer system science students (5%) than sociology students (17%) 
answered that they would act defensively.  

Table 5. Actions strategies (AS) 

Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 
 All All Soc/Sys/All 
Positive (active) 58 50 44/63/554
Neutral 42 28 39/32/335
Defensive (wait 
and see) 

- 222 17/5/111

Total 100 100 100/100/100

                                                                                                                 

should be noted, was however not that articulated as it turned out to be 
further on. 
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Again the result was, with reference to the VoT model, surprising 
in one respect: since the result indicated that the students, despite 
the deterministic view regarding technological development 
(shown in table 3), would characterise their action when meeting 
technology as positive and active. There seemed to be a close rela-
tion between views of technology regarding definition, function 
and how the students would characterise how they felt about tech-
nology (comfortable-uncomfortable) and how they described their 
actions when meeting technology.  The question concerning the 
relation between technological development and societal develop-
ment (voluntaristic-deterministic) was the one that did not appear 
to fit  the hypothesis concerning  the view about technology. It 
seemed odd that a deterministic view of technology had such a low 
relation to the other parts of the views about technology (defini-
tion, function, relation, action).

Point of Reference  View on Technology  Ac-
tion Strategies (PoR  VoT  AS) 

So, finally, questions number 3, 4 and 5 were analysed to investi-
gate the thought causal relation between “point of reference”, 
“view on technology” and “action strategies”.  

As discussed previously, the first relation (the one between PoR 
and VoT) was not as clear as was initially thought. On the contrary, 
there were a large number of students who characterised  techno-
logical development as deterministic (67,5% in table 3) but few 
students  felt insecure with technology (17,5% in table 4). If the 
VoT model was to  have been confirmed by the results, the same 
figures concerning the voluntaristic point of reference and the 
secure view of technology and deterministic point of reference and 
insecure view of technology (and neutral to neutral) should have 
been almost identical. However this proved  not to be the case 
which indicated that either the thought relations in the model 



116 

were wrong and/or the characteristics of the categories were mal-
functioning.

A very obvious reason for the inconsistency in the figures is of 
course related to the fact that in the question about point of refer-
ence (voluntaristic/deterministic) a “neutral” answering alternative 
does not exist(due to the fact that the theories about the plasticity 
of technological development does not have a neutral alternative). 
This naturally has an effect on the figures concerning  views about 
technology. But even if  this was taken into account it appeared as 
if there might not be such a strong causal relationship since the 
figures differ too much. 

However, as shown by table 6, if the chosen point of reference 
were analysed inside each characterisation (determinis-
tic/voluntaristic)  a slightly higher number  of “determinists” (22%) 
occurred than “voluntarists” (8%) who felt insecure.  There were 
also a higher number  of “voluntarists” (54%) than “determinists” 
(37%) who felt neutral. But on the other hand there were fewer 

Voluntaristic 
PoR (32,5%)

Neutral
PoR

Deterministic 
PoR (67,5%) 

Secure
VOT (40%)) 

Neutral
VOT (42,5%) 

Insecure 
VOT (17,5%) 
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“voluntarists” (38%) than “determinists” (41%) who felt secure so 
the figures were again not consistent according to the thought rela-
tion in the VoT model.  So a quandary existed in the VoT model 
that required  to be dealt with. 

Table 6. Combination of PoR (table 3) and VoT (table 4) 

Deterministic Voluntaristic 
Secure 41 38 
Neutral 37 54 
Insecure 22 8 
Total 100 100 

Another combination was tested and step two, “view on technol-
ogy” was left out and the relation between “point of reference” and 
chosen “action strategies” was analysed (see table 7) with relation to 
each other. As in the case of  PoR and VoT, PoR and AS did not 
seem to be related to each other as far  as the obvious figures were 
concerned (see the figure below).  

Voluntaristic
PoR (32,5%) 

Neutral
PoR 

Deterministic 
PoR (67,5%) 

Positive 
AS (54%) 

Neutral
AS (35%) 

Defensive  
AS (11%) 
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However there was a visible difference if the alternatives determi-
nistic and voluntaristic were  analysed separately (see table 7). In-
side “deterministic”  48%  would characterise their actions as posi-
tive (active), 36% neutral and 16% defensive, whereas inside “vol-
untaristic” 67%  characterised their actions as positive (active), 33% 
as neutral and 0% as defensive, which indicates  some kind of rela-
tion does exist. From that perspective, it seemed as if the category 
view of technology required some alterations since PoR and AS 
seemed more consistent.  

Table 7. Combination of PoR (table 3) and AS (table 5) 

Deterministic Voluntaristic 
Positive (active) 48 67 
Neutral 36 33 
Defensive (wait 
and see) 

16 0 

Total 100 100 

But before abandoning the category “view on technology” its rela-
tion to chosen “action strategy” in accordance with the VoT model 
had to be tested and the figures proved to be rather  more consis-
tent than those above (see figure below). But, as with the other 
figures, it was interesting to analyse the descriptive variables sepa-
rately.  



119 

-
T
h
e
 
i
n
s
p
i
r
a
t
i
o
n
 
f
r
o
m
 
“
i
n
f
l
u
e
n
c
e
 
a
n
d
 
t
e
n
d
e
n
c
y
”

a
n
d
 

“
s
u
b
j
e
c
t
 
p
o
s
i
t
i
o
n
s
”

-

 The following figures showed (see table 8): within the category 
“secure” 73% characterised their action strategy as positive, 20% as 
neutral and 7% as defensive. Within the category “neutral” 46.5% 
characterised their action strategy as positive or neutral and 7% as 
defensive. On the other hand, within the category “insecure” only 
17% characterised their action strategy as positive, 50% as neutral 
and 33% as defensive. The result then indicated that  some kind of 
relation existed between “view on technology” and “action strate-
gies”.  

Table 8. Combination of VoT (table 4) and AS (table 5) 

 Secure (%) Neutral (%) Insecure (%) 
Positive (ac-
tive)

73 46,5 17 

Neutral 20 46,5 50 
Defensive 
(wait and see) 

7 7 33 

Total 100 100 100 

Secure
VOT (40%)

Positive 
AS (54%)

Neutral
VOT (42,5%) 

Insecure
VOT (17,5%) 

Neutral
AS (35%)

Defensive
AS (11%)
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Thus, the odd man out appeared to be the relation between the 
categories “point of reference” and “view on technology” and the 
thought emerged that “point of reference” with the meaning “view 
on technological and societal development” (voluntaris-
tic/deterministic) might be too difficult to be able to relate to. Its 
relation to the category ‘view on technology’ seemed to be too far-
fetched and the respondents’ solution to this was to sometimes 
create a variant of the reference point. It acted  as a useful category 
in the state  put forward here (i.e. deterministic-voluntaristic). A 
category which does not clarify or improve the theoretical model, 
could be useful in another context, but should then be given an-
other theoretical model.  

However, from a theory-generating point of view, the fact that the 
category “point of reference” clearly showed the difficulty in creat-
ing a unified starting point for further questions (as shown in table 
3),  proved to be both  useful and important. It did however require 
some alterations (which will be dealt on in the next chapter).  

If we  return to the two statements that were formulated in addi-
tion to the VoT model, the first statement (i) the conceptualisation 
(VOT) is created in a dialectic process between the subject and 
object and the subject and other subjects (primary and secondary) 
was not a part of the pilot study since it rested on the theoretical 
argumentation of social constructivism (Berger & Luckmann) and 
coping-theory by Antonovsky and because it was not tried or chal-
lenged by the pilot study,  it escaped eventual criticism at this stage.  

However the results implied some complexity in the second state-
ment (ii) there exisst a relationship between point of reference PoR 
and view on technology VoT and chosen action strategy AS. Where 
voluntaristic point of reference would imply a secure view on 
technology which in its turn implies a positive action strategy.  
And the other way around, a deterministic point of reference 
would imply a insecure view on technology which in its turn im-
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plies a defensive action strategy. The relationship between PoR and 
VoT was complicated from several points of views: both since PoR 
did not possess an equivalent statement  to “neutral” in VoT in its 
descriptive variables but foremost since it appeared to be difficult  
to relate  the descriptive variables of PoR (voluntaristic-
deterministic) to those of VoT (secure-neutral-insecure). As men-
tioned above, the problem was that “point of reference” seemed to 
be rather far-fetched, the respondents needed more illustrative and 
clearly described variables to relate to. There indeed seemed to 
exist some connections but it was rather vague. Could there be 
other descriptive variables that would work even better?  

The relationship between VoT and AS on the other hand seemed to 
be quite appropriate which confirms the statement that there exists 
a causal relation between view on technology and chosen action 
strategy but it also needed further investigation. Could there be 
other, more appropriate, descriptive variables? 

Conclusion 

So, to sum it all up, the pilot study (a) showed a possible causal 
relation between VoT-AS (which, even though the descriptive 
variables were altered, fitted with the coping-theory by An-
tonovsky; that our perception of something affects the way we cope 
with it) but questioned the relation to PoR in the form contained in 
the study even though the category was shown to be  very impor-
tant. And (b) created the thought that the descriptive variables 
should be further investigated since it appeared as if it required  
other dimensions to be more than just descriptive. But even so, 
another feeling was persistent: - where was the dynamic? How 
could the model help to create a change for those who needed it? 
How could it shed some light on the “Peter and Margaretas”? The 
first attempt at generating a theoretical model, a literature search, a 
search for empirical studies as well as a pilot study to test the theo-
retical model was done. However  it felt a little negative and re-
quired some additional information. So, the next step both chrono-
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logically and mentally was to return to the “discovering about 
qualities-strategy” to be able to detect and acknowledge other as-
pects and solutions.  
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6. The inspiration from 

“influence and tendency” 

and “subject positions” 

The pilot study raised a number of questions and challenged some 
of the ideas the VoT model was built upon. In particular  the de-
scriptive variables of the “point of reference” (PoR), voluntaristic 
and deterministic, proved  to be problematical since they seemed to 
be too abstract and troublesome to relate to. Another area that 
needed further investigation was the descriptive variables of “view 
on technology” (VoT) and “action strategies” (AS), which seemed to 
be working quite well, but the fact that they were only suggestions 
and as such should be submitted to further tests could not be disre-
garded. Finally, the suggested causal relationship between “view on 
technology” and chosen “action strategy” seemed to be accurate but 
lacked dynamics. It was of course interesting that it might be possi-
ble to say that our view of technology affects the way we act when 
meeting technology in different situations but if the underlying aim 
is to discover tools and instruments to create change for those re-
quiring it, then its contribution was limited. Something else was 
needed.  

In this chapter the theoretical model of VoT will be returned to 
and challenged and new suggestions will be made. The more quan-
titative methods used in the pilot study were abandoned and once 
again the field of uncertainty, questioning and total confusion was 
entered during further reading.   
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The relation between View on Tech-
nology and Action strategies modi-
fied by “Influence and Tendency” 
The thought that the three possible relations between view on 
technology and action strategies: secure-positive, neutral-neutral, 
insecure-defensive were non-dynamic stayed in mind during fur-
ther reading. Is it possible to give such a simple description of the 
relation between our conceptualisations and our actions? Are we 
either secure and act in an active manner or insecure and act in a 
defensive manner? Could there not be some nuances in between? 
The thought that there exists a relation between the conceptualisa-
tion we create about something and the way we choose to act in a 
certain situation seemed to be accurate but could the relation be 
described in another, and more distinctive way?  

An attractive idea developed itself when reading a discussion about 
the value of phenomenology by Bjurwill (1995) where Bjurwill uses 
an interesting example to illustrate how theories could be very 
practical. Even though Husserl’s phenomenology  could hardly be 
labelled an action theory Bjurwill states that the results phenome-
nology could present (i.e. someone’s conceptions about something) 
is highly practical due to the fact that “our conceptualisations about 
the future are in most cases an exhortation to us to act in the pre-
sent” (Bjurwill 1995:51).  

Bjurwill uses the phenomenon “future” as an example and connects 
it to the concepts “actuality” (what exists in this moment) and “po-
tentiality” (what could exist in the future) (ibid. 1995:50-51) and by 
doing so, touches upon the more philosophical and ethical discus-
sion about values about how the future could be constructed and 
should be constructed (ibid. 1995:51). When addressing these ques-
tions (actuality, potentiality, could, should) Bjurwill claims that it is 
unavoidable not to link theory to practice, since “the conceptions 
we create about something inevitably will effect our actions to-
wards it” (ibid. 1995:51). So, the line of thought leads us to: our 
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plans and thoughts about what will happen, what could and could 
not be done affect the way we act. This is especially present in 
Heidegger (1993)and his comments on “varat och tiden”, where our 
conceptualisations about time, in this case about the future, will 
effect our way of being. Also in Sartre’s (1981) discussions about 
“varat och intet” regarding what does not yet exist already exist, in 
this case the future, and obligates us to act in a certain way29.

The conceptualisations and actions could then also be characterised 
by activity or passivity. If the conceptualisation is marked by pas-
sivity the actions will let the being/varat dominate the /börat, if this 
means that good things will happen that is acceptable but on the 
other hand it also means that if bad things will happen it is  point-
less to interfere. But if the conceptualisations, on the other hand, 
are characterised by activity, the actions (the /börat) will dominate 
the being/varat, actions will be taken to preserve a good state and 
change a bad one. We could believe in progress, tendency, inde-
pendently to whether or not we actively interfere, influence.

The relations could be illustrated by the figure below where four 
different kinds of rules of conduct/combinations of actions and 
conceptualisations are shown. 

                                                          

29 Using Sartre might imply relativistic meta-theoretical assumptions which 
in its turn conflicts with the combination of social constructionism and 
critical analysis in this text. However, the import of a picture on how we 
could perceive our future and our possibilities to interfere with the same 
future does not stand in opposition to social constructivistic ideas, the 
problem lies in its relation to a certain degree of realism. Hopefully that 
relation is explained and dealt with in the conclusion of chapter 3. 
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Figure 10: Four different combinations of optimism and 
pessimism (Bjurwill 1995:53) 

The separation between tendency and influence presented a more 
nuanced picture than the relation between “view on technology” 
and “action strategies” since it illustrated the possibility that we 
could hold a negative view about the future (in this case the view 
about technology) but nevertheless act actively. Or, the other way 
around, we could hold a positive view of the future (technology) 
but act in a passive manner. These two more modulated types of 
relations complemented the more obvious ones: that a positive 
view would result in active actions or a negative view would result 
in passive actions. We could be, and act, actively negative and pas-
sively positive.  

Translated into the VoT model it meant drastic changes to the part 
of the model  covering the relation between “view on technology” 
and “action strategies” (see figure 11 below) and a new model had 
to be formulated.  

Influence
Active + 

Tendency
Negative - 

Influence
Passive - 

Tendency
Positive + 
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Figure 11: Interrelations between PoR - VoT - ASFigure x: 
Interrelations between PoR-VoT-AS (ii) 

The original description of the relations as three possible alterna-
tives; secure-positive, neutral-neutral and insecure-defensive in-
stead turned into four combinations (illustrated by figure 12 be-
low): (1) a negative view of technology but an active action strat-
egy, (2) a negative view of technology and a positive action strat-
egy, (3) a positive view of technology and an active action strategy 
and finally (4) a positive view of technology but a passive action 
strategy.

It is however important to point out that the use of + and – in fig-
ure 12 does not refere to active and positive as a better choice than 
passive and negative, this is the user’s own choice to make. 

Voluntaris-
tic 
PoR

Neutral 
PoR

Determinis-
tic 
PoR

Secure
VoT 

Positive
AS

Neutral 
VoT 

Insecure 
VoT 

Neutral 
AS

Defensive  
AS
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Figure 12: Modulated VoT-model influenced by Influence and 
Tendency 

This meant that even though the original VoT model illustrated 
that their might be a relation between the view of technology and 
an action strategy and suggested three possible alternatives the 
modified model above covered another dimension: the inference 
being that it might not be as simple and more complexity might be  
involved requiring  enclosure within  a model  aiming to  show as 
much of the relation as possible and also work as an instrument for  
creating change. Of course the original VoT model could still be 
correct and show some of the relations but if it did not reflect as 
much of the reality as possible, it missed out some of the actual 
existing situations that might hold some explanatory value. The 
modified model did, in a similar manner to  the original model, 
cover the more obvious relation between a positive view of tech-
nology and the choice of an active action strategy and the other 
way around a negative view of technology and the choice of an 
passive action strategy. But its contribution was that it also covered 
the more complex nuances including the possibility of holding a 

Modulated action  
strategy
Active + 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Negative - 

Modulated action 
strategy
Passive - 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Positive + 
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positive view about technology but at the same time choosing to 
remain passive (since it did not matter anyway) and the other way 
around, to hold a negative view of technology despite  choosing an 
active action strategy to make a difference.  

But even if this new base (the four dimensional model) solved some 
difficulties some others still remained. To totally adopt the four 
dimensional model without adjusting it to the specific situation of 
technology use felt awkward and the “old” problem of finding the 
most suitable descriptive variables remained. In the modified model 
secure-neutral-insecure and positive-neutral-defensive had 
changed into the four descriptive variables (with new combina-
tions) or active-passive and positive-negative. The journey to inves-
tigate it further and the search whether other and more distinctive 
descriptive variables existed continued. 

View on technology modulated by 
“Subject positions” by Andrew Feen-
berg
As in the case of  the four-dimensional model above, which oc-
curred rather  naturally in the investigation of phenomenology, a 
new meeting introduced a very productive line of thought: the 
reading of Andrew Feenberg, professor in philosophy. In the read-
ing of the preface of Questioning Technology (Feenberg 1999) a 
new opening established itself. 

In that preface, while Feenberg puts forward arguments as to why 
it is important to discuss meaning in technology, Feenberg intro-
duces the thought that there exist dominant and subordinate tech-
nological actors i.e. different subject positions. Meaning is extrinsic 
if we are talking about the dominant technological actors since 
they are the constructors and producers of technology. But to sub-
ordinate actors meaning in technology is intrinsic, “for the most 
part they merely carry out the plans of others or inhabit techno-
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logically constructed spaces and environments” (ibid. preface:x). 
I.e. there is little or almost nothing, subordinate actors could do 
about technological designs and therefore “their relation to tech-
nology is thus far more complex than that of dominant actors” 
(ibid. page xi).  

But, by using “subject position” Feenberg argues for an enlighten-
ing terminology that points out the differences and injustices be-
tween our different relations towards the technological develop-
ment. Feenberg claims that we ascribe different meanings to tech-
nology according to our positions, subordinate or dominant. The 
producers, or technological masters, are dominant actors both in 
the way they view technology and the way they act when encoun-
tering technology. Their view of technology is based on a rational, 
instrumental and efficiency oriented system and they hold the 
necessary professions to form the technological spaces in such a 
way. Opposite to these dominant actors  are the subordinate actors
who “encounter technology as a dimension of their life-
world…and… merely carry out the plans of other or inhabit tech-
nologically constructed spaces and environments. As subordinate 
actors, they strive to appropriate the technologies with which they 
are involved and adapt them to the meanings that illuminate their 
lives. Their relation to technology is thus far more complex than 
that of dominant actors” (ibid. 1999: preface: x).  

Subordinate actors strive to appropriate the technologies with 
which they are involved and adapt them to  meanings that illumi-
nate their lives. However, this discussion clearly holds a political 
dimension where a power and relational analysis is asked for (to 
enhance democratisation) and consequently it is on a societal and 
macro level and relates to what in the introductory chapter is said 
to be left out i.e. the macro level. But to not abandon a rewarding 
idea the duality between dominant and subordinate in relation to 
technology will be retained if  in a somewhat modulated form.  
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Different analytical level: Intersubjec-
tive rather than societal 

The two positions, subordinate and dominant, will in this context 
refer to intersubjective (psychosocial) rather than macro and socie-
tal conditions. The reason for that is definitely not because the 
macro analytical level is unimportant, but by using subordinate and 
dominant on an intersubjective level it is possible to grasp other 
features.  Furthermore, as mentioned in the introductory chapter 
the intersubjective analytical level provides new openings since it 
could (but not without awareness) be more dynamic and  not as 
difficult as attempting  to change something at the  societal level.  

It does not focus on describing (and by doing so reconstructing) 
what kind of position an individual/ subject has, using classical 
sociological variables such as class, gender and age (even though 
these are extremely important) but it rather places its emphasise on 
intersubjective processes that could change a non-rewarding posi-
tion such as subordinance for example. It should thus once again be 
noted that this is not an argument for neglecting the macro level, 
rather it points out the productivity in also focusing on the concern 
for the intersubjective level. A thorough investigation of the inter-
subjective level of subject and dominant positions hopefully creates 
and unfolds other mechanisms that both emancipate and restrict us. 
The macro level has its territory (power, structures, institutions 
etc.) and the Intersubjective level has its own (situations, relations 
and micro-processes etc.) and this text has no goal in claiming the 
priority of the former over the latter.  

Finally, the picture of subject positions (dominant and subordinate) 
touched upon the same questions raised by “view on technology”, 
that we could hold different views/positions regarding technology, 
and it furthermore provided a better demarcation: it was not the 
total view of technology, which could be everything from positive-
negative to funny-boring but it aimed at a specific relation: domi-
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nant or subordinate positions and finally the problem of finding 
suitable descriptive variables seemed less problematic.  

Linguistically different: subject posi-
tioning 

To clarify the modulation from subject positions to subject posi-
tioning it is necessary to link the argumentation to the theoretical 
contributions and paths of social constructivism. However, and 
somewhat simplified, the way “subject positioning” will be used 
here is; linguistically different since it is in progressive form (–ing 
form) which implies an ongoing process (in opposition to the static 
form of “position”). As mentioned in the chapter on social con-
structivism it is argued here that social constructionisms foremost 
contribution is that it offers a dynamic compound: even though our 
reality in a way is already constructed  (a fixed structure) we are at 
the same time actors taking part in the construction and could as 
such make a difference. To explain this further we must have the 
dialectical dimension between subjective and objective reality in 
social constructivism in mind (see chapter 3). The argument is that 
since it is constantly changing and ongoing, i.e. dialectical, it im-
plies a dynamic dimension to the reality constructing process.  

This, in its turn, implies that a subject’s position is dynamic and 
would be better described by the use of “positioning”. When de-
scribing his or her position, it is liberating to use the –ing form of 
‘positioning’ since it could hold both the objective and subjective 
reality and also the on-going process of constant construction, re-
construction and transformation of the same. With such a concept 
we are not forced to make the ontological selection of what comes 
first because it is not important for the analysis. 

Also by making such a claim “subject positions” could hardly be 
fixed and static, it needs to be dynamic and changeable as in “sub-
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ject positioning30”, an ongoing process that could be changed and 
altered. What is interesting is how it is constructed, reconstructed 
or maybe could be transformed.  

Subject positioning integrated to the 
modified model 

After adjusting Feenberg’s subject positions the next step was to 
integrate “subject positioning” to the modified model above (figure 
12).  The fact that subject positioning, in the same way as subject 
position, points out the differences and injustices between our dif-
ferent relations towards the technological development, the most 
natural integration of the concept where to make it replace “view 
on technology” since “view on technology” had tried to capture the 
dualism secure-insecure which resembled Feenberg’s dualism, 
dominant and subordinate. The once again modulated model (illus-
trated by figure 13 below) then consisted of two variables: subject 
positioning and action strategy instead of three superior categories  
(point of reference, view on technology and action strategy) and 
the descriptive variables of the former superior categories (volun-
taristic-deterministic, secure-neutral-insecure and positive-neutral-
defensive) turned into the descriptive variable values: active and 
passive, and dominant and subordinate.

                                                          

30 It is thus important to mention that this focus/emphasis does not take 
place in a vacuum, the social context is part of the explanation which 
means that it should be regarded. The thought here is to focus on the proc-
ess of positioning in the social context. This is especially important to point 
out since one of the basic assumptions of  Social Constructivism (and part 
of the reason for the use of ‘social’) is our social contextuality.  
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Figure 13: Modulated VoT model influenced by Influence and 
Tendency and Subjet Position 

The problematic “point of reference” 
The modified theoretical model then had the option to cover more 
complex relations with technology (the four combinations domi-
nant-active, dominant-passive, subordinate-active and subordinate-
passive) and furthermore, more distinctively pointed at the differ-
ences and injustices in this relation (subject positioning). But one 
difficulty still remained; the problematic “point of reference”. As 
the pilot study showed the reference to the voluntaristic or deter-
ministic view of technological development proved to be somewhat 
problematical and required some modification.  

Since the thought behind using the dualism voluntaristic-
deterministic in a way by now was touched upon by the modified 
model (the relation between if we would describe our position as 
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dominant or subordinate and if we would choose an active or pas-
sive action strategy) the third element of the original model (point 
of reference) could be more freely questioned. The pilot study indi-
cated that either the thought relations (between PoR and VoT) in 
the original model were wrong and/or the characteristics of the 
categories (voluntaristic-deterministic) were malfunctioning. The 
thought at this point was that the modified model took better care 
of the distinction between voluntaristic-deterministic through  the 
use of dominant-subordinate subject positioning so what was left 
was rather the distinction between abstract and concrete. Could it 
be that “point of reference” was better used as referring to either (i) 
abstract technological development related to societal development 
or (ii) concrete introduction of technology? At least that was what 
was suggested for the next test run. 

Conclusion 

The journey described in this chapter was a cautious fumbling and 
constant attempt to try to find new solutions and questioning and 
refining the new applications. What was sought for were elements 
that could provide more dynamics to  the model and deal with a 
higher degree of complexity. The proposed elements turned out to 
be the modified four dimensional model by Bjurwill (1995) and the 
equally modified concept subject position by Feenberg (1999). The 
four dimensional model was thought to increase the possibility of 
covering more complex and nuanced relations with technology and 
the introduction of subject positioning was thought to assist in   
pointing out  a more distinctive way, the aim of the model: to illus-
trate our different prerequisites to enjoy the advantages of the in-
formation technological development. And finally, a suggestion 
that “point of reference” should refer to either abstract technologi-
cal development related to societal development or concrete intro-
duction of technology was made.  

With these alterations it was time to once again dive into the em-
pirical work and try to use the modified model in a reality. As dis-
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cussed in the second chapter, Methodological reflections, careful 
scrutiny and self-criticism of the chosen methods used to generate 
theories is important and the process of analysis and argumentation 
should remain wide open but equally important is the theory’s 
relevance.  
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7. The qualitative study 

based on the modified VoT 

model (subject position-

ing)

When the modified theoretical model was formulated, in as much 
as it  could be through theoretical speculations only, a reflective 
image seemed necessary to provide some body to the skeleton and 
the thought of conducting another empirical study developed. In a 
similar manner to the pilot study, the aim  was not primarily to 
find quantitative data but rather to provide interesting comple-
ments and suggestions for  describing the quality of the important 
components in the theoretical prototype. Perhaps not even to de-
fend the prototype but rather to challenge it and force it to be fur-
ther investigated.  This time a more qualitative method was used 
and the study contained  a number of deep interviews. But, as em-
phasised in chapter two, Methodological reflections, by choosing 
such a road the duties were neither reduced nor deemed to be  less 
important  (even if they might be experienced as more abstract). 
And as suggested in the discussion concerning discoveries about 
qualities in the same chapter; there were  two particular objectives 
that seemed important for consideration: (a) to constantly cope 
with (and acknowledge) subjectivity and (b) to remember that, in 
this context, finding the “truth” is not a goal, only to get hold of 
subjective and valuable information which after analysis and sort-
ing could serve as illuminating perspectives.  

Important methodological objectives
This meant that it was important throughout the study that while 
performing the interviews, to constantly remember to listen in an 
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as unprejudiced manner as possible and remember to be aware of 
ones own interpretations. And furthermore remember that ones 
interest is not the truth, but the description and its own merits. The 
study might, at its best, provide a richer and more elaborate de-
scription of each possible story. Every answer is interesting and 
every description holds it own value and should be treated as such. 
By keeping this in mind the chances of gaining valuable knowledge 
about the elements of the proposed model increased and the risk of 
leaving out the same knowledge (due to earlier experiences and 
conclusions) decreased.  

But, and some would claim it is critical; the result might be a num-
ber of different descriptions (as true as they might be) without the  
possibility of  making generalisations from them. It is hardly possi-
ble to start counting the different descriptions to claim that one 
description is superior to another, or, stating that one description is  
truer than  another. But since the aim of the study was not to cre-
ate/extract statistical facts about the relations in the theoretical 
prototype but rather to enlighten, question and find nuances in the 
prototype it was more important to “go deep” even though it meant 
that no “facts” could be presented. How ever, the consequence of 
such a method is of course that the results from each interview are 
hard to compare, as to drawing conclusions that “three out of ten 
thought that …” etc. since they might not be answering exactly the 
same questions. But, on the other hand, if the interviewer forced 
the respondent to deviate from his or her own road to enter that of 
someone else the loss of deeper knowledge about each individual’s 
thoughts about the matter might be lost any way. 

The prerequisites of the empirical 
study
Since the purpose was not to find any quantitative data about for 
example - how many respondents  would describe their relation to 
technology as dominant or - if the subordinate subject positioning 
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was the more common among elderly women, these variables were 
not important when selecting and finding the respondents.  

Two kinds of organisations were contacted, a primary school and a 
governmental department and twelve individuals31 (six at each 
organisation) were asked to participate in the study (they all agreed 
but later on two were hindered due to personal reasons and two of 
the interviews were interrupted so they could not be completed 
which resulted in eight interviews). The interviews were to take 
place at the location of their respective organisations. 

They were given the following information in beforehand: 

Total secrecy/anonymity: 
The respondents name would not be shown in the thesis 
The name of the organisation would not be shown in the 
thesis
Data would be coded and stored in such a way that no one 
else could link respondents and replies 

Work schedule and time consumption: 
Two interviews per day over three days in each type of or-
ganisation 
Every interview is estimated to take about one hour and a 
half
The interviews consists of:  

o fixed questions with different reply alternatives 
presented in forms of cards and complementing 
follow-up questions  

                                                          

31 In the total of ten respondents, seven were female and three were male, 
two had high-school education and eight had higher education (one had 
done some parts of research education), two were divorced (single) and 
eight were married, nine of them had children (from one two three). 
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o open questions with no in before hand reply al-
ternatives

Every interview would be taped so that data could be 
checked
The result would be shown primarily through shorter quo-
tations without any possibility of linking these to respon-
dents in any way but through connections to sex, age or 
type of work organisation 

Feedback: 
If there was any uncertainties the respondent in question 
would be contacted 
There will be no transcript sent to the respondents to read 
before the coding since there are tapes acting as the con-
trol tool 
Of course each organisation will receive  a copy of the re-
sult, i.e. the thesis 

Thereafter a schedule for each week was sent by e-mail to each 
organisation. In the case of the primary school the respondents 
were given a day and time when they were expected to be avail-
able. In the governmental department the schedule was distributed 
to the respondents via the contact at the organisation and they 
themselves could choose the day and time. 

To sum up the above, the interviews consisted of two parts: the 
main part was an interview or rather a discussion (and open ques-
tions) and the second part was an opinion poll with cards32 and 

                                                          

32 The cards were plastic-coated smaller cards with quite long statements 
on. The reason for using cards where that otherwise, if using an opinion 
pull with such long statements, the respondents might have difficulties to 
choose since it would take too long time to read and order them. Which 
might affect the accuracy of the result. In this way the respondent could 
manipulate and create an order while reading the cards by placing them in 
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fixed questions. The first part was taped to secure the reliability of 
the study. And, as mentioned earlier, the aim of the study was not 
to  find any quantitative data thus the opinion poll was more an 
opportunity to test some of the fixed questions for further research 
and will as such not be presented here.  

The main parts of the study due to 
the modified theoretical model
To try to cover the suggested illustrative contribution of the modi-
fied theoretical model (figure 14 next page) with an empirical study 
some order had to be created and the study was constructed with a 
focus on three main areas: (1) point of reference, (2) subject posi-
tioning and (3) action.

The area of the point of reference needed some extra care since it 
did not have any previous theoretical discussion to lean on and to 
help the respondents as much as possible two situations were cho-
sen:

1) The  possibility to influence the information technological 
development at a societal, more abstract, level 

2) The  possible connection between how technology is in-
troduced at a concrete level, i.e. a specific product, and its 
consequences on the chosen way of acting 

                                                                                                                 

different piles and thereafter make yet another selection from the “most 
attractive” pile.  The impression was that it gave the respondent better 
opportunities.
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Figure 14: Subject positioning towards technology: the 
modified VoT model influenced by Influence and Tendency 
and Subject Positions 

These two situations were chosen since in the pilot study it seemed 
that  it was important to understand the difference between how 
we describe our relation towards technology with an abstract refer-
ence point versus a concrete reference point.  Also in the studies 
mentioned in the earlier chapters the thought had developed that 
these were two key areas: the way we would describe our relation 
to the technological development at a societal level and the way we 
would describe the relation between how technology is introduced 
and how we act when meeting it. As mentioned in the end of the 
introductory chapter, several of the teachers in the study about IT 
development in the elementary and upper secondary schools (Ria-
backe 1997b-1999b) had expressed a feeling of being subordinate in 
their options to influence the overall development of the influence 
of information technology on their work to such a high degree, and 
this might have had some effects on their acceptance. There was 
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also the impression that the way technology was introduced in 
their specific organisation mattered with reference  to how the 
teachers received their new tool.  

In these situations the respondents’ positioning  (subordi-
nate/dominant) and description of their thought action (ac-
tive/passive) were asked for. Could it be that they felt subordinate 
to the first situation but dominant in the second? Would the way 
they described their position affect the way they acted in the situa-
tion? And did they think the way technology was introduced was 
important for their acceptance in order to create a feeling of domi-
nant positioning, or the other way around that a feeling of subordi-
nacy would create some kind of resistance? 

The structure of the deep interviews 
As mentioned above the main part consisted of an in-depth  inter-
view. This interview relied upon a structure, where some questions 
were perceived to be critical and had to be answered in some way 
or another, but at the same time the underlying thought was that 
the respondent should be the guide and the interviewer the travel-
ling companion so some deviations were allowable and  roads other 
than those thought of were entered. But this was only welcomed 
and thought of as additional knowledge. 

The underlying structure consisted of five questions and each ques-
tion had keywords and follow-up questions but these questions had 
no internal order (besides the one marked with [1] below since it 
was important to start with a mutual understanding about the re-
spondents definition of “technology” because,  not only was  it 
necessary to reach a mutual understanding about the “ob-
ject/phenomenon” i.e. technology, it was  also necessary to relate 
this to chapter 4. Known and Unknown views on technology). 
How we define technology could unveil some parts of our relation 
with it. 
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And the reason for asking for the respondents definition of “tech-
nology” instead of the more specific “information technology” was 
that if the aim of the question was to create  as basic a definition as 
possible it seemed important to be general.  

[1] Without thinking too much, describe in your own 
words your view of technology? (what is technology to 
you, how is technology created, who creates technology, 
who determines technology, what was your first meeting 
with technology etc.) 

Is there a difference between your possibilities to interfere 
with technological change in relation to more abstract 
technology at a societal level contra more concrete tech-
nology i.e. the technological products we meet almost eve-
ryday? (is the societal technological development harder to 
control and interfere with, is the concrete product/artefact 
easier to control, do you feel more insecure in relation to 
the societal technological development than concrete 
technology)

Describe in your own words how you act when meeting 
technology? (how do you feel: dominant, subordinate, pas-
sive, active, initiative, decisive, adjusting. Do you let tech-
nology and other people decide, are you adaptable) 

Do you think that the way you view technology affects 
how you act when meeting technology? (is there a rela-
tionship between your security – insecurity and your ac-
tions, does it matter how you feel about technology when 
it comes to how you use technology in different situations) 
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Do you think that it matters how technology is pre-
sented/introduced for how we then use technology? (pre-
sented in media, at the work place, at home etc.) 

The form was not shown to the respondents but served as a return-
ing point through the interview for the interviewer. And as will be 
shown in the analysis, the questions are of course related to the 
theoretical prototype but also leave a lot of space for other possi-
bilities, which was important since the respondents might be lead-
ing the interviewer in an unexpected direction, and if he or she had 
seen the form it might have worked as a constraint to his or her 
descriptions. 

Discoveries about Qualities
In this section, the material the study gave rise to, and the analysis 
of the same, will be presented as commented quotations ordered 
firstly from the three areas singled out as most important: (1) point 
of reference, (2) subject positioning and (3) action strategy  and 
thereafter, other, new and not thought of, areas will be presented. 
The areas will be discussed both as parts of a theoretical model, that 
is questioning the areas’ suitability, but also as a result of when the 
areas seemed to be working and actually illuminated and touched 
upon our different possibilities to enjoy the advantages of informa-
tion technology. 

Difficulties and suggestions to “point of ref-
erence”  

Since the pilot study showed that that what was described as a 
voluntaristic or a deterministic point of reference needed some 
adjustments it was suggested before this study that the descriptive 
variables of “point of reference” could profit from a change into the 
dualism abstract and concrete: 
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Figure 15: Point of reference (PoR) 

Abstract and concrete were then further explained by the use of 
two different situations: (1) the experienced possibility to influence 
the information technological development on a societal, more 
abstract, level, and (2) the experienced possible connection be-
tween how technology is introduced at a concrete level, i.e. a spe-
cific product, and its consequences on the chosen way of acting.  

But the results from the interviews were not as consistent as was 
hoped for, there still seemed to be irregularities. The descriptions 
the respondents gave shifted and did not give a clear picture of the 
effect of “point of reference”. The same respondent could describe 
his/herself as both subordinate and dominant and active and passive 
inside “abstract” and “concrete”. The descriptive variables subordi-
nate-dominant and active-passive did really provide an illustrative 
picture about how the respondent experienced his or her situation 
(which will be discussed later on) but the respondents referred to 
so many different points of references that were not covered by 
abstract-concrete. Sometimes they talked about technological de-
velopment in general and sometimes they gave very precise de-
scriptions about the reference point of their thoughts. One of the 
respondents even said:  

Point of 
Reference

(1)

Abstract 

Concrete
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“It depends on what it is!... If we are buying a new 
VCR then I go straight to the manual and try it. Well, 
the computer, in that case I turn to some friend who 
knows how to do and then I try. It depends, but 
sometimes it becomes this horror and panic and then 
it is impossible to think!”.  

It was very obvious throughout the analysis of the interviews that 
the respondents searched for an even more fixed returning point 
i.e. point of reference. As already mentioned, they seemed to 
change between subordinate-dominant and active-passive not only 
due to the proposed point of references, abstract and concrete, but 
rather along the scale of general and specific and even gave their 
own suggestions to the point of reference to increase their options 
for   giving  as illuminating an answer as possible. This was indeed 
something to acknowledge and bear in mind. 

Yet another suggestion that was not initially dealt with evolved 
during the analysis: that “point of reference” could gain contribu-
tions from classical concepts in social psychology, primary and 
secondary. To acknowledge that the point of reference is not only 
an associative point of departure of thought to act as a starting 
point and refer to, it could also explain some parts of how we act 
and how we formulate our views of technology. In social psychol-
ogy primary and secondary are used in connection with socialisa-
tion (for the original source see Mead 1969) and in social construc-
tivism the concept of primary and secondary socialisation is inter-
preted as follows: we are born into social structures and these struc-
tures are mediated to us by primary socialisation. There after we 
constantly socialise through secondary socialisation (which is 
closely connected to a specific situation) and the suggestion is that 
this kind of socialisation is more easily influenced and not as fixed 
as the first.  
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The reason for trying these concepts in “point of reference” is that 
by using them it is possible to separate between the more abstract 
and  more grounded view of technology and the other more con-
crete and shallow view of technology best illustrated  by a state-
ment made by one of the respondents: 

“… I do not think of myself as a technical person.” 
(primary and abstract) 

Most of us could easily answer the question whether we are “tech-
nical” or not and the point of reference we then are using is not 
typically concrete, it rather goes back to earlier experiences and 
relative situations where we relate our “technicality” to how others 
behave in the same situation, mostly other family members. The 
most obvious example is that in very many families we constantly 
reconstruct gender structures by acknowledging a boys interest in 
technology while ignoring the same interest if the child is a girl. 
This kind of socialisation is harder to change and goes deeper into 
our non-reflected actions. Furthermore we might come up with an 
initial specific memory which could represent how we obtained 
our view of ourselves as technical or not but thereafter it is more 
abstract and constantly reproduced without further thought.  

The other kind of point of reference, secondary and concrete, is 
very different. We could view ourselves as technical or not but act 
upon it in an  inconsistent manner. By using secondary and con-
crete point of reference we could understand and grasp this incon-
sistency. The reason for this, as with micro-sociological secondary 
socialisation, is that we constantly change and develop throughout 
our life-time. We could, to continue with the example given above, 
be born as the younger sister to an elder brother in a very tradi-
tional family from a gender perspective and during our upbringing 
be taught that we are not technical at all, but later in life we could 
be introduced to technology by a very pedagogical and enthusiastic 
person and discover that our capability for  understanding and 
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using technology is somewhat underestimated. This later meeting 
with technology represents the secondary and concrete point of 
reference and the primary socialisation regarding technology could 
change but it is not uncomplicated.  

By adding primary and secondary to abstract and concrete (see 
figure 16 below) the model provides an increasing possibility to 
avoid the difficulties of vagueness with the “point of reference”. 
The respondents’ ability to come up with a particular memory or 
situation to relate to is taken into account and also made into some-
thing valuable.  

Figure 16: Second modulation to "Point of reference" (PoR) 

And by adding secondary, “point of reference” also focuses on the 
dynamic, since (as with social psychological secondary socialisa-
tion) it implies that it could be reconstructed if the situation pro-
vided the necessary prerequisites. The fear and respect many re-
spondents reported could be changed into courage and active inter-
ference if they were given the opportunity. Of course, the secon-
dary point of reference is affected by the primary, but that relation 
did not seem as strong as the relation between prerequisites in the 
concrete meeting. 

Point of 
Reference

(1)

General
Primary 

Specific
Secondary
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A way of describing technological development: 
economical driving forces (the market) and 
consumers power 

Another interesting result, even though it had no obvious connec-
tion to the chosen model for analysis, was that connected to the 
question about the possibility to interfere with the information 
technological development at a societal level where almost all of 
the respondents began to talk about economical interests:  

“…there is always, always someone who wants to 
make money. Constantly. It isn’t like it all is due to 
idealism, no, everyone wants to make money. Money 
has become the driving force today. If we return to 
the old days it was due to the fact that we wanted to 
get I better but today it is because, of course we get it 
better, but primarily some people makes money on 
it.”

“…I can imagine that the innovators they have the 
ideas but they might not be thinking to so wide. I be-
lieve it is the ones who are selling it. 

“…The idea has to come from someone, so the foun-
dation is the single individual. But it is the market, it 
is business corporations.” 

“…Well, to a very high degree it is the commercial 
forces. I think that is obvious in all parts of distribu-
tion or channels. All channels that could be used 
commercially are used commercially. It took some 
years before Internet was used commercially but 
nowadays that is the main driving force.” 

“It depends on what level you’re on, it is everything 
from the ones that has a need and develops a techni-
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cal solution…but there are totally different forms as 
well! Like making money, the commercial interests 
develop things because we are supposed to by them 
even though they are not solving a problem or meet a 
need but they could be fun…but in the beginning it 
must have been the ones with the need that created 
the solution. But nowadays we are so far away from 
that because it is very seldom you create a new prod-
uct to solve a problem. They are already solved. But 
today they awaken a need you probably couldn’t care 
less about.” 

They did not relate the question, about the possibility to interfere 
with the information technological development at a societal level, 
to the classical voluntaristic-deterministic dualism about the tech-
nological development’s social contextuality or autonomy. They 
were more pragmatic than that and almost combined contextuality 
and autonomy by answering that of course technology is an artefact 
created by human beings (it would not exist if there were no hu-
man beings to create it) but the problem is that the human beings 
that are powering the creation are too far away which resulted in 
the experience that technology is something out of reach.   

In connection to this some respondents raised the notion of the 
“consumer”, even though in totally opposite ways: 

“The feeling I have is that it is slowly mowing away 
from the consumers, the one who has the need, to the 
deliverer, supplier, the who creates the needs. If that’s 
the case, I don’t know, but it is a feeling I have. If you 
look at the societal development. Existing needs, that 
different forms of technological aid were created to 
solve a problem. Today the technological solution is 
introduced and due to that they try to sell a need.” 
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“Well, it is commercially driven. But I believe they 
have been beginning to listen to the users more and 
more. The customers. It isn’t, as it used to be, basic 
technology.”

And on the follow-up question; - did he or she then feel that they 
had any possibility at all to make a difference) the respondents 
stayed true to their logic and answered that their only possibility to 
interfere was through what is here referred to as “consumers-
power”. The only identified possibility to interfere was to be an 
active consumer. If we choose not to use or buy a product it will in 
the end have the effect that the producers loose interest in produc-
ing it (but this also means that if we are not actively have these 
needs and if we do not question this and remain critical we are 
easily being “used”33):

“I believe it is the consumer, I mean, if we refuse to 
buy something… If we as consumers do not buy a 
product there is no need to produce it either…But we 
are kind of slaves under our need for comfort.” 

“What comes to my mind is that when you buy some-
thing and it is not working or the functionality is not 
that brilliant you don’t complain enough to get an 
improvement. A little bit like, they produce things 
because they believe it would improve things but 
then it doesn’t work for ordinary people…That’s how 
I feel about computers. How on earth have they been 
thinking? They must have another line of thought 
than ordinary people, which the computers are in fact 

                                                          

33 Which is interesting to relate to the discussion put forward by for exam-
ple Ellul that awareness is utterly important. If we are unaware, technol-
ogy (or in this respect, the producers) would run the business and we 
would be transformed into passive receivers. 
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build for. It’s too complicated. They have another line 
of thought, they have thought so far to create it that 
they have lost us.” 

“Well of course you affect the second, concrete part, 
by not buying stuff and refuse to tie up your life on 
it…I don’t know. It is spinning so fast that it rather 
feels like you are in no control of things…” 

“I feel, and I realise that I do, due to the fat that I 
make a choice when I am buying a product but…I 
choose the products I want, then you could have a lot 
of objections towards them. And you could interfere 
by choosing for example the ones that are non-
polluting. But I don’t do that, I choose the ones I 
like.”

“What you can do is that you ca make a choice, what 
is it that I actually want and need? What is it that I 
want to use, what is it that I cannot think of using, 
what could I give up? It is more of an individual deci-
sion, that this type of technology is something I 
would like to use and this type I could do without. So, 
it is more like an individual prioritising…Yes of 
course some kind of interference since if more people 
choose not to use a certain type of technology, it be-
comes less attractive on a commercial market. But 
otherwise, you have quite limited possibilities, as a 
user, you have limited possibilities to steer the tech-
nological development” 

“I guess I have some possibilities, it depends, but in 
general I believe there is some possibility even though 
it is very far away. You must be pretty convinced that 
it is something you really want to do!” 
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These answers were very interesting since they pointed in a direc-
tion that had not been touched upon before: concrete ways of in-
terfering. The respondents obviously felt subordinate with  refer-
ence to interfering with the technological development at a societal 
level and the only way the respondents found were: to buy or not 
to buy a product. And furthermore, the possibility of choosing was 
based on awareness which in its turn was not without its efforts.  

The effects of using the four dimensions 

The next part of the theoretical model was the new combination of 
the four dimensional model with the concept of subject positioning 
(figure 14): 

The model still implied that there would be a causal relation be-
tween positioning and choice of action strategy for which several of 
the respondents gave an almost exact description. For example the 
Dominant-Active position/action strategy: 

Modulated aaction 
Strategy (3)

Active + 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Subject position-
ing (2)
Dominant - 

Modulated aaction 
strategy
Passive - 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Subject position-
ing
Subordinate + 

PoR      
(1)

Primary 
Abstract 

Secondary
Concrete
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 “Apart from cars, which I am totally uninterested of, 
and not the TV or VCR and such things, I am really 
quite fascinated about how things work. (Would you 
separate TV, VCR and the computer?) No, not really, 
I am uninterested of those as well. On the other hand, 
the computers, I can see a difference, compared with 
my colleagues, I’d like to, if something is wrong, I’d 
like to try to fix it myself first. (So, even if you are un-
interested, you don’t feel insecure, you go right at 
them?) Yes, I go right at them. Tries to solve it, but I 
am not one of these: - Oh, this is so fun!” 

“Well, I think that it is positive but it is also because I 
am quite interested of the buttons, I think it is fasci-
nating but I still want the possibility to choose. That 
is, I believe there is a frustration to not have the pos-
sibility to choose, that I want this but I don’t want 
that… I want to be able to customise, when I buy a 
car, I want to be able to tell exactly how I want it. I 
think it is positive but it also depends on what kind of 
person you are, if you are interested in technology or 
technological solutions in general or not. (You would 
say you are positive but…) Not without conditions. 
(Critical?) Critical. Basically positive but not un-
critical. I would say I have quite high demands that it 
should work as the kind of tool I want it to. I get im-
mensely frustrated if I have to make detours to find 
what I need. And I could exactly feel with the user 
who has to click twenty times to get the information 
he or she needs if he or she knows that it is exactly 
around the corner and should be able to be on a 
mouse click’s distance. And impractical systems that 
doesn’t support my way of working, or impractical 
systems that doesn’t support the organisation’s way of 
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doing things I found terribly annoying. The, almost, 
most destructive thing is when a system is developed 
without connection to the needs of the organisation 
and it is forced into the organisations, which then has 
to change and adjust to the system. We have seen 
classical examples of that, I see examples almost every 
day… That you have not done a proper specification 
of needs or demands or investigated the reality where 
the system should be introduced.” 

Or the subordinate/passive position/action strategy: 

“Eh, I do not go in to its fundamentals, I kind of ac-
cept them. I mean, what do we need them for? For 
example, the stereo in my car, from the beginning it 
was just the knob you had to turn to get the radio sta-
tion. Today I press all the buttons and it just blinks 
and does things! –laughter- then I get slightly hysteri-
cal… It creates a resistance, the thought is probably 
that it should be easier but it gets so difficult… And 
there is so much of everything. The car stereo I told 
you about, it used to have three channels, I mean how 
many could I tune in today? And it is hysterical with 
all the information we get. And we are supposed to be 
so updated with everything, I mean, take when you 
are doing your private economy for example. Today 
you do it on the internet, before you went to the 
cashier: - help me, how do I manage with all this! To-
day we are supposed to know a little about every-
thing...I could also get in love with technology, be 
fascinated about all it could do but then I need to re-
treat: - when do I need these? But I could get very 
impressed. All you could do! But then I could think, 
do you really need all this?...I mean, it is enormous, 
there are no limits!” 
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But what was added through the four dimensional model was the 
possibility to cover more nuanced experiences and throughout the 
analysis of the interviews it proved to be a rewarding suggestion. 
Several of the respondents gave differing descriptions of their ex-
periences of meetings with information technology and the new 
model could in a better way than the original VoT model cover 
their different alternatives. For example the statement (below) that 
one of the respondents gave which gave the impression of being 
dominant but at the same time differed between acting passive (in 
this case to adjust) or active: 

“Eh, of course in some way I can always interfere by 
the way I choose to act. I do have some possibilities 
to interfere due to my choices but they are very, very 
small. I believe that my only way of interfering with 
any development is by the way I, myself, act in ac-
cordance with it. And of course, in some minimal 
way, my acting will influence the technological de-
velopment. But then I could also change the way I 
feel about it. I don’t have to make it a problem, I 
could interfere with my own way of looking upon 
it… it is the usefulness and that could be from several 
different points of views. For example my palm pilot, 
not until I realised that I could save my personal writ-
ing, my texts, it attracted me. (So, it has to appeal to 
your personal preferences?) Yes. (Would you describe 
yourself as secure or insecure in your relation towards 
technology?) No, I do not feel insecure, but then it 
depends, there are technology I am totally unafraid of 
but then there is technology, which I am hesitating in 
front of for example, I could do anything with a com-
puter but when it comes to the car I am not as… But 
it has to do with my profession as well, I am an engi-
neer so people think I am a technical person, but it 
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doesn’t have to be that way. I worked together with 
the technicians and compared to them I am not! 
Compared with the specialists… but I don’t care and 
they probably believe that I am…(Would you de-
scribe yourself as an active or passive user of technol-
ogy?) Well, I believe I am more active than passive. 
When something is happening and I have to inter-
fere… but there is a bigger resistance to get dirty [re-
ferring to the car]…but that is another kind of resis-
tance! – laughter- I have learned that I could feel 
quite intimidated by the car, thinking I cannot do 
this… especially if there at the same time is someone 
who knows better than me…But then, when I finally 
try myself I realise it isn’t such a big deal and that I 
can actually do it. It is more this first resistance feel-
ing, the mental part, that it is something difficult or 
that there are other people who know better…” 

Or the following two statement where the respondents described 
themselves as rather dominant in their relation with technology 
but when it came to interfering i.e. acting strategies they described 
themselves as passive indeed: 

“I think I’m rather positive but I am not the kind that 
think I can, like, I can fix that. I do not think of my-
self as a technical person. (But you feel positive…?) 
Yes. (But you are not so keen on interfering?) Exactly!  
(Do you think that the way you feel about technology 
affects the way you use technology?) Yes, when it is 
not working, when the VCR is not working for exam-
ple, I call for someone else: - Can somebody help me! 
And then it is my husband or my sons, because they 
know about these things. I won’t do anything myself, 
I check with someone else and then they know and I 
feel that… -laughter- (you could use your time for 
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something else?) Yes!! (But if you are at home alone 
and no one else is around, what do you do then?) I 
think I would leave it! It is not important enough! 

“If I can? Yes, in our area I can since I am a project 
leader and in a way build technology. (If you would 
think about areas you are not professionally working 
with, could you interfere with those?) Well, if you 
would be very dedicated and would be lobbying for 
it… But I don’t. I am passive in that respect. (How 
come? Because you are satisfied with the development 
or because you put your energy elsewhere?) Well –
laughter- it is probably due to the second reason. To 
me it is not that important that the mobile phone has 
this or that, knobs and displays, I do not put my en-
ergy in to these kinds of questions. I use what is avail-
able, but if I would have that role, as a head of devel-
opment… But, I mean, my possibilities to interfere 
are quite few… I would have to put so much work 
into it. But if it would have been important to me that 
the next mobile phone would have this and that I 
would have done it. “ 

So, the modified model seemed to be useful for  illustrating more 
complex descriptions but even so, another, again not thought of 
before the interviews, suggestion emerged; some of the respondents 
talked about different types of people: the scared and respectful 
(intimidated and frightened) towards technology and the coura-
geous and non-respective (risk-willing and spontaneous). One re-
spondent even claimed that the first group more often wanted rules 
and demands when introduced to technology so that they knew 
what to expect, whereas the second group more actively asked for 
the things they needed. They also mentioned that a too respectful 
view of technology could result in different resistance strategies. 
They could for example choose to not use the device or system, i.e. 
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find other not so intimidating  tools to solve the task or simply not 
use a technological device. And finally, some respondents also 
stressed the fact that he/she (as a “technology introducer”) could 
sometimes be forced to repair previous experiences, to make the 
user overcome the effects of previous negative  introductions.  

Conclusion 

Again, the theoretical model was challenged, criticised, confirmed 
to some degree and added to, which is almost suspected and not 
surprising at all during the process of theory-generating. On the 
contrary it would be surprising if the initial model would hold 
through every test and analysis. The constant openness of qualita-
tive studies and the theory-generating process might give a some-
what disorganised and unstructured impression down the journey 
but to present it in any other way would be to deceive and hide 
what has actually taken place (at least in this case).  

At this stage, the modified VoT model (figure 14) seemed to be 
working quite well in some respects (the four dimensions) but two 
question marks remained: the problems with abstract and concrete 
“point of reference” and the need for further dynamics to actually 
create some tools and instruments to help those who  were identi-
fied in the beginning i.e. those who do not enjoy the advantages 
and maybe even suffer the disadvantages of the information tech-
nology development. It is rather easy to only state (even though it 
takes some time to come up with the ideas) that  different ways of 
viewing technology exist, as the four dimensional model does 
(however rewarding and illustrating they might be) the tricky part 
is to inoculate some hope and changeability into it.

Trying to grasp the dynamics and understand complexity is the real 
challenge. And throughout the process the ideological and meta-
theoretical assumption that reality is changeable and both con-
structed and reconstructed is kept in mind as a returning point 
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since that is exactly what provides both hope and changeability. If 
our reality is not fixed it could be challenged and altered (even 
though it demands awareness and intentionality) and the modified 
VoT model still lacked some of the ingredients that could make this 
assumption understandable and the search for improvement con-
tinued.
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8.  A relationistic per-

spective on our actions 

(Israel)

Until this time a great deal of effort had gone into trying to create 
an illustrative and descriptive picture concerning  the differences 
between the Peter and Margaretas i.e. those who enjoy the advan-
tages and suffer the disadvantages of the information technological 
development.  The modified VoT model, with point of reference, 
subject position and action strategies, had proved to be working in 
many respects.  

Firstly, by using the modified VoT model it was possible to show 
and discuss the relation between the subject’s position and his or 
her action strategy; that some of us feel dominant and unthreatened 
and in control while some of us feel subordinate, threatened and 
describe a lack of control and that these different stand points could 
be related to different kinds of action strategies such as resistance, 
initiative or simply passivity.  Secondly, the description of a sub-
ject’s position and chosen action strategy also benefits from show-
ing the relation to the point of reference the subject refers to. It 
proved to be important to separate between different forms of view 
on technology due to different reference points since our view on 
technology is not static even though it could be inert. In the same 
way as with classical socialisation it is suggested that the primary 
and more abstract view of technology might be more slow than the 
secondary and concrete which has to be taken into account in  
further discussions.  

But, since the aim of this thesis is quite an idealistic one;  What is 
desired is the  tools and instruments being available for  creating  
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opportunities for as many as possible to in an enlightened and equal 
way make their own choices regarding information technology use.  
Above all, to capture the proposed dynamic (which is one of the 
meta-theoretical assumptions) and make it useful in reality, not 
only in thought, is important.  

In this chapter the last piece of the puzzle is added; the relationistic 
perspective, followed by a discussion about its relation to the modi-
fied VoT model. The relationistic perspective, put forward by the 
Swedish sociologist Joachim Israel (1999), does however need to be 
described in a context to be fully understood so it will be intro-
duced by a discussion about consciousness and action, followed by 
a discussion about finding answers inside or outside. This will show 
that in a way the relationistic perspective is both a theoretical con-
struction and a methodological recommendation. But first of all, a 
short comment about idealistic aims. 

Idealistic aims and elitist assumptions 

In this thesis it is thought that those who would benefit  most from 
change are those who, for different reasons, could not enjoy the 
positive effects of the information technological development. This 
is however not an easy or uncomplicated assumption since the goal 
to make them gain from the positive effects from information tech-
nology development in many cases is formulated for them. Not all 
of the non-users or low-users wish to change that situation, in 
many cases that is the result of a thorough and very conscious deci-
sion which should be respected (even though not all information 
technology producers might agree). The only durable and valid 
defence to follow this kind of top-down view about information 
technology use is the democratic one; that everyone should at least 
have the opportunity and possibility to make the choice in an 
enlightened way. Because if they lack that possibility there will 
always be someone else who will try to take advantage of their 
unawareness.
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“As Bourdieu says, an actor does not strive for what 
does not strive for him/her, by that Bourdieu claims 
that it gradually develops a more or less perfect har-
mony between the objective possibilities which are at 
an actors disposal and the goals he/she considers as 
desirable, acceptable, realistic and imaginable. The ac-
tor makes a virtue out of the necessity and rejects 
what has a priori rejected him/her. It is this type of 
double negations which Bourdieu considers to be so-
ciology’s foremost task to unveil. In his socio analyses 
he claims to prove that what might appear as the in-
dividual’s free choice de facto harmonies with social 
inclusion- and exclusion mechanisms which the indi-
vidual actor has great troubles to see through and 
even greater troubles to influence.” (Bourdieu 1992:54 
in Järvinen 1998:14)  

So, hopefully, the aim is excused and forgiven as an emancipating 
quest for equality in prerequisites and not seen as a forcing theory 
without good reasons.  

Conceptions and actions 
So, after focusing on the process of constructing objective and sub-
jective reality from a social constructivistic point of view in chapter 
three, and the different existing alternatives to describe the con-
struction of the phenomenon “technology” (philosophy of technol-
ogy) in chapter four, the relation between conceptions about reality 
and our actions in reality once again became interesting to return 
to for further investigation. If we perceive reality in a certain way 
and our picture of reality is both a product of our subjective and 
objective reality, then, analysing the linkage between our view of 
reality and our actions in the same reality was the natural starting 
point to return to when trying to find the complementary qualities 
that could shed some light on where to find tools and instruments 
to create change. The relation between our conceptions and our 
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actions is indeed complicated and there are numerous explanations 
put forward by among others, psychologisst, social psychologists as 
well as sociologists. These explanations, or theories, are often based 
upon two fundamentally opposite understandings, see for example 
Layder’s (1994) description of dualisms in social theory:  

Structure  v  Action 
Objectivism  v  Subjectivism 
Macro  v Micro 
Society  v Individual 

That (a) there exists a static structure “outside” us that we have to 
adapt to or, (b) that we determine the structure since we constantly 
construct and reconstruct the norms and rules we live by i.e. the 
structure is a product of our own constructions. These two funda-
mental understandings then permeate other distinctions such as for 
example whether (c) our actions are the result of our mental con-
ceptions or (d) our mental conceptions are the result of our actions. 
And the theoretical cradle for these discussions is the relation be-
tween consciousness and action i.e. between our conceptions about 
reality and our actions in reality. 

The theoretical contributions to the relationship between abstract 
conceptions and concrete meetings are, as mentioned above, pro-
found. Maybe not if we choose exactly the definition “abstract 
conceptions and concrete meetings” but if we use the most com-
mon duality in this context, the one between consciousness and 
action. This is where consciousness could be explained as our men-
tal actions before, during and after our actions in reality, which are 
visible or at least observable to others. The philosopher and 
mathematician René Descartes (1596-1650 [in Israel 1999]) initially 
introduced the idea of a split between consciousness and action. 
Descartes ascribed mankind two substances, res extensa and res 
cogitans and criticised the, until then, dominating thoughts of Aris-
totle (384-322 BC [in Israel 1999]), that body and soul was a unit. 
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Descartes meant that res extensa, as the body, is characterised by its 
extension in the room. It is material and can be described by physi-
cal language. Res cogitans on the other hand, is a thinking, spiritual 
substance. Furthermore, what can think cannot be extended in the 
room and what can be extended in the room cannot think. By mak-
ing such a distinction Descartes formulated the duality between 
body and soul.  

With this duality Descartes also formulated an action theory where 
the thinking substance, res cogitans, is very extensive. Res cogitans 
not only represents our thoughts, conceptions, memories but also 
our perception, sense and volition, all that could be explained as 
our consciousness. According to Descartes we have to start with 
our consciousness to be able to explain our actions. In our con-
sciousness we constitute our knowledge of the world and this 
knowledge affects our actions. By making such a statement Des-
cartes presents yet another dualism, the one between the knowing 
subject and the object of the knowledge and this subject-object-
relation is fundamental to his action theory. A subject can obtain 
knowledge about him/herself but he/she cannot reach true knowl-
edge about the world of the object since that is a construction in 
our consciousness.  

But Descartes’ theories, where the emphasis is on consciousness 
and consciousness’ effects on actions, creates several scientifically 
and logically not easily solved problems and a possible solution to 
avoid these was formulated with the opposite point of view: the 
behavioural theory by B.F.Skinner (1904-1990 [in Israel 1999]). 
Skinner, contrary to Descartes, stated that concepts like conscious-
ness are unscientific since they could not be observed and as such, 
not properly and scientifically studied. The only true knowledge 
about our actions is what we could observe, i.e. our behaviour.
According to Skinner our behaviour could be explained as the rela-
tion between stimuli and response through conditioning. Our ac-
tions in many cases are accidental and some lead to mistakes and 
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some lead to success. Due to conditioning (whether our actions are 
rewarded by positive or negative response) we learn, by the 
method of trial and error, to behave in one way or another. Behav-
iour is intentional in one aspect alone: it seeks to avoid negative 
and obtain positive response. But we could not talk about causal 
explanations since this implies a cause and effect relationship and 
stimuli could not be translated as the cause and the response could 
not be seen as the effect. Skinner is not interested in why the be-
haviour occurs, only in how it occurs.  

These two opposite theoretical starting points: that our actions are 
the effect of conscious mental processes, or, that it is impossible to 
find scientifically defendable proof about such a relationship so we 
instead should focus on the visible i.e. behaviour, has then served as 
the foundation to many following theories in different ways (for 
example G.H von Wright 1971, Habermas 1990 among others).  

To find answers inside our outside 
Joachim Israel (1999) has however formulated yet another dualism, 
from natural reasons not as rich in scientific tradition but definitely 
rewarding in this context: the difference between intrapsychic and 
relationistic explanations, where Israel argues for the latter’s de-
scriptive value over the former in psychosocial analyses. However, 
both explanations touch upon the same basic question, why we act 
in a certain way, so the duality of intrapsychic and relationistic 
serves as a describing classification between different types of ex-
planations and exposes their advantages and disadvantages.  Even 
though it is openly declared  in the introduction that in this thesis 
the relationistic types of explanations is considered to be most re-
warding, this section will present both intra psychological explana-
tions, where we could say that the answer to our actions could be 
found by investigating our inner driving forces and relational ex-
planations where the answers could be found in our relations to the 
surrounding subjects and objects.  
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Intrapsychic explanations 

If we choose to look deeper into the intrapsychic explanations we 
are, according to Israel, facing explanations that are dependent on 
our inner driving forces. We seek the explanations and answers to 
our behaviour inside ourselves, in our psyche (Israel 1999). Since 
we give the inside too much attention we do not sufficiently  use 
and focus on the context, relations and situations to support our 
reasoning. Israel illustrates his point with an analysis of a matrimo-
nial quarrel. If we use intrapsychic types of explanations we might 
seek the origin of the spouses’ actions inside their respective per-
sonality structures (such as low self esteem or too dominant traits) 
where a relationistic type of explanation rather would focus on 
their reciprocal relations and particularly the situations when  
quarrels occur. The results from each kind of analysis is equally 
interesting but if the aim of the analysis is to create deeper under-
standing about how to change destructive action and stop the quar-
rels it is more rewarding to focus on when the quarrels occur and 
what restricts the spouses to act in a more constructive way.    

There is nevertheless no doubt that  several useful concepts exist 
connected to intrapsychic explanations in for example psychology, 
such as perception, recognition, concepts, schemas and theories. 
For example Atkinson has described perception as the study of 
“how we integrate sensory information into percepts of objects, and 
how we then use these percepts to get around in the world (a per-
cept is then a product of a perceptual process)” (Atkinson, 
1996:152). And we also, when determining what an object is, use a 
process of pattern recognition, which is “crucial for survival be-
cause often we have to know what an object is before we can infer 
some of its critical properties” (ibid.). Furthermore, we have to 
structure these perceptions and psychologists use the term schema
(schemas for plural) to refer to these organised beliefs or mental 
representation of “a class of people, objects, events, or situations” 
but also to describe our knowledge about “how to act in certain 
situations” (ibid. 1996:289). And these schemas serve as tools for us 
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to rationalise and classify our perceptions of the phenomenon, our 
conclusions and our actions. But the price we pay for such “cogni-
tive economy,” is however that “an object can be distorted if the 
schema used to encode it does not fit well” (ibid. 1996:290, see for 
example also Bartlett 1932). Even if we could collect data in a sys-
tematic and unbiased way, “our perceptions of the data can still be 
biased by our existing expectations and preconceptions – our theo-
ries – of what the data should look like. Whenever we perceive any 
object or event, we compare the incoming information with our 
memories of previous encounters with similar objects and events” 
(ibid. 1996:594). 

However, the concepts and explanations mentioned above, rest 
upon the belief that we could find the answers to our behaviour by 
looking “inside” a person’s psyche. Since inside the psyche there are 
neurological transformations which influence our behaviour and 
these could be translated into driving forces34.  We act in a certain 
way because our driving forces tell us to and our action is the re-
sponse to a given stimulus. But according to Israel, even if we could 
find intrapsychic explanations they are seldom sufficient to de-
scribe an individual’s actions. As Israel sees it, the relationistic ar-
gument holds more explanatory value since a person almost never, 
or maybe never, acts in a context without relations, actions are 
always affected by other individuals and the situation. Conse-
quently, the argument Israel puts forward is the superiority of rela-
tional over intrapsychic explanations when analysing action. 

Relationistic explanations 

If we want to analyse why we act in a certain way in a certain 
situation or context our scientific goal could be said to be of a social 
psychological nature since we are interested in the sociality of an 
individual in a context (i.e. we seldom act in total loneliness since 

                                                          

34 The discussion of driving forces was put forward by S Freud (1989). 
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even if we are physically alone we act in accordance with our un-
derstanding of other imaginary or real co-actors). And, according to 
Israel the two basic theses of social psychology is “what happens 
between human beings are more important for the analysis of social 
actions than what happens inside a human being” and “ the concept 
‘action’ are of great importance for the analysis of social psycho-
logical phenomenon” (ibid. 1999:12). Furthermore, Israel empha-
sises the importance of the concept “action” for the analysis of so-
cial psychological phenomenon since, according to Israel, behavior-
istic explanations are too mechanical and too limited (for further 
reading see Israel 1999). By this, Israel states that actions are the 
central problems of social psychological and micro sociological 
analyses. Also,  social psychology and micro sociology are inde-
pendent scientific disciplines. Israel however points out, that they 
are not detached from macro sociology since macro sociology de-
scribes and explains the frames within which the actions and rela-
tions exist.  

Consequently, the opposite starting point to intrapsychic explana-
tions is thus to use relationistic types of explanations, which take 
into consideration the reciprocally relations and the situations
within which the actions occur.  

“The relationistic basis on the other hand emphasise 
the processes that take place between individuals, be-
tween them and their surrounding and the social 
situation in which they happen” (Israel 1999:76).  

Relationistic types of explanations could then be said to be charac-
terised by relations and situations but it is also distinguished by 
another origin for the motives for actions, that is; hinders and re-
strictions. Where intrapsychic explanations find the motives for 
our actions in our inner driving forces that exists inside our psyche 
which could be illustrated by the question “why do we act the way 
we do?” (ibid. 1999:102), relationistic explanations find these an-
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swers insufficient and instead claim that the only knowledge is to 
be found in the restricting processes in the environment. That is, 
our actions are not the result of our inner driving forces but what is 
left when the restrictions have done their job (illustrated by figure 
17 below). The question is not why we act the way we do but 
rather “what hinders us from doing what we want to do” or “why 
do we not act in accordance with the way we want to act?” (ibid.). 
But how then could we be feeling that we are restricted from act-
ing in a certain way if we do not have an intention or a goal for our 
actions? Israel skilfully removes the idea that we have to know if 
our inner driving forces exist or not by stating that the only thing 
we really need to know is what we ascribe to be our motives and 
how we explain and legitimise our motives. The focus should not 
be on the origin of the motives themselves, instead we should con-
centrate on our explanations of our motives and how we legitimise 
them, which leads us to a hermeneutic methodology. If we want to 
find these explanations we have to ask the informant and trust the 
answers since these  in themselves contain valuable information. 
Even though there might exist deeper, or inner, explanations a 
hermeneutic methodology cannot detect them and in this respect 
even should not. What it is interesting is what we ascribe to be our 
motives.

Figure 17: The relation between intrapsychic and relation-
istic explanations 

Action
Restric-
tions and 
Hinders

Driving 
forces 

RELATIONISTIC  
EXPLANTIONS

INTRAPSYCHIC
EXPLANTIONS
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Then the central point is changing from factors behind our actions 
to factors in front of our actions, thus  allowing for other methods 
to try to find ways to overcome existing restrictions35 and facilita-
tors36 and that is where the dynamic present itself. As mentioned in 
the beginning of this chapter the underlying aim is to discover tools 
and instruments to create change for those who require it and in 
this context those who  need change are those who for  different 
reasons could not enjoy the positive effects of the information 
technological development. With the supplement of Israel’s rela-
tionistic types of explanations two very interesting openings pre-
sented themselves: the focus on relations and situations and on 
restrictions and hinders.  

In using these two concepts, intrapsychic and relationistic, Israel 
creates a division. They explain different processes and their origin 
stem from totally different ideologies and, in conclusion, they lead 
to different theoretical continuations about motives for action. 

                                                          

35 In this context Israel presents five levels of restrictions: (1) the expanding 
universe which constitutes the surrounding for all the other orders, (2) the 
organic and ecological complexity order, where we are forced to exhange 
certain factors, (3) the society, where the processes and temporary struc-
tures creates restrictions, (4) the culture, i.e. the orgaisations we live and 
work in, (6) the individual order, which consists of the social interplay 
between the individuals but also the restrictions the individual creates for 
himself/herself. This is a very interstering instrument to further inveistage 
the relation between motivations and actions and for futher reading se 
Israel 1999 chapter 4.
36 Even though Israel does not focus on facilitators he mentions them on 
several occasions: “One suggestion which will be developed in the next 
chapter is to totally abandon the thought about driving forces and instead 
analyse the factors around us which hinders or facilitates for us to achieve 
the goals for our actions” (Israel 1999:79) or  “to analyse the psychological 
and social conditions that either hinder or facilitates our actions” (ibid. 
113).



174 

The dynamic of the Relationistic perspec-
tive: Hinderances and Facilitators 

The former chapter ended with the following; “it is rather easy to 
only state (even though it takes some times to come up with the 
ideas) that there exists different ways of viewing technology as the 
four dimensional model does (however rewarding and illustrating 
they might be) the tricky part is to inoculate some hope and 
changeability into it. Trying to grasp the dynamics and understand 
complexity is the real challenge.” But when the relationistic per-
spective presented itself in a totally different situation (actually, 
while searching for course literature) the last piece of the puzzle 
was found, the final model should not only be a theoretical con-
struction that illustrates the relations:  

but it should also provide some tools and in-
struments to cover the next step, how to make a 
change.  

Finally the meta-theoretical assumption, that since the reality is 
both objective and subjective and reconstructed and constructed 
and therefore could be the target of positive changes, found its 
application. What is interesting is how we describe our relation 
with technology and furthermore, what we describe to be the hin-
derances  and facilitators for the fulfilment of our motives.  

From such an argument the name of the modified VoT model 
seemed somewhat misguided and the awareness of what it actually 
tries to show evolved: it is not the view of technology rather the
relation with technology.  Finally many of the loose ends fell into  
place:

with a relationistic perspective the democratic aspects 
comes naturally since relations are closely linked to power 
(and dominance or subordinacy) 
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with a relationistic perspective the relativity and contextu-
ality follows since it focuses on the relation and the de-
scription of the relation 

with a relationistic perspective the focus is the tools and 
instruments since what is interesting are  the hindrances 
and facilitators to our motives 

with a relationistic perspective process, mobility, change 
and the situations they are delimited by are emphasised 
which means that it is dynamic in its nature  

and finally, a relationistic perspective correlates in every 
way with the methodological reflections about discoveries 
about qualities: it does not focus on causal relations, in-
stead it tries to specify and describe the reasons given 

So, the compounds of the modified VoT model were only strength-
ened and high-lightened by the relationistic perspective but its 
foundation “view on technology” changed drastically with the 
much more suitable “relation with technology” since it sheds an-
other light on the theoretical model. It  not only describes some-
thing, it also unveils and challenges what might be hidden and  
searches for the reasons why. And what is more, it also gives sug-
gestions as to how to take the next step, to find tools and instru-
ments since the reasons could be described as hindrances or facili-
tators. What hinders us from contra facilitates for us to enjoy the 
advantages of the information technological development?  

If our relation with technology could be described by the four di-
mensional model (dominant-active, dominant-passive, subordinate-
active, subordinate-passive) it also asks for the reasons as to how 
these different relations develop. What makes us describe our rela-
tion with technology for example as dominant-active or subordi-
nate-passive? And how can the, in this thesis thought of as non-
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democratic relations (the unenlightened and uncouncious relation 
of subordinacy and passitivity) be improved? Maybe by looking 
deeper into the reasons why some of us describe our relation as 
dominant and active? Along these thoughts the initial link to social 
constructivism and Intersubjective processes seems even more ac-
curate. What kind of intersubjective processes are closely related to 
the four different dimensions? 

To once again modify the theoretical model to the new findings an 
addition was made: that of hinderances  and facilitators. And last, 
but not least, the model was re-named: A relation with technology: 

Figure 18: The relation with technology 

Even though the visible adjustment might appear to be  minor by 
only looking at the theoretical model, it meant a lot to the function 
of the model which awakened the interest to return to the inter-
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views and search for reasons (hindrances and facilitators) to the 
different dimensions.   

A complementary analysis of the in-
terviews
When returning to the interviews with a relationistic perspective, 
focusing on relationistic types of explanations, such as the micro 
processes (hinders and facilitators) behind the described positions 
and action strategies other parts of the interviews became interest-
ing.  

Already from the beginning, from the studies prior to this thesis 
(see chapter 1 section Developing a need for a relationistic perspec-
tive) the idea had developed that the way technology is presented 
to us might influence our view about technology and the feeling of 
control of the situation and finally how we act when meeting tech-
nology. The most interesting example was the principal of one of 
the elementary and upper secondary school in the KK-foundation 
study (Riabacke 1997b) who chose to tell his staff that no steps 
were to be taken unless everyone felt secure and comfortable with 
the progress. And the effect was that the staff at that school, more 
rapidly than the staff at the other schools, began to view technol-
ogy as something they could take advantage of. They seemed less 
intimidated and gave the impression of feeling more in control than 
the others.

This evoked the vague notion that the way technology is presented 
(top-down or bottom-up) affects the way we receive and perceive 
it. Even though, up till now, this had only been an undeveloped 
thought and idea it had been one of the five main questions in the 
qualitative study. However, it had not been analysed in the first 
run due to its loose connection to the modified VoT model, but 
with these new “questions” focusing on hindrances and facilitators 
it emerged as one of the two most interesting areas in the material.  
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Opposite to the above, the other “new”  area, the problematical 
non-member of the reference group while developing a computer 
system was totally the result of the complementary analysis of the 
interviews. This should be noted since it in a way is the result of a 
search for answers to un-asked questions. But even so, it is pre-
sented here because it should not be over-looked for that reason, on 
the contrary, it serves as examples to highlight the necessity for 
further studies (as they indicate that there are more of the same).  

The communicated relation: how technology 
is presented 

As mentioned above, one of the questions of the in-depth interview 
was formulated as follows: - Do you think that it matters how 
technology is presented/introduced for how we then use technol-
ogy (presented in media, at the work place, at home etc.)?  While 
re-examining the texts  with the new focus areas of hindrances and 
facilitators the answers became very interesting from several as-
pects.

First of all many of the respondents seemed to be very engaged and 
interested in this question and the answers were quite elaborate 
and emotionally affected. The most prominent aspect was that the 
presentation is indeed very important, if it is done the wrong way 
there are many negative side-effects:  

“ I think that you should present it in an as easy way 
as possible, very uncomplicated, you should not feel 
that: - Oh God, I will never learn to use this! An that 
is the case with all technology that when you intro-
duce it that is sounds so difficult, even though it 
might not be… (Do you have any such experiences 
where technology is introduced in a too complicated 
way?) Yes, that’s what I felt in the beginning when 
we where supposed to start using the computer. Then 
it was a little bit like: - We can never do this! It is too 
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complicated… It becomes something negative, and 
there was no one that were positive and said that it is 
really very simple, it is only to push some buttons…” 

“(How do you look upon the relation between how 
you introduce technology and the person you are in-
troducing it to?) We are doing these things, we are 
upgrading, but to me, the foundation is: - who are lis-
tening? Is it the technicians? Is it the administrators? 
Or is it internal in the house with a mixed audience? 
To me this is really important and has to be adjusted 
to. But of course you have to introduce it in a positive 
manner. NNo one would want something they cannot 
win anything from, then it becomes something nega-
tive. Then they would only work against it. If there is 
nothing in it for me, it is only a hard time. So, of 
course, I think it is important to make a positive in-
troduction, where you bring forward all the positive 
sides. (Would you say that there exists generalisations 
or prejudices about the “audience”?) Yes, the adminis-
trator Greta 55, she enters a program and tries, she is 
not a technical person, she does it because there is no 
other way of doing it. Yes, this is very frustrating, in 
fact she does not how…and she gets a little bit seized 
with panic. (As you say, the panic, what do you think 
is the reason for that, that she feels that way??) I be-
lieve that if you “first impression” of computers turns 
out the wrong way, kind of: - Here you go, now 
you’ve got a computer.. and look how easy everything 
is… and then it is not getting easy at all, you maybe 
delete a big file… That is stuck in your head! Am I 
going to destroy something? She doesn’t feel as if she 
is in control of the computer, it is totally the other 
way around. (You said, in a way I believe it might 
went wrong from the beginning… for about ten years 
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ago… do you still work with the effects of that?) You 
have to start all over again, old habits sticks to you. I 
started with Mac and they said: - This is so damn 
easy! But I didn’t know how to turn the machine on!” 

“(How would you describe the relation between how 
a product is introduced and the usage of the same 
product?) Hm, well, if I refer to my own organisation, 
when a new product is developed and should be in-
troduced to the user, for example a system,  it has to 
be put forward in a positive manner! And that is done 
in every, also non-commercial, way. Fliers, t-shirts to 
wear with advertising slogans and several other steps 
to inform about the new product might improve the 
way the product is received. To first create positive 
expectations and then do some educational steps for 
example. Then you have built something to stand on. 
(In your organisation it is often the case that the users 
have no alternatives?) Yes. (They are given the prod-
uct from upstairs and they have to use it, so to speak? 
And even if you are doing a test run in a reference 
group the majority have no possibility to interfere?) 
Not all of them, a small number of people are repre-
senting the huge number of administrators. (How 
many are they then, the reference group?) Well, a 
handful maybe, if it is a big system, if it is a small sys-
tem it might be one of two or nobody at all, so it de-
pends. The problem is, which is a classical MDI-
problem, as soon as a user from the field is involved 
he or she is transformed from a user to a participant 
in the system building process, and the system still 
needs to be tested by the “real users” with their feet 
still in the reality. It requires a way of thinking, that 
you think in these directions, when you are develop-
ing a system. So, I wouldn’t say that the possibilities 
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to interfere are that high. (Does this top-down, “this 
is what you get-perspective” get any consequences?) 
Very large effects! (For example?) Well, for example 
the implemented system might not be in correspon-
dence with the expectations, it won’t work the way 
they expect, not at least on an organisational level, as 
I said before. – This is not the way we use do to things 
in our organisation, or this is not the way I like to do 
it, it becomes hard to handle when there has been 
someone who have been developing solutions that 
doesn’t reflect the reality. (Do you believe there 
might be any resistance reactions to that, that there 
are no alternatives?) YYes, definitely! (So, if there 
might exist alternatives and possibilities to choose, do 
you think the resistance reaction would be less?) Yes, 
definitely! Because then you have created the oppor-
tunity to choose, to interfere, and it doesn’t have to 
be, I refer to interfaces, functions, like three different 
systems. It could be alternatives personal profiles on a 
lower level. TThe thing is that you get the feeling that 
you yourself have a possibility to interfere. It doesn’t 
have to be so much, but only by offering the users the 
possibility to interfere you reduce the frustration to a 
high degree. (But that is not the way you do things 
today?) Not so much, no. (That is what you are going 
to do [referring to the development of a new work 
group]?) That’s what we are going to do! Yes, we have 
to think in these directions, that if you are working 
with a new system, that will affect about 15,000 ad-
ministrators, the classical myth is that it doesn’t mat-
ter whether we are involving a few user-
representatives because they will never be able to 
represent the totality of the users. But I believe that it 
is a little bit of a myth, because if you could show in 
system design that you have been considering the 
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needs of the users and give them some tools to twist 
and turn the system a little in this very superficial in-
terface yyou could be satisfying their need of control of 
the system. (But you are saying that there is an exist-
ing myth that there is no point in using reference-
groups because it is impossible to catch their needs?) 
Yes, there is no point in considering their opinions 
since they could never be representative to the total-
ity. (So, how much work is done on individual ad-
justments?) Quite little, today. (It is the system itself, 
with running and safety that is the main focus?) Yes it 
is! There is little effort, if you compare with running 
and safety, put in to the other parts, the interface 
with the user. There are enormous efforts put into the 
structures behind so they will be durable because we 
know that if we introduce a new system in this or-
ganisation it will have to last for probably decades. 
And then the structure has to be perfect.  But the 
other part, which are so important for the user, is not 
as prioritised. But then we still talk about internal 
systems, if we widen the perspective, which is in fact 
very interesting, to the development that almost the 
whole social security system should be on the Inter-
net. From that point of view it becomes even more 
important because there is an even bigger value con-
nected to usable systems on the public side. If they 
are not working and, at the same time, the service is 
reduced to save on the administrative side, then eve-
rything would collapse!” 

“(Do you think it matters, the way technology is in-
troduced in relation to how you then react to it?) Yes 
it does. You could introduce technology in such a way 
that you are intimidated and get frightened. Too, 
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much respect, it is too hard and there is no idea that I 
try at all or that I try to interfere. Then, I hope, it is 
possible to introduce it in another, more simple way. 
Like…it is only a tool for us… nothing dramatic and 
complicated. Since I work in the usability area I have 
to believe it is possible! (Do you have any thoughts 
about how such an introduction should be made? 
And, do you believe it is more common done the 
other way?) Yes, I think it is quite often done the 
hard way. And there seems to be some kind of inter-
est in the business to introduce technology that way, 
like it is something so very difficult and complicated. 
I believe the IT-industry has had a tendency to intro-
duce it as if it is so complicated so you won’t under-
stand the basics for the decisions any way so you just 
have to make the decisions about the money any way. 
This is how much it costs, you cannot do it any other 
way, this is the way it is! And, of course, there is an 
interest in doing it that way since it reduces the pos-
sibility to interfere, it becomes sort of a factor of 
power. And that is probably true for other parts of the 
technology industry as well but I have been thinking 
about that it is very strong in the IT-industry that you 
make a presentation, it will cost this much and it is 
this software… Maybe, it was more frequent in the 
eighties and the end of the nineties, it was even 
stronger then, like: - Oh, of course, if they say so… (Is 
that a problem on a societal level as well?) Yes, I be-
lieve so. I believe it is a democracy problem, it is in a 
way to create and gain power. (Does this mean that 
you become some kind of receiver instead of a 
kravspecare?) Yes it does! That you see yourself as a 
receiver, you get something you cannot influence, in-
stead of seeing yourself as the user, I am the impor-
tant person! This is very much the way we are dis-
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cussing in the usability area, that it is very easy, even 
for us, that we see the user as some kind of receiver. 
While it is in fact the other way around, they are the 
ones who have the possibility to influence, it is their 
organisation that is the buyer. They have a greater 
power than they understand. (How should the IT-
industry do the introduction then?) What is impor-
tant for the IT-industry, is that they cannot have that 
view on the users, it is in fact for them we are doing 
this. (So, what you are saying is that we should turn 
the map upside down?) Yes, that’s in fact the way it 
is. (Do you believe everybody would see this as some-
thing positive?) Well, maybe if you would sit down 
with them one by one but I believe it would awaken a 
lot of territory feelings and statements like: - but it is 
not realistic, how would that be done? And this is ex-
actly where we stand in this organisation, to see it 
this way. And it is really hard, it is not at all obvious, 
even though you meet very many who says: - “of 
course!”, but we tend to forget it in the end. And 
there are also those who work with the technology 
who forget, not due to some ill will but only because 
they are so caught up by their work that they forget.” 

“(Do you think that the way technology is introduced 
matters?) Yes it does! (If the product is really good but 
the introduction is bad, do you think it will affect the 
usage?) No, but maybe for those who cannot accept 
and use the product any way. It depends on what 
kind of person you are, if you are the kind that want 
to explore and try yourself… But some people, they 
read the complete manual before they press the start-
button. (So, if we talk about these who have a greater 
need for a good introduction, do you believe there are 
different ways of doing these introductions?) Yes, 
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there is. It is the same thing here, there are different 
kinds of people. Some people follow the rules and 
some do what is best for themselves. But in Scandina-
via we have a majority of people who follow the rules 
and want clear instructions and frames. It is also de-
pendent on age and generations. SSome people are 
very respectful towards technology: - it could break, 
don’t touch it, they want to be secure. Young people 
are more used to games etc. and it works, it is nothing 
dangerous about it, it is not complicated… (So, is it a 
prerequisite to a better use of technology that you 
don’t think so much, that you don’t have to know 
everything?) Yes! There are, if you feel that you are in 
control of the microwave oven, nothing could happen 
if I accidentally would push the wrong button…you 
are e in control. But with the computer, and the car, 
you don’t know and then this feeling comes…  I be-
lieve it has to do with control. The feeling that you 
are in control, you dare… But then there are the risk-
willing: - OK, I have no idea, but it doesn’t matter, I’ll 
try anyway! (You mentioned before, that there is a 
difference between different forms of technology, 
that you might dare to try to mix with a tape-recorder 
since you know a little bit about how it works but not 
with a computer since you don’t understand its ba-
sics?) YYes, I believe you focus on the wrong thing, to 
understand instead of make it useful!”

What is particularly interesting is that many of the respondents  
described, what they considered to be a bad introduction, namely  
one  which subordinates the users and this in turn  often leads to a 
lack of feeling in control. If this should be analysed with the Rela-
tion with technology model it is possible to describe their discus-
sions as an illustration of a hindering process which subordinates 
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and makes the users passive and sometimes even triggers some kind 
of resistance.  

One of the respondents even said that there is an interest in intro-
ducing technology as something very complicated. It has been (and 
in some respect still is) of interest for the IT-industry since it left 
the power in their hands. In these situations they were in sole con-
trol. For several years this has been rewarding for the industry 
since they were then able to formulate the agenda. But today this 
relation is questioned, maybe not foremost by the users, but by the 
industry itself since the usage of technology is not increasing in the 
way the industry thought in the beginning. And the reason for that 
might be exactly what the respondents identified: when intimi-
dated the user becomes passive and does not question the presented 
technological product.  

But this discussion is somewhat contrasted by the following state-
ment which offers another nuance to  the picture since it high-
lightes that it is sometimes necessary to “push” the user and it is not 
necessarily something negative. Sometimes the user needs to be 
convinced to see the positive effects in the long-run: 

“(Would you say that the way technology is intro-
duced affects the way you use it?) I have not been ex-
posed so much to these situations. But I am now 
working with a group concerned with the implemen-
tation of a new tool in the organisation, which we 
have been introduced to by the salesman.  And of 
course it matters! In those cases where it could be ei-
ther or, use this if you want to because it is really 
good or you have to use this! I believe… But at the 
same time, a get a little bit insecure here, because 
sometimes I think people need to be pushed “you 
have to use this!”… Because if you could do without 
it, or you are not used to it, there is a big possibility 



187 

-
A
 
r
e
l
a
t
i
o
n
i
s
t
i
c
 
p
e
r
s
p
e
c
t
i
v
e
 
o
n
 
o
u
r
 
a
c
t
i
o
n
s
 

(
I
s
r
a
e
l
)
 
-

that you would go on and not using it. There is an 
initial hump to overcome, to learn to use it and it 
might take some time. (A natural resistance mecha-
nism?) YYes, and there it is important that the introdu-
cer is capable of explaining and showing the profit in 
the long run. I could give you an example. I work a 
lot with tests, and there is a tool capable of do this 
automatic… and the nature of this tool creates quite a 
big hump in the beginning and a lot of initial work 
has to be done. Make these tests, but then, in the end 
of the process, all you have to do is push some buttons 
and it will do all the work itself. And in this case, I 
have met resistance, not among those who would use 
it but among those who plan the time, in our case the 
project leader. And then the project leader can not see 
that it might not be productive the first week, or even 
the next week, but later on. (So, there is a short-term 
economical view?) Yes! Exactly!” 

Finally, yet another respondent mentions gender roles and touches 
upon what in the Relation with technology-model is labelling as 
primary socialisation: 

“(Do you think it matters how technology is intro-
duced for how we then receive it?) I am convinced it 
does. (In what way?) Well, I believe that if you are al-
lowed to try when you are young, to participate and 
watch, I believe it makes a difference for example 
gender roles. Boys and girls, that you should treat 
them the same way, so, you won’t: - as a girl you 
should… or: - as a boy… That you take things for 
granted. It matters!” 

To sum it up, by analysing the interviews with the tools of hin-
drances and facilitators (connected to the Relation with technol-
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ogy-model) to grasp the Intersubjective processes the picture shows 
that if we, as receivers and users, believe technology to be too hard 
to grasp and too difficult then we are lose  the option  to interfere 
since we react to this by becoming  frightened and intimidated. 
And, when frightened and intimidated, we act in a passive manner 
and our possibilities for  making demands and daring to be critical 
are diminished. Linked back to the discussion about democracy and 
the demand that everyone should at least have the opportunity and 
possibility to make the choice to use information technology or not  
in an enlightened way seems even more important.  

The problematic non-member of the refer-
ence group 

Another interesting discovery was that during the study some of 
the respondents made reference to the usage of reference groups 
and referred to it as a problematic area. Some claimed that it was 
often connected to a “myth” that they actually did not make a dif-
ference for several different reasons, especially since there were 
difficulties in creating a group that represented the majority of the 
users (since in the case of  systems used by governments, this could 
involve many thousands). But also because when the group was 
organised, during the progress, the representative user often be-
came a non-representative user since he or she was too involved in 
the  building of the system. This, in its turn, downgraded the use of 
reference groups among the system designers and programmers: 

(But that is not the way you do things today?) Not so 
much, no. (That is what you are going to do [referring 
to the development of a new work group]?) That’s 
what we are going to do! Yes, we have to think in 
these directions, that if you are working with a new 
system, that will affect about 15,000 administrators, 
the classical myth is that it doesn’t matter whether we 
are involving a few user-representatives because they 
will never be able to represent the totality of the us-
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ers. But I believe that it is a little bit of a myth, be-
cause if you could show in system design that you 
have been considering the needs of the users and give 
them some tools to twist and turn the system a little 
in this very superficial interface you could be satisfy-
ing their need of control of the system. (But you are 
saying that there is an existing myth that there is no 
point in using reference-groups because it is impossi-
ble to catch their needs?) Yes, there is no point in 
considering their opinions since they could never be 
representative to the totality. (So, how much work is 
done on individual adjustments?) Quite little, today. 
(It is the system itself, with running and safety that is 
the main focus?) Yes it is! There is little effort, if you 
compare with running and safety, put in to the other 
parts, the interface with the user. There are enormous 
efforts put into the structures behind so they will be 
durable because we know that if we introduce a new 
system in this organisation it will have to last for 
probably decades. And then the structure has to be 
perfect. But the other part, which are so important for 
the user, is not as prioritised. But then we still talk 
about internal systems, if we widen the perspective, 
which is in fact very interesting, to the development 
that almost the whole social security system should be 
on the Internet. From that point of view it becomes 
even more important because there is an even bigger 
value connected to usable systems on the public side. 
If they are not working and, at the same time, the 
service is reduced to save on the administrative side, 
then everything would collapse!” 

Linked to the Relation with technology-model this discussion turns 
out to be very note worthy since it touches upon representation for 
different users which is illustrated by the four dimensions. Could it 
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be that the so called dominant and active are the ones that is most 
often represented in reference-groups? In the meantime are the 
others, the subordinate and passive,  over-looked?  

When presenting this model at a follow-up seminar with the sys-
tem developers they actually said that it is very common for sys-
tem-developers  not to want (not from ill will but rather due to the 
fact that they did not know what to do with them)  to “see” the 
‘subordinate passive’ user because they were troublesome and al-
ways complained about everything, which in turn creates an even 
more troublesome situation. If the reference groups are in fact not 
representative of important groups/categories of users the systems 
we build are not as user-centreed as many of us would want to 
believe.  

On the other hand, it emphasises that the Relation with technol-
ogy-model actually could  work as a tool or instrument to improve 
the democratisation of the information technology development on 
a practical basis since it illustrates the importance of representation 
linked to position in reference groups and illustrates the fact that 
even those who would describe their relation with technology as 
subordinate is important to acknowledge and might be unproduc-
tive to repress.  

Conclusion 

As mentioned in the above the relationistic perspective by Israel 
really lifted the initial modified VoT model by several steps. It 
clarified and pointed out what had up till now been vague and 
unexpressed and it also changed the model from being a mostly  
theoretical construction into something of practical value. It actu-
ally served as an instrument to grasp some of the subordinating 
processes, and by investigating their existence offered  increased 
possibilities to act on them.  
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What could be extracted from the material of the qualitative study 
(however based on the modified VoT-model) with the help of the 
Relation with technology-model was foremost that one of the proc-
esses that hinders the users ability to enjoy the advantages of the 
information technological development was how information 
technology is communicated. If it is communicated in an top-down 
manner (by using difficult language or circumstances over which 
the user has no control) it might lead to negative effects both from 
the user’s and the producer’s point of view.  

Another result was the thought that representation from the four 
dimensions in forming reference-groups might be important. When 
the four dimensions are acknowledged the system developer ob-
tains  valuable information in the system developing process and 
might even avoid parts of the reasons for unproductive or low-
usage of systems.  
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9.  A relation with tech-

nology

This thesis begins with the story of Margareta and Peter, two in-
formation technology users with different prerequisites and needs. 
As stated already at that point, we could either accept the fact that 
they are simply different and treat them somewhat differently 
when meeting them and because of this  non analytical standpoint 
and  subsequent unawareness, rather naturally, embrace the “Peter”  
and exclude the “Margareta” since a technologically active and 
friendly behaviour is far more appreciated in present day society. 
But by choosing such an approach we lose all possibilities of   fully 
understanding their different relations with technology, and what 
is furthermore troublesome, we tend to reconstruct and confirm 
old structures instead of challenging them.  

If we were to challenge them we would have to ask questions such 
as: - why does Margareta hesitate and try to hide and why does 
Peter take initiatives?  What therefore becomes both interesting 
and difficult is to know how we then should ask these questions 
and deal with the answers. That is where theories must become 
practical for several reasons. They help us to delimit and focus and 
to stay on track and thus follow the main theme.  

But before that some choices have to be made where it is important 
to admit and challenge ones own prejudices. In this thesis it is 
openly declared in the introduction that the choice of theories is 
normative. The reason for that is the somewhat pompous objective 
of this thesis: to try to improve democracy regarding the informa-
tion technological development. To enlighten and to create tools 
and instruments for those  requiring it. With such an objective it is 
almost necessary to admit to some ideals and assumptions and 
nearly impossible to pretend to be objective and unaffected.  
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Idealistic aim 

The specific aim of this thesis is to present a complementary way to 
that already in  existence with reference to the “Margaretas and 
Peters”, i.e. our different relations with technology, and as a conse-
quence of these relations our diverse options for  enjoying the ad-
vantages or suffering the disadvantages of the information techno-
logical development. To try to show and argue for the importance 
of acknowledging that there are processes and structures that influ-
ence our information technology use, might, at first, seem rather 
far-fetched. However there do appear to be  other factors involved, 
which influence, hinder or facilitate usage.  

What is put forward is the suggestion that part of these processes 
and structures could be explained and understood by a relationistic 
perspective and that the Relation with information technology-
model holds tools and instruments for creating change for those 
who require it. The objective is not, which is important to point 
out, to make everybody “good” information technology users.  

What is desired is the  tools and instruments 
being available for  creating  opportunities 
for as many as possible to,in an enlightened 
and equal way, make their own choices regarding 
information technology use.  

The contribution of the dynamic social 
constructivism and critical analysis to 
power aspects of technological development 

To present the kind of tools that are mentioned above the contribu-
tion of social constructivism, with reference to  explaining the 
complex relation between structure and action, is rewarding. The 
dialectical relationship in social constructivism between objective 
and subjective reality (or put in other words, structure and actor) 
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could be explained by a constant shifting between top-down and 
bottom-up process (see figure 5 below).  

We are both born into existing structures and at the same time able 
to  influence them and create new ones and with such a starting 
point every attempt to analyse something contains aspects which 
are both dynamic and changeable. It is in our reach to reconstruct 
the objective reality, but the prerequisites to do so include both an 
awareness of  the subjective reality about a phenomenon and the 
consequences of the accepted shared understanding on an objective 
reality level. That is one of the meta-theoretical assumptions and 
fundamental driving forces of this thesis; that there are ways to 
analyse, influence and question what is taken for granted i.e. a 
critical analysis and that furthermore, it is desirable to do so. To 
challenge what might be experienced as the objective reality and in 
particular to question power relations (such as the often unques-
tioned equation between modernisation – rationality – technology). 
The call for the sleeper to awake, as Ellul put it.  

Objective reality 

Subjective reality 

Time
Axe

Technology in being

Existing technology

Focus point
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Otherwise, according to Ellul “ – if we do not even consider the 
possibility of making a stand against these determinants, then eve-
rything will happen as I have described it, and the determinants 
will be transformed into inevitabilities” (Ellul 1964:xxix) and the 
picture Ellul has written in The Technological Society is not an 
attractive one. As such, social constructivism could contribute to 
power analyses of the technological development. It offers a meta-
theoretical understanding about the relation between structure and 
action which could be used to point out the importance of aware-
ness. Thus it is opened up for reasonable explanations, even though 
it might need complementary concepts to construct more elaborate 
analyses.  

A relation with technology 
This thesis tries to present a complementary way of analysing in-
formation technology to the already existing useful analytical levels 
and approaches already. It should not be seen as a critique to the 
existing ones but rather as an attempt to tackle another area. Rela-
tionistic types of explanations could be said to to some extent be-
long to theories about access, digital divide, usability and participa-
tory design but it also differs to a great extent. Since, even if we 
were to create  products which were as usuable as  possible and give 
everyone  access to them, it is quite safe to state that there would 
still be some people who would not use them.  

The vast area of knowledge concerning access and digital divide is 
very often focused on the meaning of simply having or not having a 
computer and a network connection (van Dijk & Hacker 2003:315) 
and whether the usage gap is widening or growing, and thorough 
demographic studies are performed to support one view over the 
other. But there are of course other, more analytical approaches 
where the digital divide is questioned and analysed from other 
perspectives such as analysis about power and underrepresented 
groups by Kvasny and Trauth (2001) and the presentation of a more 
multifaceted concepts of access by van Dijk and Hacker (2003) 
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where the digital divide is seen as very complex and dynamic phe-
nomenon.  

For example van Dijk distinguishes four kinds of barriers to access 
and the type of access they restrict: (1) Lack of elementary digital 
experiences (mental access), (2) No possession of computers and 
network connection (material access), (3) Lack of digital skills 
(skills access) and (4) Lack of significant usage opportunities (usage 
access). Barrier number two  quite common occurs in access studies 
but barriers  one, three and four are not  often touched upon. These 
barriers bring the access concept closer to psychological and psy-
chosocial types of explanations by addressing mental barriers 
(which is also done by Stanley L. D 2003). And as van Dijk and 
Hacker points out “Perhaps the most common social and political 
opinion is that the problem of the digital divide is solved as soon as 
every citizen or inhabitant has the ability to obtain a personal com-
puter and an Internet connection. In contrast, our analysis suggests 
that the biggest problems of information and communication ine-
quality just start with the general diffusion of computers and net-
work connections” (van Dijk and Hacker 2003:322). Such a state-
ment supports the thought that we do need complementary knowl-
edge about our relation with technology. 

If we were then toying  with the thought that the digital divide is 
dealt with and every one has practical access to a computer and an 
Internet connection, what remains is to create usable technological 
systems. The most agreed upon usability definition is perhaps the 
ISO 9241 standard: “[Usability refers to] the extent to which a 
product can be used by specified users to achieve specified goals 
with effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction in a specified context 
of users”. But as Nielsen points out “It is important to realize that 
usability is not a single, one-dimensional property of a user inter-
face. Usability has multiple components [and is traditionally associ-
ated with these five attributes: learnability, efficiency, memorabil-
ity, errors, satisfaction].” (Nielsen 1993:26). There are of course 
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numerous other definitions but Bevan (2001) has pointed out four 
different types of standards for HCI (human-computer interaction) 
and usability: (1) the use of the product (effectiveness, efficiency 
and satisfaction in a particular context of use), (2) the user interface 
and interaction, (3) the process used to develop the product and (4) 
the capability of an organization to apply user-centred design 
(Bevan 2001). Usability theories are as such focused on the creation 
of the technological product and attempt to gain as much informa-
tion and knowledge as possible about the context and the user but 
the  concern is mostly intrapsychic explanations and seldom (from 
natural reasons) psychosocial aspects. 

One way of trying to improve both usability and access is through 
participatory design (PD) methods, which have been touched upon 
previously (chapter 3 section Critical analysis). By involving the 
user in the design process the user’s prerequisites will have a 
chance of influencing the product, and democracy and emancipa-
tion are often referred to as key terms. However,  until just recently 
PD has been mostly concerned with quality of work (which is very 
rewarding since it could provide practical and almost touchable 
improvements in the area of work) but the focus here is not that 
specific. Quality of life has however emerged as a new and broader 
context (drawing on Social informatics/Rob Kling) in PD but how 
then to incorporate the user, and which user, if the user sometimes 
could be said to be the citizen? New methods are needed and 
maybe The relation with technology could be one of them and as 
such be incorporated in PD in some way but that is not necessarily 
the case. More over, the relation with technology highlights the 
user’s position i.e. dominant-subordinate (which PD might do but 
not necessarily does, depending on the participating users and the 
PD designers’ ideological colour). 

IT for all 

In March 2000 the Swedish government formulated a proposition 
(Prop. 1999/2000:86) with the articulated aim that “Sweden as the 
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first country becomes an information society for all (everyone)” 
(ibid. pp.24). Such a statement might be easy to formulate but after 
some scrutiny turns out to be difficult  to implement. It does not 
only hold that everyone (in Sweden) should have practical access to 
the information society it also implies that everyone should have 
the prerequisites to actively be a part of such an information soci-
ety. To be able to participate actively several aspects are crucial.  
This includes not  only the level of education/knowledge, level of 
economic prerequisites or level of possession of technical devices.  

In the proposition the Swedish government sets out to prioritise 
three tasks: (1) trust in IT, (2) the competence to use IT and (3) 
access to the services of the information society where the second 
and third might not be that surprising but the first one seems to be 
promising from a relationistic perspective since trust could be quite 
easily linked to feeling of control. However the implications for  
security and dependability are “to strengthen security and enhance 
dependability of the information and communication systems and 
infrastructures and to ensure trust and confidence in the use of 
IS[C]T by addressing new security and dependability challenges” 
(Lund, Olve & Petri 2004:13). The use of trust as in ‘trust in how 
our society is affected by the information technological develop-
ment’ is not touched upon and  neither is the use of trust as in ‘trust 
in the change agents and key players’. Finally,  the use of trust as in 
‘trust in ones own relation to information technology’ is not men-
tioned.

A governmental proposition trying to tackle the technological de-
velopment is highly interesting from a relationistic point of view. 
As Winner points out:  

“The issues that matter from this standpoint are one 
that concern a range of entities I call ‘political arti-
facts’. Political artefacts are devices and systems that 
are, on the one hand, useful and economically pro-
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ductive, but whose features also contain ways of ex-
pressing important features of civic culture – relation-
ships of power, authority, order, control, freedom, 
justice and injustice. At a historical period in which 
technological innovations is a major source of change 
in patterns of living, the politics of any group or na-
tion comes to be embodied in the forms and condi-
tions of operation of the artefacts it employs. For that 
reason, political thought and practice must attend in-
creasingly to the realm of material things… There is 
at present an enormous gap between the political ar-
tefacts in the everyday lifeworld and the conventional 
politics of elections and governments” (Winner 
1994:86)  

Winner continues by stating that ordinary people’s “lot in life is to 
absorb the ‘impacts’ and to embrace the ideology that what is hap-
pening to them can truly be called ‘progress’” (ibid. pp.89).  

If we would believe even only a small part of what Winner claims, 
there might be a reason for trying to broaden the area of trust 
somewhat. Not one word is mentioned in the proposition about the 
Swedish citizen’s experiences and feelings towards the rapidly 
growing use of information technology in our society. Do they 
trust, feel comfortable and agree with the paths which are stipu-
lated? Or are they feeling subordinate, out of control and if asked, 
would even suggest other paths? And if the government does not 
formulate these questions then who do we expect should? The IS 
community? Stolterman (1995), in a reply to Winner argues that at 
least some of the responsibility falls on the IS researchers:  

“IS research has been too focused on the workplace as 
the fundamental object of study and continues to be 
so when it is becoming more and more obvious that 
information systems are of great importance in every 
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part of society and influence all human activities in 
one way or another. It is within this very broad con-
text that researchers have the responsibility to create 
understanding, and to make the development and use 
of information systems intelligible” (Stolterman 
1995:124).  

The intelligibility is also touched upon by Greenbaum “The barriers 
between technical specialists and people using computer applica-
tions need to be broken down in order to build effective communi-
cation during the process” (Greenbaum 1993:28). 

Techno therapy 

How then to make ‘the technological society’ (drawing on Ellul’s 
description of determinism without awareness) intelligible? What 
is proposed here is partly a play with words and partly absolutely 
serious. As mentioned in the introductory chapter Hirschheim & 
Klein suggest a therapeutic purpose for IS research while dividing 
information systems development into four paradigms: functional-
ism, social relativism, radical structuralism and neohumanism 
(Hirschheim & Klein 1989). In the paradigm of functionalism the 
developer archetype is the expert or platonic philosopher king, in 
the paradigm of social relativism the developer archetype is the 
catalyst of facilitator, in radical structuralism the developer arche-
type is the warrior for social progress or partisan and finally in 
neohumans the developer archetype is the emancipator or the so-
cial therapist. This is then done from within, “by improving human 
understanding and the rationality of human action through eman-
cipation of suppressed interests and liberation from unwarranted 
natural and social constraints” (ibid. pp. 1210). Mutual understand-
ing is utterly important and the ontology adopted is “realism for 
technical interests and nominalism for social constructivism for 
mutual understanding and emancipation of interests” (ibid. 
pp.1209) and it rests heavily upon the rational discourse by Jürgen 
Harbermas. Thus Hirschheim & Klein acknowledge two question 
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marks (a) the paradigm is theoretically strong but it is difficult to 
see how the story actually works in practice and (b) however 
“technological progress will be sufficiently powerful to overcome 
the significant physical constraints confronting the emancipation of 
all” (ibid. pp. 1210).  

The latter question mark, whether or not  technological progress is 
powerful enough to overcome inequalities, is closely connected to 
the discussion about technology’s nature.  If we  also believe that 
technology , along a time axis, can be  both constructed and con-
structor it appears as if this  might at least hold some power and 
that this has to be questioned and used in an emancipating direc-
tion. The former question mark whether it is at all possible to enter 
the path of a therapeutic purpose with the objective of creating 
practical tools for emancipating could be seen as a challenge which 
has been accepted in this thesis. Creating tools for awareness could 
of course be labelled as a therapeutic purpose. It is thus imperative 
to point out that these tools are not only useful  for the ‘ordinary 
people’ (in Winners terms) or the ‘user’ or the subordinate’ to re-
formulate his or her position and overcome his or her subordinacy 
and technology insecure behaviour but also the change agents and 
key players in power position (for example system developers or 
politicians) to question his or her actions. The call is for all of us to 
realise and communicate the role information technology holds 
(and sometimes do not hold) in our society in order to create a 
mutual understanding concerning questions about emancipation, 
democracy and ethical values. 

The theoretical model 

In this thesis it is argued that it is worthwhile to take our relation
with information technology into consideration. To go beyond 
examining how we behave while using information technology by 
asking questions about how we would describe our relation with 
technology. To acknowledge the relationistic adds to aspects  such 
as the power relations and contents in a specific situation. The 
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relationistic type of explanations follows  from  reciprocal relations 
and the situations in which we are supposed to use information 
technology.

These kinds of focus areas are seldom at the top of the agenda. No 
industry pursues this discourse and scarcely any parts of the politi-
cal machinery. One of the reasons for this might be the fact that 
these areas are often experienced as abstract and not as easily linked 
to practical effects as other areas (even though this thesis tries to 
prove otherwise). And even though the ideological discussions in 
general seem to be declining in the public debate there appear to be  
no good reasons for doing so. On the contrary, it appears to be  
more important  than ever to recognize and develop it (as several of 
the respondents in the deep interviews stated: they could not iden-
tify any possibilities to influence the information technological 
development other than being an enlightened consumer). By put-
ting forward the relationistic perspective it is: 

1) possible to address these questions  
2) formulate tools and instruments and finally  
3) show their practical implications 

Parts of this thesis might be experienced as rather boring and re-
petitive  as that it attempts to show every step of the theory-
generating process which is seldom an easy or straightforward 
journey. However the reason for this is two-folded; by describing 
the journey it creates opportunities for the reader to analyse and 
criticise the cross-roads and it also offers transparency to the sub-
jective choices. The result of the journey is the theoretical model 
below called A relation with technology. It contains four key areas: 
(1) point of reference, (2) subject positioning, (3) action strategy 
and (4) hinders and facilitators.  
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Point of reference symbolises the need for the user to have a point 
of reference to be able to describe his or her relation with technol-
ogy. The reference point also serves as a distinction between gen-
eral/primary and specific/secondary relations with technology 
where general/primary is best described by asking the question: - 
would you say that you are a technical person or not? The answer 
to that is seldom an particularly elaborated or analysed thought and 
it often refers to a general conception about technology. Spe-
cific/secondary point of reference on the other hand is more elabo-
rated and also to a higher degree an object of change and finally, 
referring to a more specific situation of information technology use. 
The two dimensions subject positioning (dominant-subordinate) 
and action strategies (active-passive) illustrates different ways of 
describing ones relation with technology both to make it clear and 
conscious for the respondent him/herself but also for the others. 
Finally, hindrances and facilitators illustrates the the processes that 
either work as hindrances which subordinate and make people 

Modulated aaction 
Strategy (3)

Active + 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Subject position-
ing (2)
Dominant + 

Modulated aaction 
strategy
Passive - 

Modulated view 
on technology 
Subject position-
ing
Subordinate - 
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(1)
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Specific-
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Hinderances
and FFacilitators
(4)
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passive or as facilitators which create opportunities of becoming 
dominant and active.  

Together the components of the Relation with technology-model 
live up to the relationistic perspective, since: 

with a relationistic perspective the democratic aspects 
come naturally since relations are closely linked to posi-
tion and power (and dominance or subordinacy) 

with a relationistic perspective the relativity and contextu-
ality follows since it focuses on the relation and the de-
scription of the relation  

with a relationistic perspective the tools and instruments 
are focused on since what is interesting is the hindrances 
and facilitators to our motives 

with a relationistic perspective processes, mobility, change 
and the situations they are delimited by is emphasised 
which means that it is dynamic by its nature  

and finally, a relationistic perspective correlates in every 
way with the methodological reflections about discoveries 
about qualities: it does not focus on causal relations, in-
stead it tries to specify and described the reasons given 

However, the thesis is not only a theoretical argumentation and 
contribution, as stated at the beginning, as every theory earns its 
raison d’ètre by showing its  practical relevance. In this context it 
means that along the route to the   construction of the Relation 
with technology-model the empirical material has been a constant 
companion and also resulted in some interesting results. 
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The possibility to create awareness 

It could be claimed that the possibility to create awareness is the 
overall aim. As long as we are unaware of our relation with tech-
nology we could hardly, at least not with any precision, make deci-
sions as the result of conscious thoughts. We need mental pictures 
that could help us see and acknowledge our relation. What is sug-
gested here is that the Relation with technology-model, especially 
the four category dimensions (dominant-subordinate, active-
passive) provides such a mental picture. The model could be used to 
mutually understand each other and it could also inspire us into 
having further discussions.  

By describing ones relation with technology using the dimensions 
subject positions and action strategies you become aware of not 
only your relation with technology but also your relation to other 
users. For example if your description showed that you had a very 
dominant and active relation with information technology it might 
affect someone who has  a subordinate and passive relation. Or, the 
other way around, if your description was to have a very subordi-
nate and passive relation with information technology you might 
become aware of the fact that it also affects the situation. From a 
more political level it might be interesting to take into considera-
tion that these descriptions are important to acknowledge and cope 
with.  

The possibility to illustrate the hindering and facilitating processes 
If the possibility to create awareness is the overall aim the equally 
important aim is to create tools and instruments (briefly touched 
upon). By using the picture of A relation with technology several 
more practical instruments could be formulated since it addresses 
the hindering and facilitating micro-processes. There is of course a 
great deal more research to be done in this area but what has al-
ready been noticed in this study is how technology is communi-
cated, not only from the direct meeting between system developers 
and users but also at a societal and political level.  The responsibil-
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ity  exists to diminish the gap between those who feel confident 
about technology and those who do not. What is also noted is the 
possibility to use the picture to create more modulated tools for 
capturing different categories of users (the four dimensions) during 
the information systems developing process.  

Tool for domination or democratisation 

It is thus worth mentioning the possibility that the model could be 
used not only as a tool for democratisation but also as a tool for 
domination since the insight into the micro-processes which hin-
ders or facilitates a dominant and/or subjective subject positioning 
might be used to increase domination. However, since an active 
and dominate relationship with information technology is far more 
useful for most interested parties (such as for example information 
technology producers or politicians) the risk of becoming a tool for 
creating passive and subordinate relations seems to be small (but 
not entirely negligible ). Also since the relation at risk here (that is 
the one that might be forced upon us) is an active and dominate 
relationship with technology this could possibly be experienced as 
non-fitting but at least not oppressing.  

The result of this thesis is however only a beginning. There re-
mains much work to be done in the area of relationistic types of 
explanations to information technology use, as for example (a) to 
further investigate the micro-processes (which hinders or facilitates 
a dominant and/or subjective subject positioning), (b) to come up 
with alternative ways for important change agents to communicate 
technology in order to prevent subordinate subjective positionings 
and (c) how to make the subordinate (passive or active) reference 
group (non-)member visible in the information system develop-
ment process (i.e. to create tools or steps in models).  
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