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Outlinefor a Social Psychology of
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Abstract. Cyberspace is standing out there waiting for us to study it from a
psychosocial perspective. A lot of work has been done by researchers in these
past years but what is still missing is adiscussion over the structure of agenuine
psychosocial point of view.

The authors in this work discuss the opportunity to found this point of view on a
three pillars: a theory of subjects, atheory of objects and a theory of processes
relevant to the features of artifacts and services actives in Cyberspace.

The issues raised here constitute just the first essential step towards a definitive
study of communication technology and the culture that has grown up around it:
its goal is to open a conceptual and dialogical space to settle theoretical,
methodological and operational standards to study cyber-interaction.
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1.1 Introduction

Even if socid researchers are dready hard a work studying the Internet’s effects [1]
research in this area is gill scarce and limited in terms of both the number and scope of
dudies actud research, and especidly studies with rdlevant methodologies, is only just
beginning. This is why ther findings have been mixed s fa. For insance, Kraut et d
recently examined the Internet’s impact on emotionad well-being [2]. The results, discussed
in the American Psychologist, showed that greater use of the Internet resulted in a smdl
but datidicdly dgnificant increase in depresson and londiness, and a decrease in socid
engagement. Even if these data are usudly used by the press to support the risk of the
Internet experience, according to a number of critics these results are biased by weak
methodology [3]. The sudy lacks random sdection and a control group, which the
researchers say they couldn’t afford.

However, when Web-rdlated research technology matures, the opportunity for more
creative, more interactive experiments will grow [4]. It is dso true that the bendfits of
larger and different sudy samples and the reduced codts far outweigh the disadvantages for
most types of psychologicd research [5]. We fed that the above consderations give rise to
two different kinds of problem for the psychosocia study of Cyberspace.

Fird, it is by no means easy to arive a an accurate definition of the subject under study
— namdy, that universe of objects which can be referred back to the concept of
Cyberspace. Cyberspace is a universe made up of things that can be seen and heard, but
they are neither physica objects nor necessarily a representation of physica objects. They
ae built up of informatiion coming patly from operations within the physica world, but
largely from the accumulation and exchange of knowledge arisng from human initiatives
in the fidds of culture, science, and at [6]. In this sense, if a key god for psychology is
doing more thinking about how to get people to make better connections between
Cyberspace and the rest of ther lives [7] socid psychology is facing the chdlenge of
theorizing about how people live and move in the Cyberspace and how they magter the
net's services and contents to develop a cultue of how to use what Cyberspace offers
them. The main reason for this is that the artifacts that populate this universe are not only
multifaceted in nature, but are dso used in awide range of different ways.

The second kind of problem - which is inimatey linked to the firg — has to ded with
methodology. This lack of knowledge about the universe of objects which we would like to
ded with is, a one and the same time, the cause and the consequence of methodologicd
uncertainties. If we cannot yet give an exhaustive answer to the questions that surround the
avaeness of this dtuation, we cannot, however, hdp recognizing tha a drictly
experimental approach to the psychosocid phenomena of Cyberspace is hardly suitable at
al. Generdly spesking, Web-based experiments present specific problems[5, 8]:

it is difficult to control the study environment because Web users use different types
of hardware, software, and Internet connections. There is no way to ensure that
everyone who participates in the experiment will recave exactly the same gimuli in
terms of sound, colour, or timing;

sudy participants are usualy unmonitored, so the researcher cannot be sure about
the information collected. Members of dectronic communities very often adopt
fdse “nickname’ identities or gender switches, and openly accept them in others,
and

people who participate in online experiments are sdf-sdected and by no means
randomly representative of the genera populaion. In particular they are usudly
skewed toward the high end of the socioeconomic and educationa spectrum.



In this chapter, however, we will not be deding with methodology. An explanation of why
the methods of data analysis and production may be the best methodologica approach will
be dedt with in the second Chapter. Rather, in the pages that follow we would like to
develop some ideas about how to set about defining a point of view from which to observe
the information-based artifacts and forms of interaction that are present in Cyberspace, so
that they can become vaid objects for psychosocid investigation.

1.2 Définition of a point-of-view (1). Cyberspace as a universe of relevant
psychosocial objects

The fird gep in defining a psychosocid point of view, we fed, is to identify the
characteristics of the objects that are to be found on the Net, usng as a darting point the
way tha subjects who interact within Cyberspace actudly use those objects. Recently,
Wadlace [9] has identified dx different Internet environments. Their basic features differ,
and these basic features affect the way we behave when we experience them:

the World Wide Web (web pages, web Stes, portals; vortals, hubs)
eectronic mail (E-mall);

asynchronous discussion forums (news-groups);

synchronous chat (Internet Relay Chat)

multi-user dungeons (MUD): text based virtua environments:
metaworlds (3D MUDs): 3D virtud environments, and

interactive video and voice (Web cam).

These artifacts can be consdered:

complex cultura objects[10-12];

used by aware actors for their own ends[13, 14];

which are active and used in contexts which are, in part, pre-built and in pat the
outcome of loca subject-artefact interaction [15, 16];

and which, in communictive terms have ther own gpedfic identity —
thoroughgoing, independent enunciative mechanisms capable of actively
determining the communicative modes produced through those who use them [17-
20].

In order to judge how important the artefacts on the Web are from a psychosocid point of
view, we will now eaborate upon these four “initid intuitive idess’ in order to understand
how the interrdations between them in the context of the ways in which they are used hdp
usto arrive a a psychosocia definition of Cyberspace.

Recent developments in communication studies have reveadled profound changes in how
the rdationship between interaction and communication is defined [17-20]. CMC studies
ae paticulaly dfected by new dances emeging from this re-orientation in
communication research. Communication was once seen as a process which can be
switched on and off a will, an dternation of action and reaction or a series of actions
performed in an inter-subjective vacuum; now it is seen as the outcome of a complex,
coordinated activity, an event which generates conversationa space within intertwined
pesond and socid rdationships Thus, communication is not only — or not so much — a
question of the trandfer of information, but rather the activation of a psychosocid
relationship, the process by which interlocutors co-congtruct an area of redity. As



Heidegger puts it, “Man speaks. We speak when we are awake and in our deep. We are
aways speaking, even when we do not use words’ [21]

Bakhtin, on the other hand, reminds us that “the effective redity of language, discourse,
IS not an abdract sysem of linguigic forms...or even the psycho/physiological act of using
it, but the socid event of verba interaction usng one or more speech acts’ [22]. Two
concepts have now become reference points for psychosocia research: the belief that
language is the inescapable horizon of human experience and the recognition of language
as a socid act that goes beyond the individua himsdf. Awareness of the fact that a gpeech
act is used during interaction, something that is shared and something that becomes the
ubject of a didogue even when it comes in the form of a monologue, and even when it is
guided by the intention on the pat of the spesker to hide something from his listener, is
now an integrd part of the psychosocid researcher’s own awareness. What is more, the
desre to invedtigate this act of sharing is leading research more and more in the direction
of an examingion of conversation, for this is the natural context in which it occurs. The
am here is to uncover the reasons that make it a form of socid action. The most recent
discoveries in this area would seem to suggest that, if this is to happen, we need to work on
a number of different levels of andyss and ingpect the phenomena involved from different
points of view if we are to see them in psychosocial, pragmatic, and cognitive terms, as
wel as in teems of the logic of the everyday. This is the reason why conversation has
become such an interesting object for psychosocia researchers[23, 24].

As human communication gives rise to high levds of ambiguity which are resolved by
the ‘inference-vdidation’ and ‘ambiguity-dispersad’ device known as conversation,
rescarchers attention has come to be focused on this [25]. Now conversation - induding
virtual conversation - is sudied as both the thegtre, the physcad and symbolic location for
this exchange, and the st of control conditions which ensure that it happens, with a
probability of success tha makes it the favourite communication tool in the ongoing
process of human evolution. People involved in the process of communication are no
longer seen as ‘senders and ‘receivers, ‘locutors and ‘locutees, but as co-utterers, i.e,
interlocutors engaged in a coordinated communicative activity for which they are jointly
responsible.

On the one hand, the psychosocid dimension of interlocutor individuation has become
increasingly important. ‘Sender’ and ‘receiver’, both of which are abgtract, monofunctiona
entities, have been replaced by interlocutors endowed with thoughts, emotions, affects, and
a psychosocid identity which expresses their pogtioning within - families,  groups,
organisations and inditutions. This shift in emphasis has influenced the development of
research moddss, concepts of communicative interaction, and CMC itsdf.

In pardld with this researchers have dated to sSudy the demateridisgtion of
interlocutors, or rether, the increesng margindisation of their physica presence, an effect
of the use of the new medias communication devices. The increedng irrdlevance of the
face-to-face mode in interaction has enabled communication researchers  to
mediate/represent the subjectivity of interlocutors usng smulacra of various kinds. The
anthropomorphism of the machines they have devised ranges from the telephone
(minimum) to virtud redity (maximum), but this has never obscured the presence of the
interlocutors who use them. In this perspective, we can say that to study communicative
interaction the physcd co-presence of interlocutors is not required, but the "co-presence of
utterance, meaning the outcome of a communicative exchange in which two interlocutors
mutudly influences each othe's attions .. and regulae the meaning of ther
communication through some form of feedback" [17, 26] is. This is a fa cry from the
mechanical abgtraction of ‘sender’ and ‘recaiver’: the machines which determine the mode
and degree of ‘co-presence of utterance do not obscure, Hill less diminate the subjective
presence of the interlocutors who use them. In  communication, the identities of
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interlocutors cannot be regarded as wholly physica, or of only secondary importance: they
result from the interweaving of many redity-levels which are symbolic and culturd as well
as psychologicd and socidl.

As Mantovani [13] says, contexts are not only physical but aso conceptud in the sense
that the actors perceive the Stuations through the models introduced by the cultural context
and they act according to those, contexts are ungtable because continudly re-built in the
interaction and condantly transformed by actions and choices of the subjects itsdf. The
socid context becomes "the symbolic sysem of a given culture, continudly dtered by
practicd human intervention.” [27]. Thanks to the writings of Norman [10-12]and the
contributions of cultura psychology, researchers have pointed out the imposshility of
sudying environment and people as separate from the condderation of artifacts and their
role. These ae no longer consdered mere ‘things, but rather as ‘things for’, good for
making other things, invented for purposes that are 'graven’ into their statute [13, 14].

It is not, therefore, possble to consder participants in a communication act mediated by
the computer as consumers of a technology, but “as socid actors, with purposes and
autonomy of orientation in the dtuaions’ [14]. To understand how sociad actors move in
virtud environments, it is useful to condruct a three-levd modd of the socid context [13]
through gtuations, socid norms and the use of atifacts the firg levd is in generd tha of
the socid context, the second is that of the Stuations of daly life, the third is that of locd
interaction with the environment through artifacts.

As regads the datus of language in psychosocid research into communication, the
most important outcome of the shift towards conversational modes has been the redisation
that language is crucid to the way human beings atribute meaning to redity. Now verbd
language is seen as fundamentd to the condruction of intra-subjective experience, inter-
subjective rdationships and the transformation of physical and socid redlity.

Thus, the linguisic and socid dimendons of communication are inextricably
intertwined, and this is true even of cybercommunicaion, in the sense that language
generates the conventions we need to regulate socid interaction. To say this implies an
interactiond and interlocutory concept of communication which  atributes  grester
importance to the pragmatic rather than the representationd features of language. As a
result, discourse drategies and practices are seen not as epiphenomena of other less visble
behaviour patterns or of laent nonverba psychosocid dructures — - atitudes,
representations, cognitive categorisations, persondity traits — but as genuine ingtances of
autonomous behaviour. We are now seeing the emergence of a pragmatics of conversation
which is shifting the emphads “from subjectivity to inter-subjectivity, from illocution to
inter-illocution” [25].

1.3 Définition of a point-of-view (I1). Three theories to explain how artifacts in
Cyber space ar e experienced

In the preceding paragraph we began to condruct a psychosocid point of view from which
to observe Cyberspace, identifying the reasons why the atifacts present within it are
important for the researcher, shedding light on possible interconnections between them and
developing theoretica and methodologicd ideas in psycho-socid disciplines.

Now we shall atempt to define this point of view gill further by turning our atention to
the way the researcher can look at these objects in an attempt to understand the structure
and thereby identify the logicd co-ordinates that can be used as a basis for “theorigng’
about virtud interaction. This will be done by looking in paticular a the way
communicative action takes place in virtud contexts and the consequences of subdtituting
physical co-presence with enunciative co-presence, seen as the result of a communicative
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exchange in which the interlocutors are able to influence each other’s actions and imbue
the exchange with vaue [17, 26].

In order to be investigated correctly, a process such as this requires a modd capable of
describing how interaction between human beings in contexts whose levd of virtudity
varies actualy works. This mode must aso be capable of integrating, from a psychosocid
point of view, atheory of subjects, atheory of objects, and atheory of processes [28].

In the following paragraphs, we will identify a number of ideas which can be used as a
basis for these theories and for their integration, which is indispensable.

1.3.1 Theory of subjects

We have shown dsewhere how the ways subjectivity is built up within digitd
communicative interaction are essentialy based on three psycho-social “roots’ [18, 20,
29]: cognition, communication and identity. We aso outlined a “path” for each of these
“roots’. By following these “paths’ we fed it is possble to identify suitable conceptud
tools for “fine-tuning” a more mature gpproach to the study of subjectivity in Cyberspace,
moving:

from an intrasubjective interpretation of the cognitive processes to the idea that
cognition is an activity which is the result of combined effort; furthermore, its
products do not resde within the minds of the participants, but between ther
minds [30, 31]

from communicaion seen a a liner process to the adoption of a
“didogic/conversationa” modd as a paradigm for communicative interaction [17,
26];

from the passvity of an individuad who sSmply uses a cetan type of
communication technology to the active participation of a subject and a mechanism
which, while it is a work, actudly influences the user’'s definition of himsdf, as it
does those who interact with him [27].

We ae now going to “dismantle’ the conceptud framework which has guided us in the
past. We fed, in fact, that it is the paths relating to the first two “roots’ described above —
cognition and communication — which contribute most usefully to the condruction of a
theory of subjects We will ded with the third path when we turn our attention to problems
relating to the theory of processes. More and more, in fact, identity, when related to the
ways information technology artifacts are used, seems to be the result of a ‘process rather
than a dating point in itsdf. There are ever more complex links and interconnections
between the condruction of a subject’s identity and the context or contexts in which
atifacts ae used. They are less and less “stable’ and increasingly sendtive to variations
between themsalves. This is why we need to deal with them together. They need to be seen
as the bads of what we are going to say about the processes through which subjects and
objects dynamicdly intertwine.

Given the above, let us now try to andyse the two “roots’ which are most important for
the way subjectivity is built up, in an dtempt to understand how cognitions and
communication are used in Cyberspace in such a way as to become co-determinate to a
decisive degree.

1.3.1.1  Networked reality and cognition as a coordinated activity

“Cognitions emerge [..] from the conversationd interactions in which children participate
from a very ealy age [..]. Fa from being circumscribed by experimenta |aboratory
stings, cognitive activities are routine daly activities. In other words, it is in everyday
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life, and in conversational interaction especially, that we put our cognitive skills to
practical use’ (Trognon [32], p.117. Our itaics).

“The higher mentd functions are didogic processes derived from interpersona activity.
(They) deveop through the progressve interndization of semioticdly manifested
perspectives on redity [..]. The emergence of these functions in the context of socid
activity congtitutes the culturd line of development”. (Fernyhough, [33], p. 47)

These two quotations illustrate well the so cdled "didogic gpproach” [33, 34] which is
trying to assess how cognition relates to interaction, and especidly to conversationa
interaction. Although methodological problems ill have to be solved, cognitive studies
are increesngly concerned with defining and exploring the relationship between cognition
and interaction. As Perret-Clermont and Brossard [35] and Fernyhough [33] have shown,
the essentiad groundwork for this new approach, n psychologica terms at leadt, is provided
by Bakhtin [36, 37], Bartlett [38], Gergen [39], Piaget [40], and of course, Vygotsky [41].

Though they differ in detail on may points, al of them agree that the socid system
should be seen as a network of reationships providing the space in which cognitions are
elaborated. They would agree, for ingtance, on the fact that cognition has a dud socid
connotation. On the one hand, it is both "action, to the extent that those who take part in it
have to organise a flow of shared activities by coordinating and concatenating their actions
.. [and] communication, to the extent that the interlocutors meke themsdlves mutudly
accessible, or make explicit the elements that enable them to understand each other and act
together" [42, p. 19]. On the other hand, cognition is dways a function of socid action and
isaways action-oriented, never an end initsdf [32, 34, 43].

Most researchers, or a least those who adopt a psychosocia approach to cognition,
would find little to disagree with here. What is new, however, is tha cognitive activities
are increesngly being peformed in networked contexts which, to varying degrees, are
undeniably virtua. The network modd is therefore essentid to how the matrices of
cognitive functions - De Kerckhove's brainframes [30, 44] - are constructed, and to the
overdl configuration of the knowledge system, which Pierre Lévy's [31] recent concept of
collective intelligence describes particularly well. Thus, cognition is now seen as
something that happens 'between’ rather than 'indde subjects, a media-structured loop that
begins and ends with the subjects themsdves, a continuous exchange which generates a
shared congruction of redity a the interface between individud and collective, cognition
and interaction, mentd activity and socid activity [33, 34, 45]. Cognition has log its
traditional connotation as a private event, and is now regarded as both a coordinated
activity (in terms of process) and as a networked redity (in terms of how the products of
the process are distributed).

The concepts of brainframe and collective intdligence are especidly useful because
they enable us to describe this type of cognition [18-20]. in terms of two levels - micro and
macro, depending on 'closeness to subject - interconnected by a sdlf/other-oriented process
of sdf-definition which resembles the auto- poietic phenomena described by Vardla [46].

1.3.1.2 Virtual conversation
Another important change in psychosocid terms taken by CMC is in the concept of
communication: the mode of communication as the passage of information from one
person to another is becoming obsolete. This modd, usudly caled the "parce-post modd"
[47, 48], is now in a date of criss, patly because of some of the peculiar festures of
eectronic environments, such as the asymmetry between message sender and message
receiver.

The modd of communication as information trandfer does not teke into account the
cooperdive component, which dimulates reciprocd responshility for  successful
interaction and a series of subtle adgptations among interlocutors. As Dohény-Farina [49]
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notes "The theory of communication as information transfer separates knowledge from
communication; it treats knowledge as an object that exigs independently of the
paticipants in the innovation venture. With this independent exigence, information
becomes an object that can be carried through channds' (p.8). However, it is possible to
communicate only to the extent that participants have some common ground for shared
beliefs, recognize reciprocd expectations and accept rules for interaction which serve as
necessary anchors in the development of conversation [50]. So, with CMC is emerging a
new, aternative concept: communication isacommon congruction of meanings[23, 24].

The <hift towards the interactive nature of communication is the key characteridic of
the interlocutory (conversationd) modeds [26]. The importance attributed to interlocution
in these modds realts from efforts to combine pragmatic linguiics with socid
psychology on the pat of researchers in France such as Charaudeau [51], Ghiglione [23]
and Trognon [32, 43], as wel as Ameican and British researchers like Potter and
Wetherdl [52].

Interlocutory modes are based more or less explicitly on the concept of communicative
interactionism and place much dress on the crucid importance of interaction and
conversation in communication. Mgor features of the interlocutory agpproach include a
new conceptud definition of communication [53, 54], daification of the contractud
(negotiable) nature of some aspects of communication [23] and a radicad revison of the
concept of the interlocutor [51].

As an "irreducible reationa fact" [54, p.115] communicetion is seen as a primary form
of human recognition, and as the foundation of the intersubjectivity through which the
reciprocity of al human reationships is expressed. Verbal cooperation, which accounts for
mogt of communicatiive phenomenology, is thus a genuindy coordinated activity in which
the utterances of one interlocutor are interwoven with those of another.

At the beginning of the 90s Stasser gave a definition of computer mediated
communication — CMC - which is paticulaly interesting for the discusson that is to
follow. In his words, CMC may be defined as a process by which a group of social actors
in a given situation negotiates the meaning of the various situations which arise between
them [55].

This definition can be gpplied both to synchronous and asynchronous CMC [56]. As we
know, synchronous CMC - video-conferencing, Internet Relay Chat, or IRC, MUD (dso
MOO, MUSH and VEE), etc. - is produced when communication occurs Smultaneoudy
between two or more users, asin any normal telephone or face-to-face conversation.

Asynchronous CMC - E-mal, newsgroups and so on - is produced when
communication is not Smultaneous. Hence the essentid difference between the two is a
tempora one for CMC to be synchronous, the computers involved must be linked in red
time.

Despite the predominance of the textual mode, it has been shown that asynchronous
CMC differs in psychosocid terms from non-eectronic written communicetion as well as
from othe exiging means of communicaion. Experimenta dudies have reveded
sgnificant differences between CMC and non-éectronic written communication [57, 58]
relating to degree of social presence and media richness. Socid presence is the usar's
perception of the ability of the means of communication to marshad and focus the presence
of communicating subjects [59], while media richness is the &bility of the means of
communication to interlink a variety of topics, render them less ambiguous, and enable
users to learn about them within a given time-span [60]. Studies by Rice [58, 61] have
shown tha there are dgnificant differences in user perceptions of the degree of socid
presence/media richness in E-mall and video-conferencing compared with other means of
communication, such as the telephone and written texts.
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In addition to the fact that synchronous CMC does provide a red-time link between users
computers, it adso has specid features which didinguish it from other forms of
communication. According to Newhagen [62] these include (especidly in synchronous
CMC via Internet) multimedidity, hypertextudity, packet switching, synchronicity and
interactivity.

There is a technicd reason for these differences between synchronous and asynchronous
CMC. Communication with a keyboard and computer screen tekes longer than norma
face-to-face communication, and the absence of metacommunicative features like facid
expresson, posture and tone of voice encourages users to find other ways of making
communication as complete as possble. These limitations meke CMC interaction more
rarefied than the kind of interaction that happens in norma conversation, in the sense that
CMC uses manly textud devices - abbreviations and smiles [56] as wdl as MUD
metacommands - to reproduce the metacommunicative features (emotions, illocutionary
force) of face-to-face conversation.

However, the differences between CMC and face-to-face conversation are important
from a psychosocid point of view. While face-to-face conversation occurs in a cooperative
environment corgtantly regulated by mutud adjusment and correction [26, 63], CMC
occurs in a much less cooperative environment because of the specia conditions imposed
by the medium itdf [64]. In most CMC environments, and in asynchronous CMC
environments especidly, two typica features of face-to-face conversation are missing [13]:

the collaborative commitment of participants and co-formulation of the message;
the feedback which dlows the socid meaning of the message to be processed
immediatdy.

In addition, CMC in no way guarantees that a user's declared identity is the red one, but
this topic has much to do with theory of processes and will find its place in next paragraph.
At this point, however, it is worth bearing in mind that the use of fase identities, often of a
different sex, is widespread in eectronic communities and in MUDs especidly [27, 65].

In this sense, CMC may be regarded as an example of virtua conversaion, i.e, a
necessarily 'pared-down' or, perhaps, more accurately, rarefied form of conversation which
lacks the rules on which effective interaction depends [18, 20, 29]. Computer mediation
crestes an asymmetricd imbdance in the sender-receiver rdationship: the sender can
transmit information and get cooperaion under way, but has no guarantee that the receiver
receives the transmission, while the receiver has no guarantee that the sender's declared
identity isthered one.

Ghigliongs definition [23] of communication as the co-condruction of a redity usng
sysdems of dgns and rules applies equdly wel to CMC as an ingance of virtud
conversation, with the important difference that in CMC a redity is asymmetricdly co-
constructed because the receiver can decide a& will to terminate interaction, or continue it
by turning himsdf into a sender. This decison is fa from casud: it depends on how the
receiver interprets the dtuation, what his ams ae, and the socid rules that govern his
behaviour. Some researchers have even used the term "eectronic opportunism” to describe
this feature of CMC [66].

The characterigics of CMC which we have been deding with here, taken as a whole,
foom an out-and-out “virtua conversaion”. They make it an essentid component of
Cyberspace, dlowing us to see how it works because they form an enunciative
mechanism, well expressed by the words of Stasser presented before, but which bear
repesting because, after this andyss, they now seem much clearer than beforee CMC may
be defined as a process by which a group of social actors in a given situation negotiates
the meaning of the various situations which arise between them [55].
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1.3.2  Theory of objects (artifacts)

In recent years, the beief that if we want to understand the meaning of peopl€'s actions we
have to pay dtention to the environments in which they live has become widespread in the
psychosocia sciences. In more concrete terms, this means that, in order to sudan the
operdions that teke place within our minds - operations that represent the process of
planning the actions that we then carry out - we inevitably need some awareness of the
environment within which those operations teke place. As we know, a large pat of the
environment in which we work is made up of objects. Most of these can be consdered as
artifacts, or objects made to make other objects and “things used to do or make other
things’ [27, p.23]. They have been invented with an am in mind and ae used to fulfil
certain functions which are, asit were, “programmed” into them.

This is as true for a pencil as it is for a typewriter or a computer. Moreover, it is true for
the non-materid objects that populate Cyberspace which we listed above, eaborating upon
Wadlace's lig [9]: the World Wide Web (web pages, web dtes, portas, vortads, hubs);
dectronic mail (E-mal); asynchronous discusson forums (news-groups); Synchronous
cha rooms (IRC); multi-user dungeons (MUD): text based virtud environments,
metaworlds (3D MUDs); 3D virtud environments and interactive video and voice (Web
cams).

As these are artifacts or “things made to do other things’, it is not possble to discuss
them without making some reference to the subjects who use them. As noted by Gibson
[67] the relaion between actors and their environment is circular: “actions of the organism
have consequences for the environment, and the nature of environment has consequences
for the organiam” [68, p. 81].

So, the process of knowledge does not mean people contemplating “externd” objects
without touching them, but means aso moving in the environment, using it for their gods
[69, 70]. Zahoric and Jenison dearly explan this point: "Gibson's unique indght rests with
the notion that the percelving organism and the environment are intimately related - namdy,
that the environment has provided conditions commensurate with the organism's evolution.

As a reault, perception for the organism is the pickup of information that supports action,
and ultimately evolution” [68, p. 83]. Percaving is an activity by means of which the
organism identifies the resources it needs in the environment and attempts to capture them
in order to achieve its own evolutionary am — sustenance and transmission of its own
genetic pool [69].

If artifacts are socid objects, the result of ideas or physica sructures, then every time
that one is planned or congtructed, the needs of the people who are to use it must be borne
in mind. As Norman [12] and Zhang have demonstrated on more than one occason, [71]
the way we approach a problem is influenced by the way data is presented to us. Using a
blackboard or a computer means producing different kinds of representations and setting
off different types of processes. For example, if we want to “automate a working
environment through the introduction of computer technologies’, condderations such as
these naturdly cary a cetan weght. Even more so, given the fact that information
technology atifacts — be they software or hardware — go to make up “the essentid
interface between actors and their environment” [27, p.105]. As Suchman has dready
pointed out, “their meaning is given to them by the socid world a the moment in which
they act as mediators of the way we interact with it” [72]. It is dso worth adding & this
point that, as Flores says “technology conssts not in planning physica objects, but in
planning practice and the posshility of redisation through atifacts’, in planning “modes
of being” [73].

In this sense the Internet does not provide undifferentiated information, reedy-made
objects equal for everyone. It offers different opportunities according to the actors and their
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needs. “Affordances are not ‘things which are outsde smply waiting for someone to
come and teke a view of them. They are resources, which are reveded to those who seek
them. If ‘a nipple is for sucking’, then this affordance is taken up by a hungry cdf which
percaives the nipple precisdy because it needs it, but this is not the case of an eagle
carcling high in the sky which does not need milk for its surviva. The tree in the middle of
a fidd on a summer’s day is an affordance only to those who seek its cool shade’ [69, p.
544].

One or two other points to give an even clearer idea of the importance of a suitable
theory of objects. Let us bear in mind Gregory Bateson's line of reasoning [74]: “Imagine
that I'm blind and use a stick. While | walk adong, | touch things as | go: tap, tap, tap.
Where do | actudly begin? Does my menta system finish a te grip of the stick? Or does
it finish with my skin? Does it sart hafway up the stick? Or at the end of the stick?’ [74].

One thing we can say, in order to give a brief answer to Bateson's questions, is that the
dick is the means through which information flows — the information the blind man needs
if he is to wak dong the road. The dick is, in fact, nather “indde’ nor “outsde’ the blind
man's system of cognition/action. It is smply the “end point”, limit or “frontier”, and like
al frontiers it beongs neither to one nor to the other of the two territories that
communicate through it, even though it is a pat of them both. Wha can be sad is that as
soon as the blind man garts to walk dong the dreet, the stick becomes an offshoot of his
mind. Jugt like any information technology artifact, be it a research engine or a ample pop-
up menu. A auiteble theory of objects must be capable of tdling us something about the
points a which the blind man's hand meets the gtick, the gtick touches the pavement, and
s0 on. In other words, to leave the metgphor behind, it needs to tel us something about the
characterigtics of the artifacts — be they cognitive, materid or “naurad” — that go to make
up the system as a whole. What is clear from the above is just how delicate the place of a
theory of objects is in terms of the overdl dynamics of a suitable psychosocid point of
view for observing Cyberspace. It acts like a hinge, so to speak, between the theory of
subjects and the theory of processes, whose job it is — as we shdl see shortly — to generate
data and hypotheses about what happens in the interaction between user, information
system and the surrounding working environment.

1.3.3 Theory of processes

Ladlly, as far as the theory o processes is concerned, it seems to us that one of the most
interesting idess in the context of this chapter is the Theory of Activity [75]. As we know,
this theory focuses on “practice’, on the activity of subjects. The am here is to $1ow how
activity is united with knowledge. Here, knowledge is not meant as a series of discrete,
disembodied cognitive acts, such as acts of decision-making, dassfication, or memory.

Nor does it refer directly to the brain as such. As Nardi says, knowledge can be summed
up in everyday activity — “we are what we do; and what we do is closdy and inextricably
linked to the socid matrix of which every person is a part. This socid matrix is made up of
people and artifacts’ [79)].

The mechanism which dructures the organic whole that is this socd matrix is
mediation, and mediation is a function of artefacts, as we noticed when discussng the
theory of objects Artifacts, in fact, connect us closdy and organicaly with the physca
environment that surrounds us and help develop knowledge and the functions of
knowledge.

As noted by Gergen [76] “dl that is meaningful grows from rdaionships’ (p. ix). In
fact, according to this author the human experience is condructed through reaionships
between socid actors and their socid and physicad environments: ‘‘Discourse is not the
possesson of a dngle individud. Meaningful languege is the product of socid
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interdependence. It requires the coordinated actions of at least two persons, and until there
ismutua agreement on the meaningful character of words, they fail to congtitute language.

If we fallow this line of argument to its inductable concluson, we find thet it is not the
mind of the sngle individud that provides whatever certitude we possess, but relationships
of interdependency’’ [76, p. iX].

In this sense, knowledge is no longer to be seen as a “mentd” entity. Instead, it takes on
the characterigtics of a “Stuated” phenomenon, where the material and socid contexts have
a fundamentd role to play. So the subject — atifact — action triangle of Cyberspace
assumes those forms and modes of interaction which are specidly suited to the setting up
and deveopment of knowledge, skills and learning and training control loops which are
rather rare in the settings traditiondly used for processes such as these. The utility of this
theoretical standpoint for observing the phenomenology of subject-artifact interaction on
the net becomes even clearer when we bear in mind the fact tha, dongsde the idea of the
unity of action and knowledge, it is dso orientated towards the objects of human action,
their organistion into hieracchies, the centrd importance of mechanisms governing
interiorisation/exteriorisstion in managing raionships with the environment, the way thet
artifacts act as mediators, and the central importance of the idea of development.

The Theory of Activity is further bolstered when rdated to Stuated Action Theory -
SAT - devdoped within the fidd of sodo-cognitive research known as ‘cognition in
practice’, which gives it a broader hermeneutica base useful if we want to understand how
subject-object interaction can be seen as a pat of a dynamic process involving the
immediate context. Though based on traditiona cognitivis andyses of information
processing and symbolisation, SAT introduces a change of perspective in that it sees action
not as the execution of a ready-conceived plan, but as adaptation to context As Suchman
[72] notes, "instead of separating action from the circumstances in which it occurs as the
execution of a caefully thought out plan .. [SAT] tries to study how people use
circumstances to develop an intelligent course of action” (p.167).

This necessitates profound changes in how ‘socid context' has previoudy been defined.
In SAT, socid context is not something physical and highly stable like an organisation or
the power dructure within it. As Mantovani [13] stresses, contexts are not given, but made,
S0 that:

context is conceptua as wel as phygcd: actors perceive dtuations usng culturd
modds, and act accordingly in cultura ways,

context is ungable: culturd models are congtantly modified by subjects actions
and choices.

In this sense, socid context may be regarded as the symbolic sysem of a given culture
which is continualy being dtered by practica human intervention [77].

So, as we have seen, socid context may be defined as the symbolic system of a given
culture which is continualy being dtered by practicd human intervention and it cannot be
explaned exclusvdy in terms of interpersond rdationships or the physcd environment in
which information exchanges teke place. It is a prereguisite of communicetion, “a shared
symbolic order in which action becomes meaningful, and so generates meaning” [13,
p.106].

Thus, SAT implies a radicd redefinition of the meaning of communication. Context
may be co-congructed by socid actors, but they use communication to exchange
meanings, not pieces of information. More precisdy, the content of communication is
interpretations of the dgtuations which actors are involved in. In this sense, the most
effective way of daifying the meaning of messages is to relate them to a shared context of
meaning.
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The lagt trend in culturd psychology [78] was the andyss of digtribution of knowledge in
the socid world: ““Within each locd setting, such ‘cognitive actions as remembering and
decison making ae digributed not only among the atifacts but among the rules and
among people according to the divison of labor” [79, pp. 17-18]. Following this vison,
action can be described as pat of a drategic game [80] in which certain gods, both
individua and collective, are amed at, through the joint efforts of several actors. In order
to be achieved, many human activities, including the shared experience of new
communication media, require that knowledge relevant to the god be distributed and that
actions be coordinated among the various actors by means of culturd modes which pre-
exis those interactions (between actors, and between them and the environment) and make
them possible [69, 70].

1.4 Conclusons

As the reader will aready have redlised, the raison d'etre of this chapter is not so much the
novelty of the materid we have dedt, which is for the most part dready well-known or has
aready been used esawhere. Rather, it is the way in which we have atempted to make
these concepts interact in an atempt to build up a useful gpproach to the psychosocia
investigation of interaction occurring in Cyberspace. Obvioudy, there are now two find
steps to make.

Firdly, we need to devedop a methodology for the application of this theoreticd
gpproach. The following chapter is a fird step in this direction, but more work will of
course need to be done to create a working modd for agpplying the techniques of data
andysis and production referred to above.

Second, we need to andyse the literature relaing to interaction in Internet and in virtud
environments in the light of the theoretical gpproach we have developed above. A dart has
dready been made in this sense. The am of an andyss of this kind would be to catdogue
works that have adready been published or are to be published with reference to the three
theories of subjects, objects and processes. As we have dready pointed out, work has
dready begun on this, but it will require some time before we have an instrument which
can be used for the debate taking place at present.

To condude, it is dear that this is only the beginning of a task which will require much
more work and, most important of dl, active participation in the debate on themes rdaing
to the sudy of virtud interection that has been going on within the scientific community
for some time now.

In this sense, we know that the issues raised here condiitute just the first essentia step
towards a definitive study of communication technology and the culture that has grown up
aound it. However, we ae ds0 just as aware tha for some time now communication
technologies have no longer been seen by researchers as rigid prostheses, external tools
marking the limits and limitations of users who are daves raher than magters, but as
trangparent  interfaces, ways of genuindy enhancing the communication of interlocutors
who use them, whether sngly or in networks. And this should creste room for new theories
which, untii some time ago, were crushed on the one hand by the weght of the
technologies and on the other by sociologising.

Our approach supports the research directed to build usable and socidly plausible
communication tools which can account for communication, co-operation, and conflict
among different actors and not only for the characterigtics of graphic design. Animated and
3D web stes can stand as a superb piece of computer graphics but they cannot substitute
for the socid dimenson of the interaction process as culturdly congtructed human activity.
Attention for the socid didribution of knowledge and action between communicative
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subjects, objects and processes, the rules governing them, the cultural grid providing the
common reference ground for their joint activity is what our chapter wishes to introduce in
research on Internet and new communication media

This new forum for thought and debate will — a a theoreticdl and methodological level
and in terms of the techniques of intervention - be the centra issue in our approach to the
sudy of cyberinteraction.
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