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The Construction of Communicative Contexts
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New communication technologies set off new con- With ‘contextualization’, | refer to the mediation
texts for communication in very different ways fromof context — the ways communication technologies
both print media and electronic mass media. In thisake part in the construction and reproduction of
essay, | shall compare different media with emphasisontexts of symbolic action. In contrasting the con-
on the ways they assist in the construction of contextual significance of communication technologies
texts of interaction. It investigates the relationshipsvith electronic (mass) media, | shall expose signi-
between media technologies, social interaction anficant aspects of the dynamics of communication
forms of social context. | shall attempt to draw someechnologies in the contextual constitution of agen-
ideal-typical lines between forms of communicationcy. Communication technologies do not ‘decontex-
and their corresponding contexts. The comparisortsialise’ communication (Feenberg, 1991:99), they
should be partly read here as hypothesis for furtheecontextualiseghem.
empirical analysis.

In relation to media technologies, contexts pose .
several complicated questions. For instance, what fgontextualization
the ‘context’ when watching television or engaged imA significant question is the power of the communi-
computer-mediated communication? How should weation technologies themselves, in their mediation of
characterise communicative practices when materiaultural discourse. This is critical in analysis of so-
and communicative contexts overlap and blend intcial context because communication technologies
new ones? Such questions indicate how difficult it isdo something’ to communication, qualitatively dif-
to understand the communicative experiences of thferent from processes of talk and mass communica-
modern individual with the wide range of modes oftion. With the introduction of communication tech-
mediation at hand which reproduce and disintegrateologies in everyday contexts, contexts as well as
the lifeworld. For clarification, we should distin- communication change.
guish a) between communication and body, or be- Practices always takes place d¢ontextswhich
tween meaning and place, which suggests differemrovide meaningto them (Blumer, 1969). Contexts
types of context, b) between distinct media technoare more than simply backgrounds for everyday
logies according to their contextualization abilities practices. This becomes more evident when bodies
and c) between types of communication. First, so a¥f interacting individuals no longer share the same
to specify the role of communication technologies ifocale. The context may no longer be tacitly under-
contextualization, | shall distinguish betweenl@) stood in the same way. In a wide sense of the term,
cale as the bodily-material place of one or severatontext may be ‘politicised’, since conflicting inter-
communicating agents, ual contextas the con- pretations of context may emerge, or at least itself
textual relationship consisting of the present localbecome an object of reflection. Through contextua-
and a mediated ‘there’ in unidirectional interactionJization, places are defined as contexts by the agents,
(mediating what | shall call pseudo-communication)which subsequently ‘suggests’ the future elaboration
and c)virtual contextemerging from ‘absent’ agents of practice and context. | understand ‘context’ her-
involved in communication. meneutically, as a place for interaction experienced
as meaningful by the agents. Again, there is a duality
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tices that takes place in them, and in which they input’ geographically (Goffman, 1959). With the term
fluence through their capacity as enduring, stabldocale’, | refer to the material and bodily aspect of
socio-material facts. Thus, there is not a fixed relacontexts. Features of locales are routinely incorpo-
tionship between practices and rules of contexts. Asated into how meanings are generated in social in-
Giddens comments with reference to Marx, peopléeraction. For instance, the physical character of the
make their own geography as much as they makgarticular rooms in the home corresponds with dif-
their own history (Giddens, 1984:363). Also theferent routines during the day. While the kitchen
rules of contexts change. Every action is an objectiveay suggest work, the living room suggests relaxa-
fact and since they are not isolated incidences, theion. The office table connotes different conduct than
may signify an objective change of the situationdo the study or the kitchen table at home. Social and
Contexts are settings of practice and constructed byaterial conditions in contexts play a vital role in
social and material features. They are socially coretting people appear as present for each other (in
structed landscapes where individuals act. Everydagafés, squares, etc.) and thus for agency in general.
life consists of innumerable contexts linked togethelThat materiality stands in a dual relationship to
by practices in time and space and so affect eacdgency means that it cannot be excluded from the so-
other. In a sense, contexts can be considered emlogical considerations of motives, reflections and
structure, since they provide different rules andools that agents apply and pursue. Locales are con-
resourses for action and as they themselves are texts of interaction generated through materiality
produced by the practices they mediate. used and interpreted by individuals and groups in the
One of the most important features for the reprointeraction process. Recurrent interaction in particu-
duction of contexts is social interaction through verlar physical environments makes materiality more
bal interaction and other forms of communicationthan merely a naked scene. The locale influences
‘Talk’ is the most important element for the repro-routines, rituals and other temporal (and substantial)
duction of contexts. (Place-bound speech, the formspects of conduct.
of practice that reproduce family life, work life, lei-  Daily routines take place in various locales —
sure, etc.) Our strong concern for mediated commusocio-material contexts — and can be charted as paths
nication should not lead us astray. New media-based time and space. Following Giddens and time geo-
interaction does not annihilate direct, linguistic day-graphy, social interaction can be interpreted as the
to-day practices, but overlaps with them and be‘coupling’ of paths (Giddens, 1979:205). Different
comes intertwined with them in the compartmenievels of temporality and spatiality separate and con-
talised reproduction of everyday life. | would like tonect individual and institutional praxis. Time is the
show this by discussing three different forms of condimension in which social activities repeat them-
text: locale, dual context and virtual context and theelves and so construct continuity and co-ordination.
communication that mediates each of them and b&vents, agents and institutions belong to different
tween them. places in space and in different analytical levels of
time (seconds, weeks, years, etc.).

Locales

Objects and physical environments are constantl ommunication a,nd .
incorporated and interpreted meaningfully in every-? seudo Communication
day life, and produce semantic evaluations in rela€ontextually, social and technological developments
tion to and in contrast to external systems. Physicahake it less relevant to study communication tech-
surroundings assist in the definition of temporal andologies without reference to other media. In a broa-
spatial contexts for practices, for a sense of historgler cultural framework, rigid distinctions between
culture and tradition, and for sentiments of trust antroadcasting and telecommunications are futile. In-
security. All these dimensions that are related tdeed, the introduction of the computer, the answer-
meaning, knowledge and values, have materiality aag machine along with a wide range of technical
one of their ontological pillars. This opens the possiehanges of existing mass media makes it necessary
bility for an elaboration of agency to include mateto study telecommunications as part of a broader
riality, and to locate it in a more dynamic position. media repertoire. Although different media require
What Goffman calls ‘setting’, | shall, with Gid- different skills and types of attention, they mediate
dens, label ‘locale’ to underline the materiality ofas a media matrix new and modified ways in which
context: it refers to the physical place, the decor, fureveryday life reorganises itself and its connection to
niture, etc. that is, the bodily, scenic part of contexthe world at large.
which tends, to use the words of Goffman, to ‘stay



Additionally, both the telephone, television andbeen supplemented, and to some degree displaced,
other media become potentially multi-functional, ady modes of transmission based on uni-directional
they receive additional functions related to cableelectronic media (Thompson, 1990:226). Due to the
satellite technology and to digital technology. Newinfluence of television and other electronic mass me-
supporting equipment, such as answering recordedsa, much of the cultural forms in contemporary cul-
and the VCR create new similarities between the meure involve a one-directional flow.
dia, such as interactivity and a-synchronicity. Ac- Media technologies detach interaction from co-
cording to Silverstone, the incorporation of a multi-presence. Interaction is mediated between remote lo-
plicity of media technologies provides the basis for @ales. They enable some form of interaction between
domestic socio-technical system in the sense that speople who do not share a common physical setting.
cial relations construct them and define their signifiOne can be ‘here’ and ‘there’ simultaneously. One
cance and patterns of use (Silverstone, 1991b:14¢an follow sports events at the other side of the
1994). Together with other media like the radio andvorld through television while having dinner with
the fax, the television and the telephone constitute the family, or having telephone conversations with
transformed and tightly webbed media environmendistant relatives while also communicating with oth-
in the home. ers in the same room. By storing messages or by

Production and consumption of information in-eliminating temporal delay, media detach interaction
volve the application of knowledge, resources anffom locales. Some modes, like the telephone, com-
conventions which in part derive from the social andine availability with simultaneity, while others, like
material context. To produce information means t@omputer-mediated communication combine avail-
draw upon a wide range of forms of experience andbility with storing/retrievability.
information. Interpretation of information is also Due to the combination of an occasional ima-
both situated in a social context and ‘in-forms’ thegined personal style and the lack of possibility of
very same context. Reception (tacit or reflexive) is #eed-back, mass media, make possible what | call
creative process in which meaning is valued angseudo-communicatiormeaning that a) the media
made sense of. This is the case both in bi-directionatediate information, b) that they enable commu-
communication, such as in the telephone or videaiication and interaction among the producers and
phone conversation, or in the reception of informaamong the receivers separately, and c) that receivers
tion from a database or in front of the television. Reenter into an ‘imagined’ communication process
ception of symbolic forms in one shape or anothemyith the medium/message. The technical flow of in-
cannot take place without sorpeoductionof mean- formation in and through the mode itself goes one
ing or makingof sense. Agency means to relate utway only. Bi-directionality can only be ensured by
terances or symbols to other utterances and symbdlse supplement of another mode. Thus, the possibili-
appearing in other contexts, hence to draw upon exies for response from the receivers to the senders
tra-contextual meaning. are strictly limited. As communication technologies

All media technologies participate in what Johnenable bi-directional communication (telephony) or
B. Thompson calls the ‘symbolic reproduction of so4interactivity (World Wide Web), they technically en-
cial context’ (Thompson, 1990:153). In producing orable interaction through the medium itself between
receiving communication and information as well agproducers and receivers, with profound implications
mass produced symbolic forms, individuals are inen their significance as such, in addition to the inter-
volved in the (re)constituting of meaning which par-action within the locales which are connected. This
ticipates in the reproduction and modification ofalso implies that the special features of pseudo-com-
contexts. This is also the case in a very literal sensmunication in for instance radio listening or watch-
related to the organisation of the locale. The televiing television (mediating images of ‘intimacy’, ‘per-
sion changed the use and meaning of the livingonality’ and a wide range of other conventions) are
room, telecommuting and distance education will neelatively absent in the new media.
doubt change the meaning of the household as a pri- The exposing of people and situations through
vate sphere. mass media enhances pseudo-interaction or pseudo-

There are vital contextual differences betweemommunication with persons on the radio or on the
the reception/use of mass media and communicatieatreen (see Meyrowitz, 1986: 119), creating a kind
technologies. In contrast to communication techef a ‘pseudo-intimacy’. President Roosevelt's and
nologies, mass communication settledraak be- Reagan’s popularity, for instance, is often explained
tween producers and receivers of information. Onbey the spurious intimacy and familiarity they capi-
consequence of our electronically mediated cultur&lised on, the projection of character, through clever
is that oral and written modes of transmission havese of radio and television. The informality, appeal



and ‘recognition effect’ achieved through the mekes sense (for the participants and the researcher) as
dium reassured the listeners and viewers that theyne, coherent communicative process. One charac-
were almost personally updated. Also, popular talkteristic of the majority of communication technolo-
shows do not only signify talk among persons in thgies is that they provide the technical possibility for
television-studio, but also the pseudo-talk betweetwo-way communication, as in interaction of co-
the host and the public in their homes. Pseudo-conpresence. This means that a potential of feed-back to
munication is, as Meyrowitz holds, a new form of in-the producer is far greater than in mass communica-
teraction. It resembles both direct interaction andion. In fact, responsive action is in many cases as
‘communication’ through books, but it is neitherconstitutive of the interaction as the initiator of the
(Meyrowitz, 1986:121). Here, Meyrowitz comesinteraction. For instance, in telephone conversations
close to an essential distinction, and yet he continueme cannot distinguish between sender and receiver,
to overlook this difference. Through the mass mediagnly between initiator and responder. This differs
people become aware of others and their handling &fom communication in for instance computer mail-
events, but do not enter into discourse with thenng lists, where the difference between active and
about how to handle those events. Public interactiopassive, writers and readers is often striking (Ras-
is mediated one-directionally, through the mass manussen et. al.,, 1993c). And yet it makes sense to
dia in addition to large organisations and marketsonsider the mediation as one emerging flow of
The mass media mediate a public sphere and with ipeaning, and so constituting a virtual relation. In
a sense of intimacy with the famous few, withoutcontrast to mass communication, response is ‘regis-
mediating any form of communication directely.tered’ by the sender, who also identifies the re-
Through their regular, nightly appearances, telesponder. In many cases (such as in telephone conver-
vision personalities are involved in a parallel ‘reasations), the agenmnhustrespond in some minimal
lity’ which interlock with our own in a strange way. way for the communication to continue. The ‘re-
In so far as television creates solidarity and loyalsponse’ is constitutive for communication. In addi-
ty to specific social and cultural groups, it is nottion to the liberating possibilities to ‘talk back’, this
constructed out of social interaction among thelso means that the response must be mediated
members of the group. In order to become membehrough the same medium. Henegile using elec-
of a political organisation, for instance, usually entronic mass media is not constitutive for communica-
tails discussion with established members or leadet®n, applying many communication technologies is.
of that organisation. Once a member, membership Moreover, in contrast to mass communication,
means to get involved in policy processes through di¢ommunication technology enablegus and deter-
cussion. Television, on the other hand, informs anthinacyin the communication process (see Thomp-
motivates. The communication involved does noson, 1990:220). Communication is not diffused to
take place in the medium: ‘They [broadcast mediajeach a general unidentified public, but is dedicated
are in too large degree one-way means of communér directed towards more or less distinct individuals.
cation: they reach people for the most part in spatialFhis mode of communication preserves the specifi-
ly and socially dispersed, privatised settings. Thegity one finds in interaction in co-presence. There-
provide an informational environment, but do notfore, to a greater extent than in mass communica-
foster public discourse’ (Calhoun, 1988:228). Or asion, the participants can monitor responses of the
Torsten Hagerstrand notes: ‘Broadcasting opensthers and so react appropriately.
channels for one-way traffic only. We are prevented The technical fact of determinacy (as opposed to
from asking questions, except during token arrangehe indeterminacy of broadcasting) also has signifi-
ments when tens are sampled from thousands’ (H&ance for disturbing constraints of transmission. For
gerstrand, 1986:19). This simple point is for a numeommercial television, for example, a conflict ap-
ber of reasons overlooked in media theory. Unlesgears between ways of financing and technical struc-
one understands the difference between bi-directidure. While symbolic forms are diffused to a general,
nal communication and all forms of pseudo-commuundifferentiated and unidentified audience, the fi-
nication, one cannot understand the development ofancing depends, among other factors, upon the size
the media and their construction of social contextand segments of viewers. The medium itself cannot
Similarly, many policies and strategies in broadcastgather the information needed for pricing the com-
ing can be understood from the indeterminacy thanercials, and a number of other media and methods,
always stems from monological media (Ang, 1991).such as ratings and survey panels, must intervene
In the use of communication technologies, recepnto this gap. Also, a number of conventions and for-
tion of meaning is often impossible to distinguishmulas are used in the television production itself to
from production. A telephone conversation only maincrease and sustain a big audience (Ang, 1991).



For switched modes like the telephone, and tphone, the ‘emptiness’ of the medium must be filled
some degree computer-mediated communication afy both callers. In other words, in using the video-
video conferencing, the medium itself identifies thephone, one possesses a smaller range of expressive
particular users, the duration, the geographic spaues to draw upon than in television. It is likely that
and the kind of use. Moreover, switching and comthe videophone can be localised somewhere ‘be-
puter electronics also automatically take care of theveen’ television and the telephone conversation in
debiting of use. Due to its technical structure, whichhis respect.
enables accurate billingeparatefrom the mediation The ability of television to separate place from
of communication, but stilintegratedinto the tech- space is often exaggerated (see Meyrowitz, 1986:
nology, the commercial strings attached are locatetil5-125). The fact remains that television does not
outside the (pseudo-) communication process, suchediate real communication, and thus cannot elimi-
as in marketing and commercials in other medianate the significance of place as can dialogical me-
Thus,while strategies and well-tried formulas to at- dia. Although the public sees and hears persons and
tract the public which in mass communication to aunderstands their utterances which take place far
large extent lie in the structure of the symbolic formaway, television cannot respond or affect their prac-
itself, communication technologies do not need to irtices, hence communicate, with them. Also, the per-
clude such strategic and ‘colonising’ constraints intosons on television can neither see, hear nor commu-
the information and communication processes. nicate with anyone particular in the public. They

Other differences between communication andnay not even know whether anyone sees them. It is,
pseudo-communication appear when comparing fact, necessary to remind about these trivial facts,
television and the videophone. One of the most typisince they are repeatedly ignored by media theorists
cal television genres, advertising, relies almost toin their eagerness to project the great social power of
tally on the ‘expressive’ or ‘poetic’ rather than thetelevision (and to a lesser extent radio) to transform
‘communicative’ aspect. The messages are rarely interaction in time and space. The monological char-
an argumentative form which can be responded to iacter of television may explain a wide range of con-
a discursive manner. The images and the words ientions, program genres etc. (Ang, 1991). They all
advertising are not meant for discourse in that thelgave important significance for contextualization.
cannot be proven true of false (Meyrowitz, 1986:

104). Social interaction, whether place-bound or me-

diated, can rarely continue without verbal dialogudPuUal Contexts

oriented towards understanding. The telephone, thlithough an element of communication appears in
videophone, and to a lesser extent place-bound intdveth bi- (or multi-) directional interaction and uni-
action rely on verbal interchange of meaning, whicldirectional reception of information, true communi-
make statements predominant in television commecation takes only place in bi-directional interaction,
cials impossible. However, this is not to say that theuch as in a telephone conversation, in video-confe-
videophone conversation will not borrow conven-rencing or computer-mediated communication. The
tions and styles from television. The talking headlistinction between regular communication through
will no doubt reappear in the videophone, includingcommunication technologies, and pseudo-communi-
an informal, moving, pseudo-personal form. Still,cation in and mass media, along with the features of
the imprecise and ambiguous presentation form dhe responder as constitutive of communication and
television, becomes significantly reduced on thef focus and determinacy, create different processes
videophone, due to the authority of the dialoguepf contextualization. One-directional media tech-
which forces the communicating agents to be prenologies, which entail more or less degree of
cise, and to direct their message to the other in a umteractivity, involve reception (and sometimes pro-
ambiguous way, and to be responsive to questiorBiction) of information. These modes, which entail
and comments, as in the place-bound and telephongseudo-communication’ establish what | cdlial
mediated conversation. contexts.

It is also worth noting that whereas the monolo- The degree of involvement in communication that
gical voice tend to drown in the flow of gesturesseparates communication technologies from televi-
moving images and visual conventions, thesion and radio (and to some extent approach commu-
dialogical voice may regain the power of wordfs. nication technologies with print media), has signifi-
expression, in terms of involvement, is stronger thaoance for their contextualization ability. Similar to
the monologue, the mutual control of meaning in therint media, communication technologies web seg-
dialogue is stronger than expressioks in the tele- ments together. Whereas television to a large extent



transcends segments of age, gender, culture and aspect of the media, | shall argue later, is central for
on, communication technologies link together indithe understanding of societal integration.
viduals and groups that have an ‘interest’ in commu- There are other contextual differences between
nicating or sharing information. They may use dif-communication technologies, electronic media and
ferent languages and jargons and be based on diffgrint media worth considering. Unlike books and
ent levels of technological competence, for instanceewspapers, media technologies detach particular
to search for information in a database. Througlsontent from the physical form of the medium. To
unique user-identities and pass words, they contrekad a book or a newspaper, a new item, the exemp-
access to portions of information. Rather than undetar, must be purchased each time. The medium and
mining social segments, communication technothe message are inseparable. Electronic mass media
logies restructure them in new ways. They mayn the other hand, have separated the medium from
group people according to traditional boundariesthe content so that a television need only to be pur-
Compared to television (particularly broadcasting)chased once. Whereas access to a book only gives
communication technologies tend to separate childzccess to that particular book, a television set gives
ren and adults and people with different kinds andccess to innumerable television programs. Commu-
levels of education, although not as much as printedication technologies take this feature a step further.
media. In spite of the wide variability of programs and gen-
The boundaries may not follow traditional dis-res to select in television, there is a limited set of in-
tinctions, however. Similarly to printed information, formation to select from. In the dialogical communi-
electronic information from databases, or in theation technologies such as the telephone, computer
form of communication through, telephones, videoand video communication, the content are con-
phones, computer communication, videoconferenstructed by the agents in particular, evanescent con-
cing etc. patterns of use may not coincide with classexts (where the communication is non-storable and
gender, education and so on. Rather, the boundarieen-retrievable). The openness of the agenda of the
may follow professions, religion, kind rather thanmedium is therefore even greater than for television
length of education, tastes and life styles and othar radio. Once gathered and mastered, the object of
segments with different hierarchies and conventionsghe telephone or the computer gives ‘access’ to un-
Again, one difference between print media and comimited dialogical constellations. To purchase a
munication technologies is that in the first case, theewspaper means to accept that the content is
information is given. In the case of communicationpredefined and unchangeable. To purchase a televi-
technologies, this does not have to be the case. sion set, however, means to accept certain given
Another important distinction, however, relates tobroadcasters/cable-companies as senders, but one
the span and size of the distribution of informationmay choose between different channels for a long
In the case of print media, the span differs greatlytime, without buying another television set. The ho-
from the local news paper in Western Norway, to thene computer may be bought for a wide range of dif-
Peoples Dailyin China. Much the same is the caseferent purposes, without accepting a given informa-
for books, radio and television. However, in spite otion or established information producers, other than
this great variation, it is normally a lower limit for the software. The computer may be bought for the
their circulation. Due to their technology, productionpurpose of writing letters, but the purchase does not
process and financial basis, they are dependent amdicate the content of the letters. Furthermore, the
relatively large editions, hence reaching groups thatomputer may also be used for a wide range other
may have relatively little more in common than theipurposes like games, calculation, graphics or com-
language and national history. They provide shareguter communication. It resembles the genius of the
arenas, a public sphere for the larger regional arhalk-board, the medium that can be used over and
societal whole. Communication technologies oftengver again. We may therefore speak of three stages
with exceptions such as databases, mediate betweeithe media — information relationship:

relatively few individuals in the same process, nor- . . . .
; : . ) the cemented relationship between information

mally people that are tied together in professional, . . : : .
and medium in written and printed media,

personal or family bonds, individuals that have inter-
ests in other's affairs, or in one way or another int) the detachment of information from the medium,
volved with each others lives. Where it not for the = stj|| cemented to the information producer in
mobility, the restless lifestyles and the high degree gjectronic mass media, and

of virtuality of the new media, it would seem appro-

priate to compare this kind of communication andt) the detachment of information from both medium
networking with the ‘specialised others’. This differ- and defined information producers in communi-
ence in span inherent in the dialogical/monological cation technologies.



This implies that the choice of media technologiespne must operate the medium through phactical
as well as their design or model, are less and lesgrning of pages, and in the case of computer com-
clearly defined and connected to potential use anehunication; turning the machine on, constantly
content of the medium. Whereas the book (and to sending and receiving messages and giving com-
far lesser degree television) anticipates the use amdands to the software. One must also direfliexive
the content, communication technologies leave morattention to one’s own thoughts, movements and
space open for other influences. Hence, they amgords, in relation to the other’s expressions of mean-
more vulnerablefor social variables like the nature ing, the content. Communicative actiooannotbe
of the relationship one has with the people one contarried out in dual contexts, only in locales and in
municates with, use in a particular locale, with one’virtual contexts.
change of life, career, family setting, etlust as
electronic mass media are more socially sensitive
than printed media in terms of ‘content’ and the naVirtual Contexts
ture of use, communication technologies are evemhat technology-mediated action is embedded in
more socially sensitive than electronic mass mediaocio-historical contexts implies that there is a dual
The information and use are less determined by thelationship between action and locale. The agent
medium. along with her intentions and practical knowledge
Symbolically, this means that the telephone anéhforms and becomes informed by the immediate
the computer do not represent a particular messagwodily’ locale in which information and communi-
or set of messages, as is the case with a particular tation is valued, contested, produced and inter-
sue of a newspaper or a book. Rather they represeureted. However, when communication and informa-
a particularmode Their symbolic authority lie less tion are retrieved or transferred in (extended) time
in their direct reference to particular information,and space, media technologies appear as what John
than to the informational features of the technologiB. Thompson calls ‘modalities of cultural transmis-
cal mode. This ability to mediate content accordingion’. This refers to conditions and apparatuses
to context and social condition, however, takes placahich are specially constructed and deployed for the
at the expense of continuation and tradition as giveexchange of symbolic forms, such as the telephone,
Whereas books, films (classics), and to some extenbmputer-mediated communication, etc. and sub-
television focus on history and past events in newfrms of these (see Thompson, 1990:146).
and fiction, communication technologies always Meyrowitz holds that ‘changes in media in the
carry only a short ‘past’. The quick and flexible ad-past have always affected the relationshipong
aptation of communication technologies to the fuplaces. They have affected the information that peo-
ture relieve them from a symbolic past. ple bring to places and the information peoplave
There are however contextual differences bein places. But the relationship between place and so-
tween electronic mass media and communicatioaial situation was still quite strong. Electronic media
technologies that make the latter more similar t@o one step further: They lead to a nearly total dis-
typed media. Books and newspapers must be intesociation of physical place and social ‘place’. When
acted with relatively actively, through the turning ofwe communicate through telephone, radio, television
pages and the selecting of particular informationor computer, where we are physically no longer de-
Television, on the other hand mediates a flow of imtermines where and who we are socially’ (Meyro-
ages, text and sound which ‘wash over the viewerlitz, 1986:115). Again, Meyrowitz tells us that we
to use Meyrowitz's expression. Although one mustcommunicate’ through radio and television in a
turn the television set on, and select among charsimilar way that we do through telephone and com-
nels, information is received without much con-puter-mediated communication. This ‘communica-
centration and effort: ‘In a sense, people must go afion’ through electronic mass media dissociates
ter the print messages, but electronic messages regalhce from space, Meyrowitz holds, as if geographic
out and touch people’ (Meyrowitz, 1986:84). Withmobility and accessibility is ensured similarly in the
respect to activity and interactivity, communicationcase of television and telephone. Alternatively, |
technologies are similar to print media in that theyhold that the nature of the interaction and the con-
require constant attention and effort, to keep theexts that emerge from those interactions define
process of meaning-reproduction going. Just as igualitatively different social relationships.
reading a book or a newspaper, this takes place in a In a telephone conversation two different bodily
double interaction, towards the medium and the corcontexts influence the interaction. Compared to
tent. To stay in the meaning-constituting procesdace-to-face interaction, the context is split into two



spatially distinct locales. The two contexts may implaying roles as well (Goffman, 1959; Meyrowitz,
all ways be very different, which may influence and1986:30).
restrain the telephone call in various ways. Goffman’s metaphors of ‘front stages’, ‘back sta-
When communication technologies mediate comges’ aptly illustrate how individuals change behav-
munication and information, contexts also becoméur according to context and how both kinds com-
extended. Contexts of encoding and decoding maylement and support each other in reproducing per-
come close to overlapping one another. Although theonal and social life. However, it needs to be empha-
context of interaction may be separated by space asized more strongly than Goffman and Meyrowitz
time into two different locales, they also becomedo, that everyday life consists of a wide range of
mediated by some mode of communication technestages of all shapeserving as back and front stages
logy, which reunites them in a new way. Why a telefor each other in a mosaic of context&rying in
phone conversation is at all possible, is that the twsize, span, temporality, explicitness, level of activity
separated bodily contexts partly connect spatially (a&nd hierarchy, and so on. Hence, a back stage in a set
in the case of computer-mediated communicatiompf social relations may serve as a front stage in one
spatio-temporally), through mediated language. Thisr several others. Some of the stages or contexts are
reminds us that language, including non-verbal afmediated, some are not. The range of media involved
finities is an important (but not the only) feature ofvaries from the most general media of newspapers
the constitution and reproduction of contexts. Thusand television, to personal media like electronic
the ‘split’ into two bodily contexts (locales) is in a mail, telephone and personal letter. Some of these
peculiar sense compensated by the constitution ofcntexts are motivated by special purposes and me-
communicative contextVirtual contexts transcend diated by various communication technologies. Ex-
the features of locales of the agents in favour of thamples are electronic distance education, tele-com-
mediation of meaning which merges them. muting, tele-shopping, and so on. Moreover, most of
A useful conception for the understanding of thehe back and front contexts are more or less clus-
difference between dual and virtual contexts, itered together to larger entities with similar charac-
Goffman’s terms ‘front stage’ and ‘back stage’ whichteristics.
refer to different motivations and conventions of In the social organisation of bi- or multi-direc-
conduct (Goffman, 1959; Meyrowitz, 1986; Thomp-tional telecommunications such as telephone or
son, 1990). Precisely these concepts, which Meycomputer-mediated communication, the primary in-
rowitz uses in a way thatoncealsthe vital differ- teractive framework encompasses the front regions
ence between mass media and communication teclhich consist of all participants-as-communicators.
nologies, also reveal importadifferencesbetween The front stages of interaction are more or less asso-
the two kinds. Goffman labels as ‘front stage’ thatiated with the back stages which consist of the lo-
part of the individual’'s performance which regularlycales of the respective physical participants. How-
functions in a general and fixed fashion to define thever, in the use of many forms of the new media, the
situation for those who observe the performanceback stage is excluded from the primary framework,
‘Front stage’ is the expressive equipment of a standind from influencing directly on the mediated com-
ard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by munication process. These features form a poten-
the individual during the performance (Goffman,tially virtual situation, consisting of the participants
1959:32). It is the place where the performance aand their primary, front stages, communicatively de-
activity towards others is given. A ‘back stage’ is detached from their back stages. When | enter into a
fined by Goffman as a place, relative to a given pertelephone conversation, | ‘detach’ myself mentally
formance, where the impression fostered by the pefrom the locale and the people in it. As Meyrowitz
formance is knowingly contradicted as a matter ohotes, a telephone conversation brings two people
course (Goffman, 1959:114). The back stage is theloser together than they are to other people in their
region of aspects of the activity, which is consciouslocales (Meyrowitz, 1986:38). A person engaged in a
ly suppressed in the front stage. In front stages, petelephone conversation may isolate another person in
formers are in the presence of their ‘audience’, playthe same room from the ongoing conversation al-
ing a particular social role or towards a relativelymost as if there was a wall between them. The vir-
ideal conception of such a role (Meyrowitz, 1986:tual context shapes the language and practices of in-
28). In back stages, on the other hand, performemdlved agents. For instance, for a wide range of rea-
are sheltered from their audience and so behave dgens, it will be impossible to maintain the perform-
ferently, apparently more real or natural or relaxedance of a telephone call when having a conversation
although backstage behaviour can be regarded #wough a videophone. Through the mutual relation-



ship between the agents and the medium, boundarissn, 1959:85; Meyrowitz, 1986:55). In computer
move and new segregation takes place. A new virtuagbnferencing for instance, conventions and discus-
context emerges, which means that the mutual dsions may emerge, which define clearer boundaries,
finitions of the situation are likely to change. in relation to others who are not participating, and
In domestic electronic pseudo-communicationwhich may, over time, create a feeling of internal be-
the interactional framework of the reception siddonging (Rasmussen et. al, 1993c).
does not establish a front stage separated from a sec-The shared experience emerging from communi-
ondary back stage in the same sense. Television diation mediated by some communication techno-
rects itself to all individuals in the room, who do notlogies constitutes different forms and degrees of
separate themselves from the locale in the procesgroup cohesiveness in comparison with the outside
Therefore, television involves the locale stronger iworld, which then may function as a back stage. The
the pseudo-communicative process. The contextuagent acquires membership in a team which, in alli-
lization is dual: one finds oneself reflexivddpthin  ance with the technology, constitutes a virtual con-
the living room as locale and in a pseudo-communitext. The members share particular information or
cative process with the events on the screen. In theach such information faster than others. Social
case of mass communication, one cannot identify lBonds — personal or professional — emerge and re-
similar gap between communication and locale. Aproduce themselves for a period of time.
noted in chapter three, communication technologies Although these practices of distinguishing one-
are tools more than objects, thus stronger connectsélf from, or creating distance from others, draw
to the locale of the agent than to the external worldupon various rules, their common feature is the prin-
Alternatively, in the case of television at least, oneiple of formal or informalmembershipa mutual
may distinguish between a), a locale (or front stagedharing and restricting of information, hence crea-
particularly dedicated for reception of television anding a flow of information among certain agents, out-
face-to-face interaction, such as the living room, andide the reach of others, through creating rules for
b), other peripheral locales (backstages like themembership, secrecy confidentiality, and so on.
kitchen or the sleeping room) which are physicallywith respect to the principle of membership, new
severed from the mediated pseudo-communicatiomedia use creates new possibilities to control access
We may conclude that in contrast to electronic mas® information. A central feature of information ser-
media, communication technologies separate locakldces of various sorts, including databases, premium
and interaction as two relatively distinct and separate services and Videotex, is the simultaneous re-
rated contexts. In this way, they not only influencestricting, and the subsequent supply of formalised
the communicative process more directllyey be- information, as a commodity. To direct information
come an integrated part of it. As communication enthrough a distinct communication technology, im-
tails reflexivity, the technology itself becomesplies increased possibility to control the dissemina-
thematized as wellThe rise of virtual contexts im- tion of information through technological access
plies that communication technologies and their memechanisms such as pass-words and user identifica-
diation become exposed to view and subject to deion. In bulletin board systems (BBS) and computer
bate. Communication technologies not only enhanceonferences for instance, certain identities are given
communication and reflexivity in general, they mayaccess to a communication network — identities that
also enhance ‘technological awareness’ (see Giddefr some personal or professional reason constitute a
et. al., 1994). group of relevant knowledge for all involved. We
could call this group a ‘team of particular others’.

. The creating of such boundaries transforms the
Virtual Teams context into a back stage for the members, separated
Over time, the constitution of virtual contexts mayfrom the front stage of the larger ‘masses’ and audi-
tie agents into groups with certain features, whiclences they belong to. For instance, a communication
may resemble passing or more lasting ‘in-groups’ onetwork among the division managers within a firm,
‘teams’ discussed in the sociology of Simmel, Goff-makes the manager group into a back stage for co-
man and others. Simmel discusses the ambiguowosdinating and consolidating positions, in relation to
position of the stranger in confrontation with estabthe other employers. In this case, a collective, com-
lished groups (Simmel, 1971). Goffman similarlymon frontstage action towards the employees (for in-
calls any set of individuals who co-operate in stagstance in a conflict over wages) requires a sheltered
ing a single routine for performanceam, for in- backstage for mutual ‘rehearsal’ of public appear-
stance, how an interacting group establish an imance. The new territory of this team — or rather for
pression management in relations to others (Goftheir communication — is virtual, mediated by elec-



tronic networks. This implies that in contrast tosimilar characteristics that would construct them so-
teams in earlier days, communication and place aally as a group. Rather, they define groups through
severed, and the participants no longer have to be Itheir actual mediating of social relationships. The
cated at the same place. The choice or availability afharacteristics of the group would appear through
modes of mediation suggest power in presenting d¢he variability, durability, regularity and density of
grees of limits and discretion of information andthe interaction. Somewhat crudely then, we may say
communication. In contrast to mass media, commuhat while the mass media meditate contextsais
nication technologies obey more effectively the inegories,communication technologies mediate con-
terest in selection of audience and participatingexts asnetworks.
agents, hence the orchestrating of discretion and
confidentiality. The effective targeting features of-l-h
) L ) : The Interplay Between Locale
electronic mail for instance, make it a suitable media .
for immediate reaction on incidents in organisations,and Virtual Context
so that communication may be flexible enough td@he phenomenon of virtual context, however, does
avoid and anticipate possible conflicts, etc. The backot exclude the fact that the two or more locales in-
stage teams may be composed by more filteredplved may diverge radically from each other in
dedicated and more closely selected groups. The dearious ways. This diversion may be of vital cultural
gree of closeness, however, depends on the particukignificance. Contexts are always located in larger
mode of communication technology. structures of class and other forms of differentiation.

Another distinction throwing light on virtual In specific situations agents draw upon different
teams versus the contextualization of electroniéorms of capital to pursue their aims (Bourdieu,
mass media, is the one between category and ndt992; Thompson, 1990:148). They also draw upon
work (CATNET), elaborated by Harrison White them in practices like selecting means and objects to
(Calhoun, 1995:220)Category distinguishes out a which other practices are connected. Certainly, to
group of people by their common features. It referpurchase a personal computer and a modem, for ex-
to boundaries which the individuals in a group havemple, requires the financial possibility to do so. Of
in common in contrast to the external world, whethemore recent importance is the fact that education
geographic, cultural or otherwise. Category definekeads to certain work positions in which home work
the basic conditions for membership in a certaimr teleworking is possible and positively sanctioned.
group or movement. It characterises the similaritieds prices of hardware, software and telecom-
of the members in a group which distinguishes itmunication traffic decrease, cultural capital of one’s
from other groups. Cases in point are members ofralational position into networks counts more. His-
local or national community, subcultures with someorically, one may say that dual and virtual contexts
common characteristics, etdetworkson the other are products of a modern development of a splitting
hand, distinguish out a particular group of individu-of locales and re-embedding of their communicative
als among a social whole by the social relatibes intent in extended time-space. Virtual contexts are
tweencertain individuals. The network aspect referelements in the larger tendencies of differentiation
to the density, durability and multiplicity of social and reunification that is said to be the crux of moder-
ties irrespective of geography and place. nity (Giddens, 1990:18-19).

In order to see the features of different mediation In relation to contextualization, this distanciation
processes and of mediated integration, we can comeans that virtual contexts may have impact on lo-
nect this typology to media technologies. Televisiortale-based social interaction. New media communi-
and radio establish cultural communities by exposeation may provoke or change conduct on the parts
ing their common features to others. Mass media efmnvolved which may have consequences for the na-
hance social change by visualising living conditionsture of interaction at the locales where the communi-
for certain social groups who then become definedating agents are situated. Often, the involvement in
as acategory,like the poor, women, gays, membersmediated communication may be followed by dis-
of a particular community, etc. Television in particu-cursive elaboration among the members of the
lar, visualises common characteristics of certain inhousehold or friends, fellow students, etc. The mean-
dividuals and as such defines them or confirms thangs of virtual contexts feed into locales and become
definition of them as a social group. Compared tdopics for further discussion. Mediated com-
the category-making of the mass media, communimunication between specific individuals may ac-
cation technologies like telephony and computergquire additional audience of secondary participants
mediated communication mediatetworks A set of in some form, both face-to-face and through medi-
telephone calls or electronic mail sessions do not eated communication. Often, a telephone conversa-
pose or demonstrate in public common features dion starts off new conversations in the locale and
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gives rise to further telephone conversations and thusteraction. Thus, technology-mediated action may
generates both social interaction in one locale, a@so be ‘scheduled’, as is electronic mass communi-
well as new virtual events. The influence is also reeation. Yet in this case, the scheduling is for the most
versal. The locales, even if they are relatively depart carried out according to domestic temporal and
tached from the communication process, may corspatial rules and not according to system-schedules
strain or in other ways modify the communication.and definitions of ‘prime-time’, etc. Incoming tele-
For instance, a bureaucrat at work who receives ghone calls, are, if not controlled temporally (with
telephone call from her husband at home may fedbr instance telephone answering machines), an in-
inhibited from speaking naturally (intimate, private).tervention (so far, a relatively accepted) into the
This is to a large extent due to the different ideals afhythms and routines of domestic life.
rationality and value which operate in bureaucracies As argued above, the performance of agents en-
versus in the private home. gaged in a telephone call is different from having a
In the virtual context of telephony, this may cre-conversation through a videophone. Through the mu-
ate tensions. In the private sphere of the householtyal relationship between the agents and the new me-
there is a constant interplay between locale and tlBum, boundaries move and new segregation takes
virtual context. Also, in the household, the intersecplace. One the one hand, the virtual context is
tion of the locale and the virtual contexts may causstrengthened by the use of videophones, since live
disturbance and confusion. To be sure, a mutual relanages of the agents appear to both, in addition to
tionship between technology-mediated action and Iadhe sound of their talk. On the other hand, however,
cales does not entail a harmonious relationship. Lamages on a screen make the conversation partner
cales are constructed in ways which may contradiehore accessible to others in the same room. In addi-
mediated practices. This is evident in householdgon, if sound is heard loud (as is an option of most
where the children’s on-line involvement in sub-cul-videophone systems), the third person becomes ever
tural ‘hacker’ environments are in conflict with themore integrated into the virtual communication
parent’s conceptions of child-rearing. Also, at somerocess. This means that the communicating agent
work-places private phone calls are negatively sandeses some of the possibility to keep their back stage
tioned. A third example is that to receive tele-markeseparate from the communicating partner. This loss
ting messages or requests concerning polls througt privacy entails that some of the ability of to play
the phone or telefax is often seen as invading or dout front stage roles becomes handicapped. In short,
sturbing privacy. Similarly, television has for manythe agent cannot differentiate clearly between front
years caused considerable domestic conflict, genstage and back stage, which may hinder free, inde-
rational and otherwise. Other new functions like Calpendent role performance. Put differently; the per-
ler-ID may also cause sudden changes of social isonality of the performer gets more involved and so,
teraction hitherto unknown (Dutton, 1992). Suchfollowing Richard Sennet’s argument, ruins the
conflicts are grounded in both cultural, economidistance that conditions autonomous communication
and symbolic arguments. As new communicatiof{Sennet, 1974:294-340). Naturally, the conversation
technologies enter the household, a number of dipartners as well as others in their mutual places/lo-
turbances may appear, suggesting that valuations oéles tend to modify their behaviour and their
the domestic context will be affected by the ex-agenda of the conversation. In this case, the com-
tended function of the household as a social contextunication seems to become more ‘public’.
for communication technologies as both communi- To sustain privacy of communication, one may
cation modes and symbolic objects. As locale, it alsohoose to turn off the image and reduce the volume,
becomes the locus of overlapping dual and virtualhich of course also may serve as a clear signal to-
contexts. wards others. The manipulation of image and vol-
Collisions between communication and locale areme may create an interplay and interweaving of
however negotiated in various ways. Through the lofrontstage and backstage performance, according to
calisation of terminals for instance, the use of newhe nature and purpose of the communication pro-
media is restricted to particular sub-locales, withircess. In this case, the backstage transforms from a
the locale of the home. The telephone is placestable place of rehearsal and recuperation, to a flex-
where one can speak uninterrupted (from the ‘bacile, manipulatable resource for front stage commu-
stage’) and without being overheard. The computemication.
is placed in the study, to isolate technology-medi- Another and less flexible way to solve this prob-
ated action from intra-domestic activities. Also, redem of ‘privacy’ is to place the videophone in a pri-
strictions on the time and duration can be settledate ‘booth’ or in a room for itself, constituting a
both to limit communication costs and to restrichew, segregated communication locale within the
technology-mediated action from intruding domestidarger domestic setting. In both cases, the boundary
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between backstage and frontstage is kept, howeverially or spatially distant. This is precisely what in-
a less rigid fashion. The boundaries change accordreasingly takes place, and casts doubt on conven-
ing to the desired consistency between communicaional terms like ‘context’, ‘place’ and ‘interaction’.
tion and context, on the part of the communicatingo be sure, it forces us to recognise that the mate-
agent. However unintended, this is likely to influ-riality is no longer merely external environments for
ence the communication in itself. For example, ifinteraction, but are embedded into it.
one chooses to expand the backstage space at the exd have argued that communication technologies,
pense of the frontstage, as an everyday ruleinlike the mass mediapmbine the situations of the
Meyrowitz suggests generally, the front stage conproduction of the conversation, with the conversa-
versation may become more formal (Meyrowitztion itself.
1986:47). This is because the agent becomes ad- Unlike the space of print, radio and television,
justed to privacy and to a withdrawn position, andhe virtual contexts of ‘cyberspace’ consist of het-
consequently less used to ‘semi-public’ exposure. erogeneous, isolated, selective and distinct stages of
Also, the distinct separateness of locale and vimeaning-constitution. While mass media enhance
tual context may enable communicating agents to shomogeneity, incapable of adapting to social life as
mulate locales in their presentation of their self ilemarcated stages and segments, communication
the virtual context. One of the most central assumpgechnologies enhance heterogeneity and relatively
tions in Goffman (1959), is that when an individualclosed communication environments. While the lin-
appears before others, the individual will have a@ar space of mass media ignore memberships in so-
wide range of motives for trying to control their im- cial groups, the significance of social status, etc.,
pression of the situation. The telephone and otherommunication technologies enhance such criteria.
communication technologies give improved possi- While both communication technologies and
bilities to such control. One can pretend to be alonmass media dissociate space from place and so tran-
when one has company, or ‘simulate’ to be at a difscend the limits of locales, communication technolo-
ferent place than one actually is. The distinct feagies do not blur differences between social groups to
tures of mediation allow the agents to control inforthe same extent. Rather, they enforce existing identi-
mation or reformulate it in a more ‘convenient’ ver-ties like the private person or the professional, and
sion. (A contrary tendency can be seen in the publithey create new roles in stimulating specialised com-
use of cellular telephones, for instance at street comunication. For example, in frequent telephone con-
ners or conference halls. Here, the deception workact with friends, one enforces one’s identity as a
the other way round: the communication in the virmember of a small network of people, as distinct to
tual context is intended to impress people in the lobe a member of the larger audience or public. Also,
cale.) various forms of computer communication give op-
Access to information beyond particular localesportunities to engage in discussions and communi-
means that one can enter into contact with persons tiés constructed through nothing else than common
authority. In computer conferencing in graduate reinterests, stimulating a broader range of roles and
search education for instance, one may interact witbommunicative activities, including a broader varia-
leading figures in the discipline, perhaps easier thation in language, rituals, habits and competence.
students at the same department as the professor.In communication technologies such as the tele-
Just as the telephone made it possible for people phone, computer and video communication, the con-
the periphery to reach national authorities, electronitent is uniquely constructed by the agents in particu-
communication changes established accessibilityar, evanescent contexts. The openness of the me-
patterns. This, however, may certainly also creatdium is greater than for television and radio, as the
barriers to communication. telephone or the computer gives ‘access’ to unlim-
ited dialogical constellations once gathered and mas-
. tered. They provide ‘talk’, rather than well-defined
Conclusion agendas, and may in the long run adapt well to the
Material conditions always enter into fields of prac-structure of everyday interaction. In relation to the
tices in constraining and enabling ways and particiday-to-day reproduction of social context, the tele-
pate in the constitution and reproductioncohtexts phone for example, plays an important role because
of interaction. Increasingly, encounters seem to bet is grounded in action and the regulative compe-
differentiated in space and time, to include roomstence of conversations imirtual co-presencge be-
buildings, cities or nations, nights, weeks and yearyond what is mediated by mass communication and
Locales, regardless of scale, may be coupled so thiaterpersonal communication in the locale. Tele-
social interaction include both face-to-face encounphone use in everyday life extends and modifies con-
ters and interaction between actors of groups temptexts in space (and to some degree in time) without
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necessarily involving more individuals than in directdomestic atmosphere. While the telephone serves as
interpersonal communication. The telephone magn ‘extension’, of domestic contexts, however, it
help to co-ordinate family life and allows for moreseems more significant that it increases deasity
mobility in daily life. It may also enable contactand frequencyof day-to-day personal networks. It
with other family members or friends outside thenot so much includes other people as much as repro-
household, and in some sense including them in thluces established relations.
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