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CHAPTER

Five Rules of Virtuality

Steve Woolgar

WHY STUDY THE SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF
ELECTRONIC TECHNOLOGIES?

We are continuing to witness the burgeoning growth of new electronic informa-
tion and communications technologies (I1CTs), These include interactive and
multimedia communications, Internet and World Wide Web, video conferen-
cing, virtual realities, computer-aided design, the information superhighway,
and the technologies of electronic surveillance and consumer profiling. These
new electronic technologies have been widely regarded as the impetus for
radical changes. All these technologies are set to modify the nature and
experience of interpersonal relations and communications across a vast range
of human activities. Education, politics, medicine, arts, the law, music, enter-
tainment, government, and business are just some of the many areas of life that
may be affected, if not wholly transformed, by these technologies. Unsurpris-
ingly, then, the development of new ICTs is central to emerging industries and
regulatory policies throughout the world, based on the recognition that they are
the key to future vitality. Accordingly, government agencies have deliberated on
the appropriate regulatory and policy measures—for example, by way of UK
and European White Papers on Growth and Competitiveness—and users in
industry have in turn identified the social eontext in which technologies are
actually used as a vital area for understanding,

All aspects of social, cultural, economic, and political life thus stand to be
affected by the continued massive growth in electronic technologies. Given
their potential radically to transform many fundamental and wide-ranging
aspects of society, these new technologies require us to rethink the very basis of

Thanks to Christine Hine, Daniel Neyland, and Sara Ward for comments on an eaclier version of
this chapter,
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the ways in which we relate to one another. If there are radical transformations
in the structures of information and data flow, what will be the nature of the
'social glue' that holds societies together in the fumre? It follows from the
enormity of such questions that the genesis and impacts of new electronic
technologies need careful scrutiny, Are fundamental shifts taking place in how
people behave, organize themselves, and interact as a result of the new tech-
nologies? Are electronic technologies bringing about significant changes in the
nature and experience of interpersonal relations, in communications, social
control, participation, inclusion and exclusion, social cohesion, trust, and
identity? In short, are these new technologies actually making a significant
difference? The answers to these questions are increasingly central to the policy
agenda and will have a crucial bearing on commercial and business success, on
the quality of life, and on the future of society.

In this book, discussion of the social consequences of new electronic tech-
nologies is organized around one contentious summary claim about the likely
effects of new electronic technologies: the idea that the transformative effects of
these technolegies amount to our transition to a virtual society. What is con-
noted by a ‘virtual society’ As Peter Swann and Tim Watt (this volume) recall,
the idea of the virtual is most famously associated with the novels of Gibson
{1984) and Stephenson (1993) (cf. Burrows 1597). In this vision, electronic tech-
nologies can enable communication via computers (and other electronic tech-
nologies) that replaces face-to-face interaction. With the onset of virtuality it was
envisaged that people would spend as much, il not more time in an imaginary
virtual world as in their real world. Among many other profound consequences,
this will herald the much vaunted death of distance (Cairneross 1998). In this
situation, social and psychological interaction, economic ransactions, and
political relations may proceed unimpeded by the need for physical proximity.

Although the particular idea of 'virtual society' has enjoved a relatively sparse
popularity in the social-science literature, the term ‘virtual’ has been the focus
of diverse discussion across a wide range of areas. The literature ranges from
Pierre Levy's enthusiastic popularization (1997, 1998) of theories of cyberspace;
in which he champions the 'virtual' as a concept that provides the natural
precondition for an inevitable technological future (cf. Day 2001 ch. 4), to the
recent growing attention to the methodological problems and possibilities for
social-scientific use of ‘virtual’ technologies (¢.g. Lyman and Wakeford 1994;
Hine 2o00; Hine and Woolgar 2000; Wakeford 2000). The term has enjoyed
particular popularity in the numerous debates and discussions of ‘virtual
community'. An early enthusiasm for the transforming effects of electronic
technologies shifted previous attention from the use of computer-mediated
communication ({CMC) in work processes and organizations to the possibility of
achieving a form of electronically mediated social relationships built around
enhanced community values (Baym 1998). The utopian pioneering spirit that
characterizes many of the early discussions is captured in the subtitle of
Rheingeld's well-known treatment (1993) of the topic: building a virtual com-
munity was tantamount t0 ‘homesteading on the electronic frontier',
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