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Editorial

r I Yhis issue forms a bridge between the 2002 and 2003

conferences, “Techno-doxology” --and “thurgy and
Technology: continuing the conversation”.

We have the 2002 keynote paper, “Meaning and Place in the
Information Society” by sociologist Angela Coco, with a
response by liturgist David Orr; and, in preparation for 2003,
Graham Hughes has accepted an invitation to write on
“Worship and Technology” in a manner that should engender
some fruitful reflection.

Naturally, you’ll be keen to be part of the continuing
conversation in January (especially if you missed “Techno-
doxology”), so 1 encourage you to send off the enclosed
registration form. And as one who has been involved in the
uncertainties of conference organisation, I urge you to do it as
soon as possible!

1’1l look forward to meeting you in Sydney m January.

Inari Thiel
Logan City
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Symbolism of Evil (Boston: The Beacon Press, 1967), 394. In Lectures on
Ideology and Utopia (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986),
Ricoeur speaks of the modern repudiation of ‘heteronomy’ in favour of its
own ‘autonomy’. On modernity’s ‘forgetfulness’ see also Daniel W.
Hardy’s God's Ways with the World: thinking and practicing christian faith
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996), 43.

' This tends to be Susan White’s response; e.g., Worship and
Technological Change, 24-26, 122.

'! Among many examples see, perhaps, John McGowan, Postmodernism
and its Critics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991).

12 Michael Polanyi and Harry Prosch, Meaning (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1975), 61 (their emphases).

13 Taylor, Sources, 217-218.

' See Gordon W. Lathrop, ‘New Pentecost or Joseph’s Britches? reflections
on the history and meaning of the worship ordo of the megachurches’,
Worship 72 (1998), 521-538.

5 Robert W. Hovda, Strong, Loving and Wise: presiding in worship -
(Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1976), 45-46.
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Meaning and Place

in the Informational Society
Angela Coco

Introduction o '
When Hans Mol (1983) produced his book Meaning and
Place: an introduction to the social scientific study of religion
in the early 1980s he was making the point that human beings
interactively create and ritualise meaning at particular places
and specific points in time. There is currently a lot of
speculation about how our senses of meaning and place will be
changed in the new hyper-realities and cyberspaces created
with information and communications technologies (ICTs).
Castells (1997), for instance claims that people’s interactions in
cyberspace may be ‘emptied of meaning’, presumably because
those interactions are potentially transient and devoid of
physical and sensual presence.

At the collective level it is claimed, and there is a wealth of
evidence to support this, that industrial society resulting from
the Industrial Revolution is now fast becoming an
‘informational society’ (Castells 1996, 2000). Where before
work and leisure times and spaces in the Western world were
organised around the production and use of material goods,
they are now becoming reconfigured, as the highest proportion
of production now centres around service industries, for
example health and tourism (Winner 1998:229). These
industries rely on. the production, dissemination and
consumption of information. Hence the ‘informational society’.
At the same time, those sectors of the globe called the third
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worship and technology, they must strike liturgical theologians
and practical planners as a warning rather than as the clear way
forward. ‘

Of course it is a peréonal opinion, but I hope, in light of the
above review, not a capricious one: my judgement coheres with
that of Robert Hovda:.
Preparations for the [liturgical] celebration, then, should make sure
that everything — books, vesture, furnishings, environmental art,
symbols, vessels, in short each object that has any place at all in
the liturgical action — is well made, beautiful, honest, noble,
appropriate.’

Somehow I cannot see the powerpoint projector finding its
place in this list of desiderata.

! See, e.g., Susan J. White, Christian Worship and Technological Change,
_(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 15. A

% Daniel B. Stevick, ‘Culture: the beloved antagonist’, Worship 69 (1995),
291. :

* Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy People: a liturgical ecclesiology (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1999), 183; see, by way of exposition of the sentence,
chapters 7, 8 and 9 of this work.

* White, Worship and Technological Change, 122.

5 Joseph Glanvill, The Vanity of Dogmatizing, as cited by Basil Willey, The
Seventeenth Century Background (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1962),
166.

® Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: the making of the modern identity -
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 324,

7 See, for example, Max Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1978), 506.

8 Max Weber, “Science as Vocation® in (H. H. Gerth and C. W. Mills, eds.)
From Max Weber: essays in sociology (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1974), 139. .

® See, e.g., Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations (Evanston:
Northwestern University Press, 1974), 288, 298; or the same author’s The
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for their commitment to issues of social justice. But an -
expectation that one might enter into a religious experience in
these churches is as good as negligible. Nor will one say that,
as a rule, their liturgical life is rich, dynamic or communicates
a sense of the sacred.

Of course, any such review has to note as exceptions the
Evangelical and Charismatic parts of Protestantism. These
trace their origins (in the brevity here required) to the stringent
repudiation, in the latter parts of the nineteenth century, of the
secularizing tendencies I have mentioned: a sort of drawing of
a line in the sand against immanentism, or the staking out of a
transcendental reference point: an inerrant bible in the one
case, and Spirit experience in the other. Curiously, both
manage to combine this transcendentalist reference point with
their inherited Protestant ‘affirmation of ordinariness’: viz., an
absence of distinction between lay and ordained leaders, a self-
conscious repudiation of liturgical tradition, a premium
importance on intimacy both between people and in people’s
access to God, and music which musically (as distinct from its
lyrics) is to all intents indistinguishable from secular
counterparts.

Need I point out that these churches are the natural habitat of
the powerpoint projector! It is true that their dexterous
combination of an authoritative reference point (Scripture
and/or Spirit) with their cultural continuity with an everyday
world undoubtedly makes for a hybrid vigour which appeals
quite desperately to churches stuck with declining numbers and
aging congregations. Yet if one is looking for liturgical
renewal, one will hardly look confidently to these forms of
worship.'" If these are to be the showcase for a fusion of
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world are  currently just beginning the process of
industrialisation.

In my research I am interested both in the cultural changes that
may be ushered in by the new ICTs as well as in the social
inequities that they create. Indications of the latter, commonly
referred to as the digital divide, reveal that in Australia, people
from non-English speaking backgrounds, older people, people
who live in rural and regional areas and those with a low levels
of education and income are being bypassed in the creation and
diffusion of ICTs (Ovington 2001; Lloyd and Hellwig 2000).
Cross-cutting these sectors of society is the gendered nature of
ICT diffusion and use (Wajcman 1991). I take a materialist
feminist approach to these issues examining social processes
by a variety of methods including phenomenological and
ethnographic methodologies. This means I am interested in the
everyday material practices and interactions between people by
which they create and encode relations of domination and
oppression between persons of different status, gender, race,
religion and so on.

I have chosen to approach this presentation on technology by
focussing on ‘Meaning and place in the Informational Society’
because I believe the technology literature is disproportionately
occupied with de-contextualised claims about the revolutionary
ways ICTs will alter our sense of ourselves as human beings.
What I aim to do is subject some of the most common topics in
that literature, identity, community and global consciousness,
to phenomenological examination. This basically means
putting them to the test of insights gained from sociological
analysis of people’s everyday lived experience.
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I begin with a brief history of the internet and communications
applications that will serve to anchor this discussion. This will
touch on issues of inequality and cultural reproduction. The
body of my presentation will discuss meaning and place and
focus on the discourses about identity, community and global
consciousness. It will conclude with a reflection about
developing countries (third world) and ICT use.

Brief history of the internet and the world wide web
Castells (1996, 2000) records that the development of the
internet in the last three decades “resulted from a unique
blending of military strategy, big science corporation,
technological entrepreneurship,  and countercultural
innovation”. Its origins were a result of the work of the United
States Defence Department’s Advanced Research Projects
Agency (ARPA) that gave its name to the first computer
network ARPANET. ARPANET was designed as a
communications system that would be invulnerable to nuclear
attack and went online on September 1, 1969. The network was
open to research centres cooperating with the US Defense
department and before long people were using it for personal
communication, and science fiction enthusiasts’ messaging
network. It soon “... became difficult to separate military-
oriented research from scientific communication and personal
chatting” (Castells 1996, 2000:45-46).

The world wide web (www) is an extension of the internet
devised by commercial interests as an economic way around
the need to teach employees complex programming
instructions that they required to access the internet (Slevin
2000:35). This included the development of protocols to enable
different computers to communicate with each other. Codes are
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" about how it admits the precepts and symbols of modernity into
its life. I dare to think that Protestants have a longer experience
of this than some: a thesis is not hard to make for a symbiotic
relationship between secularizing modernity and Protestantism
practically from the beginning. I mentioned the early,
apparently instinctive, republican energies released in some
parts, at least, of the Protestant reformation. More substantially,
Charles Taylor, whose magisterial account of modemn
sensibilities I have already cited, names the reformers as chief
instigators in what he calls ‘the affirmation of the ordinary
life’:

By denying any special form of life as a privileged locus of the
sacred, they were denying the very distinction between sacred and
profane and hence affirming their interpenetration.... The entire
modern development of the affirmation of the ordinary life was, I

believe, foreshadowed and initiated, in all its facets, in the
spirituality of the Reformers."

Needless to say, the route from the sixteenth to the twenty-first
century has not been without deviation or interruption: such
would include  German  pietism, English-language
evangelicalism, and Barthian neo-orthodoxy. Yet the tendency
has been pretty consistent — through the appropriation in the
eighteenth century of humanist methods for studying the bible,
in Liberal Protestant immanentism and progressivism through
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, to the ‘secular’
theologies of the latter twentieth century and ‘contextualism’ at
its end. The consistent stance throughout has been to assume
the validity of modern intellectual and cultural norms, and then
to attempt to say how ‘God’ might be identified from within
these. Such is the Protestant affinity with ‘the affirmation of
ordinariness’. At the opening of the twenty-first century such
churches do mostly enjoy a high reputation in society at large

160



AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF LITURGY OCTOBER

determinism, the scientist Pierre Simon Laplace coolly replied:
‘Sire, I have not needed this hypothesis.”® A century later, the
great German sociologist Max Weber would name this cultural
point of view Entzauberei, the ‘stripping of mystique’, or, as it
is more ordinarily translated, ‘the disenchantment of the
world’.” It is a view of reality in which at last there are ‘no
mysterious, incalculable forces that come into play, but rather
[where] one can in principle master all things by calculation.”
Theologians simply may not discount the fact that a major part
of modernity’s agenda — grounded precisely in its
technological competencies — has been to encourage a
‘forgetfulness’ of human limits and therefore of human -
dependencies.’

An instinctive riposte, of course, is to point to all the
humanitarian good which has come of modernity;' no one can
easily refute this (though postmodernity brings a revisionist
gambit even to this)." The great difficulty, of course, is that we
are, all of us, the products of modernity: it inhabits us as much
we inhabit it. That makes it so hard — in the end, impossibly
hard? — to look impartially at our own working assumptions
and preferences: as Michael Polanyi, one of the trail-blazers for
postmodernity, wrote: “We cannot look at [the grounds...upon
which we hold that our knowledge is true] since we are looking
with them.’?

The case is not helped by the recognition that, of course,
worship does have to ‘make sense’ for its practitioners, both
leaders and people.

All this notwithstanding, it seems to me that a wisdom formed
from the long memory of worship will want to think carefully
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embedded behind hyperlinks that link computers with different
addresses (or Uniform Resource Locators — URLs). People
have only to click on an address to link to, or activate an
informational program or databases.

A series of further developments, the advent of personal
computers (PCs) and the commercialisation of network service
providers among them, made the internet available to the
general public by the early 1990s (Slevin 2000:33-34). The
development of applications for disseminating messages has
spawned a variety of communications structures such as e-
mail, newsgroups, multi-user dungeons (MUDs), internet relay
chat (RC) and Active Worlds type software
(http://www. actlveworlds com/) with whlch we are familiar
today.

Looking back in millenniums, in a lifetime.

Since at least 3000BCE humans have sought to record their
cultural wisdom in material ways. Spender (1995) traces the
history of the written word in the west: first transcribed
laboriously by monks in monasteries, they were possessions of
the elite classes. When Giitenburg’s printing press was
developed, information became more readily available through
books. Books allowed those who possessed them to construct
and share a worldview in which they constructed others who
were excluded. The printing of the Malleus Maleficarum - The
hammer against witches (Institoris 1971), for instance,
provided -inquisitors . with -a . ready-made handbook that
described in graphic detail the sexual fantasies of two celibate
men about evil women. The invention of the printing press in
no small way facilitated the destruction of some women and
the control of others in the late Middle Ages. Though sound
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and image communication are emerging, computers are
predominantly a writing communications medium now
proliferating in the developed world.

It is common for people, the public and scholars alike,
prompted by the media, to voice their reactions to innovations
that threaten to disrupt their taken-for-granted worlds. I am old
enough to remember the social anxieties that accompanied the
introduction of television in Australia in the 60s. Having been a
class teacher at the time I recall the propaganda that promised
to bring the world into people’s living rooms and enable
teachers to run classes using video programs. Dissenters
lamented the enfeebling of our minds, the break-up of the
family, and the de-humanising of the teaching/learning or
cultural transmission process (Levinsohn 1977). These
reactions echoed those levelled against- the introduction of
books in the 15® century, and the telephone in the 19® century.
Similar fears about the disintegration of society accompany the
introduction of ICTs (Ryan 1997:1).

History has taught us that new technologies invariable bring
with them new possibilities. as well as unforeseen social
consequences (Wajcman 1991:163). Those who have
controlled the content, means and mechanisms by which
information is packaged and disseminated also have held
power in society. Their ideologies are then reproduced by
material relations which encode their symbolic universes and
produce patterns in human relating that pass as ‘natural’. So
when discussing the human effects of ICTs it is important not
only to understand how and what information and
. communications are created, disseminated and shared but also
to embed these reflections in the broader structural realities of
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strategies it deploys to achieve this end. As I mentioned, a
fascination with novelty is one of its chief characteristics. But
this is precisely part of its bid for self-determination. Already
in 1661 Joseph Glanvill is found celebrating the overthrow of
classical dependence on the ancients as a source of true
learning in preference to the daring world of one’s own
opinions:

...‘tis better to own a Judgement, tho’> but with a curta supellex

[scant equipment] of coherent notions; then a memory, like a
Sepulchre, furnished with a load of broken and discarnate bones.®

Thus in our society is a premium value placed on ‘thinking for
. oneself’, on ‘the newest research’, on ‘keeping up with the
times’; the courageous folk who wanted to use powerpoint in
worship were being truer to themselves than perhaps even they
were aware. Of course intellectual freedom is. only one of a
constellation of emancipations sought by the modern spirit. So
then. political freedoms must be another foremost example,
beginning already with the terrifying SchAwdrmerei (terrifying
to the more moderate leaders, that is) of the Protestant
reformation, before it found more permanent effect in English
(seventeenth century), American and French (eighteenth
century) and Marxist (twentieth century) revolutions. In a
modern world, every last one of us assumes as an inalienable
right the freedom to elect our leaders. Technology is present in .
all of these, but perhaps nowhere more obviously than in the
modern obsession with escaping the limitations of the human
body: its relatively meagre physical strength, its confinement in
space and time, and most notably its vulnerability to disease
and death. Threading its way through all of these as a leitmotiv
is the desire for emancipation from religious dependencies. To
Napoleon’s question about where God fitted into his theory of
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singularly) on their prevalent culture in framing their worship;
on the other hand and for its part, worship offers corrective
values to its circumjacent culture. So, Daniel Stevick, under the

title ‘Culture: the beloved antagonist’, writes:
[Liturgy’s] use of prevailing culture is not optional or decorative. If
worship is to enlist our willing participation and provide an
illumination of our existence, it must draw on the deep.cultural
resources by which we define our humanness..

But then:

[Lliturgy is not merely the creature of culture. Pursuing its
dlstmctwe business, it lays a strong, creative hand on the material
of culture.?

Or Gordon Lathrop observes:
The New Testament itself evidences an awareness that the cultural
treasures of the nations are to be both welcomed and criticized in
the life of the church.?

Susan White, one of the few writers on liturgy to attend to the
question of technology in worship, is generally optimistic

about the interface:
[The] book is based on the assumption that the mutual interaction
between Christian worship and technology presents  serious
challenges to both these arenas of human experience.

As is perhaps already apparent, in the case anyway of modern
culture I think there is reason to be more guarded. I think we
should by no means underestimate the particular characteristics
of technological modemity (I mean, in terms of its antipathy to
— or as the vehicle of — theistic faith), and neither should we
be in illusion about its coercive power.

Modernity is a cultural paradigm dedicated above all else to the
achievement of human autonomy. The kinds of dependency
from which modernity seeks deliverance are many, as are the
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dominant ideologies, as well as the infrastructural issues of
computer hardware, software, access and ownership in the
broader society (Wajcman 1991:22-24). It is not
inconsequential that behind the celebratory propaganda about
technological innovations are struggles for power and control
by certain males (Spender 1995; Miller 1998).

Much is made of the fact that the internet enables a kind of
mediated communication that will change the meanings of
identity and community. In cyberspace, people may use
pseudonyms and give themselves different personas and
physical features from those they possess in real life (RL)
(Bruckman 1998:174). One can play with different identities
and learn what it is like to be responded to as that persona, for
example a male parading as a female or a child presenting as an
adult (Turkle 1997:143-145). But the same could be said of the
old pen pals system where people communicated only by
letters. The world wide web (www) however enables one
message to reach multiple others at once. '

ICTs thus allow us to enter into a domain, place or ‘commons’
as some have called it (e.g. Barlow 1998:166), where we can
interact with a much larger number of other human beings than
our geographical locations and telephones have permitted in
the past. These places of interaction are also devoid of the
sound and visual cues that mark such attributes as race, gender
and colour (Lyles 1998:114). People exchange information,
play fantasy games, do religious rituals, discuss politics, share
special interests or just chat with others from all around the
globe. They may court and marry in cyberspace (Curtis 1997:
135). Since our places of interaction are changing and the
variety of people we can interact with expanding, so also will
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the meanings we attach to our understandings of our roles n
those contexts and in our local and global communities.

Our sense of time in relation to space alters because we ‘can
converse synchronously or asynchronously simultaneously
with many people from any point on the globe. The difference
internet communication makes lies in the real time effect where
others (very different from ourselves) can respond almost
instantly thus forcing us to develop higher levels of self-
reflection to accommodate their difference and perhaps stretch
our practical consciousness'. But these transitions, it is
suggested, are not only engendering personal alienation
(Wellman 1997:182-183) but they are also fuzzying the
boundaries between Cartesian opposites, human and machine;
mind and body, public and private, real and virtual, individual
and collective, authority and anarchy (Dallow 2001:67). Such
discourses have implications for the ways we think about
personal identity, community, global consciousness and social
justice. ' ' : '

Human or machine — a note about Meaning ,
ICTs, as well as offering virtual opportunities to play with
different personas, may also be made to simulate human
beings. Some technical enthusiasts go so far as to suggest that
in time, human beings will be indistinguishable from artificial
intelligences (AI). This would mean that Als would need to be
programmed with the interactive life history of an individual
(or an imagined one) in order to have available at least the

! “Practical consciousness’ is an expression used by Anthony Giddens
(1991: 36). It refers to non-conscious processing, the tacit
beliefs/understandings that are brought into play without conscious
reflection as people go about their everyday social activities.
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I think, that is, that for someone to install a powerpoint
projector its accompanying screen and tangle of cables (why
are coaxial cables so directly an image of our age?) in a
liturgical space is unquestionable a symbolic gesture.
Doubtless, such - persons will champion the practical
possibilities the apparatus makes available. But it is hard to
suppose, too, that precisely in the action such people are not
making immense statements about themselves and their
understandings of worship, particularly about this axis I
mention between worship and the modern age. I will come
back to novelty as one of the distinguishing marks of
modemity. But of course the new always elicits anxiety and/or
courage; it was not for nothing that Huxley should speak of a
~* brave new world! So that those who set up in worship some
such representation of technological achievement as the
powerpoint projector are thus declaring themselves as people
‘on the cusp’, ‘up to the minute’, people who are ‘with it’, and
so on. And, of course, as a symbohc gesture, the act is value
laden: such an innovative gesture is ‘daring’, ‘creative’, ‘risk-
taking’; those, conversely, who are less than convinced are ‘old
fashioned’ or — the ultimate opprobrium? — just ‘old’,
‘conservative’.

If then it is true that technology in worship — the sort of
technology which catches our eye — is in fact functioning a
symbol for late modern culture, how are we to estimate this
cultural manifestation?

Most writers on worship and culture see the relationship
(between worship and culture, that is) as mutual and
dialectical: on one hand, as culturally embedded human beings
Christians have no option but to draw directly (though not
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wisdom whereby grain is transformed into bread and grapes
into wine. The point I am making, sufficiently clearly I hope, is -
that somehow these references do not strike us as technological
references. In the same less than obvious way, technologies are
embedded in the books we use, the textiles we deploy
symbolically, in the furniture, and so on practically ad
infinitum.

To raise, then, as an issue for discussion, the presence.of
technology in worship, is to ask about some manifestations of
technology: namely, those that present themselves to our
attention as representative of a technological age. My
supposition here is that the discussion is not just about
technology, but about the linkages between worship and the
culture in which technology plays such a dominant role: viz.,
modernity, or now postmodernity or late modernity.

In some respects this could, or might, be as simple as ‘people
needing time to get used to things.’ As an erstwhile
Presbyterian, I am vaguely aware of memories of angst in that
denomination about ‘th’ kist o’ whistles’ (organ) as a suitable
accompaniment for the songs of worship. One now only knows
the stories; I do not believe that anyone still alive was there. If
this is all that is at stake with the newer technologies, then I
suppose we have not too much to worry about.

I am myself not so sanguine. I think that the newer forms of
technology — the ones which startle us as technology — are
actually functioning as self-conscious symbols of a larger
issue: namely, as already noted, the world of technological
mastery which is the world of modernity, now late modernity.
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conscious experiences that a person may draw on to respond to
objects and changes in their environment. (Turkle notes that
this has been achieved only on the film screen in the movie
Blade Runner, 1997:154).

In a sense human bodies are already to some extent
mechanised. Anyone who has a prosthesis, wears glasses, false
teeth, hearing aids, not to mention implants of all kinds are
already living with the need to accommodate the mechanical in
our bodies. But does this mean that clever computers will be
able to simulate human beings? The Turing test, first devised in
the 1950s, but not used until decades later, aimed to find out
whether judges could tell the difference between humans and
artificial-intelligence programs, when they were online at the
same time (Platt 1998). Participants and Als were to interact
for five minutes on a pre-chosen topic with a judge who asked
relevant questions.

Charles Platt who participated as a ‘human’ in the test found
himself wondering how he could appear human! What can we
make of his reaction?

For humans every situation/proposition is instantly subject to
their meaning structures. Meaning structures are developed and
altered through the cumulative effects of experiences over the
- life course (Stanley and Wise 1983:131). They are embedded
in our consciousness by our senses, the emotional tones
surrounding the situations, our perception and judgements, our
motivations, dispositions and private - wishes. Our bodies
encode and carry the memories of these complex constellations
(Coco 1998:32-37). Whenever a situation presents itself the
body remembers the whole gamut of the associated experience
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from previous times. However, much of what the body
remembers is not entirely manifested in conscious thought. So
people are puzzled by their emotional reactions to ‘rational’
suggestions that they expect will remain only an activity that
their minds can play with. This is seldom the case.

Platt, like most of us, had been raised in an educational system
and later in the business of job applications where one is
‘tested’, which means one might ‘fail’ which means that one
might not come up to scratch with others which means social
ostracism which means etc, etc, etc. Further these meanings
remain intact because in every similar situation, the same
routines are invoked (Mol 1983:103). The ritual re-enactment
of the ‘situation of a test’ means that people seldom need to
raise to consciousness the separate mental, affective and
physical aspects that combine to form its meaning. '

It is only when an incongruous event, such as Platt’s
competition with Als in a test of humanness, meets their
meaning structure that people are stopped in their tracks and
forced to ‘rethink’ and perhaps revalue some aspect of the
situation (Dervin 1983, 1997:4-5). In the Turing Test it took
Platt a while to discern the ludicrous proposition that was
implied for the human beings in the experiment. He finally
reflected, "I'm human so why should I need to fake it? Is it
possible for me to seem more human than I really-am?" (Platt
1998:13). (He resolved to act in the emotional way a human
would who was being asked ‘stupid’ questions, and was Judged
to be human.)

Meaning is embodied. It is anchored by interactions with others
and objects in times and places. The body carries the memories
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Worship and Technology
Graham Hughes

Technology is part of who we are according. at least to our
definition or description as homo faber: humankind the builder.
By this definition, human existence means an organizational
capacity for planning collective projects, and for shaping the
necessary tools and resources to bring these to fruition.’

If technology is as deeply inscribed in our being as this
suggests, even to raise a question about technology in worship
might seem redundant: how then can there not be technology in
worship? The question points us to two — distinct though
closely related — facts: one is that in raising the question (of
technology in worship, that is) the word itself, ‘technology’, is
probably being used selectively: it is not all the technology of
worship which is in view but those kinds which attract our
attention as technological; second, ‘technology’, then, is here
probably functioning as a metaphor or symbol for ‘modern
society’ or ‘modern culture’; we mean, the technology which
looks to us somehow out of place in worship, a ‘novelty’ or
‘intrusion’.

To try to illustrate the first point (our selective use of the term
. and its references) I mention the prayer now widely used in
western churches for ‘setting the table’, wherein thanks are
offered for bread and wine not just as ‘fruits of the earth and of
the vine’, but also, quite explicitly for ‘human labour’. ‘Human
labour’ here — as I suppose is evident — is shorthand for the
elaborate technologies of agriculture and viticulture, of milling,
baking and vintage: the accumulated theoretical and practical
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Conclusion

To the extent that worship can embody and sustain Christian love,
hope, and charity then the dehumanising, fragmenting, death-
dealing elements of technology will be called into question. To the
extent that technology can enhance the sense of human freedom,
the unity of the global family, and the possibility of self-
transcendence, then the irrelevant, individualist, and repressive
elements of worship will be called into question. (White:122)

Liturgy is able to offer meaning and belonging in the very

action of liturgy. It is most important that we invest great

energy into education and formation to good liturgy so that the

experience of liturgy may in fact provide meaning and sense of
belonging to the participants — empty ritual can only betray the -
expectation of Christians: then technology would be an

attractive alternative.

At a time when McDonald’s is pushing its totally individualised
“McFeast” concealed in a private package and consumable without
reference to anyone else, a gospel ministry should renew the
celebrative and communal aspect of feasts. Feasts, especially when
the Eucharist is prominent within them, may be antidotes to lonely
and godless eating. (Hopewell, 1983:57)
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forward and backward in time and mediates between inner and
~outer realities in ways that are not just mental connective
gymnastics. Human beings can potentially make unique moves
or choices, they possess a self-consciousness as yet unable to
be reproduced in machines.

Identity

Social theorists (e.g. Giddens 1991) maintain that the artful
cultivation of ‘self” has become the life project of human
beings in the late modern (post-modern, high modern) era.
Turkle (1995) sees the internet as a means of facilitating this
project. She suggests that to resort to the ‘embodiment’
argument (as I have done above) is a romantic diversion that
will be made redundant when identities are formed and played
out in cyberspace. Thus for Turkle, the notion of ‘identity’ is
conflated with discussions of ‘self’. But this self, she suggests,
is likely to become decentred, a situation that potentially has
both freeing and constraining effects for the individual.

Unitary or fragmented ‘self>?

Turkle examines the ways the Windows software environment
enables people to be present in various cyberspaces at a time
through the number of windows they can have active on their
desktops She quotes a young male student as saying,

- I split my mind. ...I just turn on one part of my mind and
then another when»I go from window to window. I'm in
some kind of argument in one window and trying to come
on to a girl in a MUD in another, and another window
might be running a spreadsheet program or some other
technical thing for school... And then I’ll get a real time
message [that flashes on the screen as soon as it is sent
from another system user] and I guess that’s RL. It’s just
one more window” (1998:9).
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Turkle says, “[tlhe life practice of windows is that of a
decentred self that exists in many worlds and plays many roles
at the same time” (1998:9). But one has to wonder if, in
cognitive terms, this is such a new feat. Any mother, for
example will tell you that she can carry on an argument with a
stubborn child, console herself with erotic thoughts about her
partner, work on the household budget and wash dishes while
standing at the sink and looking out of the kitchen window.
Turkle’s student may be present in screen terms to a number of .
‘others’ but he is only attending to these others and playing his
associated roles in serial fashion. However with many kinds of
mediated experiences easily accessible through the internet, it
is suggested that people may experiment with so many
identities that their ‘self’ becomes ‘fragmented’ and therefore
they lose the capacity to maintain stable and meaningful forms
of relating,

On the positive side, Turkle (1995) suggests that ICTs may
play a therapeutic role in people’s lives as there is the potential
to act out situations that trouble them and test consequences
with real people responding, albeit only verbally and at a
distance. She observes that ICTs can act as a mirror much as
the psychotherapist, thus facilitating reflexivity, that is, human
beings’ capacity to reflect on their behaviours and adjust them.
She maintains that the internet allows us to experiment with an
unprecedented number of different personas through mediated
experience and thus ‘try out’ avenues of action and the
reactions of others before acting in RL.

There is much slippage of language between the words ‘self’,
‘role’ and ‘identity’ in Turkle’s work, and the technological
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Technology can become sacramental, it can become a bearer of the
self-giving love of God to a broken world. (White:129)

This is a crucial task for Christian liturgists: we need to name
the elements in technology that can be bearers of the self-
giving love of our God. It is not enough to name the negative
powers of technology, but, as Angela has pointed out, elements
of technology can be enlisted as bearers of God’s love:

ICT can be a stepping stone for meaning in life;

it can subvert traditional, institutionalised authority (both in
society and in religion;

it can create global consciousness and action.

These “will inform the creation of fresh rituals and out of those
rituals may emerge a new symbolic cosmos”.

Task of liturgists
To achieve this we who are liturgists must begin from the sure
foundation of our tradition of liturgy:

That liturgy is itself the gifted initiative of our God,
bequeathed to us in the self-giving experience of the One
who pitched his tent among us.

That liturgy is not about knowledge or information, but
about relationships with others so that the Other may be
present.

That liturgy is not focused as entertainment for spectators
schooled in passivity, but is.engagement with participants
journeying the path of faith and justice.

That liturgy must celebrate life as it really is, truthfully
naming the sinful and the beautiful, the present and the
future; it can never be constrained to be politically correct.
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Virtual community?

Angela also points out that community is vitally 11nked with
personal identity. ICT ‘invites “virtual reality” without a
physical experience of others (at most a mediated experience
away from the person); it eliminates the unpredictable
interaction with others. Virtual community may include a
“community”, but a community manufactured and mediated.
Liturgy, of its essence, requires that “we be there”: “liturgy is
the sacrament of being there”, said Elizabeth Harrington in her
presentation. Liturgy cannot be a spectator sport — we can
only be participants at liturgy. Virtual reality is a controlled -
environment, devoid of the faith response of the other
participants, but it can provide “another place where meanings
are generated and challenged”.

Christian worship has the power to shape individuals and
communities; to provide a vision of the world as God intends it to
be; to inculcate the biblical values of justice, peace, and the
integrity of creation We must try to restore the sense that was so
important to the early pioneers of the liturgical movement and the
proponents of the Social Gospel that men and women and children,
transformed by the deep engagement with the spirit of Christian
common prayer, can in turn transform the society of which they are
a part. (White:122)

Christians need to take seriously the power of worship. From
that standpoint, Christians must engage technology in a
dialogue that “will be one that invites participants to find the
precise ways in which Christian worship can identify and
challenge the negative power of technology” (White:124). It
must be out of our experience of Christian liturgy as communal
that we can take up our task of naming the negative power of
technology. But this is not our only task!
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literature generally, which obfuscates theoretical discussion.
The ‘self’ is often understood as a ‘unitary’ construct which
may then become ‘fragmented’, or a centre which becomes
‘decentred’. A clear distinction needs to be made between
one’s ‘self” and one’s ‘identity’.

In the best of philosophical and theological discourses the
‘self’ is understood as what Deikman (1982) refers to as ‘the
observing self’. It is not unitary or anything else, it is simply
that aspect of a person which stands back and observes as they
perform in all dimensions of inner and outer life. From a
sociological perspective, a person’s behaviours and
performances constitute attributes of their ‘identity/ies’. People
quite customarily enact different identities according to the
social context and associated roles in which they are moving,
mother, shopper, manager or worshipper (Mol 1983:108).

The point is that the recognition of threats to the ‘self® or soul
or spirit as it may be referred to in other contexts has been
common throughout human history (Kinney 1995:774-775).
ICT constitutes another form of communication that increases
the amount of information and the number of persons one may
have to attend to. So where lies the difference? As Turkle
intimates ICTs may do something more. They enable us to
distance ourselves from our interactions and identities because
they are objectified on a screen. This idea resonates with the
effects of some forms of meditation that allow us to stand back
and observe ourselves acting and reacting. The student quoted
above was able to observe his different identities in action, he
clearly was distinguishing between his observer self, the
identities he adopts, and the roles he plays even in RL (just
another window).
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My concern about Turkle’s therapeutic suggestion is that as
yet, there are no really safe environments in cyberspace where
individual privacy is guaranteed (Bruckman 1998:174). While
she proposes the usefulness of ICTs as a testing ground for RL
situations she seems not to appreciate people’s unavoidable and
necessary concomitant embodiedness that contributes to
meaning construction. The body carries a vulnerability which it
cannot leave behind when the self is cavorting in cyberspace.

In religion and therapy environments where traditionally
reflexivity has been encouraged and practised "there are
recognised codes of conduct that protect the space and privacy
of individuals. Further, their personal transformation occurs in
a community context which supports the kinds of changes they
are trying to embrace and renders them meaningful through
day-to-day rituals (Mol 1983:107-108). We can not be so sure
of these protective mechanisms on the www (Carnevale and
Probst 1997:248-250). A competent computer operator, for
example, can track any mailing to a person’s geographical
address (Bruckman 19987174). Though rules are established to
maintain ethical practices in virtual environments (See for
example Gregson 1998) the rituals may be transient and the
rules up for question at any time.

Pubhc or private - a note about Place
For Mol, place is largely a geographical concept associated .
with human habitation, interaction and meamng construction.
But to be in a place is also to take up space. The new ICT
media enable human beings to create new spaces, which then
function as places of association (Dallow 2001:67-69). E-mail
discussion lists, MUDs and Newsgroups are virtual spaces,
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Liturgy and Technology in Dialogue:

Response to Angela Coco’s Paper
David Orr osb

Origins of ICT .

It is inviting to read Angela’s words that the origins of modern
information and communications technology (ICT) came out of
the stables of the military, the chat-rooms, adventure games
and complex training programs of industry. ICT has its roots in
war, distraction and competition.

Cultures may produce technologies, but technologies influence
cultures, said Inari Thiel in her paper (4JL 8/3). Are we able to
name the effects of ICT upon the Churches? Can we import
technologies out of the stables of war, distraction and
competition, into the culture of liturgy in ways that will not
undermine the liturgy itself? We may be able to name
September the 11® but we rarely name October the 7%: one the
invasion of the USA, the other the invasion of Afghanistan!

Possible new ethic

. Angela has named the possibility of a new ethic emerging by
means of ICT: the space now created between text and context
invites us to consider the idea before even knowing the person
who gave the idea. Critical consciousness can now focus upon
the good information provided as text, without the bias of race,
culture, sex or age: we do not have to be blinded by the bearer
of the message — the message alone can invite a new ethical
relationship. Can liturgy take up this opportunity to engender a
new ethic in the Christian community?
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given particular names and addresses, where numbers of
people meet to communicate. The identity of these virtual
places/spaces is shaped by similar considerations about human
behaviours as those associated with geographical ones. Who is
permitted to participate in or occupy this space? What are the
rules for activity in this space? What is permitted in the public
space and what should be kept private? The establishment of
rules and questions of privacy continue to be matters for
concern.

All online interaction is potentially visible. As Foucault (1977)
warns us the logics of power and capitalism rely on human
needs, wishes and desires becoming visible. Once in the public
arena they can be regulated, modified, commodified and used
to make profit. MUDs enable others to participate in our mind
space which is therefore made visible and recordable in
databases in ways never before envisioned (Bell 2001:81).
People may choose what they make public, but it seems that
many, enjoying the satisfaction of finding others of like mind,
and frequently not well-versed in the capacities of computer
technology, are unaware that their intimate discussions may be
viewed and traced by unknown others.

However a shared conceptual and imaginative public space
devoid of traditional kinds of institutional rules and regulations
may be just the realm needed to generate symbols and
narratives for a new social order. Slevin argues for the potential
of ICTs to facilitate the imagining of a new human ethics. He
says that in public, in the space of the visible we are mandated
to reconstruct and account for our collective morality. He sees
ICTs as providing a new space for deliberative mediated
publicness which, while not the same as dialogic forms of
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interaction (eg. the telephone), may complement them (Slevin
2000:185). The communicative structures enabled by the
internet provide the potential for more people to participate in
democratic negotiation (Slevin 2000:197).

Questions about ethics-and the boundaries between public and
private are generally raised and debated in particular types of
communities. If individuals imagine different ways of being in
the world as a result of their interactions online it follows that
they may also attempt to create new collective identities or
communities both online and offline (Dallow 2001:67).
However the extent to which a ‘virtual’ community of the type
facilitated by www interaction can function as a ‘real’
community has also been the focus for considerable reflection.

Community

‘Virtual’ communities are mooted to become the new places
where human beings find meaning and belonging long lost
from their RL communities. Howard Rheingold, a long-term
virtual community member in WELL (Whole Earth *Lectronic -
Link), has hailed in the new era of ‘virtual communities’ where
he says, “we do everything people do when they get together,
but we do it with words on computer screens, leaving our
bodies behind. Millions of us have already built communities
where our identities commingle and interact electronically,
independent of local time or location” (Rheingold 1999:414).
Such predictions have sparked debates about the nature of
‘community’ and the difference between virtual communities
and real communities. However the tendency to cast the
discussion in dualistic opposites, virtual versus real, obscures
the social actor who is the same bodied person moving between
the two (Horner 2001:71-81).
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Rheingold, for example, also has an interest in meeting the
people from WELL in RL, he says that with electronic
communities the difference lies in how you get to know people.
For him, the computer is one of most important vehicles for
making new friends. In virtual reality you can get to know
people and then choose to meet them, whereas in RL you meet
them first and then get to know. them (Rheingold 1998:159).
Rheingold’s contradictory reasoning invokes-activities in RL,
including the need for the physical presence of friends, while
claiming that ‘virtual communities’ can replace other kinds of
communities.

The word ‘community’ has been used in so many contexts as to
become somewhat meaningless. We refer to a ‘community
spirit’, ‘the local community’, ‘community jobs plan’ (An
Australian government work for the dole initiative),
‘worshipping community’ and so on. The symbolic power of
these expressions means that the word ‘community’ is not only
a description but also has strong ideological and normative
connotations (Bell and Valentine 1997:93). People need to
‘belong’ to communities in which they also generate and
ritualise the values, beliefs and goals that inform their lives
(Mol 1983:106-108). Without participation in community
people are said to be ‘alienated’, a condition that is felt to
undermine general social cohesion (Durkheim 1952). But Mol
makes a distinction between geographical communities, and
social communities, such as clan, kin, work and religious
associations (1983:7-10). For him what makes a group function
like a community for an individual, is not the type of
community but the individual’s commitment or faith, their
‘emotional attachment’ to the group (1983:106).
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Communities, real or virtual?

Clearly if the idea of ‘community’ is tied to ageographical
place a virtual gathering cannot become a ‘real’ community.
Delanty (2000) provides a more workable definition of
community that allows us to move beyond the dilemma. He
argues that, in post-modern society, community can be
identified according to three characteristics; “(1) solidarity in
the sense of togetherness, a feeling of collectivity and mutual
attachments; (2) trust, as opposed to the secrecy and the
distance that characterized life in the social; and (3) autonomy,
in that community involves recognition of the value of the
person as a social being” (2000:117). This way of
understanding community describes a set of social processes
 rather than linking the notion solely either to other people with
particular attributes or to territories. Delanty’s characterisation
of community, and Mol’s identification of the actions of
persons who understand themselves to belong to a community
reveal that the distinction made between ‘real’ and ‘virtual’
communities is not very useful when trying to understand the
meaning of such groups for individuals. The debate is founded
upon different theoretical formulations of what constitutes a
community rather than on people’s experiences and
interactions in a group they call ‘community’. A more
promising research question is ‘how can an online group
function in some sense like a community for participants?”’

When 1 asked members of the BrisbaneWitches e-mail
discussion groups (BrisbaneWitch@yahoo.com;
BrisbaneWitches@yahoo.com) what they considered makes
them a community (a termi they frequently used in their
discussions) they reported experiences similar to those
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will inform the creation of fresh rituals and out of those rituals
may emerge a new symbolic cosmos.
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and communities that people create and participate in both
online and offline.

Talk of multiple identities and virtual communities as if they
were an overwhelming source of information and mediated .
experiences proceeds as if people were culturally inept,
passively reacting to or absorbing all that is placed before
them. Far from making the virtual world their ‘real’ world,
most people. will selectively use ICTs as another
communicative tool to meet their everyday needs for
belonging, stability, creativity and personal growth.

The internet enables a new kind of place that allows people to
create associations of like minded others across -the
organisational and ideological boundaries that have
traditionally defined and policed the limits of identity
construction and human association. Through the concomitant
explosion of information dissemination moral authorities have
lost their major source of legitimation which lay in their
possession and control of information (Castells 1997). ICTs, as
phenomenon of the post-modemn condition, have opened a
space between text and context in which the potential lies for
individuals and collectivities to begin to negotiate new forms
of ethical relations (Finn 1992:113-114).

On the other hand ICTs are a means of cultural transmission
and as such they are bound to reproduce the inequities already
existing in society. But as people from different racial
backgrounds, genders and social positions gather in virtual
places like online forums perhaps they will routinise alternate
interactions which will encode new meanings. Those meanings
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described by Rhinegold. They declared that they were
committed to ‘communing together’ on an open-ended and
flexible basis. Involvement in online discussion made them feel
part something larger than themselves, a group of like-minded
people who responded to needs, calls for informational and
physical help and provided general companionship. They
experienced belonging, and the knowledge that they were not
alone. My content analysis of list postings also revealed
considerable discussion and debate about ethical concerns
surrounding sexuality in ritual and commercialisation of the
pagan craft. :

Virtual communities therefore, may provide another place
where meanings are generated and challenged and new
individual and group identities are formed. But we can see also
from the example, and from Rheingold’s ideas of relationships,
that online meeting places are often the sites for negotiation of
offline gatherings and relationships.

Negative reactions to virtual communities claim that they will
become the homes of specific and narrow special interest
groups and proliferate in cyberspace to such an extent that the
result will be social anarchy (Mueller, 1987). However such
criticisms are made in absence of the material facts of life.
When. it comes to the maintenance of self, human beings
participate in many forms of association, committees, families,
workplace relationships, self-help groups, coffee meets,
religious groups and so on. Each of these in their own way
contributes something to the person’s life needs and in each
they will play out a role with identity attributes appropriate to
the group they are attending. Much of this activity occurs prior
to and apart from their position in front of the computer.
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Authority or anarchy?

Historically the idea of community was bound up with
centralised authority, universal truths and defended in
hierarchically organised social settings (Slevin 2000:46).
Individuals and smaller groups in the current era, focusing on
self and identity projects, question forms of authority that they
perceive have lost their legitimacy. This has led to further
social conflict and struggle. The individual is left with the
choice of creating meaning through continued risk and
sampling of mediated experience and perhaps participating in
new social movements (such as the environmental movement),
or retreating to the safe black and white world of
fundamentalism (for example the white supremacy movement -
http://www kukluxklan.org) (Castells 1997). We see both of
these social trends in associations online and offline.

The decentering communicative mechanisms enabled by ICTs
permit ephemeral forms of association in which individuals
learn and become accustomed to different ways of
communicating their wishes and being heard. They are more
able create and disseminate images of themselves that
challenge those circulated by traditional hierarchical . and
hegemonic institutions (Sanderson and Fortin 2001:202-203).
Such intensive detraditionalization has meant that at the
societal level neither governments nor other organisations, such
as traditional religions, know how to run these new forms of
association (Slevin 2000:98). This kind of subversion and
disruption of traditional institutional mechanisms reverberates
in our sense of national identity and the meaning of global
citizenship.

4.1.3.9 .
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ICT for such things as internet banking as they were unable to
acquire credit cards, and the maintenance of internet
connections would also present financial difficulties.

Castells groups what he calls the ‘third world’ and low socio-
economic areas in the ‘first world’ into a Fourth World; a
~disconnected strata of people who are suffering similarly from
changes accompanying the growth of ICTs . He writes that in

recent decades,

. networks of capital, labour, information, and markets
linked up, through technology, valuable functions, people
and localities around the world, while switching off from
their networks those populations and territories deprived of
value and interest for the dynamics of global capitalism.
There followed the social exclusion and economic
irrelevance of segments of societies, of areas of cities, of
regions, and of entire countries, constituting what I call the
_“Fourth World’ (Castells 1998, 2000:368).

Meaning and place in the informational society
So what of meaning and what of place in the informational
society? 1 have been trying to demonstrate that individual
identities are shaped by personal, territorial and global
conditions. Meaning is constructed by individuals in situated
conditions, virtual and geographical, and is not discontinuous
with personal and collective histories. Most of the claims for
the revolutionary nature of ICTs and reactions to those claims
are made in the absence of due consideration of the body that
comes and goes from the computer, and engages in activities
like eating, sleeping, working, worshipping and socialising.
These activities form the context and content for meaning-
making and to a large extent influence the types of identities
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fellow villagers for a small fee. Hossain explained that the
availability of a telephone also provided local women with a
means to check market prices in different venues and therefore
to convey and sell their crops to the highest bidder
(Information Technology in Regional Areas Conference 2001).

These examples suggest that ICTs used in specific and targeted
ways may facilitate the critical consciousness® of people in
developing countries and enable them to mobilise resources on
their own behalves. Certainly the empowering and democratic
potential of ICTs is the utopian hope of enthusiasts (See for
example, Kedzie 1997).

At the same time there is also a significant and growing
proportion of poverty in western nations that militates against
the dream of equity in an information society. In my
geographical area the Council has attempted to alleviate the
situation of the technology ‘have-nots’ by providing computers
and training programs to specific disadvantaged communities.
As project officer for one of the programs I investigated the
way the community responded to the advent of ICTs. Many
residents conveyed to me that they had no need for a computer
and could not afford one even if they did (reinforcing
Ovington’s 2001 findings). They indicated that even if they
acquired a computer, they would never be in position to use

2 Paulo Freire (1974) coined this expression. His main argument was that
oppressed peoples are isolated and given only particular kinds of
information sufficient to keep them in their places. He recommended that
they were provided an education that raised their awareness of the facts of
social life that would set them questioning the inevitability or necessity of

their situation. Armed with such an education they would develop a ‘critical .

consciousness’ which would lead to empowering actions.
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Global consciousness

According to- Castells there are two contradictory movements
taking place worldwide which impact on our individual and
collective identities. On the one hand, huge transnational
conglomerates, “enacted by networks of wealth, technology,
and power” are forming and delimiting the powers of
individual nations (1997:68). The market flows to where
concentrations of capital are the most likely to occur, in large
cities and global corporations. A recent example in Australia is
the centralisation and digitising of banking services. Not only
have many banking branches closed down in rural as well as
suburban areas, but bank personnel, in the remaining bank
- premises, insist that one uses the auto-teller machines rather
than enter the bank building for personal service.

On a national scale these corporatising moves mean that
sectors of populations increasingly desert country areas and
migrate towards large cities looking for work, while
immigrants and refuges enter to occupy the abandoned places.
It takes little reflection to recognise that existing social
inequities are being exacerbated, with a growing body of
people being identified as the ‘information poor’. Globalising
political and economic trends threaten to empty our lived world
of personal meaning (we interact with machines rather than
people), which is the reason for the second trend observed by
Castells.

Empirical evidence around the world shows social movements
emerging from communal resistance to these globalising
tendencies. These resistance identities; include ecologists,
feminists, religious fundamentalists, nationalists and localists.
Castells predicts that such movements with specific, but
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globally meaningful identity projects are the potential subjects
of the Information Age. He suggests that if cultural codes are to
change in ways that generate more equitable ways of
organising, the revolution will need to be led by such ‘symbol
mobilizers’ (Castells 1997:361).

My discussion so far has focused on ICT issues that have been

the preoccupations of activists, ‘politicians and scholars in

developed countries. However the increasing inter-dependency

of all nations, in part brought about by globalising trends, .
makes it less possible to form Western individual and

collective identities as if other nations did not exist. Some

researchers are attempting to bridge the ICT gap between the

situations in developing. countries and those in developed

nations.

. Social justice -

It makes little sense to talk of the information society in
countries where starvation, access to. clean water and health
care are the main day to day concerns (Spender 1995:250).
Most rural sectors of developing (third world) populations are
not connected to telecommunications services such as
telephone lines, radio or satellite and many inhabitants have
never used telephones (Hossain and Sanyal 2001; Sentongo
2001). Any talk of ICT use means attending to these structural
issues. At a 2001 conference in Rockhampton, Australia
(ITiRA) several speakers outlined projects being undertaken in
India, the Asia-Pacific region, Papua New Guinea and Africa.

Dr Sentongo (2001), a. member of the Association of Uganda
Women Medical Doctors, described a project which aimed to
train five female Ugandan medical doctors in the use of email
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and the internet. Their aim was then to seek information about
women’s health, and package and disseminate it electronically
to non-government organisations (NGOs) in Uganda. They
maintained that the technology was invaluable for keeping
them updated on improvements in their medical profession that
had direct and positive health consequences for the villagers
served by the NGOs. -

The difficulties under which this project worked are unheard of
in most parts of Australia. For example the five doctors had
access to only two computers, only one of which was
connected to the internet. Many rural areas in Uganda were
disadvantaged by lack of electricity to run IT equipment, and in
those areas where servers were available they continually broke
down. But more foundational issues concerning the role of
women as home keepers and their resultant lack of adequate
formal education, militated against women’s use of technology
where it was available, for example in urban areas (Sentongo
-2001:296). These are attitudinal and cultural issues which
cannot be changed by provision of funds and 1nfrastructure
alone.

In a different project, the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh took a
gentle approach to “engineering a  “delicate  social
transformation ... to changing perception” of the roles of rural
women in African society (Hossain and Sanyal 2001:31). The
main goal of its “Village Phone’ project was to ensure that even
if a person did not own a telephone “he/she should have access
to a telephone within a ten minute walk” (Hossain and Sanyal
2001:33). The values of this mltlatlve lay in that it established a
new income-generating source for those villagers who
purchased a phone from the bank and made it available to
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