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chapter two €

Forms of interactivity: the
disappearance of
the audience
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What is the differénce between active and interactive? The supposed distihction serves as a
definition of new media - that is, the media form has some embedded notion of intefactivity
that transformms it from the relationship that traditional media forms have possessed. On
superficial levels, the evel of activity and engagement of someone reading a novel may be as
high or higher than the claimed interactivigy of che computer-game player. Although this
cldim of greater engagement and activity cdn be made on behalf of the non-inceractive novel,
interactiviry implies some sort of transformative relationship between the user of the media
and thé media form itself. Encoded into new media is che capacity to transform the actuial
flow and presentation of the material itself, This transformative relationship is critical in
understanding the difference becween active and interactive, and also provides the perceived
superiotity of the ifiteractive medid environment over the active media envirorient.

Lec’s ponder the idea of activity and how it has been conceptualized in ocmﬂcﬁ& studies of
media. In the introductory chaprer 1 indicated that the active audience thesis macﬁ%&, a
useful searting point for understanding new media because it investigated the productive
qualities of media consumption and reception. Active can be conceptualized in a variety of
ways. It can imply an engaged fani audience or a music-inspired subculture, or simply a
negotiated or perhaps ironic Rmnwam of a newscast. Thinking of the audience as active means
that audience members ‘work’ on media texts. Where we can see this activity most
pervasively represenited by audiences is in their ‘intertexcual’ work on media texts.
Intercextualicy ackhowledges the presence in any En&m form of oclter texts. Those other texts
help determine the interpretation and reading of the givén text through comparisons of
similarity and difference with other texts. Although these connections o other texts may be
encoded by the producers of the text, they only become enacted tiirough the audience’s
process of interpretacion. The acrivity of the audience generally with traditional media is ac
the point of consumption or reception even as the dctivity begins to change the EnmEamm of
these terms iritp something productive.

Interactive implies some element that transcends what we have described here as activigy,
which can be tseful to investigate the culrural shift in identity and subjectivity that is
connected to new media, Unfortunately, the term interactivity has been overused by the new
B&_m industties in o&m_, to seil the distinctiveness and value of their new technologies to Hrn
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hype. Nonetheless, interactivity can be a uséful way to distinguish new media culcure. In
order to reclaim the term, it is perhaps useful to explore its various incarnations in usage and
through that etymological tracing identify some of the unique qualities that have shifted.

The roots of the term ‘interactivity’ provides us with some interesting insights. It is easy
for us to forget the routineness with which the verb ‘interact’ was once used. To interact
simply meant to relate on multiple fevels to others. It implied a kind of group dynamic that
one would foster in the classroom or other meeting settings. Fundamentally, interactions
were a more elaborated interpersohal form of communication. The OED defines interactive
as simply ‘influencing each other and involves ‘people working together’. Thus its most
common usage prior to aéw medid was connected to two areas: group psychology where new
therapies were developed that expanded beyond the talking cure through interaction with
others; and in education where the effort was to improve the learning experience. Interaction
had the connotation that the exchange berween people identified a further engagement and
vestment in what was being presented — in others words, participants would take a greater
possession of the ideas talked about because they had exchanged and debated those ideas and
made them at least partially their own.

It is imporeant, then, to read the concept of interactivity as emerging very directly from
the value of interpersonal communication. Embedded int the concept is also soine sense of
more egalitarian relations among participants. Interactiviey, at least in its ideal form,
represented something that displaced the authority of any discourse in its dispersion among a
group, and in its appropriation and articulation by thac group’s rembers.

Another key usage of interaction has been in any ficld that has connected to
environmental discourse. Interaction implied a Sehsitivity to an ecology of space and place.
In architecture, building materials were chosen that made sense in terms of their
environment and Eﬂmmﬁnn& approptiately in that space. Buildings themselves were seeh as
environments that people could use and which chey could iove through appropriately.
Similarly, in theatre space, light and acoustics were designed to provide the right mix for the
particular production. Interaction and interactivity ds concepts were thus connected to
something that was complere or ar least holistically représented in its acknowledgement of
the interplay of many elements in the constitution of any space. Ecology and systerms theory
would be drawn to expressing the inherent structuré of an environnient in complex patterns
of interactiviry. .

These two terminological origins of interactivity are foundational in undesstanding why
interactivity has been such a powerful metaphor for describing new media culeure, Using
interactivity is as much a reflection of the desire to reach or return to these states with new
cultural rechnologies as it is a celebration of the new. Calling something interactive expresses
a utopian conceit that this return cdn be achieved and possibly successfully attained ina
betrer way than in the past.

In new media culture, these two usages, albeit rransposed from environmiental discourse
and interpersonal communication, can be mmmmﬁ to manifest into two clear forins of
interactivity. Ogje form of interactivity relies on replicating the interpersonal and its value for

the appropriation of meaning. New media forms thar privilege this dimension provide
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the cultural form. New media forms are thus modelled on providing the possibility of
exchange and interplay. The second form of interactivity privileged in new média forms is
their capacity to provide complete énvironments. The omu_.umnmed of these new media is a kind
of immersive state, Virtual reality is the endgame of this ecological form of interactivity,
where the individual becoines part of a complete system in a game or an environment. The
greater objective is complete simulation within chese environments where sight, touch, taste
and smell are recreated within the new media form for the player or user. M |
A third direction in the development and use of interactivity was a kind of representation o
mwmﬂannﬂ. from the forms of interaction that past media forms presented. In a &m_‘%_m one-
upmanship, new media was a redction to the limitations of its predecessors. Hmnnﬁw.,nmin% thus
reant a greater connegtion to an audience, where the past radio or television form of
interaction was indirect and through forms such as fan mail. New medids interaction was a
cohtiriuous connection or at least the promise of continuous interactivicy between mommmn dnd
audience. Interactivity thus expressed the breakdown of the broadcast model of m..ﬁ mmmmn._‘w of
information. This chird usage became prevalent in the hype of new media. Trs promise of chang
and empowerment intersected with the audience’s desice for gréater control of its Bm&m_mon?m.
Each of these kirds of interactivity usage has been deployed in the development of rew
media by both industry and users. Together, these thre¢ conceprualizations of mumwnmnmia\
momn.n to a transformation in expectations in popular and media culture. Froth the vantage
point of these three key terminological origins of interactivicy, we can investigate how other
authors have thought abotit the meaning and significance of interactivity. . |
With its overuse related to new media, interacrivicy lost sotné of its connection to its pas|
theanings and began to represent the technological veisions of inceraction. As mwmvmn Aarseth
ihtones: “To declare a system Interactive is to endorse it with 2 Hmmmmn ﬁmﬁnm .ﬁ»ﬁmnﬂr. 1997).
Many other theorists and writers agree thdt anﬁ.mn%mw% has become an ideological construct
of the .WEEmE, that has lost its enipowering value. The actual term interacrivity was mote or
_nm“m coined to describe new media, as previous derivations of the word such as interact and
interactions were not as strongly associated with technology. Indeed, the OFD added nmmm
definition of interactive, which identifi¢s this shift in méaning to become a techrical tered in
computing by 1967: ‘Permaining to or being a computer or other electronic an&n.m that allows
a two-way How of infatination becween it and a user, responding jmmediately to the laccer’s
inptit’ (OED, 2002). The terni interactivity remains outside ow. the dictionary wnmm&mm its
ubiquity in use. This has led many others to identify that interactivity ana. ,hmu&&mnmw to the
relationship and ‘interface’ berween human and machine. There is a mv.nnﬁd_n,w of wn_éw of
interactivity, but the ultimate form réfers to complete simulation: |

[Adn attribute or functionatity, Mﬁmmmo_ﬁ_ ly designed into mari-made objects
physical, or virtual environments, characteyized 9\ the ability to sense o
accurately, then respond or react dynamically and intelfigently to So_<mEm:w
gestures, expressions, or chahges in human bodily or psychological mﬁwﬂmm and
intentions, changes in geographic location, changes in environmental wona:mo?
or any combination. Such dyhamic Sﬁm_:@.m:nm may be achieved by ﬁmm mmm of
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and network connections to other systems and data. Ideas or no:nwuﬁm for new
applications exhlbiting interactivity are traditionally communicated to other
people through usér scenarios.

{Interactivity Corisultants, 2003)

Over the last decade, there have been many efforts to define this new form of
interactivity. For instance, the game designer Chris Crawford explains thar interactivity has
to be thought of more as a process than an object of an endpoint (Crawford, 2002). The
investigations of interactivity in computer-mediated communications have generated some
interesting insights. Writing in 1995, Rogers set as the objecrive with technology thac
interactivity must be seen as a goal: ‘[interactivity is] the degree to which participants in a
communication process cin exchange ioles and have control over their murual discourse’
(Rogers, 1995: 314). Working out the new relations between human and machine led some
writers to coin new terms that ﬁw&mm_wbam the key differences becween traditional media and
new media forms, Goldsmith and O’Regan explain that we can'no longer think of the viewer
in the era of the internet: ‘Interactivity, at some levels, transforms the relation between
consumer and producer as the “viewer” is intimhately involved in mixing or producing their
screen media experience’ (O'Regan and Goldsmith, 2002: 103). In cheir work bn How new
media ‘remediate’ existing media presentation, Bolter and Grusin explain that interactivity is
essentially how new media continuously engage thé person in making choices as to what they
see and how they see it (2000: 29). Where looking at a film demands a condnuity of viewing
position, new media often demand that you make decistons about what you will see next.
The immediacy with which the computet screen transforms to these decisions defines the
distinccive quality of the interactive experience. Lev Manovich, while outlining che
redundancy of the teym ‘interactive’ because all computer-human communication is
interactive, provides Some nuanced readings of what interaction entails and attempts to
theorize how this changes the actor who engages in new media. He wants to think beyond
the simplicity and ‘iteral interpretation’ (200 1: 57) of interactivity being defined by the press
of @ button or a mouse-click to a new hyperlinked web page. These material objectifications
of interactivity allow us to overlook the way in which these are not our own decisions but
rather the links provided to us by someone else. To identify this difference Manovich
explains: “The cultural technologies of an industrial society - cinema and fashion — asked us
to identify with someone else’s bodily image. Interactive media ask us ro identify with
someone else’s mental structure, If the cinema viewer, miale and female, lusted after and ried
to emulate the body of the movie stir, the computer user is asked to follow the mental
trajectory of the new media designér' (2001: 61).

One can discern that there is a clear dialectical tension that emerges from these atrempts
to comprehend interactivity in new media. On the one hand interactivicy implies a form of
empowerment of the player or user, where the individual gains a sense of control over the
time and images with which they will engage. Moving from link to link on the web is
indeterminate and unpredictable except by the user themselves. So the user has control. On
the other hand, interactivity implies only apparent control. In reality the new media

through the rwe faces ol inrericovity: conrrol and treedon.

ontrol

One of the defining features of new media is its dependence on the techpology of computers.
No matter what new media form ohe conteriiplates, the computer chip, the microprocessor
and computer languages are somehow at its core. These computer technofogies have
developed in a number of directions over timg. Certainly the microchip has allowed for the
miniaturization of the functions of computers and this has permitred the technology o be
integrated into the design of many products. For exardple, the mobile phone is more than
teléphony in its capacity to store numbers and addresses, and in its ability to have simple
games displayed on its screen precisely becausc of the integration of computer rechnology
with relecornmunications. Similarly, even the mote elaborate remote controls of digital
television or the new digisal video recorders are reliast on noEm:nn?BFﬂ“nm hardware and
software. The plethora of electronic toys such as Game Boys and electronic ‘pess’ can only
have emerged from the expansion of use of omputer-related technologies to new nommﬁmwn
uses. New media is tHerefore an extension of the uses made of computer technglogy into
other consumer, information and entertainment domains.

The controlling aspect of new media is derived from this computer technology 4nd how
it worlks. First of all, it is important to understand that computers and thelr powers of
computation are related to a reduction of information to basic units. At the core of che
developmént of computers is this binary system of allocating meaning and significance. All
computations are related to a series of ones and zeroes. They may be a very long string of
ones and zeroes, but nonetheless everything that is placed into and thiough a cofapliter s in
effect transformed into ones and zeroes ~ a kind of elaborate switching device Mun?.nmb off (0)
and on (1). For example, your computer screen is composed of pixels, bascially $mall dots of
light. Each of those pixels in terms of its colour constitution is defined by a cade of 1sand 0s
which define that colour. Every key stroke that you press o your keyboard is fikewise
defined into this code at its very base. Computers from their origin developed two capacities:
the abilicy to store numbers in a memory and the ability o exercise a series of operations or
noganmmm on those codés o complete the computations, _Oo,m,.mcnnn languages that have
developed over the last 50 years are ways to write, mapipulace and read the code.

The reduction of all information to a binary code is called digltalization. One prominent
form of digitalization, the process of converting sound and image into &mwmmm form, has
tansforined the video and music industries as their formerly standalone an:ohommmm have
been absotbed into computers that can read and manipulate the content. The basis of media
convergence that we associate with mn‘& media is che abilisy to convert all media forms intg
computer code. This conversion is into a digiral message. Musical aoﬁnmnm discé and film-
related DVDs are the driginal products of this conversion. Current variations of the



The beauty of computers and their storage and compurational capacity is that they can
handle incredibly comiplex codes and codes upon codes of information. With the
development of the microchip the storage of complex information no longer required the
vast space of very large computers and, progressively, could be handied by more compact
machines.

As we have mentioned, digitalization can only be read through codes and commands
generated by computer programmers who can produce it through various computer
‘languages’. The development of the ‘software’ that runs on the hardware of computers is
thus generated code that builds layers of code to prodicce the graphic user interface we are
used to seeing on computer screens. These layers of codes are a series of incerrelated
commands that make the programs actually ruz. These commands are likewise built on the
same system of binary codes that are the basts of all computers and their work.

The programs generated are thus shaping, by their design, the way people use compurers.
It may not be obvious because of their complexity; nonetheless computer programs provide
clear boundaries and borders for their users. These design boundaries can be thought of as
very elaborate systems of control. Perhaps the best example to illustrate how computers are
systems of control is people’s use of videogames and comptiter gamés. Many gamcs are quite
complex, with multiple levels and possibilities. Ultimately, however, games as computer
programs are designed with specific objectives and goals that cannot be changed by players.
There may be a feeling of the power to manipulate and engage in the game as a player, but
the basic parameters of the game are fixed. The feeling of interactivity is thus constructed
and defined within a range of choices and boundaries. .

Control is at the very core of how computers developed as a eechnology. Conceptually,
computers can be thought of as ‘smart mathines’ that exhibit some qualities of what
researchers call artificial intelligence. Smart machines demonstrate two key elements:

1. they can act autonomously, and .
2. they can interact with humans in dn appropriate dnd useful way.

The integration of ‘smart’ behayiour is what differentiates old redia fundamentaily from
new media. Our celevisions are snarter because they can adjust the picture semi-
autonomously to light conditions and they can intéract through digital technology to an
array of consumer desires via the remote control. Similarly our various appliances, such as
heating and cooling systems, ar¢ ‘siriarter’ because théy can be programined to adjust and
modulate the remperature appropriately and regularly to the needs and conditions of a
household.

The conceptual origins of ‘smart’ technology and computers is something called
cybernetics. Cybernetics reans simply a system of self-steering. Its history is connected to
ballistics research from the Second ‘World War, but it emerged contémporancously in the
fields of environmental science or ecology and systems theory in political and social sciences.
The theoretical breakthrough associated with cybernetics can best be explained through
ballistics. Researchers such as Norbere Wiener were faced with the problem that when people
shot missiles at acroplanes in the sky they missed too regularly. By the time the missiles
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developed the idea of ihtegrating the target, the missile ahd the missile launching into one
interrelated system. If technology could be developed that linked the plane o the missile in
some way so that when the plane changed course the missile would m&cmu,ﬁ accordingly, then
more missiles would be launched successfully and more planés shot down. .M.Vn objective or
goa! of the system was gruesome but simple; to have the plane and the missile meet. What
was needed was a feedback system that allowed for information or ﬁoﬁﬁ::.ﬁm_ﬁomv o occur
betweeri pldne and missile. The nature of that information would work to adjust che rissite
to maintain the objective of the system (Wiener, 1948}. Ultimaely, ballistics research
developed ‘smart’ missiles that had the ability to alter their course w match their targes we
have seen them in use in both Gulf Wars. This cybernetic insight wis not limited to missile
rescarch but became a way to model both the himan and hatural world into interrelated and
interacting systems. |

In cybernetics, any information generated was there to constrain the system towards its
objectives. Simple cybernetic systems that demonstrate this constraint are devices such as _
ﬁrnwﬁﬁmﬂmwﬁ where any change in temperature from what is the norm or objective of the
system leads to feedback that tuens the heat on or off, When everything is on trget, the
syster is described as in equilibrium or homeoszasis.

Understanding cybernetics allows us to comprehend how the kind of interactivicy
developed by computers (which works on this cybernetic model) is really about incegrating
the person into the objectives of the system and conserving its outcomes. The cultures of
new media mean fiving in this cybernetic world of cantrol or, 4t the very least, the potential
for control.

Ler's go through a few examples to get further intg the controlling quality of new media

cultures.

Constant surveillance

One of the cultural conditions of new media cultures is that we are constantly surveyed and
surveilled. The techniques of moniroring people have grown in their moww._mmmm&ob and their
cybernetic feedback loops. For over 20 years; public and private spaces have had increasing
m.c&vﬂwm of video cameras. With their minlaturizadon nmﬂoamw annonﬁmm“ cameras can be
locted virtually anywhere. The performance cyber-attist Stellarc graphically demonstrated
this in one of his works, where he allowed a miniature camera to explore his throat mbn.&
stomach. In the mbre everyday world, the camera has become ubiquitous in its nozanw.on of
information for feedback to control spaces. Because carhéras can be more edsily operated
remotely, they can more effectively cohtrol spaces and nmwonw back to some cengral base for
disciplinary action. One of the more interesting variations on camera use includes the
fannycam to monitor the activities of baby-sitters while parents are not home. Web rings
have been set up internationally to monitor the security of hotises. Gated communities are
models of the eybernetic world: their systems of surveillance ensure that the Wommw of the
system are maintdined while anything foreign or extraordinary to the system is tieated as a

kind of feedback thag has to be eliminated. The effect of the massive video surveillance can



the potential for being warched we begin o internalize the constraints of the system into our
own behaviour patterns and our consciences: we in effect adopt the goals of the system.

The surveillance in new media culture goes beyond the camera. Our believed anonymity
when we use the internet is a myth. Although the sheer number of users shields us from the
reality, our actions do leave digital eraces, in the form of ‘cookies’, of where we have been. The
lack of privacy in emaif has been demanstrated in countless corporate fraud case, such as the
Enron scandal. Similagly, law enforcemient has been deployed regularly since 11 September
2001 in the United States and elseshere to track various internet uses by individuals and to
monitor individuals who have frequented certain sites or newslists that are deemed to represent
national security or terrorist risks. The cdpacity to monitor is related to the ability of programs
to work intelligently to find apparent risks rélatively autonomously. What would appear to be
an intimidating amount of information that the internet presents becomes possible to comb
through with ‘bots’ and spiders chat are véry like search engines in their methods of compiling
and organizing informarion. The memory and storage capacity of supercomputets also allows
even more elaborate cross-referencing ro occur even as information is simply archived.

Even that which appears benign in new media cultures can operate as a system of
cybernetic control. In supermarkets in the United States patrons are given cards o access
savings on their purchases. Each time you shop, you give information abolit your shopping
preferences into an elaborate strictured database, The encoding of that informarion
determines to a degree what coupons for new products and specials are handed out, printed
on the back of the receipt for the nﬁmﬁmo_w,rwm to use in Riture shopping trips, The imparting of
information helps construct a consdmer profle and this profile is then sold on to companies
for further direct marketing and adverdising. The cybernetic system in this case is
wonderfully articufated to individual preferences; but it works to structure us into the larger
unified objective of the consumer capitalist economy and the need to maintain the economic
equilibrium through maintenance of our consumption levels and our consumption identity.

Technological adaptation

The array of products that possess interactive capabilities scerns endless. The smart
rechnology that aliows for human—computer mnnnnmwnmnwm where greater and greater elements
of our lives are automated also patterns our thinking and our behaviour. This patterning is
subtle but ever present in contemporary everyday life. What is occurring is a form of
technological adaptatiop to the cybernetic designs of products. We become acculrurated
the feedback loops and where we, ds users, fit into the design of the system. The capacity to
adapt to new technology is noticeably more rapid with younger people than older people.
Nonetheless, we all experiénce a learing process with any new program, any new television
guiding system or any new mobile phone System. These require us to work out the way a
particular technology/system works best mwm coordinate our use to tHat oEnQrﬁ. Owver time,
the processes become seconid nature; in other words, they vmnomun normal and relatively
mundane and unevenéful. For example, the process of using a mobile phone for text or sms
messaging was originally onerous, yet over time heavy users have cothe to consider it just
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It is important to isolate and analyse chose particular moments where the nnn_r:wmmww is
aliens and difficult, and the process of leatning the appropriate way to use FEEMEEM and
lugubrious. Those moments point to how we are fitting into a particular annmmn._n system
whete our intesactions are still not in tune with chg technology. For example, we have all
experienced automidted phone systems when we call large corporations or insticutions. These
systems have becomie very sophisticated. Some are organized around voice and word
recognitlon, and respond to these by repearing key words to ensure that the program has
‘anderstood’ what the client is seeking. When dutomated phone systems usé this sechnique, they
are working within a range of possible responses and have determined an appropriate mmswm. As
often happens, one’s particular query falls otiside of the cyberneic range and presents 2
problem. We as users experience the frustration of interactivity that does not acknowledge our
owh unique cases as it actempts to group likely problems and issues. This feeling of &mmmunﬂ:ﬂm
with a cybernetic system helps us understand the way thar a particular system demands
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adapration 4nd also the way it regulazes ouf behaviouss into regularized solutions.

Inclusion/ideology

In the flm Mirority Report (2002), Tom Cruise’s charactet is regularly hailed direcdy and by
name by passing advertising biltboards of major retailers, encouraging him to buy. The
billboards determined his presence ahd interacted by scanning his retina and thus were able
to make a vocal appeal to the characier. Although the film is set in the middle of the twenty-
first cencury, the collecdon of informartion oh individuals makes this direct address through
interactive advertising a distinct possibility. Through the elaborate collection of information
we are Included in an intricate and interconnected system of consumer culture. When we
buy one product as describéd above, the information circulates to advertisers and producers
to speculate what we might buy next. The cybernetic system then provides a series of
connections that often séem endless. We receive related junk mail; we are solicited via email;
we receive phone calls. Our information is bought and sold regularly in this system, The
acciracy of our identity is the cybemnetic component that makes these pitches increasingly
more precisé in their address. In a related way, digital video recorders offer a m.mommwa that
tries to anticipate what we would like to watch based on our past practices, and if feft to its
own automated coatrols will begin recording its selections. ,

How can we understand the inclusionary feeling chat is produced by the interactivity of
cybernetic systems that begin to read our moods and predispositions? What metaphors can
be used to help us understand this contemporary structure of feeling? On one level, the
system is becoming mmiare accurate in its identification of the individual and their desires; on
dnother we are being brought into pre-existing paterss. This represents the ardxiety that
besets tonemporary n.ﬁ@nmgnn. New technologies derived from the digital appear to be
liberaring; yet they are designs that are also highly structured.

One term derived from media and cultural studies that may have some wxmmmnmﬂo@ value
here is the concept of ideology. Ideology can be thought of as 4 useful metaphor to describe
and help us move towards a useful critique of the cybernetic condition. The ruling ideas in a



From a cultural studies perspective, we all live in a world of ideology; in other words, we
cannot escape either its presence or its impact. Ideology positions us towards accepting the
contemporary reality as legitimate, natural and fiormal. Like cybernétics, ideology expresses a
conserving notion of what any culture (or ‘sysrem’ to use cybernetic terminology) sets as its
goals or objectives and thus works to partern our behaviour. The idea of myth was originally
used by Roland Barthes as a synonym for ideology and it is this use that has been advanced
prominencly in cultural studies as various crjtics have worked through the signs and sign
systems of contemporaty culture (Barthes, 1972). For example, the idea of the nuclear family
is presented and represented in Various guises in American television programmes, both
dramatic and non-fictional as the norm and natural; this process of representation reinforces
the myth of the family as it operates in contemporary culture. Both ideology and myth have
been used as part of a structuralist understanding of our world as a cultural system. In
analysing sign structures that ultimately reveal the uhderlying mythology of a culture,
cultural studies, via scructuralism and semiotics, was working towards a critique of the system
that was produced.

In a similar vein, we can use this understanding of ideology from a cultural studies
perspective to interpret and ultimately critique how the various strains of new media draw us
into the appropriate patterns and interpretation. In culrural studies approaches, the media
text ‘hails’ or ‘interpellates’ the viewer through identification. We identify with the lead
character in a film or television programme, and through that process we accept to a degree
that interpellacion. Through that process of accepting how we have been interpellated into
the meaning of the text and narrative, we are by implication brought into an acceptance of
the dominant culture, its myths ahd idedlogy. In new media, with its forms of interactivity,
the elaborate structures of identification are customized and highly directed through the
experience of engagement in the media form. Identification is intensified to such a level that
we become the player/actor in new media. For a videogame player, interpellation and
identification inadéquately express the level of becoming and the kinds of investment that are
normal and natural. The cybernetic nature of new media, both in its potential to personalize
the way that we are hailed by the various forms and the way that we are fabricated as the
actors and agents in various new media texts, identifies the potential immersive power of new
media to reproduce ideology and myth.

Beyond inclusion; becoming the content;
becoming the object/actor

As we have already described, the capacity of new media to personalize and customize
content transforms the media experience fundameéntally. The interactive dimension that is at
the heart of cybernetically inspired systems is all abour feedback loops. The feedback loops
are between machine {or its screen wnwnnmaﬁnm&ﬁbmu and human actor. Feedback thus implies
thar the human’s actions are read and Mﬁnmwmwm.mmmv arid Mmm back as a form of information to
guide the overall objectives of the system. Through interactivity, the old division between

FORMS OF INTERACT .MS.wﬂ THE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE AUDIENCE

into the ‘guidance’ of the program, game or internet browser and its cutcomes. This
integration into the system goes well beyond the processes of identification that have helped
explain the formations of pleasure we gain from warching film or televisjon. It is more
accurate to say that users of new media are becoming the content of the ,monwd. On a basic
fevel, chat programs in their multi-logue conversations pyll the user into talkihg for others or
performing some version of the self: their correspondence in collaboration witli the other
members of the charroora is the entertainment and they are performers. Similarly, webcams
provide & way to become the content quite explicidly. In another vein, the avatars and skips
that are employed by online gamers express their presentation of themselves msm their
representation among the avatars and skins of other players. In game worlds, the gamer is
patt of the content as well as the agent or proragonist in the game. Becoming the thedia
image is as much part of the production by individuals of personal websites as it is an
element irt the transformadon of television towards reality ﬁnwa&%o: programmes. As we shall
explore in chaprer six, television has made its own audience members the contenc of its
shows in various game-like scenarios, in an effort to mnwmcmman.mrn ‘becoming’ nature and
dgency of new media. | .

Interactivity and the cybernetic commodity

One of the defining features of contemporary cultural production is that any major culrural
product is released in mulsiple formats and variegated possible uses. Think of 2 Hollywood
film and one thinks of a series of related products that are timed to coincide with the release
of the film. Websites are noc just promotional vehicles, they sometimes offer the possibility of
online games. Promotional trailess envelope the film with a particular and highly constructed
meaning. With action films a computer game and videogame are inevitably released. Aligned
with making the film significant, television networks will broadeast a programme deailing
the ‘making of ...” the particular filin. As the film moves through its various windows of
exhibition from cinema to pay-per-view television to video rental to network televislon, one
of the most significant oﬁ. these is the DVD, which vmnn“:wmw a release of even further
variations of the film with commentary by directors, actors and editozs along with 4n array of
jnteractive passages for exploration. Book releases and publications may be timed to coincide
with the film’s debut. Music compilations and soundiracks are tinied mvm_ wmnwmmnm.moh.
coordinated sale. Int the case of childrens films, there is massive coordination with fascfood
restaurants and the marketing of character toys.

This array of related products can be thought of in cybernetic rerms. The cultural
produet is designed to have a complete system of interaction for the audience with all forms
of investment and engagement made possible and realizable, The culeural industries are
coordinated to strycure play in what 1 have called elséwhere the intertexoual commodity
(Marshall, 2002), bur can equally be thought of 45 an n_mwo,nm.na cybernetic and E_wm?m‘nmw
cldsed system of organizing play and nmmmmﬁﬁmﬂﬁ The cultural product is ahw.m:mnm& by this
arrdy of possibilities; yet it is an intricate patterning of the audience’s use so that any
variatioh re-implicates the audience and iser through the cultural commodity system. The



the impossibility of commodifying something as rich and diverse as play seems to be more
realizable in the era of interactivity 4nd custpmization.

The antithesis: empowerment of
the user

‘We have Bmwwmnm the cybernetic dimensions 6f new miedig’s interactivity and identified how
systems and patterns serve as contiol méchanisms in this transformed culcural fandscape; but
there is always a countervailing force that Q:amomvnm cultural forms and cultural practices. In
cybernetic terms it would be described as entropy — the rendency for elements to disperse
and to not mainzain their structure and order. From a cultural theory pesspective, there is
persistent evidence that the structures do ngt hold. Change and’ transformation is ever
present, regularly threatening established oHnT_..m and challenging the ideology that maintains
the hegemony of any culture or state. Post-structuralism, which investigates the stratcgic and
tactical dimensions nmﬁn challenge structure and reshape cultural and vorsn& boundaries,
can be thought of as a conceptual theory that has informed cultural stucties and helps us
understand how these new media systems, in their formation and use, actually produce
transformed idencities and subjectivities. In new media, although the pasterns of how one
should use these forms are highly developed in interactive and automated structures, it is
equally true chat these new media forms also present different possibilities that are not totally
determined. ’

An analogy might help us understand this post-structural reality that new media forms
permit: the game of chess is highly structured and patterned: Different pieces are allowed 1o
move in specific and highly defined ways. Moreover, there are only 64 squares on 2 chess
board and at the beginning of a game, 32 of them are occupied by different chess pieces
from opposing sides. This relatively rule-based structure has led to a millennium of
engagement in the noBEnx world of chess playing. The range of positions, moves and
strategies multiply exponentially in any game so that it is a nearly infinite source of variation
for any player. What appears to be a hi ghly structured game operating with many constraints
has led to thousands of books advising people how to play, an elaborate international system
of ranking players from expert to grand master, and endléss debates apong these experts
about particular moves and games. This richness of variation attracted the brightest of
intellects to devote their lives o chess. It was only in 1999, that a computer chess program
actually beat the world chess champion for the first time.

What this analogy explains is that stiuctures can produce endless combinations of
directions that are not completely determined by the designers of new media. In fact, the
new media, whether in games or websites, are specifically geared towards providing ranges of
choice and direction that any player or usér can talce. The individual thus has to invest and
commit to the process of fabricating hisfher mediated expérience through new media. The
key difference between new and old media is the kind of subjectivity that is produced.
Whereas che viewer or listener éoim be an adequate way of describing someone who
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experience that are pare of biowsing on the web. Ay we have explained, interactivity engages
the individual differently in the process and that difference is an endowment of a certaln
power in the individual.

To identify what we are cailing 2 transformed subjectivity in new miedia, we need to use
new terms. In film theory, the viewer defined as a film subject is ‘interpellgted’ by the drama
that is unfolding, and drawn into a form of identification with the charatters. In rew media
such as the web, the individual is asked to thoose the littk and thereby _uc. part of the process
of making his media form. This may seem minor, but the changed relationship to media is
very significant and has had repercussions throughour all culoural industrics and into the
E&E dimensions of contempprary culture. This action of rwoo&mm from a menu of choices,
m?w very tactile dimension of clicking on 4 mouse, shifts our default media consumption from
that provided for us to one that is fabricated by us. In new media culture, we are involved in
the production of the texc and images that become part of our reception and pleasure.
Simultanequsly we are engaged in new media at thé level of identification and at the level of
making. Choosing what we wish to watch and read is not entirely usique to new media forms
such 4s the web — after all, the television remote control has allowed its for many years to surf
television channels with relative ease and cransform television viewing practices from watching
individual programmes into something that is a wo_ﬁvronw of Emmmmmam neverthelebs new
media, such as the web, have both intensified the cultural expérience and made it more
routine in our everyday lives, Thus, the television remote control is a precursor 1o the use
made of the web through browsing and surfing ~ both cultural practices identify a producrive
activity that dramatically challenges conventions of production and consumprion delineations
thar have been elemental to the experience of television. m .

Several metaphors could be used to describe this new subjectivity generated by new
média, It is a different sensibilicy that acknowledges a relationship a%&%& by the
interactive funcrions of new media between the individual and the media form. At the
begintning of this chapter 1 identified that the éssential feature of new media is connected to
the capacity of the individual to transform the media form. To uncover that relationship and
to acknowledge its hybrid quality of both production and consumprtion, some Have wammmmnmm
new terms such as the wmomcnﬁn or the ‘produser’. Cefrainly, other terms become BoHn
precise to identify the spectrum of involvement that is possiblé with new media. Irl distracred
uses of new media, the refm browser may be most accurate: an individual casually mgves
through screens and pages in search of articles on a particular area of interest. The
subjectivity of the browser resembles how people read newspapers — they move in and out of
an investment with the particufar stories presented. Similarly, a browser describes a kind of
use made of libraries: it is less specific and resémbles the flinewur that Baudelaire nn_nwmmﬂn& in
early twentieth-century Paris and Walter Benjamin analysed as a kind of engagement with
the cityscape. Surfing has been used to describe both tefevision watching and using the
intérner. Sutfing implies a surface nmw»mnﬁmbn with content, a distracted Emwmz_nmbm with
what might be presented. The term also underlines the vcmw_grq of distahce from mdterial
and, with that distance, anorymity. To caprure the higher Jevel of investment possible in new
media forms, its subjectivity can also be identified with the idéa of player. The term ‘player’



dimensions of a game. In some senses, it transforms the individual into a much more
circumscribed subjectivity — an identity that may be rich in detail but coordinated with the
objectives of the particular game and the pleasures ow the game play. Still another term,
‘lurker’, describes the new media experience that is most closely associated with voyeurism.
Instead of participation, the subjectivity of the lurker is defined by sifence in chatrooms and
a desire to observé rather than engage. The lutker becomes the point where more traditional
media subjectivity intersects with new media: the m:mwﬂn watches and listens much as the
viewer/audience subjectivity is produced by television or radio. The difference between the
Jurker and the viewer is the solo dnd individuated experiential quality of the lurker that is
never part om the audience-subjectivity as it is defined by the apparatuses of television, film or
radio. In this spectrum of subjectivity in new media it is important to indicate that past
relationships to media can be channelled through new media. Someone working on a
computer can stream audio and thereby reconstruct either recorded music or the equivalent
of radio. Similarly, a film can be viewed through DVD players on the computer screen. In
other words, the kinds of subjectivity that have been associared with these traditional media
forms have been absorbed into the spectrum Gm use thar defines new media: New niedia, as
many writers have nBWuwmm ed, provides for the multiplicity of engagements, sometimes
simuleaneously (multi-tasking) and always wich the poteritial to be what has been described
in the language of convergence as multindedia forms.

To group this spectrum of E_u_nnmﬁcam that are part of new media can only be done
accurately through thinking about what elements combine these practices. There are two
central elements that help us identify the different sensibility of new media: first, the concept
of the user and, second, the sensation of production in new media use.

User helps us identify the active nature of the new media subject. The individual’s
engagement is filled with choices and decisions. They may seem like baial decisions — for
instance the decision to play a game on a mobile phone iwmn waiting for a bus as opposed
to emailing a friend — but nonetheless new medid demands this kind of interaction with its
user. A user then is called to interaction through the new media interface. Like the ringing or
vibrating phone, new media culture’s user must respond in some way or anticipate a
response. The mobile phone in its collection of messages perpetually demands the user o
respond to even those calls missed. Once again decisions are made and the relationship to the
new media form with its capacity to interact through smart technology in its various guises
malntains the o,vzw@nmou to the user in a petperual interaction. mmamm&a browsing the
iriternet invokes rather than evokes {Chesher, 1996} the user to advdnce to another link and
a related web page. The modality of interaction or iateractivity pulls the individual into an
engagement with the website in a waj thar eelevision accempts through address but never
achieves because of the separation of experience. Using implies an appropriation of both the
technology and its applications that can bé analogous to driving a car or riding a bike. We
are drawn into the various kinds of needs and responses of the particular rechnology and we
become immersed into its néeds even as we use it for our own. New media fuifils the
personalization of our needs in a way that past media could never achieve. It goes beyond the
dimension of choice and abundance as it has been defined by television channels and into
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possibiliry and potential for ultimate differentiacion in consumption as new media forms
interact with their users. The category of the user helps us understand further nwﬁ. dimension
of what can be a new media culture sensibility. The interconnection and now<mm.mawnw of
technologies through new media, digitalization and convergence has allowed the channelling
of greater aspects of our lives through these various technologies. ,m.wnnn is less distince
separation of tasks, for example, between work and leisurg, or berween éomw and shopping,
or even bérween entertainment and education.

Along with aEmmoﬁzm the concept of the user ro identify the mcEnncﬁQ derived from
new medid, this new media culture sensibility that pervades nozwn_dwoamn% culsure derives
much of its cultural power and differenciation froin past sensibilities, mﬂmnnmmnnm:ﬂ through its
celebration of production. New media forms increasingly naturalize both the sefsarion of
contiol and the sensation of producing. In electrofiic games, we are invited to fabricafe our
mmman chrough avatars and skins. Ih other words, we are incorporated into the production
process of the game itself with the game’s very design allowing for this integration of
production. Likewise, when we use the web we are producing individuated experiences of
browsing through our various choices. In fact, we are drawn to personalize our research and
our discovery of information outside of its structured discribution by traditional media such
as books, journals, radio and television. The proliferation of homepages on the internet
desigried by individuals has been exemplary of the desite to produce and how it is articulated
through new media forms. What has changed is a kind of Bm%» literacy that not only leads
us to interprer media, but advarices us towards producing,

Thie user subjectivity of new media with this production ethos is a massive and
unparalleled challenge to the traditions of miedia use that have been in place for rhost of the
previous century. The reception/consumption ethos and dichotomy of nrn twentieth cengury
has given way to a production ethos of users. In spme ways, hew media has heralded a
transformation of contemporary culture through a democratization of cultural expression.
Websites of the most personal form of production can resemble some of n%.a most
professional forms of publication. On the web, these two types of wmomcnzo? the
professional and corporate, and the personal and idiosyncraric, now haturglly | intersect in a
world of converged distribution and exhibition. What imnm Magnus Efizensberger had
hoped for with the democratization of television mz.omcazoa and exhibition in the nm»a\.
1970s is much more realized mvno:mr the web and its system of distribution ﬁwﬁnngmHmnnv
1974). Hundreds of nro:mmmmm of websites appear each day that have m.no&cnna a testament
to the production ethos of new media subjectivity that is unparalleled in human history.

A transformed cultural politics: the
politics of interactivity
What has been identified in this chapter is the new terrain of tension that has been

engendered through new media. The interactive dimensions of these new fofms is ciitical for
understanding how patterns of control can be deployed; thar sanie interactlvity is the _Onc



parentage is the field of cybernetics. Like new media itself, cybernetics has a history
connected to control and governance as well as aspects that are both encompassing and
inclusive as they atrempt to describe highly interconnected systems. As our various media
forms have been reconstituted through their computerization and digitalization, we have to
be aware of the new cultural politics that are developing.

From the negative dimension, surveillance of our activities is possible as greater aspects of
our lives are channelled through _no.mﬁtnﬂwwm and the interner. That potential knowledge is
lurking as a form of control even as we believe in olir telative anonymity online. In the
Unired States that potential has become more real in the way that the Patriot Acc 2001 has
been interpreted to allow the invasion of private electronic correspondences. The divisions
that once separateéd work from leisure are also blurring through our use of new media such as
the internet both at home and in the office. Moreover, the interactive dimensions of our
online experiences likewise provide ‘transactional’ communication about where we have been
and what we have been visiting:

From the more positive dimension, the developing new media and its inreractivity has
cransformed our status as audiences to that of participants. We have attempred to identify
chis shifted subjectivity with the term ‘user’. The interactiviey developed through a varlety of
software has to be seen as providing a certdin fdr play, which by its very definition as play has
both a defined and indefinable and indeterminate status. The dimensions for that playing
terrain have had wide enough parameters to lead to the m&.ormmnmﬂou of uses and activities
not defined by any c<ﬁ.ﬁngmm cybernetic mmm_mw that has produced the interactive interface
berween human and machine. This ﬁnormﬂ.mcom of production and activity represents the
challenge of Hew media to no:mmavommaw culture. The engaged mcm:Q of play and acrivity
can articulate a porential shift in politics to mjuch more parricipatory designs. Likewise, new
media cultures in their transformation of the audience challenges the conventions of what is
seen as acceptable in cultural forms such as relevision and film, and moves those media to
experiment with play, interactivity and patricipation.

Both of these dimensions, nonﬁ.c_ and productive nHmoﬁmﬂBgv are part of our
transformed cultural politics. They embody the critical new dimensions of cultyral studies in
contemporary culture.
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