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Abstract

Video meetings are a regular part of work at Swedish television’s editorial 
for programming in Swedish Sign Language (SVT Teckenspråk). In the 
process of creating television programming in Swedish Sign Language, SVT 
employees communicate with and through technologies. This ethnographic 
exploration of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk presents how deafness is 
reconfigured between hearing, interpreters, and video meeting technology 
within the context of a public service organisation. Concepts such as 
technology, meetings, organisations, and visuality are re-formulated from 
within the context of SVT Teckenspråk and interpreted using feminist and 
queer theory frameworks. These re-examined concepts are embedded in 
the history of SVT Teckenspråk and presented as part of the everyday way 
of holding video meetings. Technologies and people become intertwined 
and co-constitutive as moments of video meetings are subsequently 
understood not as human-technology ‘interactions’ but as intra-actions. 
Using empirical examples of video meetings collected during fieldwork, 
this thesis evinces how the materialities of video meeting technology relate 
to the ways in which deafness is or is not enacted, embodied, and co-
constituted. Deafness is accordingly framed not as disability, but as a way 
of being - one that is founded on a different language, culture, and way of 
seeing. This emically-derived notion of being deaf impacts understandings 
and acts of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Yet it is through people’s 
material intra-actions with technologies that notions of deafness emerge 
which run counter to ways of being deaf which SVT Teckenspråk employees’ 
(hearing and deaf alike) work hard to establish. Once technologies and 
the meanings co-created through people’s intra-actions with them are 
made visible, these same technologies disable rather than enable; making 
difference rather than making a difference.

Keywords
deaf culture, technology, intra-actions, video meetings, materiality 
visuality, alterity
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Sammanfattning

Videomöten är en del av vardagsarbetet på SVT Teckenspråk där anställda 
kommunicerar via och med hjälp av teknologier i skapandet av television på 
teckenspråk.  Denna etnografiska utforskning omkring videomöten på SVT 
Teckenspråk presenterar hur dövhet omkonfigureras i en sammanvävning 
mellan hörande, tolkar, samt videomötesteknik inom en public service 
organisation. Begrepp som teknologi, möten, organisationer, samt 
visualitet omformuleras med SVT Teckenspråk som sammanhang och 
tolkas sedan med hjälp av feministiska och queer teoretiska ramverk.  Dessa 
begrepp analyseras ur ett historiskt perspektiv inom SVT Teckenspråk 
samt omanalyseras som en vardaglig del av videomöten.  Teknologi och 
människa sammanvävs och omformar varandra i videomöteshändelser 
vilka därefter uppfattas som intra-aktioner snarare än människa-dator 
interaktioner. Genom empiriska uppslag på videomöten uppsamlade 
under fältarbete påvisar denna avhandling hur videomötesteknik och 
dess materialitet relaterar till de sätt som dövhet kan utövas, uttryckas, 
samt uppformas. Dövhet uppfattas som ett sätt att vara istället för som 
ett funktionshinder. Ett sätt som bygger på ett unikt språk, kultur, 
samt världssyn. Detta är SVT Teckenspråk anställdas sätt att förstå och 
vara i världen och kallas för ‘emic’. Utifrån ett emic perspektiv uppstår 
ett annat synsätt på dövhet och en ny förståelse av videomöten på SVT 
Teckenspråk.  Trots detta uppstår genom materiella intra-aktioner med 
videomötesteknik uppfattningar omkring dövhet som strävar mot den syn 
som SVTs anställda (döva såsom hörande) medvetet etablerat.  Istället för 
att införa jämställdhet och tillgänglighet framställer intra-aktioner med 
videomötesteknik olikheter mellan döva och hörande.  De skapar skillnad 
istället för att göra skillnad.

Keywords
dövkultur, videomötesteknik, intra-aktioner, videomöten, materialitet, 
olikhet.
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Foreword

I began with a vision and a grand design to show a way of living in the world 
that is not the one usually acknowledged then to take this deaf way of being 
as important in and of itself; not as an ‘other’ way of living or the minority 
view. This vision started with many ‘first encounters’: a first encounter 
with interdisciplinary research; a first encounter with deafness and sign 
language (deaf culture); a first formal encounter with video meetings; and 
the first meeting with what it means  to do scholarly research. As such 
this thesis is an ongoing process of me building an understanding of what 
it means to research at the intersections of anthropology and human-
computer interaction; forming relationships with the people who work 
at SVT Teckenspråk; and developing a shared interest in deaf issues such 
as the right to use Swedish Sign Language which has not always been so 
through-out history. It is also a tentative beginning of an analysis, a text, 
and moves to politicise technology in organisational and deaf contexts.

I underline that this thesis is just a beginning. It is a personal and highly 
curated series of very detailed notes and bookmarks for future post-doctoral 
research. Far from finished, it is an outline, a series of place-holders, and 
memos that are constantly evolving - right down to the second before this 
goes to print. This makes it hard for me to let go and expose this raw work 
to critique - but I am doing so anyway. As a wise person once told me, an 
artist never finishes their masterpiece, they simply abandon it. Whether 
research is classified as art or not is still a matter for debate, but it is in this 
spirit that I put forward my thesis. Rather than presenting it as a complete, 
finished tour-de-force, I am jettisoning it; casting the sufficient product of 
too many years’ work overboard and sailing on to new horizons - I hope. 

Despite (or perhaps in keeping with) its mullet-like state (business at the 
front, party at the back) this thesis is undoubtedly oppositional. I provoke 
myself and everyone who reads it, hoping that each provocation will lead to 
changes in the way we see the world, understand it, and more importantly 
how we act in the world and the ways we form relations around us. So, pick 
up some of the flotsam and jetsam presented here and see if you can make 
a difference with it.
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The ‘house-meeting’

It was late in the afternoon of the 21st of February 2011 - my first day at 
Swedish Television’s (SVT) offices in ‘Lugnet’ on the eastern outskirts 
of Falun about 20 minutes walk from the centre of town. Throughout 
the morning, I had been walking around the building with my guide, 
being introduced to the different teams, visiting the studios and talking 
to people. I was coming to grips with communicating in Swedish Sign 
Language via an interpreter and was beginning to appreciate how different 
that was from simply using Swedish. Louisa, my main contact, invited me 
to attend the monthly meeting, ‘husmötet’, so I could introduce myself 
officially to the entire group. This included, Swedish television’s Editorial 
for Programming in Swedish Sign Language (SVT Teckenspråk) who had 
staff in both Stockholm and Falun, but also the regional news editorial, 
Gävledalanytt, who were located in Falun, Gävle and Hudiksvall. 1 

Louisa showed me the way to the video meeting room. We walked down 
some winding stairs through what seemed like a maze of dark corridors, 
opened a heavy metal door and emerged into a room filled with randomly 
placed, mismatched chairs, half-empty bookshelves, three television 
screens, two cameras, a whiteboard and a jumble of used and unused video 
meeting equipment. This was the video meeting room. The ‘husmöte’ 
was a meeting where both SVT Teckenspråk and the news team for SVT 
Gävledalanytt met every so often and shared general information. That 
day there were about 30 people squeezed into the souterrain room that 
was once a bomb shelter and now doubled as a meeting room and storage 
space. Taking a seat up the back of the room so as to get a better view of 
the proceedings, I tried to orient myself. How was this meeting going to be 
run? Who was in charge? Who was going to be taking part? These things 
were not initially clear. There were three television monitors set up facing 
the disarray of chairs. There were also two video cameras but it was not 
obvious what they were aimed at. It appeared as if only one was actually 
connected to the video meeting system, television monitors, and sending 
a signal to the other locations. There was a telephone and about three 
different remotes on a chair in the room beside the microphone. These 
were labelled but there was nothing to indicate which cameras or monitors 
they corresponded to other than the name of the manufacturer. When I 
entered the room, Hudiksvall and Gävle were connected and the meeting 
rooms visible on the monitors but there was nobody actually in the rooms 

1 Gävledalanytt also had one reporter in Sälen, in the north-west part of Dalarna county, who 
kept in contact with his colleagues via telephone meetings instead of video meetings.
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yet.

The meeting room in Gävle was furnished with a big, red, L-shaped sofa 
that was in a corner with windows on one side looking out on to a street 
and a tree. There was a low coffee table on which the microphone, remotes 
and a newspaper were lying. The mumble of work noise from the office 
in the adjacent room, could be heard in the background so there were 
definitely people nearby. The meeting room in Hudiksvall was just as 
casual. It consisted of a grey, L-shaped sofa placed in a corner of the office 
kitchen. There was some busy, patterned wallpaper on the wall behind 
and a white, low, coffee table with newspapers strewn about. Shortly, one 
person came into the room in Hudiksvall and sat down without looking 
at the camera and started reading the newspaper, presumably waiting for 
the meeting to start. The grinding of the office coffee machine could be 
heard every now and then followed by a larger than life, out of focus, torso 
of a person walking by the camera with a coffee mug in their hand. The 
Stockholm branch of SVT Teckenspråk was also connected via video and 
showing on the monitor in Falun, which they shared with Gävle. Hudiksvall 
was displayed on a separate monitor in the far left corner of the basement 
meeting room. There was a third television screen in the room but this 
turned out to not even be connected, just like the second camera on the 
left. Three SVT Teckenspråk employees were seated at a tiny round table 
on chairs in the meeting room in Stockholm. The table was so small that 
their shoulders were almost touching as they crouched around it, trying 
to stay within the angle of the camera lens. Even so, only one person was 
fully visible to those in Falun. The others were slightly truncated - missing 
a shoulder and half an arm, half a face sometimes. The slightest movement 
obscured yet another body part.

In Falun, people began slowly to enter the room, almost all armed with 
coffee mugs, ready for the upcoming meeting. Among these, were two 
people, all in black and with name tags. These were the interpreters who 
would interpret the spoken Swedish into Swedish Sign Language and 
vice versa. The in-house interpreters would not be translating during 
this meeting as they were instead taking part as ‘ordinary’ employees and 
needed to actively listen to what was being discussed. For this reason, the 
editorial had booked interpreters from the municipal interpreter service 
(Tolkcentralen). These two stood at the front of the room by the monitors 
with their backs to the cameras. They were not visible to those in Stockholm, 
Gävle or Hudiksvall. As more and more people came into the room, the 
seats beside me in the back row started to fill up. People were cramming in 
together, standing up, their backs up against the wall, even though there 
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were plenty of free seats towards the front of the room. Eventually a group 
of SVT Teckenspråk employees came in accompanied by a group of women 
I recognised as the in-house interpreters. This group went directly to the 
front of the room and sat down, directly facing the monitors, in front of the 
camera that pointed towards the attendees in Falun and began shuffling 
chairs around. The in-house interpreters sat beside them in view of the 
municipal interpreters and but in peripheral view of their fellow SVT 
Teckenspråk employees. Initially I did not think too much about it, but this 
positioning was to become significant later when I realised that this group 
was made up of those employees who were deaf and used sign language. 2

The sofa in Gävle had now filled with staff who were sitting waiting for 
the meeting to start. The meeting began when the Editorial Chief and 
her interim successor stood up at the front of the room with their backs 
to the monitors and cameras, and began talking, even though people in 
Falun and Hudiksvall still continued to gradually come in. The municipal 
interpreters  stood beside them and translated what they said into sign 
language for the deaf employees in Falun. The meeting was around forty-
five minutes long and was meant to inform all employees of major events, 
news and work-related issues but this meeting became more discussion 
than an information meeting. Over forty people would eventually take 
part in the meeting, distributed over four office locations. Throughout 
the meeting people seemed to just come and go in both Falun and Gävle. 
The group in Gävle even began to have their own conversation while an 
employee in Falun was expressing an opinion about a certain matter. This 
made it difficult to follow or hear what was being said. The interpreters too 
seemed to lose the thread of the conversation occasionally and by the time 
it was my turn to introduce myself to the group, everyone seemed rather 
frazzled, distracted and frustrated - especially the interpreters and the 
deaf employees in both Falun and Stockholm. One of the deaf employees 
commented:

This is a dis-organised meeting especially for those of us who use sign 
language. You are all talking at the same time and asking questions 
constantly. We can’t keep up.

Det här är ett rörigt möte särskilt för teckenspråkiga eftersom ni alla pratar samtidigt och ställer hela 
tiden frågor. Vi hänger inte med.

2 For a discussion on what this means outside the context of SVT Teckenspråk see Paavi 
2003. Also, Sveriges dövas riksförbund http://www.sdr.org/dova/teckensprakiga-dova Last Accessed: 
03.12.2016.



6  |  INTRODUCTION

This employee was speaking via an interpreter on behalf of his deaf 
colleagues in Falun, but could equally have been representing those in 
Stockholm who would also have been trying to follow what was signed. The 
group in Stockholm were also using an interpreter who was sitting in their 
small meeting room in Stockholm. The interpreter was seated opposite 
those in Stockholm and with their back to the monitor and camera, out 
of sight for those of us in Falun, Gävle and Hudiksvall. The interpreter in 
Stockholm who was the voice of the employees there, also had difficulty 
making themselves heard over the noise in Falun and Gävle. The result 
was that the Stockholm employees’ comments in sign language were 
only understood by those fluent in Swedish Sign Language (the in-house 
interpreters and the deaf employees in Falun and some of the hearing SVT 
Teckenspråk employees in Falun who were fluent). Gävle, Hudiksvall, 
those employees in Falun who did not understand sign language, and the 
municipal interpreters who had their backs to the Stockholm group had 
no chance of knowing what or even that Stockholm had contributed to the 
meeting. As for Stockholm, although I  was not sure what they could see of 
Falun, Gävle and Hudiksvall that day, I can make an informed guess based 
on those meetings I attended from Stockholm. They most likely saw some 
small figures lounging on sofas in Gävle and Hudiksvall and tiny slivers of 
those deaf co-workers who had successfully managed to place themselves 
in the camera lens’ angle of view. They would not have seen the presenter 
nor the municipal interpreters who all stood out of sight of the camera. 
They were therefore completely reliant on the interpreter in Stockholm and 
what they managed to hear of the sometimes loud, disorganised discussion 
(if they were hearing). The one monitor in Stockholm would have been 
divided into three sections - Hudiksvall, Gävle, and Falun - the size of each 
image on the monitor randomly assigned. If Falun was in a small section 
then it may not even have been possible to distinguish what was being 
signed but the deaf employees in Falun even though they had strategically 
placed themselves so as to be seen and understood by their deaf colleagues 
in Stockholm. In this worst case scenario, the municipal interpreter’s 
translations of the deaf employees’ signing into Swedish would then have 
been heard by the interpreter in Stockholm and translated back into sign 
language for the Stockholm employees’ benefit and in order for them to be 
able to follow events. It was a complicated relay of spoken Swedish, Swedish 
Sign Language and employing alternate senses and layers of interpretation 
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that bears some resemblance to a game of ‘Chinese Whispers’. 3

This was the last meeting of this kind I saw take place between SVT in 
Falun, Gävle and Hudiksvall. All future meetings were either editorial or 
managerial meetings involving specific members of staff and more focussed 
on discussion than on handing out information to all. Whether this was 
due to the change in Editorial Chief or not is uncertain. What is certain 
is that this ‘husmöte’ was definitely a messy meeting and its disorder was 
reflected in my field notes that were a scatty blend of both English and 
Swedish with a hurried, vague, sketch.

Living with the mess
This first encounter with video meetings in Swedish and Swedish sign 
language was eye-opening. First “entries into the field” can be confusing 
but my experience of the ‘husmötet’ was more like stepping into organised 
chaos. In terms of my participation, SVT employees’ ordeals and the general 
aesthetics of both the room, the video meeting system and the technology, 
everything was a mess. It was this type of occurrence that the employees 
at SVT Teckenspråk and SVT Gävledalanytt had had to live with for the 
last two years or so. It was also the mess that I was expected to address 
as an outside expert from an engineering university funded by a project, 
Drivers and Barriers for Mediated Meetings. 4 I wonder though, if this is 
what we should be working for as researchers, designers and engineers. Is 
it more that we should learn to curate the mess, to embrace it, and design 
technologies that allow and make room for it, and even purposefully entangle 
with the mess of human relations, interactions and perceptions? That 
technologies will ‘become with’ and be used in ways beyond the designer’s 
intent, is already an argument well made (see Suchman 1987; 2007). These 
unexpected uses are examples of socio-technical entanglements often seen 
as an event outside design and the intended function of the technology. 

3 Chinese Whispers is one name used to refer to a game sometimes played in schools and 
among children where one person begins by whispering a phrase to the person beside them. This person 
then whispers the phrase they heard to the person beside them and the phrase travels round in a circle 
until it reaches the person of origin. Usually the phrase becomes muddled and nonsensical. Although often 
a children’s party game, it can be used in educational settings to illustrate how what is told and what is 
heard differ and that understanding is subjective.
4 This project was a two year project (2010-2012) at the VINNOVA Centre for Sustainable 
Communication at the School of Computer Science and Communication, KTH Royal Institute of Technology. 
The project’s goals were to identify and theorise those obstacles and motivations that were in play when 
the decision to hold a video meeting was being made. See https://www.cesc.kth.se/research/drivers-and-
barriers-for-mediated-meetings-1.396430 Last Accessed: 29.11.2016. This project funded the fieldwork 
and preliminary findings which later inspired the project “Disabling Technology? Access and Inclusion in 
the Deaf/Hearing Workplace” which was granted three years of funding from FORTE (Swedish Research 
Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare) and which covered the final three years of research on this 
topic.
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These unintended uses are - especially in evaluations of technology and its 
performance ‘in the wild’ - often portrayed as an unlucky circumstance or 
serendipity. The uptake of the ‘smart’ mobile phone in the deaf community 5 
is a perfect example of unintended use and ‘users’. 6

Early on in my fieldwork, I was told how mobile phones and 3G networks 
had in a way revolutionised communication over distances for the deaf in 
Sweden. However it was not that mobile phones had a function that could 
let deaf people sign over video. Nor was it that 3G allowed for this amount 
of data to be transmitted without too many problems (such as pixelation 
and lag). It was these two issues plus Swedish mobile phone service 
providers initial agreements to offer unlimited data traffic, that led to the 
burgeoning use of mobile phones within the deaf community in Sweden. 
Anecdote though this might be, the possibilities for Swedish sign language 
users were significant enough for “everyone to get a smart phone.” Video 
chat was not the primary intended use for mobile phones (which initially 
were thought to be mostly used for telephone conversations and texting) 
and yet it was a use that suited deaf people. The difference in patterns of 
use between deaf and hearing mobile phone users was in fact so marked 
that it made its way into mainstream media reports  (see Richter 2007; 
Martinsson 2008).

There are numerous other examples of how the use of mobile phones have 
far exceeded initial concepts of its purpose. The rhetorics surrounding 
these often draw upon a science-fiction-like cyborg image or the tongue-
in-cheek evolution of humankind from ape to a hunchback, walking with 
eyes glued to an approximately five inch screen. 7 Here, technology is an 

5 The observant reader will have noticed that throughout this thesis, so far, I have not capitalised 
‘deaf’ even though I base my argument on the notion that deafness is more than a physical categorisation 
and part of a culture - deaf culture. This stems from the early work of Ladd (1993) where deafness became 
a cultural attribute rather than disability and deaf culture was acknowledged as distinct from the hearing 
majority. The distinction between deaf and Deaf is not as apparent in Swedish where Deaf is ‘döva’, just as 
‘Swedes’ is written ‘svenskar’ according to the grammatical rules of written Swedish. It is also an instinctive 
move tied to my theoretical framework where capitalisation of ‘deaf’ lends itself to assumptions of a decided 
definition of what it means to be deaf - a notion that conflicts with feminist theory and its emphasis on the 
constant renegotiation, dynamic relationalities and ongoing processes of becoming with (which will be 
explained through-out this thesis).
6 The term user is highly problematic and not at all representative of my theoretical framework 
which avoids conceptualisations of technology as solely a tool to be ‘used’. Moreover, the term is fraught 
with connotations that derive from ‘user testing’, user focus groups and other design methods that involved 
tests with people other than the designers to see if a prototype is moving in the right direction, sometimes 
under the mantle of participatory design. Whether this design process is participatory or whether it is just 
another instance of a designer and corporation exploiting people in order to make a more efficient and 
therefore profitable product is debatable. When the term, ‘user’ is used in this thesis therefore, it is done 
with these issues in mind.
7 cf. Donna Haraway’s (1991) notion of the cyborg which is far more complex than the bionic 
figurations of these rhetorics.
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extension of the physical and cognitive self - a mobile phone glued to 
our hands, a prosthetic leg attached to the flesh-made body (Case 2010; 
Mullins 2009). Ableist designer, Hendren, interviewed fellow academic, 
Kleege, on the white cane as a technology for the blind, and puts forward 
this notion of technology as prosthesis but with deeper meaning (2013). 
This deeper meaning focuses on the interrelatedness of technology and the 
sense. According to Kleege,

...there’s a popular misconception that blind people use a cane as 
an extension of the hand to feel the space around us. But, along 
with my cane, I use hearing, touch, and sometimes even olfactory 
perception in combination to get me where I want to go. (2013)

The cyborg then, is not just technological prosthesis but a complex web 
of interrelations. Recognising this complexity or not, these hybrid beings 
are called upon in discussions on technological present and futures often 
in parallel with discourse on ubiquitous technologies yet somewhere 
along the way, the complexity of the relationship between person and 
technology is lost. This entangling with technologies is interpreted as 
dependence and can provoke Turkle-esque analyses decrying the negative 
aspects of technology and eliciting dire predictions instead of producing 
dynamic and multi-dimensional understandings (Turkle 2011; 2015; 
cf. Jurgenson 2016). Equally oversimplified, technology is shown as an 
add-on or interventionist tool, enabling those without power, without 
access, without education, and the disabled (Ellis & Kent 2011; Garfinkel 
2014). Occasionally these rhetorics of enabling and the design work they 
contribute to actually reinforce current prejudices of disabled as not able or 
less than able, actually undoing the potential for technology to change lives 
in positive ways (see Cassell & Cramer (2008) on young girls and mobile 
phone use, for example). This has been much discussed within human-
computer interaction, most successfully in terms of design and its role in 
constructing publics (di Salvo 2009). This characteristic of design has then 
been critiqued in relation to power and privilege (Prado de O. Martins & 
Oliviera 2014). Ellis and Kent address this double-bind and critique the 
rhetorics of technology in the contexts of disability specifically and with 
reference to early promises of an technology “as an automatic source of 
liberation” (2011:2). Goggin and Newell (2003) qualify this by arguing 
that the internet will never fully empower, include, and be accessible to all 
unless that which is currently understood as a disability becomes instead 
a cultural identity. They pinpoint the problem with technology today as 
being the ways in which it is designed and how features catering to the 
‘disabled’ are added on rather than part of the design from the outset 
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(Goggin & Newell 2003). These statements from Goggin and Newell (2003)
are central to the arguments presented in this thesis.

Generally design, even critical design or ableist design, tends towards 
notions of technology as a means to a better future and this can inspire 
designers and offer concrete ‘problems’ for engineers to solve. These 
utopian visions of technological empowerment are not necessarily at fault 
here and are possibly much needed beacons of hope (see Bloch 1986, 
cf. Fuchs 2013). Perhaps, though,  they need to be used with caution as 
Bardzell (2015) suggests. Such emancipatory plans and ideal can stem 
from the same world-views that have created these inequalities to begin 
with and in doing so tend to further reinforce them, rather than allow for 
alternative ways of being. In the best case scenario these entanglements 
are understood as instance of human ingenuity and innovation - when 
the technology is hacked and appropriated for a purpose much grander 
than its original designer perhaps planned (for example ‘Arab Spring’ and 
associated social media activism 8). I identify the rhetorics surround the 
‘Arab Spring’ Uprisings of 2011 9 and social media’s importance in these 
uprisings in Egypt as a pivotal point in how people perceived the potential 
of technology. Not only that but it is one of the most obvious examples 
of technology giving a voice to those politicians and governments were 
refusing to listen to. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that a lot 
has changed since the Egyptian uprising and that while a,

...decade ago these kinds of examples would have more than 
likely been used to support cyber-optimist and cyber-pessimist 
arguments... we seem to have - at last- turned a corner; nuanced 
debates and discussions about activist-technology entanglements 
and their implications are far more common [today]. (Shea, 
Notley & Burgess 2015:2) 10

More interesting is how the events of the Arab Spring movement were taken 
up and later appropriated by the mainstream media in Western countries 
and used to motivate further innovation and technologically driven models 

8 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/news/social-media-arab-spring/ Published online: 01.12.2014 
Last Accessed: 04.12.2016.
9 It is generally agreed that this movement continued beyond 2011 and included a number of 
identifiable events such as the Arab Winter and that it actually began with the Tunisian movement in 
December 2010
10 For more detailed discussions on this see any number of articles on the Arab Uprisings, or on 
the protests on the Iranian elections in 2009 for example. See Eltantawy & Wiest (2011); Bruns, Highfield 
& Burgess (2013); Papacharissi & de Fatima Oliveira (2012:275ff); Haque Khondker (2011); and Wolfsfeld, 
Segev & Sheafer (2013); cf. Wilson & Dunn (2011) and their techno-deterministic analysis of social media 
in the Arab Spring”. See also Fuchs (2013:195).
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for social change 11 be they grass-roots or top-down ‘mobilisations’. Taking 
into account Kelty’s (2012) summary of the dynamic range of responses 
to technology and change, social media technology or technology such as 
computers, mobile phones and video meeting systems alike are designed 
with intent and a purpose that is often only the beginning. The seemingly 
unforeseeable ways in which people appropriated these technologies is ad 
hoc, serendipitous but also strategic and often something that designers 
can not prepare for.

In arguing that designers, social scientists and engineers should not try and 
order what is self-ordering or chaotic and that ‘designerly’ and scholarly 
visions of the future need to be treated with caution, I am not arguing for 
technophobic, anti-progressive futures where no change should be effected. 
I am instead suggesting that we should reflect on our ideas and ask who they 
benefit, whose values and whose visions the technology actually represents 
(see Friedman & Nissenbaum 1996 among others). Essentially, rather than 
solving ‘problems’ we need to ‘stay with the trouble’ as Haraway (2013) 
describes it. This entails that like Haraway (ibid.), we are:

...not interested in reconciliation or restoration but...deeply 
committed to the more modest possibilities of partial recuperation 
and getting on together. Call that, ‘staying with the trouble’.

Haraway talks of these modest possibilities and getting on together in the 
context of a ‘time of extinctions and exterminations’ (using D.B. Rose’s 
formulations here). While I am not eager to depict SVT as suffering from 
‘extinction and extermination’ or that the employees there are living 
under deathly circumstances, I do, in a similar way, prefer not to solve 
or fix video meetings and their problems or restore them to order. Based 
on my experiences at SVT, it is not clear that is what is desired or needed. 
Instead I am committed to the modest possibility of ‘partially recuperating’ 
these issues by looking at what is created within the mess of video meeting 
situations and alongside them as part of working towards an understanding 
of different ways of living (and working) in messy circumstances. What I 
do then is work towards ‘staying with’ the mess and acknowledging the 
trouble for what it really is - not just the technological ‘troubles’ but the 
socio-cultural too.

11 See Huffington Post articles for numerous examples http://www.huffingtonpost.com/news/
social-media-arab-spring/ Articles published between 2012-2014. Last Accessed: 04.12.2016.
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The problem mess
In keeping with my views on problems needing to be solved versus staying 
with the trouble, I will now discuss ‘the mess’ that I will be staying with 
and which is the subject of my research rather than presenting a research 
problem. In this thesis, staying with the mess entails presenting my work 
with SVT and making a case for a ‘deeper’ understanding of human-
technology interaction as well as embracing larger, associated theoretical 
projects. The ‘thick description’ that follows illustrates how technology is 
used in ways that go far beyond the functional, arguing that these should 
not be placed outside the designer’s or engineer’s understandings of what 
technology is. We are not just talking about interaction and use in this 
sense. As it will be discussed in the theory section, we are also dealing with 
“intra-actions” (Barad 2003), “reconfigurations” (Suchman 2007) and “co-
creations” (Haraway 2011) of pasts, presents, and futures.

Delving into the technological requirements and fixes or even identifying 
the technical root of these issues is beyond my capabilities as a researcher. 
There were however, ‘problems’ that could be solved through practical 
measures to a certain extent. Both the employees at SVT Teckenspråk 
and researchers in human-computer interaction are well aware of the 
difficulties (and expediencies) video meeting technology affords. Nothing 
points out this issue more clearly than the letter of invitation I received 
from the Editor-in-Chief at SVT Falun in 2011 who writes:

Editor-in-Chief:
We use the video meeting system often because we have deaf colleagues 
working with us in Stockholm and they need to be able to participate.

There are of course, a number of problems with the video meeting 
system SVT has.

The system is voice-controlled, which means that if, for example, I have 
a meeting with the Project Leader in Stockholm and the interpreter is 
in Falun, the system does not send the image of the interpreter when 
the interpreter is signing...[to the person in Stockholm]...unless the 
interpreter also talks. The system’s picture quality is such that it makes 
it difficult to understand the sign language sometimes. Additionally, the 
system divides the image into different quadrants so that when we have 
a house meeting [husmötet] in Falun where the regional news teams are 
also connected (Gävle and Hudiksvall) in addition to Stockholm, we are 
forced to zoom in on the interpreters in Falun if the deaf in Stockholm 
are to be able to see what is being said. This is quite dull for those in 
Gävle and Hudiksvall, who are all hearing and do not work with Swedish 
sign language productions, but who then have to sit and watch two 
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interpreters. It is not optimal for our deaf colleagues in Stockholm either 
during these meetings because the square with the interpreters is small 
which makes it more difficult to see and therefore requires more effort to 
follow the meeting.

It is also difficult to hold a video meeting in Falun, with connections from 
different locations and 20-30 people in the same room. Should one talk 
to those sitting in the video meeting 12 and turn your back to those in the 
same room or vice versa.

Då vi har döva medarbetare i Stockholm så använder vi videokonferenssystemet 
mycket för att de ska kunna vara delaktiga vid möten.

Det finns dock en del problem kopplade till videokonferenssystemet som SVT har.

Systemet är röststyrt, vilket innebär om tex jag har möte med projektledaren i 
Stockholm och tolken sitter i Falun, så kopplar systemet ej fram bilden på tolken 
när tolken tecknar..[till den i Stockholm]...utan tolken måste då också prata. 
Systemets bildkvalitet är sådär vilket gör det svårt att uppfatta teckenspråket 
ibland. Dessutom så delar systemet upp bilden i olika rutor så när vi har husmöten 
i Falun då regionala nyheternas lokalredaktioner också är uppkopplade (Gävle 
och Hudiksvall) liksom Stockholm så måste vi zooma tolkarna i Falun för att 
de döva i Stockholm ska se vad som sägs. Att för medarbetarna i Gävle och 
Hudiksvall, som alla är hörande och ej jobbar med teckenspråkig produktion, sitta 
och se bara två tolkar är rätt trist. För de döva medarbetarna i Stockholm är det ej 
heller optimalt då rutan med tolken blir liten dvs svårare att se och det krävs större 
ansträngning för att följa mötet.

Det är också svårt att hålla ett videokonf-möte i Falun, med flera uppkopplade på 
olika orter och med 20-30 personer på plats i Falun, på ett bra sätt. Ska man prata 
till de som sitter i videokonferensen och vända ryggen mot de som är på plats 
eller vice versa?

Clearly, this Editor-in-Chief has lived and experienced video meetings, 
problematised them and even analysed them. What do I, as an outsider 
and researcher, contribute? How do I contribute and in what forum? I was 
invited to study at SVT Teckenspråk specifically because it was not your 
typical television editorial or organisation and offered what was perceived 
to be an extreme case. The Editor-in-Chief’s letter of invitation emphasised 
the special needs and specific requirements SVT Teckenspråk had that 
were not being met by today’s video technology setup. It was seen as an 
interesting opportunity for SVT Teckenspråk to lead and benefit from 
outside expertise. While my presence did make SVT headquarters aware 
of the different needs of its deaf employees but in the long run these were 
put aside and the requirements of the majority hearing were considered 

12 Note that the Editor-in-Chief actually identifies the ‘video meeting’ as a place or space when 
she refers to people sitting in the video meeting (de som sitter i videokonferens).



14  |  INTRODUCTION

more important.

Practical measures were taken during fieldwork to improve and increase 
the visibility of SVT Teckenspråk and their particular needs as far as video 
meeting technologies were concerned. Among them were a workshop, 
hacks to change the lighting, ambience and layout of the room as well as 
the physical configurations of the technology. While these did disrupt SVT 
Teckenspråk’s video meeting practices their effects were hard to gauge and 
outside the scope of this thesis. There were also less identifiable changes 
that my presence effected. Just by ‘being there’ as a researcher, attention 
to and awareness of how the video meeting systems worked and their 
usefulness, were increased and made more apparent to SVT employees 
both at SVT Teckenspråk and in SVT’s central organisation. Finally, I 
was a rather unwilling ‘spokesperson’ for SVT Teckenspråk during the 
central organisation’s initial stages of purchasing a new video meeting 
system. I was also a strategic guest - someone who could forefront these 
special needs and requirements, and perhaps help the office circumvent 
the more cumbersome organisational procedures and regulations as far as 
procurement and new technology went. 13 I suppose that SVT Teckenspråk 
to use me and my presence as a way to “exert a bit of leverage in contractual 
relations with... headquarters” (Hamilton Whitelaw 2013:40).

This thesis does not offer practical solutions or discuss the in-field measures 
in detail. Although they are mentioned occasionally, effort is spent instead 
on presenting a thick description of technology in action and most 
importantly the people that surround it - their lives, opinions, experiences, 
interactions and intersections with technology - and the complex web that 
is woven.  I have done this, not in an effort to produce implications for 
design but to provide a resource for designers and those interest in human-
technology interactions - a written record of other ways of living, being 
and using technology. Not all can take the time or have the skills to carry 
out ethnographic research therefore this thesis is a work of knowledge 
production that can potentially inform future design through its critique of 
current rhetorics on technology as empowering and showing how human 
ingenuity and innovation in making do, hacking and improvising is just 
as important to consider as the much hyped ‘innovative technologies of 
the future’. In addition, the rich empirical examples provide concrete 
illustrations of just how different experiences of technology and its use can 
be for those not categorised as the ‘desired target-group’.

13 See Hamilton Whitelaw for a similar observation albeit in the Danish context at a well-known 
corporation, Bang and Olufsen (2013: 40)
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Initially based on the assumption that there was a problem with the video 
technology or with the ways in which the SVT Teckenspråk teams met, my 
role as a researcher was to solve or elucidate these problems. Issues with 
video technology were however already well identified by other researchers 
in diverse fields of research and also the SVT staff. These problems ranged 
from insufficient bandwidth, inadequate image resolution, unintelligible 
menu systems to more physical and environmental concerns such as poor 
lighting, unsuitable furniture and bad acoustics. Solving such problems 
was beyond my expertise and outside of my initial research focus on 
processes of change. A second class of problems were those associated with 
meeting practices. These could concern anything from the lack of structure 
in meetings, the need for turn-taking and control to taking into account the 
power relations and personal characteristics of each meeting participant. 
I had some insights to offer here but so too did the SVT Teckenspråk 
employees - communication experts in their own right. Finally, there 
are the problems associated with events that people do not command 
or plan and are perhaps unaware of such as patterns of behaviour and 
their underlying philosophies. While this type of study is well suited to 
anthropological inquiries, it tends to sideline the technology itself. My 
study was, in typical interdisciplinary style, to tread the area in between 
humanities, social science, and engineering - like many other studies in the 
field of human-computer interaction and science and technology studies. 

Based on the house meeting, the ‘husmöte’, and many others that followed 
during my visits to SVT in Falun and Stockholm between 2010 - 2012, I 
identified a number of important factors relevant to video meetings held 
in both Swedish Sign Language and Swedish. These issues were also 
raised regularly by SVT Teckenspråk employees during the numerous 
interviews I had with them. These Teckenspråk employees were experts 
in media production and skilled professionals familiar with the nature 
of visual communication. Identifying significant factors was, for them, 
mere reiteration or external confirmation that their assessments of the 
insufficiencies of video meetings were founded and thus not a primary 
research goal. Nevertheless, beginning with these factors provided a 
gateway through which to tackle larger more socio-cultural factors. 
Among these already established issues was the need for all sign language 
speaking employees to be visible on screen. The remote participant, deaf 
employees and interpreters needed to be able to see what was being signed 
by participants in all locations even by those they were seated beside. 
Other important issues related to turn-taking, structure and organisation 
of meetings. When it came to these, not everyone I interviewed could 
agree on whether more structure and stricter organisation in meetings was 



16  |  INTRODUCTION

better than a less regulated, more conversational meeting. It depended 
on the purpose and type of meeting as well as the mix of meeting 
participants, their fluency in Swedish Sign Language and whether it was 
a face-to-face meeting or a video meeting, or worse, a telephone meeting. 
These important considerations when holding meetings in Swedish Sign 
Language and with deaf, hearing and interpreters present are hardly new 
discoveries. The employees at SVT Teckenspråk and even at SVT Falun in 
general were well-aware of these issues (as the excerpt from the Editor-in-
Chief shows). However, this awareness of issues did not always translate 
into action. Negotiations and navigations between different moral, ethical, 
and practical alternatives are always at play (see Cupitt 2013). These 
negotiations are intertwined with various factors such as organisational 
factors, social factors and even moral dilemmas. It is this mess that is under 
examination in this thesis - the mess of video meetings in a dual-language 
organisation where teams are located in different offices and together, deaf 
and hearing and interpreters, carry out the work of television production.

The question
While there may not be a ‘problem’, only a mess, there are still questions 
to ask. These questions are more about the ‘how’, the ‘who’ and the ‘what’ 
rather than the ‘why’. The how can be examined through looking into 
everyday practices associated with video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. 
The who and the what are about the performance of video meetings in 
these contexts and the ways in which people and machine intertwine as I 
draw upon feminist theory to emphasise the relationalities between them. 
The what then becomes more a combination of the people and technology, 
a video meeting, and a situation rather than a thing or an object while the 
who emerges in the moment and changes without reaching stasis. A simple 
formulation of a research question might be,

How do video meetings, involving people, technologies, and 
organisations, play into experiences of being deaf or hearing at SVT 
Teckenspråk, and what role do these practices and performances 
play in the materialisation of difference as analytical and political 
categories in human-machine interactions?

To make this question significant for a broader, interdisciplinary human-
computer interaction audience, I have then taken these findings and placed 
them in relation to design frameworks for practitioners and designers of 
technologies.

What implications do these interactions and the knowledge they 
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bring have for the design of technological artefacts?

This research project focusses mainly on the SVT groups in Falun and 
Stockholm. This includes SVT Teckenspråk but also occasional examples 
and comparisons with Gävledalanytt as the two editorials shared an office 
in Falun. The offices in Gävle and Hudiksvall do not make an appearance 
in this study other than in their video mediated form as images and 
sounds transmitted through and by technology. The main focus is on  
SVT Teckenspråk and its three editorials: Kultur- och samhället editorial 
(Culture and Society), Barnredaktionen (Children’s programming) and 
Nyhetstecken (News in Sign Language). Barnredaktionen’s team members 
were all based in Falun. Kultur- och samhället and Nyhetstecken had 
employees in Stockholm and Falun. These two had video meetings 
often and it was these meetings as well as the more administrative and 
managerial meetings with Human Resources and the Editorial Chiefs, 
that I documented and have analysed. The different groups had, of course, 
different meetings and these meetings also varied according to their purpose 
and those involved. These differences are significant when it comes to fully 
understanding video meetings, video meeting technology and deafness at 
SVT. Given the complexity of both the field-site which includes different 
locations and offices, various editorial teams, diverse editorial tasks, 
focusses and goals, people at multiple levels and with plural roles within 
the organisation and many purposes for meeting and meeting genres, this 
research project has the flexible characteristics of multi-sited ethnographic 
inquiries (Hannerz 2003; Marcus 1995). Neither the research object, nor 
the research site and questions have been static or conceptualised as such, 
during this process.

To answer the research question presented in this thesis requires a diffuse 
lens. The focus is therefore not on the object of a video meeting and all 
that entails. Nor is it about the technological artefacts that make up video 
meeting technology. It is not even a study of SVT as an organisation. 
Instead it is about all three and how these overlap and intertwine during 
the everyday lived experiences of people. Insight into all these components 
and how they intersect, comes from the way in which they are discussed 
by SVT employees in Stockholm and Falun. What this discourse reveals is 
that video meeting technology and video meetings often signify more than 
the tools designed to aid, complete tasks and overcome obstacles. Clues 
to understanding these everyday lives, also manifest in the ways in which 
people use the video meeting technology, how they hold meetings and how 
they relate to the organisation on a group and individual level in different 
situations. While the practicalities of video meetings (or video mediated 
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communication as it is more broadly termed), between deaf, hearing and 
interpreters, and in two languages are important to consider, that is only a 
part of the focus of this thesis. This research also focusses on the social issues 
which can sometimes be overlooked in a problem-solving-based approach 
that hones in on practice alone. At SVT, and especially SVT Teckenspråk, 
video meeting technologies are drawn into discourses on organisational, 
economic and personnel issues. These discourses are reflected in the ways 
in which technology is used but also intersect with other larger struggles 
embedded within SVT as an organisation. Not only do video technologies, 
the discourses around them and their use, embody these struggles but they 
also are employed in strategic ways to further discussions on workplace 
identities, equality and power. At SVT in Falun, what it means to be deaf is 
tied to discourse on equality in the work place which then intersects with 
the organisation, notions of public service, and effectively manifests in the 
way people interact with video technology. This research examines how 
people use video technology in their everyday work. This includes using 
it for the purpose it was designed - to meet via video - but also for other 
purposes. This examination stems from the general assumption that ‘it’s 
complicated’ (boyd 2014) and for this reason it is less about finding out 
why, when, where and how than it is about explaining the many different 
ways in which technology and humans interact and showing they ways 
in which these worlds - both lived and imagined - intertwine. The second 
part of the research question tackles these social aspects of video meetings 
and examines them through the lens of performativity. What and how 
do different ways of being emerge through and within interactions with 
technology, peoples, and organisation during and around video meetings?

The importance of answering these types of questions when it comes to 
human interactions with technology are perhaps not immediately clear. 
The final goal is to illustrate this and underscore the need for such questions 
and use of a variety of analytical frames during any design process. In 
essence, this call is yet another echo of early arguments against the 
objectivity of science. Tracing a progression from the work of science and 
technology scholars such as Traweek (1992) who argued for a recognition 
of the subjective nature of ‘hard Science’, to more recent research which 
critiques power and privilege in design and new technology (Tonkenwise 
2014:174ff.; Prado de O. Martins & Oliviera 2014), as well as literature 
that argues for the importance of the contexts in which technologies find 
themselves (Dourish 2004; Räsänen & Nyce 2006), shows a constant need 
to reiterate this important find. Simply understanding human-computer 
interaction is complicated enough let alone the translation work needed 
to turn this complexity into design guidelines and requirements, however 
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it is still a necessary task. Such approaches in studies on human-computer 
interaction are generally accepted as critical to the field. Despite this, efforts 
to understand these contexts and broader factors are often superficial and 
methods used are  limited to interviews, personas or scenario building 
in general design practice. Even given the latest trend towards more 
exploratory research through design, there is a risk that unless technologies 
are made and designed for exactly the same demographic and contexts as 
the designer, these same technologies that are intended to enable, empower 
and grant access, will instead hinder, disable and disempower. This thesis 
therefore, chooses to address the broader issues - political, social and 
cultural matters - which can be deciding factors in whether people use and 
adopt technologies and to examine what is actually going on when we use 
technology.

Generally speaking, this thesis takes a broad view. This is a necessity given 
that I am looking instances of interactions and their contexts, the people 
and the machines involved. I refer to all these aspects using the umbrella 
term of video meetings. This signifies a number of different components, 
phenomena, people/technologies and situations. Video technology 
involved is one. The second is the practice of holding meetings. Another 
is the people involved - the deaf, the hearing and the interpreters - and 
what these categories mean. Yet another dimension is that of SVT as an 
organisation. There is no end to the different considerations at play as I 
could extend the frame to include observations on Swedish public service 
television, Swedish culture (as well as deaf culture in general), and even 
place all these in a global context. ‘Going macro’ is not always necessary 
though and acknowledging that there are (outside this thesis) no clear 
boundaries to any study on human computer interaction, a first step is 
limiting it for the purpose of the text. There are omissions that include 
placing Swedish public service television in a global context or even 
within the narrower political arenas in Sweden. I restrict my analysis and 
understandings of deaf culture to cover only those deaf people I met at SVT 
Teckenspråk. Acknowledging this limitation means restricting making 
general comments on ‘deaf culture’ but also on ‘hearing Swedish culture’ 
as this group is also limited for the purpose of this study to those I met at 
SVT. The boundaries of these limitations are essentially porous as my place 
in Swedish society influences both my understandings of Swedish culture 
and deaf culture in Sweden. However, I strive to  present a particular view 
of a particular group with whom I have spent time.

A further limitation is my treatment of technology. This relates to who I 
am as a researcher, my expertise and skills. Video technology in this thesis 
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is more than the matter of bits and bytes, code, bandwidth, broadband 
networks and cables. It is all these and their inter-relationships. Some have 
argued that the nitty-gritty of technology needs to be more visible in social 
studies of technology and I address this by cataloguing the technology 
in play. However, I position myself in a kind of middle ground where 
technology is described in as much detail as it is present in the everyday 
life and work at the offices of SVT Teckenspråk in Falun and Stockholm. 
Having admitted this, it is also important to understand the scope of the 
concept of ‘work’ in this thesis. Although there are many aspects and 
tasks involved in television production, these have been sidelined in order 
to put video meetings under the microscope. In this sense, the work of 
television production functions as contexts for meetings as is treated 
as such, analytically. What I examine in this thesis is the people at SVT 
Teckenspråk and their meetings, and I ask how these intersect with the 
video technology, and the versions of their philosophies and ideologies 
that are present at SVT Teckenspråk’s offices in Falun and Stockholm. I 
am in a sense, confining my study to the ways of being and becoming with 
video technology at Swedish television; zooming in on particular sights in 
order to build an understanding of video meetings in Swedish and Swedish 
sign language between deaf, hearing and interpreter. These vistas are then 
analysed using a variety of theoretical perspectives that begin with the 
act of holding video meetings. I then ask what can be drawn from these 
when it comes to grasping what it means to be deaf, hearing, interpreter, 
SVT employee, technology and researcher. This starts with a performative 
approach but deviates slightly and veers into purely feminist perspectives 
on ways of being. Finally, and in answer to the last part of my research 
question, I attempt to reveal radical and possible, previously unthinkable, 
unimaginable futures of becoming with technologies inspired by queer 
theory.

Outline
I began this thesis with a vignette, chosen because it represents an extreme 
- a chaotic video meeting - my first impression and what seems to be a 
big part of SVT employees troubles. Using certain terms and expressions 
such as ‘becoming with’, intra-actions and reconfigurations, I have already 
begun to hint at my approach. It is one founded on an interest in the socio-
cultural aspects of technology, critical and feminist perspectives, and one 
which asserts that it is not always constructive to assume that technology 
solves problems. I also make room for the possibility that technology causes 
serious problems even in the same moments when people work to solve, or 
have solved, them. I illustrate this by presenting accounts from the people 
at SVT couched in my own interpretations of events and through analysing 
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actual meetings.

This thesis is a development of theoretical perspectives relevant for human-
computer interaction grounded in empirical examples. Starting with the 
already well-established focus on use, usability it moves into the less 
established realm of experiences (although not from a phenomenological 
perspective). Experience is understood as processual, emergent and created 
through interactions with objects (see Theory:40). In human-computer 
interaction terms we have moved from a focus on use to user experience. 14 
This focus on experience means that there is a need to consider who’s 
experience is under examination. As a result, the subject and subjective 
experience understood as emergent and performative come to the fore.

Progressing from this to the main approach used in this thesis, I analyse 
video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk from a feminist perspective. These 
‘experiences’ and ‘interactions’ become first moments of co-creation (or 
becoming with) and re-configurations. Then, once taking into account 
the materiality, they morph into ‘intra-actions’, thus emphasising the co-
construction of meaning through material interactions. Finally this thesis 
analyses how the technologies, interactions and materialities of video 
meetings create difference as both an analytical and empirical category. 
The final discussion argues for a queer alterity that does not accept the 
established focus on the dialogue between sameness and difference 
but which instead substantiates a difference independent of norms, 
hierarchies and structures, albeit in an admittedly artificial way. I end 
by positing that technology does not just ‘make a difference’ through 
empowering, increasing access and equality, but that instead it can often 
‘make difference’ in concrete and significant ways which work against the 
former, grand goals. Having already presented an ‘extreme meeting’, the 
general issues with meetings, my overall approach and goals here in the 
introductory chapter, the next section discusses some of the initial theories 
that underpin these aims. Taking the reader on a quick tour of practice 
theory and performativity theory, then glossing over the main, relevant 
concepts from science and technology studies and feminist theory, I end 
by proposing that queer theory might prove helpful (a hypothesis which 
I take up in earnest at the conclusion of this thesis). This brief account of 
theory is complemented by further discussions on theory in relation to the 
empirical examples presented through-out.

In most theses, the theory chapter would be followed by a chapter outlining 

14 Here it is necessary to remind the reader of my early hesitation about the term ‘user’. This 
extends to both the notion of ‘use’, ‘user experience’ and even usability. See footnote 6. Introduction:8.
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methods. I have chosen to forego a separate methods chapter and an in-
depth discussion of both my methods of data collection and analysis and 
instead include mentions of my method choices and their significance 
throughout this thesis - and only when relevant. While this work is a 
doctoral thesis it needs still to be consumable. Moreover, the power 
of ethnography lies in being able to hint at other ways of living in other 
worlds. A discussion of methods in detail undermines efforts to draw the 
reader into this text and help them experience, by proxy, what it means 
to take part in video meetings in Swedish Sign Language and Swedish 
with interpreters, hearing and deaf. Yet another account of ethnographic 
fieldwork, its premises, methods and my practice is likely to have any 
reader slamming the covers of this thesis shut -- before it has barely begun.

She had never believed in ‘method’ as a warrant for whatever it 
may be taken to be a warrant for. Worse: she had loathed the 
obligatory ‘methods-section’ of her own PhD thesis, which risked 
talking about what she took to be interesting findings as if they 
were preliminary thoughts. In the few years since she had finished 
her thesis A had tried hard to forget about method. Discussing 
it somehow always seemed mainly restrictive. She would gladly 
have underscored Steve Woolgar’s words... ‘Those attracted by 
the intellectual challenge will note with regret that their potential 
allies’ obsession with method bespeaks a poverty of imagination 
and excitement’ 15 (Mol & Mesman 1996:422)

For those still concerned, theory could be understood as a method as it 
is through the use of theory that I challenge existing paradigms in both 
human-computer interaction and anthropology. Theory is my method 
and my ‘tool’. Not only this but I am using my theoretical framework to 
interpret what I have been a part of at SVT Teckenspråk and to contribute 
to, and present what I saw as the deaf agenda, to an academic public. 
Following on from the theory section, I work to explain the key concepts 
and categories that inform my later analysis in the sections ‘technology’, 
‘meetings’, ‘the organisation’ and deafness (see Visualities). These 
concepts are unpacked from different disciplinary starting points which 
are acknowledged as influential and relevant to this work or established in 
either human-computer interaction, anthropology and sometimes science 
and technology studies. I then move on to the more empirical part of the 
study. The sections Histories, Vitalities, Subjectivities, and Materialities 

15 Mol & Mesman are citing: Woolgar, S. 1992 “Some Remarks about Positionism: A Reply to 
Collins and Yearley” in Pickering, A. (ed.) Science as Practice and Culture, The University of Chicago Press 
,Chicago:327-342.
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include a blend of empirical data, notes on method and different analysis 
perspectives which prepare the reader for the discussion and finally the 
concluding arguments (Alterities and Conclusion). The analytical frames 
used in these chapters progress from a focus on practice to feminist analyses 
of intra-actions (post-humanist performativity) and materialities to a final 
discussion on the concept of alterity (or difference) and technology’s role 
in the reconfigurations of these.

The first empirical chapter on Histories differs from the following empirical 
chapters. Although based on the interviews and observations made during 
fieldwork, Histories also includes archival data and information gathered 
from published online sources such as websites, online news articles and 
television broadcasts. These are contrasted with the accounts of SVT 
employees shared with me in interviews, informal chats and meetings. 
In Histories especially, I present empirical examples from meetings and 
interviews that highlight how shared meaning and even visions of the 
futures, pasts and presents, are encoded in discourse on video meetings 
among SVT Falun employees. This decision to include these separate from 
other empirical data ties back to Donna Haraway (2013) and her conception 
of ‘stories’ as: “...proposing and enacting patterns for participants to 
inhabit, somehow...”. At SVT Teckenspråk discourses on equality in the 
workplace, deaf identity and cultural heritage, discrimination issues and 
power dynamics are never far from mind. These discourses are enacted 
through meetings, lunch time conversations and general discussions on 
topics as varied as mobile phones, the production of television content, 
relations with hearing co-workers and of course, video mediated 
communication. The enacted nature of these discourses is examined in the 
section on Vitalities.

At the foundations of both human-computer interaction and socio-
cultural anthropology is the notion that people’s actions and discourse 
have meaning. It is this common factor that allows anthropological studies 
on humans and technology to fit so well into an interdisciplinary field 
of research such as human-computer interaction (and also science and 
technology studies for that matter). In this particular research project, the 
ways in which people use video meeting technology are both significant 
and revealing, especially when juxtaposed with the ways in which people 
discuss these technologies in both interview situations but also in daily 
discourse. This doing is commonly referred to as ‘practice’ (see Bourdieu 
1990:80ff.; Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 1996). While referring to a unified 
notion of practice is evident in the Social Sciences, it is something that 
has only periodically been popular in human-computer interaction. 
Additionally, the term has been interpreted and understood in a variety 
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of ways (see Kuutti and Bannon 2014; and in Nardi 1996 where practice is 
activity). Given this variety of interpretations, it might seem more intuitive 
to talk about ‘using’ which is standard for the field of human-computer 
interactions but this too has its own pitfalls, the denotation of a person as 
a ‘user’ being the most problematic (as discussed in Bannon 1991; Woolgar 
1991; Satchell & Dourish  2009). The notion of doing, is itself derived from 
action and acting but has the benefit of distancing my theoretical approach 
from Actor Network Theory and Latour’s (2005) conceptualisation 
of networks, actants and agency (also referenced in Suchman 2007). 
However, ‘doing’ is something of a philosophical orphan and instead of 
focussing on intra-actions as based on ‘agents’ who act I have chosen to 
think about doing in terms of actions, interactions and even intra-actions 
carried out by assemblages of humans, technologies, organisations, policies 
and others understood as inextricably linked. Most simply, practice can be 
understood as people’s lived experiences. This opens up feminist theory and 
interpretations of people’s doings as relational, dynamic and co-creative 
and is here referenced in the section on “Vitalities”. These vitalities are 
more commonly referred to as ‘lived experiences’ which resemble so-called 
‘lived realities’. An examination of these vitalities in video meetings, offers 
details on the practices of holding video meetings from a number of angles.

The next chapter on Subjectivities starts where Vitalities leaves off. Also 
taking a practice-inspired approach, Subjectivities moves to consider 
actions as part of lived experiences. These lived experiences are subjective 
and situated within contexts and tied to the formation of the self. This 
subjectivity is dynamic and ever-changing and through a re-examination 
of the video meeting at SVT Teckenspråk, this chapter realises that 
video meetings are reconfigurations in every sense - the meaning of the 
technology, practices, experiences, and the co-creation of different ways 
of being. In the section on Materialities, I address what I argue are ‘intra-
actions’, moving from a practice-based approach used in the previous 
section and towards a feminist understanding of human-computer 
interaction that emphasises the co-construction of meaningful encounters 
between beings referred to as ‘becomings with’. In this particular work, 
those ‘becomings with’ are people (both deaf and hearing, sign language 
fluent and not) employed at SVT in Falun and Stockholm, who merge 
with technologies during  video meetings, albeit while ‘using’ the video 
meeting technology, carrying out the administrative and planning part 
of television production, and also conducting the work of interpretation, 
translation and communication in general. I intricately examine examples 
of these instances to show what is happening. These happenings are 
perhaps understood and acknowledged by those involved in them or they 
may be purposefully side-lined, prioritised and de-prioritised according 
to what is important in that particular moment. The meanings behind 
what people do are revealed in this moment of realisation that one ‘act’ 
is more important than another, that another is forgotten or ignored, or a 
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particular circumstance is emphasised through the actions of those present 
- human or technological. This part of the analysis focusses on relations, 
negotiations, and their contexts, materialities and the meanings made.

In the discussion chapter of this thesis, Alterities, I address what I see as 
the crux of the issue with video meeting technology at SVT Teckenspråk. In 
a play upon words, technology that is lauded as making a difference (and 
implying that this difference is positive) is actually shown to create another 
type of difference - one that may not always be for the better. That is that 
video meetings, the technology and people involved make difference, but 
in all the wrong ways. The sections on Materialities and Alterities offer 
alternative lenses which illuminate these potentially overlooked aspects 
of video meetings. In these sections, I point out these problems but 
it is not until the final conclusion that I offer a potential alternative - a 
queering of my previous analytical approaches and a hint at future possible 
understandings of human interactions with [video meeting] technology. 
This is an ambitious goal and one that this thesis will only sketch out. The 
real work is yet to be done.

While the structure of this thesis is perhaps unconventional, it is ‘designed’ 
to take the reader on a journey from what I hope is familiar territory - 
identifying an issue with technology use; unpacking that use with the 
help of familiar theoretical paradigms; and then finally attacking things 
from different, hopefully unexpected angles that bring a new light to the 
ways in which technologies and people come into being together. This is 
the primary task of this work and the rational explanation for flaunting 
convention in terms of format and structure. Given my ambitious (and 
politically motivated) theoretical project, it should not be surprising 
that I have rationalised defying tradition in the presentation of research 
results and ask the reader to consider if it is not perhaps so that sometimes 
structure and conventional thinking can hinder exploration of new territory 
and radical ways of thinking?
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In this thesis, I set out to take the reader on a journey of theoretical 
discovery that mirrors my own. To do this, I have chosen to address certain 
basic theoretical foundations initially in this theory section while leaving 
the later theoretical concepts to be discovered alongside the empirical 
examples that evoked them. This way of treating theory as emergent 
is common in ethnographic texts although this thesis arguably takes 
this to new lengths. To begin with, I will be presenting my overarching 
theoretical framework and its fundamental theory - feminist theory. This 
has its origins in practice theory and performativity theory so these two 
will be briefly addressed with a focus on how they have fed feminist theory 
and its relevant primary concepts rather than a comprehensive summary 
of their key characteristics. Following on from this presentation, is a 
reflection on the motivations behind my choice of theoretical framework 
(which I have termed ‘methodology’) and the implications of these choices 
(Methodology:50ff.). Through out this thesis and even in the end of this 
chapter, I am constantly questioning the applicability of this theoretical 
framework - searching for something more, something that is perhaps a 
little bit queer.

The theoretical mélange
In broad strokes, therefore, the theories used begin with the tenets of 
practice theory and also the closely related theory of performativity. These 
generally build upon the acknowledgment that human acts and speech  
(practices) are performances that portray meaning and indicate intention 
and identity (Goffman 1959). However, my use of performativity theory 
in this particular study interprets the core ideas behind the concept. The 
performances lack the drama of Turner’s (1967) performance theory and 
are less about a relationship to a pre-existing structure as in Butler’s 
(1999) performance of gender identities. Instead, my use of the theory of 
performativity interprets the core ideas behind the concept and employs 
them in the sense that emphasises how what is expressed verbally and 
that which is done has meaning in social contexts at different points in 
time. Whiles studies on performative aspects of technology are vital to 
our understandings of technology, I align myself with Morris (1995) who 
questions the benefits of emphasising the discursive aspects of ‘speech’ 
and ‘act’ 1 (but which are often considered to underlie post-modernist, 
performative accounts). Instead, I prefer to hone in on the performative as 
experience, intra-actions and situated knowings; that is, as materialisations 
of processes that reveal and create ways of being.

1 The terms ‘speech’ and ‘act’ are used here in reference to early works in this vein by Austin 
(1962) and Butler (1999) respectively.
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Practice theory
Practices as a means of enquiry allows a focus on knowledge and 
understanding through an examination of what people do. For social 
theorists, such as Bourdieu and Giddens, ‘practices’ were analytically 
useful as they permitted a move beyond ‘rigid action-structure oppositions’ 
through opening up to a questioning of individual actions and their role 
in the creation of social phenomena (Schatzki 2001:10). On the other 
hand, cultural theorists, such as Foucault (1988) and Lyotard (1979)used 
practices to refer to language which was understood as a discursive activity. 
This positioned them in opposition to “structuralist, semiotic and post-
structuralist conceptions of language seen as structure, system or abstract 
discourse” (Schatzki 2001:10). In science and technology studies, practice 
theory primarily aids in presenting science as an activity rather than 
representation which provides theorists such as Rouse (2006), Pickering 
(1995) and Latour (2005), with the opportunity to reconsider ‘humanist 
dichotomies between human and non-human entities’ (Schatzki 2001:10).

In somewhat problematic fashion, the term ‘practice’ is usually broadly 
defined as ‘arrays of activity’ (Schatzki 2001:11). Within these arrays, 
“activity is embodied, and... nexuses of practices are mediated by 
artifacts, hybrids, and natural objects” (Schatzki 2001:11). The related 
(and contested) notion of embodiment adds to the already complicated 
relationships that need to be considered when aspects of materiality 
and studies of ‘the entities that mediate activity’ (for example, the video 
meeting technology in this study) come under scrutiny. The problem of 
referring to practices as ‘embodied arrays of activity’ is perhaps less dire 
given the recent emergence of the notion of post-human embodiment as 
it appears in so-called new materialist accounts represented here by the 
theories of Barad (2003, 2007, 2010). These theoretical perspectives 
address concerns that practice theory-based approaches fail to take into 
account feminist conceptions of co-constitution between body, practice, 
and the material (Schatzki 2001:11).

Practice theory in anthropology incorporates an emphasis on the dynamics 
of social structures and their governance or constraint over individual 
actions (Rouse 2006:506). This imbues the approach with a particularly 
historical dimension which is considered invaluable to any anthropological 
analysis. Also important for anthropology is practice theory’s ability to 
allow for multiple, co-existing cultures. It has helped the discipline escape 
the unified and systematic theories of culture and incorporate phenomena 
such as migration, notions of cosmopolitanism, multiculturalism and 
globalisation - for better or worse (Rouse 2006:506). As far as a definition 
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of ‘practice’, Ortner comes to the conclusion that practice can in essence be 
any significant form of ‘human angle’ but that practice theorists gravitate 
towards those practices which have a political dimension (1984:149). This 
is certainly be true of practice theorists within human-computer interaction 
where explicit focus on ‘practice’ is often coupled with an interest in 
participatory design (Novick & Wynn 1992; Suchman & Trigg 1992; Bødker 
& Pedersen 1992; Ehn 1993:63f.; Kensing & Blomberg 1998:172; Gregory 
2003). In general however, human-computer interaction has a dual focus 
when it comes to practice. Firstly there are the practices of the people who 
are interacting with the technology. Secondly there are the practices of the 
designer who makes that technology that are under  investigation. The use 
of practice theory in human-computer interaction differs therefore from its 
anthropological applications that discuss anthropological practice in other 
terms such as methodology, epistemology, or ontologies underlining the 
philosophical undertones of a discipline’s methods and research practices. 

In human-computer interaction, studies focussed on practice often become 
discussions of ‘actions’ and ‘interactions’ (for example, Engeström 1999; 
Nardi 1996). The focus on studying observable public behaviours and 
explaining the internal cognitive processes that inform verbal and physical 
expressions in a certain space and time is key to unpacking interactions. 
While the practice-based understanding of interactions is a welcome 
addition to early cognitive approaches, their formulation as activity theory 
is somewhat disconcerting from an anthropological perspective that thrives 
on the notion of context. Rather than focusing on the social underpinnings 
of practices, activity theory draws attention to the tools and the activity 
in itself. These are then placed within a thinly woven web of physical, 
environmental factors or systems (see Engeström 1999). Early examples of 
a turn to practice in human-computer interaction have been carried out by 
Orr (1996) and Suchman (1987) yet this is a move that some practitioners 
are still calling for (Kuutti & Bannon 2014). Kuutti and Bannon call for 
a macro-level approach to human-computer interaction that is politically 
interested and draws social issues into the realm of human-computer 
interactions. This call echoes earlier moves in the Scandinavian school of 
human-computer interaction (most typically, in participatory design), but 
also more general concerns about the lack of depth in the interpretation of 
‘context’ in field (see Dourish 2004; Räsänen & Nyce 2006).

It is clear by now that in interdisciplinary fields of inquiry such as human-
computer interaction, even so-called foundational theories and their 
definitions cannot be assumed. Human-computer interaction uses practice 
theory to justify a focus on activity and tasks, while anthropology’s interest 
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is in the social and contextual. Distinctions aside, any practice-based 
approach to actions and the relationships that underlie them are usually 
contextualised through reference to assumed pre-existing social and 
organisational structures, institutions and norms.

Performativity
There are many different aspects to performativity theory. Its history 
ranges from early anthropological studies on the nature of performance 
(Turner 1964, 1969, 1979), to more recent feminist works on gender, 
the body and identity (Butler 1990). Turner’s work is more accurately 
characterised as performance theory and has a focus on the theatrical, the 
ritual and that which occurs in the public sphere (Turner 1979; Nyqvist 
2015). The performative turn in anthropology marked the shift from 
understanding performance as cultural performance to understanding it as 
the performance of culture (Conquergood 1989). This shift in perspective 
figures in Butler’s (1990) conceptualisation of performativity in the sense 
that her work discusses the presentation of the self (cf. Goffman 1959) also 
in the public sphere. Butler does not restrict her theory of performativity 
to this however and drawing on Foucault, her theories also discuss the 
creation of identity through ‘technologies of the self’ (Foucault 1988; in 
Butler 1990). For Butler, the work and processes of expressing, forming 
and creating a ‘self’ occur in relation to the existing (patriarchal, hetero-
normative) social structure. They are expressed through actions and 
identities are made consciously but also ascribed through material symbols 
such as clothing, the body, and even language (see also Austin 1962).

Hall presents a comprehensive account of the concept of performativity 
in relation to linguistic anthropology beginning with Austin’s (1962) 
work on performative utterances - which laid the foundations for speech 
act theory (2000:184). After rapidly running through a list of linguistic 
anthropologists inspired by Austin’s speech act theory which stated that 
certain utterances were in essence performative; Hall (2000) elaborates 
briefly on anthropologists who took Austin’s theory and applied it to 
practice in ritual and drama contexts. These studies show that ritual is 
not merely re-iterative performance but that there are aspects of both 
liminality and creativity at play. This interpretation is in line with Turner’s 
performance theory. Performativity understood as such is then contrasted 
with the performative turn in literature studies and Derrida’s critique on 
intentionality, context and unending citationality, as explained by Hall 
(2000:185). For anthropologists, Derrida’s divorcing of acts from context 
and literary theory’s focus on iterability as key to speech act theory, 
stands in direct conflict with the core of the field (ibid.). According to Hall 
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(2000) this has ultimately hampered dialogue between the disciplines 
of anthropology and literature studies. Feminist theorist, Morris 
(1995:576ff.) also identifies this aspect of performativity as problematic 
and one to strategically overlook - a recommendation I have chosen to 
follow in this thesis. Butler, perhaps the key feminist theorist identified 
with performativity theory, has arguably bridged this gap between literary 
theory and more empirically-based disciplines such as anthropology in her 
later work on gender, the body, and identity (1990).

Belonging to what is sometimes known as the second generation 
of performativity, Butler’s work, and those inspired by her, offers  
methodological promise and a new way of conducting discourse analysis 
(Hall 2000:186). Her approach (1988, 1997) draws focus onto how speech 
and that which is uttered hints at manipulation of ideologies that continually 
appear and overlap in the ongoing ‘production of the self’. According to 
Butler, the body suffers cultural construction through conventions that 
sanction and proscribe how the body is enacted -- the act (or performance), 
and the tacit conventions that structure the way the body is culturally 
perceived (1988:523). Like others, Hall critiques Butler for her lack of 
attention to the ‘voluntarist subject’ and her implicit understanding of the 
gendered self as iterations of prior-existing, repeated, gendered acts that are 
subject to those that came before them (2000:186). Hall (ibid.) identifies the 
key challenge for anthropologists using a feminist, performative approach 
as how to reconcile Butler’s theory with an ethnographic understanding 
of context and the diverse conceptualisation of agency that comes with it. 
This is especially true when we consider that for Butler, feminism ought 
“to consider the status of the category itself and, indeed, to discern the 
conditions of oppression which issue from an unexamined reproduction of 
gender identities which sustain discrete and binary categories of men and 
women” (1988:523). 2 Suchman (1987) has addressed exactly this in her 
first examination of human-machine communication. She qualifies this 
‘invisible labour’ of ordering and ‘sorting things out’ as re-production of 
categories - drawing on Bowker and Star (Suchman 2007:202). It seems 
therefore that the examination of categories serves merely to reproduce 
them leaving little room for establishing alternative understandings that 
do not validate or support such order.

It is possible to consider categories at SVT Teckenspråk - deaf, hearing, 
born deaf, hearing-impaired, those with progressive hearing loss, hearing 

2 Such considerations may indeed be lacking in feminist accounts (and also in this account), but 
there are tactical reasons to avoid these considerations as I will explain in the coming sections on Politics 
and Ethics and in the brief account of queer theory.
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but fluent in sign language, and so forth. Such a consideration takes on the 
task of examining deaf identities and works to detail the categories of deaf 
and hearing to some extent. It does not however help me decouple deaf 
from hearing nor dismantle binaries in any analytical way. It leaves me 
searching for a theoretical concept that can consider simply ‘being deaf’ 
(and not a category of ‘deaf’) as it is formulated within SVT Teckenspråk. 
This is present a formidable challenge and one I hope to solve through a 
presentation of the ethnographic data understood in relation to theorists 
such as Donna Haraway and Karen Barad.

Barad (2003) develops performativity using her knowledge of theoretical 
quantum physics, and argues for a conceptualisation that focusses more on 
the material and ‘matter’ than language. This is an important development 
as far as human-computer interaction is concerned as it allows for non-
verbal expressions of the self and lends a framework with which to handle 
their materiality - or how meaning and the self is embodied through 
actions and interactions with the world. In other words, it resolves some 
of the questions around the notion of embodiment that plagued both 
practice theory and performativity theory making them the subject of 
feminist critique. New materialism and Barad’s (2003, 2007) version of 
performativity  is a welcome means of addressing this critique and offers 
an escape from Cartesian dualism; renders all matter (human and non-
human) vital, active and able to ‘act’; incorporates and can deal with the 
temporal, dynamic and processual ways in which things, people, and 
matter become; and finally, it de-centres the human subject and places it 
in dynamic, emerging relations (Connolly 2013:399f.). 

Much of what goes on in everyday use of technologies is arguably not as 
directed or as purposefully constructed to form an expression of the self 
as our utterances and discourse (see Butler 1988; Suchman 1987:68ff. for 
example). Yet through our actions and interactions we define our contexts 
and their limits, and make clear what matters (see Barad 2003 on agential 
cuts 3). Through this lens, a post-humanist performativity theory, Barad-
style, can re-examine the categories of human and non-human action, how 
they relate to ‘being’ in the world and most importantly, cope with the fluid 

3 While Barad’s philosophy of agential realism could certainly be applied explicitly to this 
thesis, and thereby her notion of agential cuts enacted by the researcher and SVT employees, I have 
not addressed this part of her work in more than an incidental fashion in my analysis of SVT Teckenspråk 
and video meeting technology. It is present however so to explain in brief, agential cuts are those cuts 
made by actors and which serve to bound the interactions that occur. Barad (2003) relates this once more 
to Niels Bohr’s split-slit experiment where the bounds of the experimental apparatus, understood as a 
phenomenon not a device, effects different cuts that produce different versions of realities. These cuts are 
made consciously and with agency. For a more detailed accounted see Barad’s article on post-humanist 
performativity (2003:816ff).



  |  33THEORY

and ongoing formation of these so-called categories which come into being 
in critical ways through material ties to material worlds.  

Feminist theory
Practice and performativity theories are the foundation of this thesis 
regardless of their exiguities. These theories tend to rely on events, doings 
and relations that exist within an a priori structure, hierarchy or socio-
technical system and interpret everyday events almost exclusively in 
reference to matters of identity. Practice theory and performativity theory’s 
concern with difference in relations to norms, institutions and structures 
intermarries with feminist approaches which draw on both (see Butler  
1993, 1990; Suchman 2007, 2011; Barad 2007). Suchman has contributed 
to our understandings of what is re-configured through our situated actions 
and how these reconfigurations are indicative of human notions of the non-
human (Suchman 2007:207ff, 226; 2011). All three have also paved the way 
for understandings of how these reconfigurations and actions are situated 
within contexts, defined by temporalities, and influenced by materialities 
(Barad 2003; 2007). Whilst these are important contributions there is 
still the problem of structure, categories, and binaries to deal with. Butler 
(1990), Barad (2007) and Suchman (2007), contextualise and limit these 
‘goings on’ to certain moments, situations and decisions made by human 
and non-human ‘actors’. Butler (1988) does this by situating gender 
identity in relation to traditional gender binaries; and Barad confines her 
mattering to the apparatuses which effect agential cuts through which 
realities are defined (2003:816). Suchman (2007) limits the dynamics 
of reconfigurations by maintaining relatively fixed categories of human 
versus non-human thus implying a structure and order of things. This 
problem of categories is one which I too have encountered. The difficulty of 
avoiding pre-defined and pre-understood categories of deaf versus hearing 
is an ongoing struggle that appears later and most obviously in the chapter 
on Materialities. This tension between using words to define groups yet 
keeping the definitions of what it means to be a part of these categories 
demands that both reader and researcher, counteract the apparently fixed 
nature of these ‘word-categories’ by constantly parenthesising them. For 
example, the category of ‘deaf’ in this thesis is one which is never fixed. It 
takes on different meanings in different settings and the boundaries of it 
are porous and penetrable. It is never just a physical condition. It is never 
a binary opposite to hearing. There are always entanglements - as Barad 
would say.

In fact, it is through Barad that this fixedness of categories and unavoidable 
tendency to create distinctions can be ameliorated. While simultaneously 
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critiquing the tendency of representationalism, Barad (2003) reminds us 
that boundaries are to be acknowledged but not in the fashion of social 
constructivists (who see these in terms of ‘geometrical optics’ or mirrored 
reflections). Instead boundaries are better understood in terms of physical 
optics that produce interference and diffract. These boundaries are 
constantly enacted, re-enacted;  embodied and re-embodied in ongoing 
relationality (2003:802ff.). Nevertheless, these boundaries create 
structures that are defined by those who hold power and decide the order 
of things - those who make the most important cuts. This is particularly 
significant for research that concerns a group such as the deaf who that 
may not hold any such authority. Additionally, the relation between what 
is ‘thought’ and ‘act’ is still somewhat difficult to formalise using these 
theories. Once more, Barad uses the split-slit experiment to explain this 
and points to the similarities in the ways in which light particles and matter 
behave when forced through the split slit. Both converge and diffract 
creating waves and becoming inextricable (Barad 2007:802ff.). The 
issues of structure, binaries and agency demand the creation of a complex 
theoretical framework that ties together two often polarised aspects of 
human everyday life - the imagined and the acted.

Diffractive readings 4

Anthropological studies which draw on practice theory (and even 
performativity theory although not in the Baradian sense), often seek 
to highlight the ‘gap’ between what is said, imagined and idealised, and 
what is done. Contrasting or exposing in-coherencies, gaps and supposed 
illogics provide insight into what is going on - or alternatively, what 
is ‘going wrong’. In this thesis, however I have a slightly different task. 
Instead of showing how the things people say and do may or may not align 
with theory and expectations; explaining where they are going wrong;  and 
identifying flaws, I start by accepting the ways in which people, artefacts, 
organisations, and situations come together. I show how technologies and 
our interactions with them are tied to the ideological, the imagined and 
that which is said. These histories and ideas are not uniformly applied 
to the daily ‘doings’ and constantly being re-defined, re-worked, and re-
used - re-configured - just as the ways in which people act shift and change 
depending on situation, purpose, and configurations of ‘humans’ and ‘non-
humans’. The ways in which we interact with technologies and each other 
(on all levels) are constantly shifting and will sometimes match the ways 
in which we talk about what we do, sometimes not. Yet inconsistencies 
between what is said and done; imagined and enacted, are best understood 

4 I will further explain the notion of diffraction in the chapter on Materialities.
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as something other than conflicts or contradictions, or as reducible to a 
general lack of capacity in a ‘user’ to think and reason logically. 5 They are 
more about the dynamics of relations - between people and technological 
artefacts, people and organisations, people and people, and relations 
among technologies, in general. To understand ‘goings-on’ in this way and 
instead focus on the relationalities is at the heart of this thesis.

In line with a relational ontology, I take Kirby (1997, in Currier 2003:323) 
and other critics of feminist critiques seriously, This means moving away 
from certain theories and foci common in feminist approaches such as the 
body, identity and matters of gender. Drawing once more on Barad and 
Haraway 6, I take feminist theories that are least concerned or confined 
to discourses on normative versus divergent; identity and belonging. 
Instead I focus on the concept of ‘situated knowings’ [sic] to signify the 
subjectivity, the temporality, the contextuality of all knowledge, the 
processes of knowledge creation, and the sharing of that knowledge. Such 
a focus underpins my usage of Haraway’s (2011) tales of the cat’s cradle 
as an analogy of what is going on at SVT Teckenspråk. I also emphasise 
these processes through referring to them as ‘becomings with’ which 
allows for the creation of relations and shared meaning without confining 
it to an existing structure or limited sphere. This stands in contrast to 
agential realism and agential cuts (Barad 2003; 2007). 7 I account for the 
‘goings-on’ at SVT Teckenspråk by drawing on Haraway’s (2008) theories 
of ‘becoming with’, the concept of co-construction (which lies behind 
Suchman’s (2007) notion of ‘re-configurations’), and through the example 
of the cat’s cradle (Haraway 2013, 2013a 8). These ‘goings-on’ are constantly 
being interpreted, reinterpreted and created for purposes other than the 
expression of identity and belonging (cf. works on performativity drawing 
on Butler’s (1988, 1990) earlier publications). This is then interpolated 
through Barad’s (2003; 2007) companion theory of intra-actions to form 
a framework that allows for those without authority and who do not define 
institutions or organisations to also enact ways of being that are not 

5 Once more, this relates to critique of the concept of the ‘user’ in human-computer interaction. 
See footnote 6 & 14, Introduction:8,21.
6 I am aware that Haraway has been critiqued for failing to escape the binaries of gender, animal 
versus human, and so on. I agree with these critiques in general but still find inspiration in her writings on 
sympoesis and ‘becoming with’.
7 This is in keeping with what I will later argue is a queer agenda. 
8 Haraway’s articles discussing cat’s cradle such as “A Game of Cat’s Cradle: Science Studies, 
Feminist Theory, Cultural Studies” (1994) as well as her 2013 Pilgrim Award Speech published in Ada, “SF: 
Science Fiction, Speculative Fabulation, String Figures, So Far” have all informed the upcoming discussion 
on cat’s cradle. In addition to these two my interpretation of the cat’s cradle metaphor has been influenced 
by a lecture held by Karen Barad and Donna Haraway at Lancaster University in March, 2011.
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contingent on pre-existing structures, power hierarchies and contexts. 9

Situated knowings
Moving from practice and performative approaches to feminist 
understandings of intra-actions, it is here that the theory once more begins 
to clearly trace the happenings in the field. Although Haraway’s (1988) 
treatise on situated knowledges was originally a critique of traditional 
views on objectivity and ‘Science’, it has a larger impact. By following 
Haraway’s arguments, an epistemological shift occurs and knowledge 
is understood to be manufactured through subjective and situation-
specific, rarely replicable processes. This notion of ‘situated knowledges’ 
can however become problematic if it does not adequately reflect the 
processual and ongoing nature of knowledge creation in its ever-changing 
situations and the inter-relations among multiple agents. I argue that it is 
potentially more correct to talk about ‘situated knowings’ - with the change 
from noun to adverb acknowledging the processual nature of performance. 
This is also linked to Haraway’s (2008) and other feminist theorists’ 
conceptualisation on ‘becoming with’ (Ahmed 2004:69ff, Coleman 2008). 
‘Situated knowings’ is a concept, is also more in line with other well-used 
anthropological theories on the dynamics of globalisation which also tackle 
issues of boundaries, fixed structure and flows of knowledge. 10 Knowledge 
from this starting point is a social process of knowledge creation, a 
‘knowing’, that is linked to other social processes such as the creation of 
the self, identity and notions of belonging, community and humanness. 
Knowings spring from information, experiences, understandings, beliefs 
and observable and tangible physical realities. They are also formed in 
relation to the humans and technologies, a consideration of their purpose, 
and acknowledgement of their agendas. Once we take the view that all 
forms of knowing, discussing and using technologies are dynamically 
situated and manufactured, then we can allow for the possibility that these 
are related to individual histories, and intertwined relations (see Haraway 

9 This is a good point perhaps to remind the reader that this theoretical framework is only the 
skeleton for this thesis. There are other crucial concepts that come to play in the analysis of video meetings 
at SVT Teckenspråk but which make most sense when presented as part of the ‘goings on’ in later empirical 
chapters. Bringing together all these theoretical strands is an ongoing process which I will summarise in the 
conclusion.
10 Anderson (1983) and Appadurai’s (1990, 1996, 2002) concepts of ‘shared imaginings’ and 
‘shared understandings’ which underlie imagined communities and ‘scapes’ as dimensions of cultural flows 
are particularly relevant. This is an approach I have previously used to understand the ways in which 
knowledge about video meeting technology is discussed, created, and its boundaries negotiated in ways 
that impact decision-making and actions (see Cupitt 2013).
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2008:3ff). 11

A cat’s cradle film
Ortner (1984) clusters the terms ‘action’, ‘interaction’, ‘activity’, ’experience’, 
‘performance’, and ‘praxis’ under the heading of practice theory and 
understands them as part of a trend in anthropological theory that emerged 
as early as the 1970s. She relates this cluster of terms to each other and 
sets them in relation to another group of related terms: subject, actor, 
agent, self, person and individual (1984:144). 12 The act in my meaning is 
something that is created in a moment between many actors and which has 
multiple views. This concept of the act or interaction draws from Haraway’s 
work on cat’s cradle (2011). 13 Although Haraway uses this example in a less 
literal manner, her example of a YouTube clip in which a Navajo elder, 
Grandma Margaret, is showing her grandson how to play Navajo string 
games, offers insight into the concept of the ‘act’ and ‘situated knowings’. 14 
The short video clip uploaded in 2008 by daybreakwarrior. On one plane 
of action it is about the actual performance of the string games. Grandma 
Margaret shows her grandson the knots, placement, and movements that 
make the pattern called ‘coyotes running’. At the same time, she tells the 
legend of the coyotes, explaining why they run apart according to Navajo 
mythology. In this instant, Grandma Margaret, the string, and her stories 
of stars and coyotes are woven together to create knowledge: knowledge 
that has history and is part of a culture (and a cultural identity). 

There is another dimension to this moment.  Grandma Margaret and 
her grandson are together translating knowledge from the historical 
Navajo ways to the current ways of being Navajo ‘today’. 15 This process 
of knowledge creation is situated in the relationship between Grandma 
Margaret and her grandson, their Navajo genealogies and how these 

11 Later in this thesis it will become apparent that situated knowings are difficult to align with an 
approach that focusses on the materiality of interactions with technology (see the Materialities and Alterities 
sections of this thesis). On the plus side, situatedness can be strategically limited by the researcher to 
specific contexts and configurations, so as not to set these ‘knowings’ too firmly within existing hierarchies, 
power relations and settings. I refer to this strategy as queering and see it as one which can ultimately 
offer extra insight into how video meetings could otherwise play out at SVT Teckenspråk and in design 
frameworks.
12 This is the link between practice theory (at the foundation of situated knowings) and the 
theories I use more explicitly in this thesis (which are mainly feminist theories that also draw on theories of 
performativity in more apparent ways especially the concept of ‘becoming with’).
13 I have chosen Haraway’s to draw on discussions rather than Butler and literature studies 
although the two theoretical discourses are linked under a banner of performativity and practice theory 
(see Theory chapter discussions on practice theory and performativity theory).
14 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qdcG7Ztn3cIIDAA&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.
youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3D5qdcG7Ztn3c&usg=AFQjCNGpKkWzVBlNSv7EiPyTLmhh3NyDcw The 
clip has now over 48 000 views (Last checked on 10.09.2016).
15 Today at this point in the text is 2008 when the clip was uploaded, not 2016.
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play out in their everyday lives. There are other contexts but these are 
impossible to divine from the YouTube clip. The grandmother is playing 
string games as kin, teacher, and elder - present, past, and future - all 
overlapping. The grandson too plays string games but as kin, student, 
archiver or film-maker - present, past, and future - also intertwined. 
Furthermore, the grandson’s recording of the string games, now uploaded 
to YouTube, extends the space of knowledge creation to include other 
Navajo, First Americans, other Americans, YouTube viewers, Haraway, 
and countless academics. This widening of spheres and influence changes 
the meaning and the type of knowing being created whilst retaining the 
first and second dimensions - as well as unspoken, but shared historical 
meanings, filmed ‘present’ meanings, and a multitude of future meanings 
- all of which remain specific to Navajo ways of being. These Navajo ways 
of being are the ways in which Grandma Margaret understands them, the 
way her grandson does, but also the ways in which non-Navajo who view 
the clip come to partially understand Navajo being. Knowledge about ways 
of being multiple are knowings rather than knowledges precisely because 
they are constantly in the moment of being creating and never reach 

Image 02. Grandma Margaret filmed by her grandson, looking up towards the sky 
and telling the story of the constellations Dilyéhé (the Pleiades) and So’ Bidee’í 
(Star With Horns), and telling the tale of Many Stars (So’ Łání), two coyotes running. 
Grandma Margaret is showing daybreakwarrior how the story is embodied in the 
knots of the string and the game of cat’s cradle.
Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qdcG7Ztn3c
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completion - there is no consensus; there is not stopping and deciding 
what is known. Grandma Margaret’s knowing is different from that of her 
grandson and changes as their individual ‘knowings’ and ‘beings’ intersect. 
Likewise the grandson’s understanding of the myth, and what it means 
to be Navajo, likely changes in relation to the responses on YouTube and 
the re-situating of the myth in a global context such as YouTube. Future 
possible re-situations occur as the Grandma shows other grandchildren 
the string game or when daybreakwarrior shows his friends and future 
children, for example. This ongoing processes - re-telling, re-situating, re-
playing of string games and being Navajo - are ‘situated knowings’. These 
situated knowings are central to how daybreakwarrior and his Grandma 
Margaret ‘become with’ Navajo string games. 16

Becoming with
Anthropologist, Turner (1967), focussed on processes of transition from one 
state to another in ritual and saw these as performances. Each transition 
was understood as implicitly having a beginning and an end; childhood 
to adulthood for example. While Turner similarly talks of ‘becoming’ it 
is becoming in the sense that ‘a pupa becomes a moth’. In doing so, he 
presupposes both a start and an end point along a linear progression, 
punctuated with in-betweens and liminal states. Rather than drawing on 
these kind of evolutionary models in order to understand the underlying 
aspects of seemingly functional human relationships with technology, I 
prefer to use the notion of ‘becoming with’ from Haraway (2008). Before 
I explain, it is important to emphasise the distinction between the notion 
of becoming(s) and ‘becoming with’. Kirksey and Helmreich (2010) neatly 
summarise this by defining ‘becomings’ as,

...new kinds of relations emerging from nonhierarchical alliances, 
symbiotic attachments and the mingling of creative agents (cf. 
Deleuze & Guattari 1987:241-242).

Becoming with is not dissimilar but places extra emphasis on the relations 
by adding ‘with’. For Haraway things, people, and happenings all come into 
being through relations with each other - a kind of symbiosis or sympoesis 

16 There is yet another tension inherent in this view. Similar to the issue of categories previously 
discussed (Theory:33), the boundaries of this situated knowings are formed specific to each person, 
moment, and agenda. Akin to the anthropological notion of context, situated knowings are best left on an 
abstract level and effort made to maintain soft-focus on their limits and bounds. This does not mean denying 
the existence of boundaries but rather entails admitting there are bounds and cuts to be made (and already 
made) yet leaving these open for interpretation. This allows for understandings where situations are seen 
as essentially unbounded in the sense that their boundaries are in unending processes of ‘becoming with’, 
porous, and flexible (just as with categories of being).
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that is founded on relations between multiple species (2013). This is in 
opposition to the autopoiesis that characterises the histories of humankind 
(the self-making discourses of identity common in performative analyses) 
and is reminiscent of Haraway’s early arguments for subjectivity in 
knowledge making (1991) 17 and her numerous calls for interspecies worlding 
(2008:301; 2013). ‘Becoming with’ takes up this mantle and motivated by 
a desire to unseat what Haraway refers to as “the foolishness of human 
exceptionalism”, demands we always talk of ‘becoming with’ rather than 
‘becomings’ (2008:244). Haraway’s vision of becoming with (which she 
ties into the concept of speculative fabulations and which is also present 
in the cat’s cradle example) and works against anthropocentric notions of 
human-non-human relations where non-humans are acting in service of 
humans’ ‘production of the self.’ Her most recent work furthers this de-
anthropocentric mission in the notion of ‘assembling kin’ where kin is 
anything but the ‘logical relations’ of human familial relations (2015:161f). 
The cat’s cradle stands as a complicated, many-layered example of this 
becoming with. Another simpler example often used by Haraway to describe 
relations of ‘becoming with’ is the biological composition of the human 
body: a human body which would undoubtedly not be (or become) what it 
is, without the presence of millions of bacteria, microbes and companion 
species. 18 The emphasis is on the ways in which the humans, non-humans, 
and histories which congregate in certain moments in time, co-conspire to 
create an understanding of the world - and in effect, a world.

Intra-actions
Because video meeting technology oscillates between a symbol/story/
myth; a tool or active participant in meetings; a meaningful artefact; 
and even black-boxed assemblage (see Technology:63ff.), it is equally 
possible to interpret meetings as ‘act’ (in the practice theory sense). From 
this perspective it makes sense to set what is ‘said’ in opposition to what 
is ‘done’. It is also possible to interpret video meetings as events and 
performances in which  identities are enacted à la performativity theory. 
To take these positions would be to follow long-established traditions in 

17 It is worth noting that Currier (2003) critiques Haraway’s (1991) Simians, Cyborgs and Women: 
The Reinvention of Nature, for failing to escape the ‘logics of identity’. This is a criticism Haraway seems 
to have taken to heart and in her most recent work, addressed in her notions of sympoesis and the 
Chthulucene. These concepts were introduced to my at a lecture held by Haraway at Uppsala University, 
Sweden in 2013 and have since been mentioned in all of Haraway’s subsequent interviews (1994) and 
publications (1992, 1996), the most recent being a preview of her latest book, Staying with the Trouble: 
Making Kin in the Chthulucene (2016).
18 Haraway’s (2016) Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Cthlulucene, seems to suggest 
a revised position on the notion of becoming with and companion species. Instead of referring to these 
relations and co-dependencies as such, Haraway has made a slight shift and refers to these as ‘making 
with’ - at least in the abstract.
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anthropology and human-computer interaction. Material culture studies, 
for instance, understood the act as an interaction between an object which 
had no meaning or power to act other than that which was inscribed by 
the humans thought and the collective human cultures which created 
the object. Tangible and intangible contexts from this perspective are 
key yet little more than settings.  There was little focus on the process 
through which meaning came to be nor on relationalities and this view 
is resolutely anthropocentric. Haraway’s vision of the cat’s cradle works 
against anthropocentric notions of human-non-human relations and her 
most recent efforts work towards ‘assembling kin’ that are anything but 
the ‘logical relations’ of human familial relations (2015:161f). So too does 
Barad’s post-humanist performativity theories consider equally human 
and non-human matter without claiming one created the other.

Anthropocentrism is not the only shortcoming of conventional practice 
theory and performativity theory-based analyses. The existing tensions 
in practice theory (and which transfer also to performativity theory) 
between theories on the material and those on the psycho-social, or shared 
imaginaries in the vein of Appadurai (1996) and Anderson (1983). The 
question is, how can the matters of the mind be linked to matter - bodies 
and materiality? 19 Sahlins (1976) goes some way in bridging this gap with 
his theory of cultural history. Sahlins’ theory has emerging, competing 
interests at different points in histories as used to produce ‘historical 
metamorphosis’ (in Morris 1995:572). This type of change is still a product 
of strategic action - something that I have suggested is more nuanced and 
far less clear cut than many theories can cope with (Cupitt 2013). Working 
against this emphasis on strategic action (an issue in Butler’s (1988, 1990, 
1993) performativity and the construction of gender too), de Certeau’s 
(1984) contribution to practice theory and its treatment on everyday acts 
offers a counterpoint to an overemphasis of reiterated and reasoned strategy. 
For de Certeau (1984), practice is “the meandering, improvisational acts of 
individuals who must move through the systematized world of collective 
schemes and images” (in Morris 1995:572). Morris interprets de Certeau 
as understanding practice as creative gestures that are “incommensurable 
with, but not completely outside of, structural principles” (1995:572). This 
solution seems somewhat whimsical and while offering an alternative to 
strategic and computational explanations, it is equally dis-satisfactory.

Another (feminist) alternative to the problem of Cartesian duality, is to refer 
to things done and carried out as ‘acts’ or intra-actions as they eventually 

19 This particular problem will be addressed using empirical examples in the chapter on 
Materialities..
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become in the hands of Barad (2003). These acts are performative 
doings - through acting the self comes into being - the mind and body 
act in concord. This is a notion of performativity that acknowledges the 
influence of practice theory as well as the key concepts of materiality and 
embodiment, and which relates to earlier arguments on identity and gender 
from feminist theorists. These  emphasised the enacted nature of gender-
based categories. For Butler (1993), the act constitutes gender along with 
a sequence of other acts. Gender is therefore something one ‘does’ which 
does not exist prior to cultural inscriptions (Salih 2002:55). This does not 
imply that there is a freedom to choose through voluntary acts however, 
which links back to critique targeting Butler on her theoretical framework’s 
inability to incorporate the notion of voluntary subjects (Hall 2000:186). 
Overlooking such criticism for a moment, Butler describes a sequence 
of acts as scripted and occurring within a rigid regulatory frame that is 
already determined (Salih 2002:56). When Butler talks of this act, this 
doing, she is referencing Nietzsche and his notion that “there is no being 
behind doing, acting, becoming; the doer is merely a fiction imposed on the 
doing -- the doing itself is everything” (in Butler 1988: 523). A generous 
reading of Butler and her notion of the ‘act’ might then allow that these 
imposed ‘fictions’, are indeed voluntary and enacted afresh, with every 
act and interaction. This, however, fails to account for the relationalites 
involved in the act and suggests a single actor with intent and purpose 
carrying out their will. As it happens, it is not so simple.

The act and its role in ‘becoming with’, tends to be somewhat ambiguous 
in feminist theory. This is in part because feminist theory sees the self as 
expanding to include wider political and social structures - arenas into 
which the individual act cannot follow. This sits uncomfortably with the 
notion of situated knowings and becoming with. Returning, therefore to 
feminist theory and Barad (2007), intra-actions address the problem of act 
set within overarching structure. In intra-actions, there is no pre-existing 
way of being that pre-dates the doing. Instead ‘being’ emerges through 
relations formed during moments of intra-action (alongside situated 
knowings). The cat’s cradle example is also relevant here. The YouTube clip 
cuts to the core of the notions of interaction, action and ultimately becomes 
a means of talking about ‘becoming with’ rather than interactions. To 
revisit it in the context of the doing, not only the knowing: the act of playing 
string games itself is much more than an act and becomes an interaction 
between grandmother, grandson, and the rest of the interested world. This 
‘act-cum-interaction’ of weaving string figures and telling their stories now 
understood as the ‘intra-action’ between people and people/technologies 
and stories and histories, is also present at SVT Teckenspråk and rendered 
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‘visible’ through this thesis. No longer a dialogue between two people, a 
machine and a person, or the more abstract act and structure, the Grandma 
Margaret cat’s cradle clip is an intra-action that evokes larger discourses 
of meaning making and worlding. Using other more material analogies 
than the cat’s cradle, Haraway describes intra-actions as ‘infoldings of 
the flesh’ and part of the ‘dance of world-making encounters’ 20 (Haraway 
2008:249f.). This reformulates becoming with tying it resolutely to matter 
and flesh. The act becomes corporeal as does the self. Reading Haraway 
side-by-side with Barad, intra-action as a concept does the important 
work of tying the ways in which the fictions we create and co-create are 
interwoven into the doing, with matter and in time but also over time and 
after it (Barad 2003, 2007, 2010) - something ‘becoming with’ has trouble 
dealing with.

This focus on what matters and the ways in which things come to matter is 
what Barad is focussing on through her example of the split-slit experiment 
(2003:813ff). Barad uses Bohr’s split-slit experiment (where light particles, 
and later matter, are shot into a ‘box’ through two separate slits, then 
converge, form waves, diffract, and become irrevocably entangled) as an 
illustration of the ways in which both light particles (and matter) can only 
be understood diffractively rather than reflectively (or as representations) 
(2007:71ff). The entanglements of light particles are significant but even 
more so the fact that matter behaves in the same way. This seemingly 
argues for an ontology that does not distinguish between particle (or 
metaphysical) and matter (physical). This crucial discovery lies at the core 
of materialism and materialist ontologies. Barad later expands on this 
argument to add a temporal dimension that highlights the impossibility of 
going back and experiencing, or reproducing, the same relationalities, the 
same waves, eliciting the same meaning, and making the same diffractive 
reading of materialities. However these past materialities persist and live 
on as ‘ghostly matters’ (2010). The most important message Barad takes 
from Bohr’s own philosophy (which was in striking opposition to Descartes 
and his contemporaries) is that rather than fixate on distinction of what 
separates phenomena, we should instead consider the,

causal relationship between specific exclusionary practices 
embodied as specific material configurations of the world (i.e., 

20 Note: there is a potentially a difference between the concept of ‘worlding’ and ‘world-making’; 
the latter being understood as more closely linked to concrete acts, while the former is less tangible and 
more conceptual (as suggested in the former section on situated knowings and by Haraway’s use of 
the term). This distinction is perhaps unwise and something which is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
Therefore, the two terms have been used interchangeably but with the possibility of making a distinction 
based on ‘the act’ in mind.
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discursive practices/(con)figurations rather than “words”) and 
specific material phenomena (i.e., relations rather than “things”)” 
(2003:814, original emphasis)

...which better captures the ongoing ‘becoming with’ and entanglements 
between matter - be it human or non-human, atom or other. 21

As if immediately understanding the crux of the issue when it comes to 
what people say and what people do; between matter and immaterial, 
Barad advocates a relational ontology which,

...refuses the representationalist fixation on “words” and “things” 
and the problematic of their relationality, advocating instead 
a causal relationship between specific exclusionary practices 
embodied as specific material configurations of the world. 
(2003:814)

This way of looking at the world works well in this study of human-
computer interaction. No longer is it about the acts of either human or 
machine nor is it about material machines and bodies versus thoughts and 
invisible cognitive processes, it is instead about how human and computer 
come into being through inherently material practices of being in the 
world. Holding video meetings is a practice which creates and configures 
what it means to be deaf, hearing, interpreter, and researcher. In other 
words, these ways of being are embodied by video meetings.

So far, so what
These concepts - situated knowings, becoming with, and intra-actions - 
are helpful as links between performativity theory, practice theory, and 
feminist-theory. These links form stepping stones on a path which emerges 
as the theoretical journey of my research and which unfolds throughout the 
thesis. This unfolding (or is it infolding, as Haraway might say), involves 
carefully curated collection of meetings, conversations and other empirical 
data. It is evident in the data but also reflects how my research focus has 
shifted back and forth between an interest in perceptions and the use of 
technology and larger socio-political concerns (rather than structures!). At 
some points in this thesis the key elements of this theoretical discussion 
will remain while the more concrete and applied aspects will fall away. To 
borrow from Haraway, I am looking at an autre-mondialisation both of my 

21 Barad goes into more detail in her book on the topic, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum 
Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (2007:71ff).
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own making and of those I have met with in the field (2008:3). A way of 
doing this is through staying with the trouble and focussing on ‘becoming 
worldly with companion species’ (Haraway 2008). Writing this thesis is 
one such way of doing.
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...about methodology
Theory is a web with spaces in between where doubt, questions and debate 
can flourish. So far I have presented the crucial knots that hold ‘my’ theory 
together (practice, performativity, feminist theory) and identified those 
concepts that strain or stretch the framework out of shape.  Concepts such 
as intra-actions, becoming with and situated knowings have already been 
introduced. Others will emerge alongside the empirical data that inspired 
them throughout this thesis. This is less unusual than it might first seem. 

“Anthropology does not have theory driving it! It is the one social 
science where theories develop out of the contexts with which we 
engage through close and careful observation.” (Kapferer 2014) 1

Kapferer advocated an anthropology that is a means of learning from 
the people you engage with rather than imposing theories onto the 
ethnographic material. It is this challenge I have taken to heart through 
selecting theoretical approaches that support difference, while being 
careful not to conflate the deaf and hearing categories in the sameness 
of ‘equality’. For this, I need theoretical concepts that are not imposing 
other hegemonies and frameworks on the people at SVT. To do so would 
be to impose upon and present a skewed view that might perfectly match 
a theoretical paradigm but neither respects nor resembles SVT employee’s 
lived reality. Seemingly in contradiction to this resistance to hegemony 
and frameworks, this thesis is a theory-driven piece of research. This does 
not necessarily contradict Kapferer’s admonishment. In fact, the theories 
used in this thesis have been curated based on my contact with the people 
at SVT Teckenspråk and emerged out of examinations of the empirical data 
I have gathered.

Theory is definitely a foundational tool in this thesis. Not only is it a 
means for me to interpret work (life?) at SVT Teckenspråk but it has also 
informed both the way in which this research has been carried out - my 
methodology, and the way in which the reader understands the goings on 
at SVT Teckenspråk. In this section I will reflect on the reasons behind my 
choice of theory as well as the potential consequences of these choices for 
this thesis, its readers and not least, for the people at SVT Teckenspråk. 
This having been said, the intended audience of this thesis is the research 
communities I identify with - human-computer interaction, science and 
technology studies and anthropologies of technology, rather than non-

1 Quote taken from a seminar by Bruce Kapferer entitled “The Manchester School. The 
Anthropology of Events and Post-structuralist Anthropology” held at Uppsala University, Sweden, 25th 
November 2014.
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academic audiences. Underlying both the theoretical and empirical sections 
is an understanding that people, technologies, situations and actions are 
inextricably intertwined. This is part of a research strategy that aims at 
illuminating meanings, understandings, notions and seemingly given ways 
of being which are difficult to articulate and therefore better captured in 
accounts of the materialities, visualities, and material reconfigurations of 
intra-actions. It may already be apparent that this thesis has many layers 
founded on numerous assumptions. These can be explained with the 
help of theory and yet I do not treat theory itself as the answer to either 
my research question or ‘problem’. While some see theory as elucidating 
reality or even offering explanations and tangible ‘universal truths’, in this 
research setting theory is more like a distant echo of what is going on. By 
this I mean that although it may at first appear that theory matches and is 
in sync with the observable patterns of human behaviour, this neat fit soon 
slips. Too much dedication to one theoretical view and the academic record 
trails off and loses those all-important details. As the ties to theory are 
strengthened, the patterns distort. In stating this I am drawing on critiques 
of critical theory and its “habitual practices” that have become formulaic 
(Kosofsky Sedgwick 2003:124). Theoretical fealty is almost an unassailable 
virtue in some academic circles but it in this thesis a mélange of different 
theoretical concepts have been employed to compensate for ill-fitting 
existing theoretical frameworks. This is a temporary measure chosen out 
of necessity and as a precursor to future purely theoretical discussions that 
aim to broaden or refine existing theories or to discover new more suitable 
frameworks.

In spite of my good intentions there are still risks and shortcomings with 
these emically-derived theories. First and foremost, a theorising of what is 
‘going on’ removes it from the ways of understanding and situated knowings 
that are at play at SVT Teckenspråk. This might just be exactly what 
Kapferer warned against. Also, there are moments when theory ultimately 
falls short or certain concepts are abandoned in favour of others in what 
might seem an ad hoc and disrespectful manner. I call this an ‘eclectic’ 
use of theory and one which follows the emergent nature of theory drawn 
from ethnographic data. Nevertheless, the complexity of the genealogies 
of theory in Western thought are such that I doubt I have succeeded in 
avoiding all contradictions and inconsistencies let alone presented a 
flawless theoretical framework, but I hope it is an ethical one that does 
not distort more than I can counteract through an anti-normative account 
(cf. Wiegman & Wilson 2015). Through queer theory’s fundamentally anti-
normative, anti-structural stance (see Edelman 2004; Wiegman & Wilson 
2015), I can offer alternatives to existing ways of thinking about how 
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people, technology and situations become with one another.

By using theories which contain avenues of inquiry that destabilise and 
call into questions pre-existing social orders, structures, hegemonies and 
power-relations, my interpretation of intersections between technologies 
and peoples may not entirely change the way we see the world but it may 
stop and make the reader question their own world-view. I see this subtle 
agenda as working towards change on a grand scale. Anthropologist, Ruth 
Benedict is generally credited with a quote on how anthropology’s purpose 
is to make the world safe for human differences. While such grand purpose 
can hardly be afforded to one discipline, I do recognise the need to question 
presumed knowings and destabilise existing hierarchies on a fundamental 
level and see this ongoing struggle as part of helping prepare designers 
and technologists for encounters with those different from them. I am 
no militant anthropologist (d’Andrade & Scheper-Hughes 1995) nor am I 
an action researcher. I can not claim to have made radical change on the 
ground. Instead my contribution is in the creation of knowledge through 
analysis, interpretation of data and its representation, of those who are not 
always seen, never heard and often not taken into regard. With this charge 
in mind, the use of theory requires careful examination of the concepts 
used, their philosophical underpinnings and the implications the use of 
one term over another can have - what I consider an ethics of theory.

Already here, my final destination in queer theory is visible (cf. Kosofsky 
Sedgwick 2003). Echoing their sentiments on Patton’s views on the 
AIDs epidemic and its origins, I too reserve the right to take a certain 
view of events without being tied to “any specific train of epistemological 
or narrative consequences” (2002:124). The theories chosen should 
encompass my general observations that people, through what they say 
and what they do, reveal and create the versions of themselves. Not only 
this but theory should be able to adapt as these versions change depending 
on who is involved in their making, who it is that perceives them and the 
situations from which they emerge. Sometimes intended expressions 
(whether they be embodied through acts or speech) about technology, 
meetings, organisation, and being deaf misfire; while at other times they 
are adeptly used as a means to certain ends. That technology and other 
aspects of material culture are involved and become entangled in this 
process is at the core of my research. In this sense, theory is an analytical 
tool and instead of dictating relations,

...opens up a space for moving from the rather fixated question Is 
a particular knowledge true, and how can we know? to the further 
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questions: What does knowledge do - the pursuit of it, the having 
and exposing of it, the receiving again of knowledge of what one 
already knows? (Kosofsky Sedgwick 2003:124)

Politics and ethics
Not only is theory an analytical tool but it is both political and moral in 
its essence and employ. It may already be clear (and it will become much 
clearer as the thesis progresses), that the choice of theories used in this 
research project are influenced by my, the researcher’s, political and ethical 
sensibilities. Mol’s and Mesman’s (1996:420f.) article, “Neo-natal food and 
the politics of theory: some questions of method”, offers a short comparison 
and analysis of the underlying politics of symbolic interactionism versus 
semiotics. They identify the differences between approaches as often 
hinging on the types of questions asked, but just as importantly on the 
theory and methods used. Mol and Mesman (1996) then illustrate the 
strong ties between theory, methods, and politics and just how insidious 
they can be especially when not acknowledged. Accepting the ties between 
politics and theory means that ethical practice in research is not only about 
choosing methods that protect those we study. Nor is it only about offering 
anonymity or the opportunity to contribute and get credit for the role those 
we meet during fieldwork play in our academic careers. While an ethical 
approach to these aspects is crucial for any research project be it in human-
computer interaction or anthropology, the theoretical interpretation of the 
empirical data is just as telling of ethical bias as the practical application 
of methods. 

One obvious influence comes from feminist theory which begins with the 
supposition that all knowledge production is socially situated and that it is 
inextricably enmeshed in existing patriarchal hierarchies, power structures 
that often suppress or stigmatise. This is in line with Butler’s (1988) early 
views on feminism and gender understood in relation to norms and existing 
structural mechanisms through which performances of gender are enacted 
as part of a subversive movement - drag, for example. As such, feminist 
theories and their interpretations of performativity are uniquely suited 
to critiquing discourses that see technology, innovation and design as 
including and empowering the so-called disadvantaged, underprivileged, 
disabled or simply those not white, male and middle class. I am not the first 
to highlight the centrality of political concerns for feminist technoscience 
approaches. Law and Singleton (2000) have also underlined the gender, 
ethnic, class and military agendas that are often part of feminist studies of 
technology. As they succinctly put it:
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...feminist technoscience studies choose to wrestle with the fact 
that they (and therefore their own accounts) are socially located, 
noninnocent, and therefore political performances. This suggests 
that they don’t offer simple descriptions, but make a difference.  
(Law & Singleton 2000:767)

Law and Singleton use the TSR2 project as one example of how we as 
academics perform knowledge through our descriptions of technology 
and the power this gives us to either aid or harm those we research with 
(2000:768). Presenting few details about the technology, Law & Singleton 
present the TSR2 - Britain’s answer to the F-11 fighter plane - in two short 
paragraphs, placing it within the logics of ‘projects’ and ‘organisations’, 
performatively limiting it in this way, and excluding other contexts that 
would reveal more about the plane and its pasts, presents, and futures. 
This performativity is power put into the hands of the researcher, and “...
with great power there must also come - great responsibility!” 2

There are numerous ways to treat this responsibility. Suchman (2009) and 
McNeil & Roberts (2011) have reiterated the disruptive potential of feminist 
theory and its challenge to assumptions about agency, categories and its 
emphasis on networked relations as useful here in understanding the 
social aspects of technologies. Performativity helps distinguish a feminist 
approach to technology and its social aspects from the social constructivist 
approach (see Law & Singleton 2000). Through incorporating the notion 
of performativity, feminist views can address the consequences of their 
descriptions of technological and scientific practice (ibid.). Additionally,

...the turn to performance fragments that which was previously 
seen as seamless and unitary: everything, including working, 
becomes a specific performance, which means that there are an 
indefinite number of them. But our reason for making a multiplicity 
out of “working” is to suggest that this can be understood in 
non-Bayesian ways, and, in particular, that this always involves 
specific and local effort. (Law & Singleton 2000:772)  

The power of feminist theory is that it offers alternative views of technology’s 
role in how individuals and groups intersect with social structures and 
technologies (see Hill 2012; Woodward 2012). Howe (2011) uses feminist 

2 This quote is attributed to the Spiderman comics and apparently appeared in Amazing Fantasy 
#15. I am sure however, that this is not uncontested. It is simply its Wikipedia origin story. See https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncle_Ben#.22With_great_power_comes_great_responsibility.22 Last Accessed: 
10.09.2016.
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theories and the notion of the cyborg to argue that technology disables 
para-olympians through its rigorous classifications of what is considered 
‘disabled enough’, reminding us of Leigh Star (1990). Through the example 
of onion allergies, Star shows how any divergence from an institutionally 
ratified norm underwritten by practices, structures and organisations can 
be disabling in a variety of ways. Wajcman (2007) sets feminist critique 
of technology in a historical context and underlines the importance of 
concepts such as co-creation in avoiding typical techno-determinist 
understandings of relations with technology. Feminist approaches to 
studies of technology are not the only approaches which offer a potential to 
critique the socio-technical aspects of human interactions with technology, 
however. In human-computer interaction theories used to illustrate the 
‘gap’ between what technology should do to enable and what it actually 
does are sometimes referred to in the broad term, ‘computer ethics’ 
(Johnstone 2007). Underlying Johnstone’s research is capability theory 
which resembles moral democracy in its core assertions. Capability theory 
is grounded in the belief that people are free to achieve well-being and 
that the technologically assisted means to that well-being should take into 
consideration their individual capabilities (Nussbaum 2003). These ethical 
ideologies are inspired by a concern for gender equality (ibid.). Thinking 
more critically about what underlies these ideologies reveals the spectre of 
privilege once more. 1

While I draw inspiration from all theories critical of technologies (defined 
in the broadest sense), take an ethical approach to the selection of theories 
and acknowledge origins in practice and performativity theory, this thesis 
moves onwards exploring what might be called a ‘decolonisation’ of the 
ways in which we understand human and technology relations. Given 
this, my theoretical approach ultimately lands on a queer theory way of 
seeing human interactions with technology. As with feminist theory that 
is often unfairly restricted to discourses on gender and the body, queer 
theory is more generally linked with lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 
contexts. This is not exclusively the case and this thesis hopes to contribute 
to the growing body of research that uses queer theory and to establish an 
‘other’ that is not situated within existing hierarchies, confined to gender or 
sexuality, and which offers truly alternate, albeit intertwined world views.

1 This critical assessment of what seems, on the surface to be an ideologically admirable 
approach to ethics and researcher ties back to earlier discussions on innovation, rhetorics of empowerment, 
and technology (see Introduction:8ff.). It is an ethical duty for researchers to keep in mind that not all are 
free to choose nor free to ‘achieve well-being’. This critical point of view has already be discussed in the 
introduction and I encourage the reader to be equally critical of my proposal for queer design frameworks.
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A queer result
Feminist technoscience is not the only approach that strives to underline 
the importance of chaos in the ways in which people interact with humans, 
machines and organisations. Approaches that employ metaphors of 
systems and networks offer alternative frameworks but with significantly 
different agendas. In fact, it could be argued that feminist theory fails 
ultimately in its own goals to overturn existing hierarchies due to its implicit 
acknowledgement of existing structures, albeit as a means of setting other 
ways of becoming at the fore. Haraway’s (2008) concept and emphasis on 
sympoesis contra autopoiesis is particularly useful in this instance as is the 
notion of ‘becoming with’. There is however still an underlying assumption 
that the one is ‘becoming with’ many in Haraway’s concept (2008:4). What 
if we never acknowledged ‘the one’. What if the mundane space of the 
body, that roughly ten percent human genomes and circa ninety percent 
“bacteria, fungi, protists, and such...”, is conceived as symbiosis and that 
the parts do not work to create a whole? Is there any analytical power in 
taking this view? And how would such a view effect an analysis of deafness 
at SVT Teckenspråk? Such a theoretical position could potentially be seen 
as presenting only partial worlds but as Strathern (1987) points out there 
is only the partial. These are enormous philosophical questions that are 
beyond the scope of this thesis, but which drive my search to understand 
my role in world-making. 

Queer theory is crucial to my research as I am trying to move from a 
paradigm of interaction which carries assumptions of objectivity (see 
Csordas 2008:111) to one of intra-action - and - then take it one step further. 
I reach this final point via a persistent questioning of feminist theory 
and its technique of modest witnessing. Feminist theory underlines the 
concepts of care and is inclusive - to a fault. That flaw is their recognition 
and inclusion of dominant ways of being that put difference in a secondary 
and often inferior position by default. Remembering the politics and ethics 
of my methods, theory, and general research approach, this suggests 
feminist theory has its limitations as far as this thesis’ goal of re-working 
design frameworks. Far from being respectful of existing powers, queer 
scholars (and radical feminists such as Sara Ahmed) deny and strategically 
circumvent the work of identity-building which is understood as, and 
delineated according to its relations between individuals and social 
structures. In doing so, they assume a position of independence which is 
both artifice and real. Being different is not abnormal. It is not in relation 
to a norm. It is in and of itself.

Beginning with practice theory and its obsession with the things that people 
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do and say; moving on to a more explicit focus on what these practices 
tell us about peoples’ ways of being and the processes that underlie 
‘performances’ of the self; and onto feminist theory’s worlding, situated 
knowings and intra-actions; we journey towards a queer theory and its 
political agenda of putting the other first and foremost. It is a demanding  
odyssey with a collection of concepts being introduced on the way to help 
overcome obstacles, shortcomings and analytical chasms. To keep on track, 
keep an eye on that point on the horizon - the point which reminds me that 
this is a thesis about people - the people at SVT Teckenspråk and how video 
meeting technology and what it means to be deaf collide.



IV
TECHNOLOGY
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The definition of technology might seem unproblematic at first glance. So, 
in this chapter I will begin by treating it as such. Starting with a simple 
inventory of all the items that might first appear to be technology and which 
people interacted with during video meetings and every day work at SVT 
Teckenspråk. Having read the theory chapter of this thesis, it should not be 
surprising to you, the reader, that I cannot simply leave it at this. Instead, 
I question the term technology and bring to light some of the assumptions 
that might be held about what comprises technology and what does not.

Technology as technology
My focus in this chapter is on two groups of technologies at SVT: those 
which aid in communication between employees as they go about their 
work and those which are used to communicate with the Swedish public 
and create media content for broadcast. There are technologies that are for 
communication - pen and paper and the practice of writing (see Image 03), 
sign language and signing (see Image 04), and computers (see Image 05). 
These three technologies can be used perform tasks - the telling of a story, 
the writing of a list, sending an email, signing to a colleague across the 
room, and so on. The technologies used for television production are also 
significant as they point to the level of skill and expertise of SVT Teckenspråk 
employees. They frame this research project, not as one pertaining to 
unknowledgeable, inexperienced ‘users’ but as one that concerns skilled 
and expert communicators with exceptional requirements.

Image 03. Notes made by one of the 
SVT Teckenspråk employees when there 
was no interpreter present to translate. 
My replies were simple gestures such as 
nods, questioning expressions, and the 
sign for O.K. which I did not need to write 
down.07.03.2011.
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Image 04. A page taken from 
the Swedish Dictionary of Sign 
Language (Hedberg, T. 1997 
Svenskt teckenspråks lexikon, 
Sveriges dövas riksförbund, 
Stockholm)

Image 05. An SVT Teckenspråk 
employee showing me how to 
use the Omnitor Allan video 
call program on his laptop. 
24.03.2011.
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To start, it is important to identify the actual video meeting systems at SVT 
Teckenspråk. In Stockholm, the video meeting equipment was older than 
that used in Falun. The system in Stockholm was an Aethra Vega Silver 
Star-E, model 487. It was connected to a DiBoss monitor when I first visited 
and the camera was set underneath the monitor on top of the Aethra unit. 
Inside this box were all the hardware components needed for the software 
to encode and decode the video and audio stream that was sent over SVT’s 
internal broadband network. Already here we see a customisation of the 
video technology. In all the Aethra brochures, user manuals and set-up 
guides, the camera is to be put on top of a monitor -- a much larger monitor 
than the one that SVT Teckenspråk actually had. There were reasons for 
this however. We all know from using Skype that it is rare that someone 
is actually seen to be looking directly at the person they are talking to. By 
placing the camera lower down, this issue was made less obvious. Instead 
of showing the top of someone’s head or an image of them craning their 
neck upwards, their face was captured straight. At some point during 2011 
the monitor was replaced with a newer Samsung monitor of the same 
size. I did not notice the change at the time, only later during the analysis 
stage of my research when I compared my photographs. The Aethra set-up 
remained the same and although the image quality in Stockholm may have 
been marginally sharper, there was no change for those in Falun.

Image 06. The Aethra video 
meeting set-up in Stockholm, 
07.03.2011.
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In Falun, at the offices on the outskirts of town (Lugnet), the video meeting 
system was a Polycom system that had been transported from Dövas TV 
offices in Leksand when they had moved to Falun (see Histories:145ff.). 
The system had, according to those I talked to, been set-up by the sole 
technical support staff member there. This person was uniquely qualified 
to create a system that was optimised for both deaf and hearing as he had 
deaf parents and had grown up using sign language but was also hearing - 
‘a man with a foot in each world’ (see Histories:155ff.). This video meeting 
system, a Polycom HDX 8000, included the actual video hardware/software 
component, two Polycom cameras and a microphone was set-up against 
the wall facing the door. Just as in Stockholm, the speakers that broadcast 
the audio were those built into the television monitor. There were two 
monitors, both with cameras perched on top placed side by side, one metre 
out from the wall and about two metres apart. One was a Toshiba monitor 
possibly a “42 inch” screen and raised about two metres off the ground to 
the far left. There was a camera placed on top of this monitor but it was 

Image 07. The video meeting set-up at Lugnet, Falun. Located in the basement 
this meeting room was filled with chairs placed in various configurations and old 
furniture. The monitor to the left is showing an image of Falun while the centre 
screen is showing SVT Teckenspråk employees in Stockholm. 06.04.2011.
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not connected to the Polycom system and did not transmit any images. 
There were two whiteboards hung on the wall behind it and a screen for a 
projector-use. The second monitor, which was the primary monitor to the 
right of the other monitor, on top of a standard multimedia cabinet which 
housed the Polycom HDX 8000 box. The Polycom box sat approximately 
a metre off the ground in one of the compartments of the cabinet that also 
had space for DVDs, a DVD player and the usual open back that allow 
cables to pass through from machine to power points. The monitor on top 
of the cabinet was a little larger than the Toshiba monitor and a Samsung. 
Apart from the two monitors and two cameras, the Polycom system had 
been set up as it is usually shown in the manuals - with the camera on 
top of the monitor and the microphone in the middle of the room. The 
difference here was that there was no table, only a rabble of chairs (see 
Image 07). Meetings did not take place around a table but in disorganised 
arrangements of chairs, facing the far wall and the monitors on it, with 
people standing up against the walls when the chairs ran out.

Image 08. The Polycom 
set-up at the new 
SVT offices in Falun. 
21.11.2011.
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This system was later transferred to SVT Teckenspråk’s new offices in 
Falun, late 2011 (see Histories:153ff.). The monitors were both raised 
now at least 2 metres off the ground and the cameras tilted downwards to 
capture the group. There was a table with chairs and meetings usually took 
place around this table (see Image 08). Although there were some external 
Panasonic speakers set-up in the meeting room, these were not connected 
to the Polycom system and audio was still being streamed through the 
primary television monitor’s inbuilt speakers. Just as at Lugnet, only 
one camera was sending data over the network. This camera was also 
transmitting an image to the secondary monitor on the left-hand side of 
the room. The Falun team often looked to this monitor to check how they 
were being viewed by their colleagues in other locations. The other was 
not connected to the video meeting system although it was at one stage 
connected to the power and able to be moved using the remote but for no 
purpose. If there was more than one location connected via the Polycom 
system, this monitor stopped showing Falun and displayed the third video 
meeting party (usually Hudiksvall) (see Image 09).

The interface of the system in Stockholm was obviously from an older 
system. It was basic and the icons were not aesthetically pleasing. Yet it 

Image 09. Hudiksvall as seen 
from the Falun perspective 
using the Polycom system 
in the basement at Lugnet, 
12.04.2011.
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was easy to use (see Image 10). The interface of the Polycom system in 
Falun (see Image 11) was also easy to browse especially if you followed a 
set path, beginning and ending at the same point every time. The remote 
for the older Aethra system was a monster of a thing but it was relatively 
easy to guess which button was for what (see Image 12). The Polycom 

Image 10. (above) The interface of 
the old Aethra system in Stockholm. 
07.03.2011.

Image 11. (right) The Polycom HDX 
8000 interface at the new office 
space in Falun. 19.09.2011.
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remote followed the standard remote layout and had less colours on it than 
the Aethra version (which was non-standard to a certain degree) (Image 
13). On the Aethra remote, it was more difficult to tell what button did 
what. In Falun there were three different remotes which made it difficult 
to tell which remote controlled the camera, the Toshiba monitor, or the 
Samsung monitor at a quick glance. For those working in Falun, if someone 
turned off the Polycom system completely it generally caused significant 
problems. When leaving the room, only the call was disconnected while the 
system was left in standby mode and the monitors too. This differed from 
Stockholm where the system was sometimes turned off and sometimes left 
in standby.

A technological assemblage
The video meeting system is a system in the technical sense. Everything 
is connected when it comes to how the it works on an engineering level. 
From the point of view of someone using the technology certain elements 
are however linked and visible while others are invisible, indistinct or 
unimportant. This is what I have previously referred to as a technological 
assemblage drawing on Latour (2005) and actor-network theory’s 
conceptualisations of technological artefacts and networks (Cupitt 2010). 

Image 12. (left) The monster remote that controlled the Aethra camera. 
07.03.2011.
Image 13. (right) The Polycom HDX 8000 remote. 23.11.2011.
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Leaving the black box firmly shut at this point 1, video meeting systems 
as technological assemblages, are made up of the remote controls, the 
monitors, the cameras, the speakers, the microphone and the user 
interface. These are the aspects of technology most often perceived when 
we use technology - the ‘hardware’ and ‘software’. The way in which people 
understand and perceive these technologies is important but so too is the 
way that they engage with them. The monitor is particularly significant for 
those who rely on communication in Swedish Sign Language - more-so 
than for those who can also just listen. This means that deaf employees 
tend to take more responsibility for the image that appeared on their 
monitors. 2 This requires engaging with the remote and using it to control 
the camera. Hearing employees can also do this but it is less essential as 
audio is sufficient.

The remote, cameras, and monitors are not the only parts of a technological 
assemblage that SVT employees engaged with. The speakers and 
microphone are other visible technologies that SVT employees perceive 
and engage with although in different ways depending on whether they 
are hearing or deaf. Deaf employees often muted the microphone in their 
meeting room and rarely had the volume on unless the interpreter needed 
it. Hearing employees always considered these parts of the technological 
assemblage but in turn were not as considerate of the camera and image 
displayed on the monitors. Nevertheless, the camera is a tricky component 
to discuss because although some employees are aware of it and its position 
on top of the primary monitor, they are less aware (or selectively aware) of  
the fact that they need to look directly at the camera in order to make eye 
contact with their colleagues in other locations. The reasons behind this 
might be familiar to anyone who has ever had a video chat -- in order to 
look at the screen and see the other person we need to look away from 
the camera lens. This means it is difficult to do both this and look at the 
image of the colleague on the monitor. While techniques and software 
that compensate for this have improved remarkably since the early days 
of video meetings, it is still a challenge to make eye-contact directly. In 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, it occasionally seemed as though the camera 
was forgotten by those it focussed on. There was rarely an effort made from 
the hearing employees in the group in Falun to adjust the camera so that 
their colleagues in Gävle, Stockholm, or Hudiksvall could see them better. 
One reason for this might be that it was difficult to actually know what the 
other locations saw. It was possible to choose a view in the video meeting 

1 This means that I will not be going into detail on either the software or hardware components 
of a video meeting system at this point.
2 This is something that will be further illustrated in the later chapters on Vitalities and Materialities.
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system where you could see yourselves but this meant altering the default 
settings temporarily and then navigating the interface to get back to the 
full screen image of those in Stockholm or Gävle (Hudiksvall was usually 
streamed to the secondary monitor). This task in itself took time and was 
often of the lowest priority. There was an exception however - meetings 
between hearing and deaf co-workers and with interpreters.

For the purpose of this study, this is as detailed as my descriptions of the 
technology will go. This is in part due to my primary focus on the human 
rather than on the inner workings of these systems from an engineering 
perspective. This restriction mirrors both my disciplinary background as 
an anthropologist but is also shaped by my experience at SVT Teckenspråk 
where the video meeting system was not interesting as a functioning piece 
of technology, made up of code, components, and soldered parts, but as a 
part of their daily work and later as a symbol of what it means to be deaf. 
Apart from the technical support staff, employees at SVT Teckenspråk had 
a working-knowledge of the equipment they used to hold meetings. They 
could use it, they could browse the interface and menus but apart from 
maybe one or two team members, the SVT Teckenspråk staff might have 
struggled to change settings and connect the entire set-up (see Vitalities).

Language as technology
Approaches to technology as a socio-technical phenomenon has 
characterised theoretical approaches such as actor-network theory and 
works well in arguments that argue for the interdependency of technology 
and the social. These approaches extend beyond the conventional notions 
of technology as restricted to machines and tools to include other social 
phenomenon such as language. In this case, both Swedish and Swedish 
Sign Language can be understood as a technology. In Foucauldian terms, 
these languages are technologies:

...technologies of production which permit us to produce, 
transform, or manipulate things; and technologies of sign systems 
which permit us to use signs, meanings, symbols, or signification. 
(1988:225)

It is these two types of technology that Foucault (1988) himself applies to 
language. In the research context at SVT Teckenspråk, language becomes 
a technology of power as being able to use sign language, a minority 
language, is tied directly to power dynamics of the hearing majority and 
the organisation of SVT. Furthermore, sign language as a deaf means of 
communication, requires a giving over of power by deaf employees who 
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are mediated, first by interpreters and secondly by video technology, 
forced to give over control of their utterances over to others - machine and 
human. Finally, language at SVT Teckenspråk is a technology of the self. 
“It permits individuals to effect operations on their bodies, souls, thoughts, 
and ways of being...” (Foucault 1988:225). By this I am referring to how 
sign language as an enacted practice becomes an embodiment of deaf 
ways of being in the world. The same can be said of spoken Swedish on all 
accounts but to different degrees and in radically different ways. Spoken 
Swedish is self-embodiment in a different way. It is also a technology of 
power and equally tied to the processes that manipulate and transform, 
gradually building meaning and significance. Thus these two - Swedish and 
Swedish sign language - become ‘technology’ in the post-modern sense. 
This stance is relevant for this study as an underlying assumption and in 
line with the theoretical positions I take, a deeper analysis and discussion 
on this is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Interpreters as technology
It is an interesting thing to note that in my interviews when I asked people 
about the technology, they often immediately began to talk about the 
interpreters - not the technology. Even in the Editor-in-Chief’s letter the 
discussion on difficulties with technology was blended with a comment on 
interpretation and problems with interpreters.

Editor-in-Chief: We have talked a lot about obstacles for communication 
and efficient meetings. When we do, we usually discuss: dual-language 
technology (video meetings), interpreters (a shortage of interpreter for 
example or that those interpreters available are no good), the difficulty 
of having spontaneous meetings, when meetings are not resolved 
(because time with the interpreters runs out because the external 
interpreters from the municipality have to leave)

To continually have to work using interpreters can cause communication 
problems on their own, but I have understood that I should just address 
communication problems based on technical issues.

Vi har talat en del om hinder för kommunikation och effektiva möten. Då kommer 
bla detta upp: Hinder för effektivitet: Två språk Teknik (vk) Tolkar (brist på tolk 
dvs finns inga eller så är de tolkar vi får ej bra) Svårt för spontana möten Ej gå 
i mål (tolktiden rinner ut dvs externa tolkar som är beställda via tex landstinget 
måste gå)

Att hela tiden tvingas arbeta via tolk kan medföra kommunikationssvårigheter i sig, 
men jag uppfattade det som att jag skulle fokusera på kommunikationssvårigheter 
utifrån tekniska aspekter.
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This intermingling inspires the question: Are interpreters inextricably tied 
to the video technology? Do they become a part of the technological 
assemblage rather than the people sitting in the meeting? There were 
instances and empirical examples when this seemed to be the case; 
moments when the work of translation became so seamless that 
interpreters, technology, deaf, hearing, and the work at hand became 
inextricably intertwined. The video meeting emerges as an intra-action 
where technology is in the process of being defined, just as being deaf, 
hearing and interpreter are. From this point of view, it is not necessary 
to dwell on the notion of interpreters as technology per se and while 
acknowledging that future analysis of this offers promise, this thesis will 
not further discuss interpreters in terms of technology but include them as 
human participants in video meetings.

Abandon ‘technology’?
While acknowledging the aforementioned, typically techno-scientific 
conceptualisations of what makes up technology, I make a strategic move 
away from social lives of technology and constructivist perspectives in this 
thesis. This is not to deny that there are social aspects to technology. On the 
contrary, technology is inherently social but I wonder if it is perhaps, too 
complicated to refer to everything as technology. The point of complicating 
the definition is a relic of ontological struggles belonging to a previous 
generation of researchers. Opening up a definition of technology is to 
indicate a social constructivist notion of social action and to move beyond 
the technological artefact. It is also a way of putting the focus on the human. 
Instead of talking about technologies, which extends to identities and a 
Foucauldian technology of the self that ties in with feminist theory’s classic 
approach to social phenomena (Haraway 1991), there is a valid argument 
for abandoning the concept altogether.  These arguments tie in with queer 
perspectives where “queerness, by contrast, figures, outside and beyond its 
political symptoms” (see Edelman 2004:3) and structures (cf. Weigman 
& Wilson 2015; cf. Graham 2014:4-6; cf. Boellstorff 2007:23). Queer 
perspectives offer the possibility of circumventing the structuralist binds of 
previous research on technologies (plural) by Bijker and Pinch (1987) with 
their socio-technical systems, and even feminist scholar, Butler (1990) for 
example, that consistently places the non-normative within the confines 
and relation to the norm. Leaving the technological open for interpretation 
does not mean taking an instrumentalist approach. Nor does it mean that 
technology itself is unimportant. It does however shift the focus from 
matters of definition and onto the ongoing relationalities and how these 
can be manipulated both in analysis and everyday life. It also enables a 
dynamic understanding of when technologies come to matter, with whom 
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and how they matter, and what these technologies become through such 
relations (rather than taking an a priori definition as the starting point). 
The decision not to focus specifically on the social aspects of technology and 
neatly define what technology is, allows me to talk of it as part of the ways in 
which being video meeting technology, and more importantly being deaf, 
are co-created with meetings, organisations, people and technologies all 
playing an active role. Somewhat anti-climatically, I have to admit taking 
a strong stance and abandoning the notion of technology is not yet entirely 
possible so a part of this thesis is spent on working towards this goal, while 
using the term technology with these qualifications in mind.

I pose the question of whether or not to abandon the concept of 
technology - in either the more practical or the Foucauldian sense - as a 
means of assessing whether it is helpful analytically speaking to think of 
technologies when discussing ‘technology’ as in digital artefacts. It was 
not about denying the detailed theoretical corpus of philosophers, science 
and technology scholars, and other researchers. Unable to answer my own 
question definitively, I came to a conclusion that these two alternatives 
co-exist; tumbling over each other. All parts of the technology become an 
assemblage in the Latourian sense - monitors, cameras, cables, remotes and 
microphones merge with the tables, the chairs, the room. Video technology 
is located in the video meeting room and as such takes on an indistinct way 
of being where technological artefact merges with physical environments 
then divorces them once people walk into the room and pick up a remote. 
Technology then becomes the remote in the hand of René, the monitor 
Louisa looks at, and the stand that Anna positions the tables in relation to.

Video meeting call initiated and conversation underway, the interpreter 
becomes a part of this assemblage of cables, circuit boards, and plastic 
casings. The interpreter as technology is as unseen as the technological 
artefact at times - especially for the hearing members of each team. For 
them, the interpreter is a voice, one coming from a person or two people - 
implicitly understood as the voice of a deaf co-worker who is not speaking 
but signing. Attention is directed elsewhere - the person signing, their 
notes, the computer in front of them, their mobile phone, or the bird sitting 
outside the window in a tree. For the deaf employees, the interpreter is 
there, they see them but they know that this interpreter is a conduit - a vessel 
for someone else’s meaning and words. The video meeting technology can 
also be depicted in this way - a conduit for the information being discussed 
at the meeting between people. Feminist understandings and theories 
run counter to formulations such as ‘mediated communication’ and 
understanding video technology as a conduit through which information 
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is funnelled. Instead it underscores the active role technology - in all its 
meanings - takes in meetings and meaning-making.

From a feminist perspective there is no denying that their part in the making 
of meaning and the materialisation of ways of being at SVT Teckenspråk 
occur when technologies and humans intertwine. Interpreters become 
technology just as video meeting equipment and devices are technology in a 
traditional sense. However, through the lens of feminist interpretation (and 
once queered), technology is reformulated as non-human and channelling 
information is considered as a way of being and an act. It is not something 
done in service of human needs, nor is it the result of a human using a tool 
- video meeting technology and to answer the question I posed earlier on, 
the notion of technology becomes a somewhat redundant category. The 
video meeting system, its components, the chairs and tables, the room, 
the interpreters, the SVT editorial staff, and the organisation of SVT are 
all accorded the power to act. 3 Referring to either as technology is more 
about my own research context, therefore, than the interpretation of video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk that I am offering in this thesis. Abandon 
then, the notion of technology as a theoretical construct.

3 This power to act is what Suchman (after Latour) would refer to as ‘agency’ (2007:2). Up until 
this point I have pointedly avoided this term. This is not to say that I do not subscribe to the notion that 
objects hold power and act upon and with us. Nor do I question Actor-Network Theory and its central role in 
establishing a theoretical framework that affords analytical ways to cope with the influence and power that 
objects develop in interactions with other objects, people, and contexts. However, as Latour (1999) himself 
has argued, ANT is prone to misunderstandings and assumptions that work against the very arguments 
and framing that I work hard to put into place. Therefore I refer to the power to act in reference to Butler 
(1990), preferring to remain consistent with feminist theory concepts and conceptualisations and Butler’s 
theories on ‘the act’ as laid out in the chapter on Theory.
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Ethnographic studies which ‘study up’ have had to work to define their 
contexts in ways that early anthropological research perhaps should 
have, but was not forced to do. While definitions of ‘tribes’ could often 
be overlooked, studying ‘at home’ (Hannerz 2006) and ‘up’ (Nader 1972; 
Gusterson 1997) then having the people who we study ‘read what we 
write’ (Brettell 1993), requires clear definitions of what we mean by the 
relevant equivalents (in this case, the organisation). For the purposes of 
my study the definition of an organisation has little to do with business 
or profit. It is not a company in the financial sense or even in the sense 
that it is a group of individuals that band together for a united purpose. It 
could be argued that SVT as an organisation is ‘vision and value-driven’ 
(cf. Krause-Jensen 2013:54) but this too is a controversial statement as 
it implies a unity and equality within the ‘organisation’ that I have yet 
to see in my fieldwork. There are many different goals and purposes at 
Sveriges television. SVT Teckenspråk’s goal, to provide programming 
for the deaf as well as introduce Swedish Sign Language to the hearing 
population is slightly different from say, the regional news team’s 
(Gävledalanytt) goals of spreading information that is accessible and 
relevant for local viewers. Both Gävledalanytt and SVT Teckenspråk differ 
from the editorials responsible for producing entertainment and fictional 
programs in Swedish, for example, Rederiet and Allsång på Skansen or 
sports programming. Rederiet and Allsång på Skansen are iconic Swedish 
television shows. Rederiet was a popular Swedish soap opera that ran from 
1992-2002. Allsång på Skansen is an annual song event that is usually 
hosted by a prominent Swedish celebrity and filmed live in Skansen, 
Stockholm’s open-air museum. Other well-known Swedish television 
broadcasts geared towards entertainment include Eurovision Song Contest 
(Melodifestivalen) but this show is now specifically targeting a general 
Swedish public as well as a deaf public through its use of sign language 
artists who interpret these events in real time. These sign language artists 
interpret differently from the sign language interpreters who work at SVT 
Teckenspråk. The interpreters were initially broadcast in a small pop-up 
window during the show but the success of their versions of the songs 
makes them more of a feature than the actual competitor in some viewers 
eyes (and ears as hearing viewers have come to love the sign language 
renditions too 1).These have a goal of entertainment in mind and a more 
open definition of their public - which could arguably be said to include the 
entire Swedish population.

1 See http://www.svt.se/melodifestivalen/har-kastar-teckentolkaren-kladerna-till-samir-och-
viktors-bada-nakna-i-finalen-av-melodifestivalen-2016 Published online: 12.03.2016 Last Accessed: 
04.12.2016; http://edition.cnn.com/videos/tv/2015/03/17/erin-pkg-moos-sign-language-interpreter-
upstages-singer.cnn Published online: 17.03.2015 Last Accessed: 02.12.2016.
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Defining an organisation (or even the organisation in this thesis) is 
however, not about creating a distinct and fixed definition. It is about 
discussing how the different ways of conceptualising an organisation 
have consequences and offering reflections on these consequences 
with reference to the current study. In this section that is what I will be 
doing first by addressing the variations between anthropological and 
human-computer interaction understandings and uses of the term. But 
what about the practicalities of conducting research in organisational 
contexts? Right from the moment of entry, the organisation plays 
an active role in the form of scholarship that can emerge. What are 
the implications of doing ethnographic research in an organisation? 

Studying up the organisation
I have previously hinted that SVT employees often worked towards 
conflicting, intersecting and differing goals and that although there was a 
united goal of providing television content for deaf Swedes, the ideas on how 
to best do this differed radically between employees. A unified corporate 
vision of the future is not the same, strong motivating force at SVT that it 
might be at other companies in Sweden (cf. Krause-Jensen 2013; Cupitt 
2013). Each employee holds a different although interrelated view of their 
role, SVT Teckenspråk’s role and SVT’s role in Swedish society. This lent 
‘the organisation’ and my field-site a suitable complexity for studying the 
many ways in which video meeting technologies were understood. Multiple 
ideas on how to work towards a goal of producing television content 
appealing for audiences were underscored by each employee’s personal 
opinions, skills and private career goals. There were a number of instances 
where explaining and working through these differences was a large part 
of a meeting discussion. It was equally difficult to explain the logic and 
the purpose of my research goals to those working at SVT and there was 
a distinct mismatch between what SVT employees perceived my role as a 
researcher to be and how I saw it myself. In their eyes I was there to ‘solve 
a problem’ while I had ‘understanding another worlding’ as a primary goal 
and could not take the existence of a specific ‘problem’ as fact (see Krause-
Jensen 2013:45).

Unlike Hamilton Whitelaw’s experiences at Bang and Olufsen in Denmark 
(2013), I did not need to participate or do the work to gain credibility with 
employees at SVT -- for better or worse. I already had a degree of respect 
simply because I was considered an expert in technology as a researcher 
from KTH - Royal Institute of Technology. I considered this a double-
edged sword. Without being able to participate in the work of television 
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production I could not fully grasp the nature of work at SVT Teckenspråk. 
On the other hand, it meant that my focus was on one aspect of the work 
and its relation to the other tasks - video meetings. The work flow and 
role of meetings in television production were apparent even without my 
needing to participate regularly or at all stages. To be honest however, I 
am judging my role as a researcher rather harshly. I participated in the 
meetings and occasionally spoke up during them. I also was present on 
set when certain shows and news programs were filmed and even had 
a minor role as the voice over in one of the children’s programs in sign 
language. I ate lunch together with the staff, I went to the Swedish fika 2 
breaks and even attended a workshop organised for the Teckenspråk 
employees. In these types of situations where the researcher is working 
with people that are highly skilled and in a professional environment, the 
nature of ethnography changes and just ‘being there’ is a delicate balance 
of respecting boundaries and privacy, and recognising that you are the new 
and the strange - not them. Active participation was not encouraged and I 
was often seen in the ‘fly on the wall’ role or as the friendly person always 
writing in their notebook and always with a humongous mug of herbal tea 
(cf. Krause-Jensen 2013:49ff).
                        
Although I did not have to work hard to achieve a certain amount of 
credibility when it came to video technology and the technological aspects 
of meetings these were ironically the things I was least capable of helping 
SVT with. As a social scientist I could definitely comment on the social 
relations between the group members, the power dynamics, the interplay 
of different cultures and roles but these were skills that did not address 
the problem as the Editor-in-Chief defined it in her initial letter (see 
Introduction:12-13). Nor did it match up with what employees at SVT 
Teckenspråk perceived the problem to be - largely technical rather than 
social. Admittedly language difficulties were an acknowledged issue with 
video meetings but once more, as a researcher from a technical university, 
I was expected to focus primarily on the technological. Another reason for 
this expectation was that I did not share the expertise or background of 
those with whom I did fieldwork (cf. Krause-Jensen 2013). I was barely 
conversant in Swedish Sign Language by the end of my fieldwork, nor was 
I skilled in the work of television production. Add to this the fact that I was 
not familiar with deaf culture; am an immigrant and relative stranger to 
the majority of Swedish culture (and therefore popular culture), despite 
living and working in Sweden for almost 15 years. Whether I drew it or 
they did, there was a distinct line between me and them (ibid.). While 

2 Fika is usually sitting down with co-workers to have a chat, eat buns and drink coffee in the 
same way most work colleagues might have morning or afternoon tea together.
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I initially might have believed I was going to be ‘studying sideways’ 
(Hannerz 1998) or conducting a ‘para-ethnography’ (Holmes & Marcus 
2006), what I ended up doing was in a sense, studying up (Nader 1972; 
Gusterson 1997). Working among cultural experts (Krause-Jensen 2013), I 
was able to talk in my academic language and be understood for the most 
part. I had no problems discussing theories and conceptualisations as well 
as more philosophical reflections on the ‘goings on’ at SVT Teckenspråk 
with employees. It was the technology that was problematic, and it was 
in this aspect it was perceived there was a need for outside expertise - not 
in the more socio-cultural aspects. As neither deaf not fluent in Swedish 
sign language I had no clear role to play when it came to those issues. Lack 
of familiarity with deaf culture in Sweden and indeed Swedish culture in 
general also weakened my position.

As there was no way for me to earn respect in these areas and the only 
alternative was to build the all-important rapport through respecting the 
employees skills, knowledge, expertise and cultures and learning all I 
could. Those working at SVT Teckenspråk had specialised work skills and 
comprised an elite both in the majority culture sense but also in the deaf 
community context. Working for SVT - a national public service television 
station - carried with it a degree of respect. Being deaf and working in 
this environment rather than in sales, service and healthcare sectors 3 also 
earnt the SVT Teckenspråk employees a degree of fame and admiration in 
the deaf community. 4 As other ethnographers have remarked, it is often 
difficult to conduct participant observation in organisations which “involve 
activities requiring expert knowledge and highly specialised skills (Krause-
Jensen 2013:49). I will discuss this in more detail in the next section on 
meetings that offered a perfect solution to some of the constraints my 
background, position, and knowledge introduced.

Anthropology of organisations
There can be no argument that I was not conducting research within an 
organisation so what implications does this have for the analytical stage 
of my research? There are multiple perspectives on what an organisation 
can be within various disciplines and fields of research, but what follows 
is a theoretical discussion that can shed light on what underlies these 

3 These are the most common areas of employment for people with disabilities in Sweden 
according to a 2014 report on employment statistics from Sweden’s bureau of statistics (Statistiska 
centralbyrån, SCB) http://www.scb.se/Statistik/_Publikationer/AM0503_2013A01_BR_AM78BR1401.pdf 
Last Accessed: 02.04.2016.
4 This was made apparent during a confidential meeting I was able to sit on where one employee 
was interested in discussing how to deal with the attention they received from fans who had watched SVT 
Teckenspråk programs and identified with the themes presented in them.
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perspectives and helps construct ‘organisations’ in a way that fully 
acknowledges their role in ‘human interactions with technologies in the 
workplace’ (to use a typical human-computer interaction formulation 
of the research problem). 5 It is important to be aware of the underlying 
connotations of a term such as ‘organisation’ as it has implications for the 
research approach as well as being indicative of the researcher’s theoretical 
framework, which later informs their analysis. So how can a concept of 
organisation that suits this study be formulated? Can the anthropology 
of organisations help? A brief survey of the wide range of studies on 
organisations carried out by anthropologists (see Garsten & Nyqvist 
2013) show that there are many different theoretical approaches with 
their corresponding goals when anthropologists study up in, obliquely, 
sideways and around organisations. The most interesting and successful 
studies of organisations manage to achieve this contextualisation of the 
organisational while simultaneously linking these aspects to practice and 
the individual (Fleming, 2013; Moeran 2013; Hamilton Whitelaw 2013; 
Nyqvist 2015). Such studies present the organisational as more than 
context. The organisational from this perspective becomes an important 
factor in explaining people’s actions but more importantly it plays a part 
in negotiations about ‘being’ which are anchored in the everyday. Røyrvik 
(2013), for example, looks at membership regulation to mechanisms of 
work organisation; to facilitating efficiency; control; and also forms of 
empowerment; to understand how formal boundaries are actively created, 
maintained, changed and moved in corporate worlds. My approach looks 
at technology and people, the mechanisms of work organisation around 
them and how these intertwine in an attempt to capture the dynamic 
complexities of working and being at SVT Teckenspråk. In order to do 
this, the nature of this organisation and its most relevant aspects needs 
to be addressed. I cannot claim to be writing an ethnography of SVT and 
its “immutable corporate cultural essence in the form of a body of shared 
values” - not even one of SVT Teckenspråk (cf. Krause-Jensen 2013:48). 
Instead, I approach the organisation as one of many components in 
the processes of ‘becoming with’ and as active in negotiations of power, 
equality and access that were carried out ‘in the organisation’. 

The organisation in human-computer interaction
While Dow (1973) has done the valuable work of defining organisations 

5 Note that in this thesis, however, I do not interpret the empirical data in these terms. Instead I 
use a theoretical framework that conceptualises what is known as a ‘becoming with’. This is clearly argued 
in the section on theory. The implications of this are that instead of human-computer interaction, we can 
talk about human-computer intra-action or simply ‘becoming with’. To avoid confusion, I usually will discuss 
my data in terms of becoming with.
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contra corporations, these definitions, even if strictly adhered to, take 
on different meanings when applied in various research fields. In 
human-computer interaction, in general, the variety of terms that are 
used to refer to what could be called an organisation include workplace, 
human infrastructure, social organisation, communities, and socio-
technical systems (as well as the more anthropological understanding 
of organisations). In some human-computer interaction papers and 
computer-supported co-operative work studies, the notion of “human infra-
structure” offers an interesting take on what an organisation is, does and 
means (see Tang, Chen, Semaan & Robertson 2015). This understanding 
of ‘organisations’ as human infra-structures privileges the incorporation of 
the human element in what can become simply a structural concept. The 
notion of the organisation as a structure can, however, be useful in human-
computer interaction.

All these are feasible alternatives, but there is a lack of a theoretical or 
critical discussion on what these terms stand for and why they are 
chosen, which makes it difficult to summarise the area without gross 
oversimplification. Notable exceptions include Schmidt (1994), who 
explicitly critiques formulations of the organisation characterised by 
‘common ownership’ and Barley et al. (2012)  who discusses the need for 
theory in computer-supported cooperative work studies. Other research 
points out the importance of taking organisational ‘cultures’ into account 
by identifying how these present certain difficulties when developing or 
implementing new technologies (Eriksson & Swartling 2013). Orlikowski’s 
(2000) practice-based approach in which organisations are structures 
comprised of human practice, has been particularly influential.

Organising ‘organisation’
Tied to the discussions on definitions of an organisation in human-
computer interaction are debates on the need (or lack of a need) for theory 
in the field (Long 1991; Kaptelinin 2012), as well as distinct discussions 
arguing for certain theoretical approaches (Rogers, Bannon & Button 1994; 
Blythe, Bardzell, Bardzell & Blackwell 2008; Hayes, Lee, Dourish 2011; 
Kuutti & Bannon 2014). Even so, the impression is that human-computer 
interaction lacks theory. Its publications may, as few of these discussions on 
theoretical perspectives make it into papers on interaction design projects. 
There exceptions of course such as Ferneaus, Tholander and Jonsson 
(2008, 2012), Gross, Bardzell, and Bardzell (2013), Blanchette (2011), 
and Dourish and Mazmanian (2013). When it comes to organisations, a 
panel at the annual conference on computer-supported co-operative work 
deliberated over whether there was even a need to articulate what is meant 
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by organisation within the research field, as well as whether incorporation 
of organisational theory was constructive (Barley, Dutton, Kiesler, 
Resnick, Kraut & Yates 2012). Those who answer ‘no, it is not necessary’ 
to Barley et al.’s questions, might choose to use the term, organisation, 
not as a noun but as an adverb - highlighting the act of organising in their 
descriptions of systems. These researchers understand organisation as 
the principle of organising knowledge, data, work, people (often with the 
help of technological tools, systems and artefacts). It is a practice rather 
than an entity or context. Of course, more theoretical conceptualisations of 
organisations see them as both practice and entity. Yet what sets approaches 
that focus purely on the activity of organising things apart, is the absence 
of matters of social relations, structures, hierarchies and collective culture. 
One exception to research projects in human-computer interaction which  
generally do not engage with organisational theory, is Schmidt’s article on 
‘Leviathan’ (1994). Schmidt explicitly critiques “the formal conception of an 
organization conceived as common ownership”, claiming it is inadequate 
for research on computer systems that support co-operative work mostly 
due to its remoteness from “real-world applications” (1994:101).

How then, can the organisation be constructively theorised in an 
interdisciplinary study? Given my feminist theoretical leanings, I advocate 
the view that the organisation plays a part in co-creating an ecology in 
which technology and people interact with the organisation reconfiguring 
it constantly as these relations are constantly defined and redefined. Rather 
than frame this process as indifference on the part of the state towards 
the actions of the citizen, this thesis conceptualises the organisation as an 
ecology created from interactions between technology, people and their 
work. This follows a kind of material semiotic approach that creates an 
ecology of SVT (cf. Ingold 2012). It is less a network of actors and more a 
dynamical system, to use a mathematical term, that is made up of changing 
relations which link the technological artefacts; the people who use them; 
the thoughts and perceptions underlying actions and use of the artefacts. 
It is a system that springs from the interplay and continual negotiations 
between people; machines; objects; organisations; and the socio-cultural 
landscapes in which they occur. This complex system is the stuff of an 
‘anthropology of organisations’ where focus is on social interactions and 
relationships understood as constitutive of organisational processes 
(Rabinow in Garsten 2013:144).

The challenge for researchers from any discipline conducting fieldwork 
in and around organisations, is to try and capture the “criss-crossing of 
formal organisational boundaries by way of nested practices and social 
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interactions” (Garsten 2013:144). While there are no distinct ‘formal 
boundaries’ placed in relation to practices in this particular study, the links 
and associations that emerge as part of this process of co-constitution are 
endless and complex. Once more to use feminist theory’s terminology, the 
relationalities are brought to the fore. These relationalities are  eternally 
unfolding/infolding - especially in a so-called global era where information 
and communication extend the range of human social interactions. In this 
sense, my fieldwork at SVT Teckenspråk provides a microcosmic view 
of a set of relationalities, situated knowings and everyday intra-actions. 
This offers a potentially expansive framework with which to understand 
human-non-human organisation on any scale.

SVT: “...ett public service-företag som gör tv om alla, för 
alla” 6

Keeping in mind the aforementioned aspects of organisations and studies 
on and in them, I now offer some general information about the nature 
of SVT as an organisation. Doing an ethnography in SVT Teckenspråk’s 
offices provided a wealth of specific and situated information on the 
organisation 7 of SVT. However, these grassroots perspectives on what SVT 
is and how it is enacted in the everyday can contrast with the organisation’s 
presentation of itself. This section addresses this latter perspective - the 
organisation from an organisation’s point of view.’

Sveriges Television (SVT) is the Swedish public service television 
company with the widest range of programming of all TV 
companies in Sweden. 8

This is the official description on the organisation’s official website but 
what does it say about SVT and the characteristics of the organisation? 
There are a few initial insights which can be deduced from this simple 
statement.  The phrase ‘a public service company’ is somewhat confusing in 
light of the theoretical approaches to organisations described so far. Public 
service hints at ideologies that are driven not by profit but by ideologies 
such as social well-being, the right to education and access to information, 
and so on (see Nissen 2013; Ferrell Lowe & Martin 2014; Djerf-Pierre & 
Ekström 2013). In non-Scandinavian contexts, public service television is 
similarly understood as founded on visions of social integration, enhanced 

6 Literally, “SVT is a public service company who makes television about everyone, for everyone” 
and not quite the same as the official English page describes them. http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/kort-
fakta-om-svt Last accessed: 26.02.2016
7 Both organisation as noun and adverb apply here.
8 http://www.svt.se/aboutsvt/the-swedish-public-service-broadcaster Last accessed: 26.02.2016



  |  79ORGANISATION

democratic functions, and as a means of bettering cultural and educational 
standard through unrestricted provision of information, education and 
entertainment (Born 2003:64; 2005). 

It is tempting to focus on public service ideologies in the Nordic countries, 
Sweden especially, underlining the political ideologies that inform it, as 
well as honing in on the impact and import of this mentality for society 
at large as well as the struggles of maintaining public service media 
organisations. This is especially the case in Sweden where public service 
and social democracy are two related and deeply embedded social ideals. 9 
The intertwining of media production and politics under a banner of public 
service and democracy can also be applied to public service television 
worldwide - Australian Broadcasting Corporation, British Broadcasting 
Corporation, American Broadcasting Corporation and others. One 
anthropological example comes from Abu Lughod (2004)  and her research 
on the Egyptian republic and television’s role as both tool in the hands 
of politicians, but also as an active co-creator of the state alongside the 
Egyptian people. Born (2005) offers a slightly different anthropological 
treatment of public service television and her documentation of life 
at the BBC tackles the inner-workings of a state-funded organisation, 
while speaking to the nature of public service television and its wider 
socio-political contexts, influence and meanings. These studies work to 
problematise and add nuance to the often idealistic notion that public 
service can be equated with political autonomy and/or purposeful goals to 
improve social well-being. The ideologies behind public service television 
such as making information, knowledge and entertainment available to all 
(as the SVT slogan hints at) are nevertheless core. In Sweden it takes on a 
further dimension in part due to Sweden’s political history and the unusual 
trust the Swedish population is said to have for its public broadcast media 
providers such as SVT (Hujanen, Weibull & Harrie 2013:42ff.).

SVT, much like other iconic Swedish companies such as the furniture 
giant IKEA, or even clothes manufacturers Hennes och Mauritz (H&M), 
has a connection with national culture. Similarly to Bang & Olufsen 
employees who participated in Krause-Jensen’s (2013) study, SVT 
employees often deploy wry and humorous depictions of what it is like 
to work at SVT. This wry humour emerges in the face of limited budgets 
and resources, increasing lack of job security, and outsourcing of certain 
aspects of television production. This humour is however counteracted 

9 The history and import of public service media in Scandinavia is broadly examined in published 
anthologies edited by Lowe and Martin (eds) 2014; Carlsson (ed) 2013; Djerf-Pierre and Ekström (eds) 
2013; among others.
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by a collective drive and shared vision of SVT’s mission - to provide 
television (information and entertainment) for all. This motivation is tied 
to a concern for audience appreciation and respect most easily manifest 
in viewer statistics as well as the democratic ideals that underlie public 
service television. It is also apparent in the social organisation of the SVT 
Teckenspråk, as I will elaborate later in the section on “SVT Teckenspråk 
and/in the organisation” (Organisation:91ff.). Once again we see how SVT 
Teckenspråk is embedded within broader social contexts which can be 
used to explain the inextricable links of the production and consumption 
of television content and its influence on the way in which SVT as an 
organisation is experienced, formulated and perceived by the public in 
general. 10

What about the actual people in my study, the employees? For them, 
SVT is both the media content and the social actor that contributes to 
formulations of identity and belonging on a national scale; a workplace; 
an employer; and an organisation. It is upon consideration of SVT as a 
workplace and organisation that more operational aspects come to the 
fore. Among employees, the organisation itself is know as existing in a 
state of flux; extremely slow-moving; distributed and disparate offices that 
struggle to gain time, money and air-space; highly bureaucratic. It is also 
tightly restricted both by government, management, and audience opinion 
- like other media organisations, thanks to Granskningsnämnden för 
radio och TV (Swedish Broadcasting Commission) and the importance of 
viewer statistics and ratings. SVT is also restricted in its bargaining power 
and purchase power when it comes to their commercial competitors and 
even the less commercial stations such as TV4. Yet there are also wider 
global links, similar to those discovered by Røyrvik (2013:78), which 
connect local discourses to other sites and networks. These connections 
emerge empirically and methodologically-speaking, through a recognition 
of the complicity of the ethnographer’s role relaying the “unfolding figure 
of complicity by highlighting the external origination and connection of 
local discourses to other sites and networks” (ibid.).

While these goals are often related to governmental policy and control 
and therefore perhaps not immediately connected with a business ethos, 
it is interesting to ask if SVT as an organisation exhibits any signs of 
being corporate despite its not-for-profit, public service background. 
Does SVT show elements of constitutive instrumentalism? Constitutive 

10 This study does not examine these ties in detail or use the notion of media consumption 
versus production as a framework, however it is worth mentioning here as it is a predominant framework 
that haunts television production and therefore can have bearing on SVT employees in their daily work.
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instrumentalism is one characteristic of what Røyrvik ascribes to a 
corporation and is permeated by a rational logic of efficiency (2013:72-73. 
According to him, corporations are characterised primarily by their goal-
oriented purposefulness, their decisive instrumentalism and their focus on 
efficacy, usefulness and instrumental rationality (ibid.; see also Dow 1973). 
Constitutive instrumentalism manifests in profit-seeking production goals, 
ownership structures, audit practices, reward systems and wage relations 
and laws that invest corporate actors with jurisprudential obligations, 
responsibility and accountability (Røyrvik 2013:72-73).

It would be hard to say that none of these factors exist at SVT based either 
on the ethnographic data I have gathered and the data available such as 
annual reports and budgets. Undoubtedly no company, even a public 
service company, should run at a loss or aim to be inefficient. However, are 
constitutive instrumentalism and its components defining characteristics 
of the organisation? As far as this study goes, Swedish television and SVT 
Teckenspråk particularly, are definitely not like corporations despite 
budget concerns, ownership structures, audit practices and policies which  
outline journalistic integrity, responsibility and accountability. Conversely, 
to talk about SVT as a company implies that it is a loose collection of 
individuals. While this might be so, and the Swedish definition on SVT’s 
website definitely hints at the vision and value-driven potential at SVT 
which links these ‘collection of individuals’ in ways that are far from 
haphazard or careless. SVT might very well be a company of like-minded 
people, yet in the context of this study such a formulation misses the 
essential conceptual elements of an organisation. These elements spring 
from Weber’s (1946) philosophy of organisations and bureaucracy (in 
Dow 1973:905f; see also Herzfeld 1992), as well as more general ideas that 
there are shared practices, ideologies and goals within organisations. The 
term ‘organisation’, broad though it may now seem, can also reference the 
different relations within groups of people such as those in belonging to 
an organisation. Weber’s (1946 [1922]:196ff.) theories on capitalism and 
bureaucracy form a theoretical framework that sits uncomfortably with my 
feminist and queer perspectives and operates on a collective scale that can 
make it difficult to consider the actions, understandings and feelings of the 
individual - the materialities of the everyday.

Bureaucracy, capitalism or socialism aside, Swedish television is an 
organisation in the sense that it encapsulates a body of people, practices, 
policies and ideals that are both articulated and resonate with both those 
within and without. In the case of Swedish Television articulations on the 
organisation are founded on and situated in the broader social context 
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of Sweden, in the hearts and minds of individuals, and not least in the 
broader global media context (see Thompson 1995:149ff.; Jenkins 2008; 
see also Røyvrik 2013; Krause-Jensen 2013; Moeran 2013; among others 
for examples of how organisations are tied to broader social phenomena 
such as national identity). An organisation in the SVT context is “a group of 
people doing things in coordinated ways… [with]… conscious monitoring 
and control of the relationship between means and ends on a fairly regular 
basis” (Gellner & Hirsch in Krause-Jensen 2013:45). Analytical frameworks 
centred on efficiency and bottom-line logics are applicable but only to a 
certain extent as there are numerous different ‘ends’ to work towards and 
contest in the SVT context (cf. Krause-Jensen 2013). For this reason (and 
also due to the larger goal of overturning the deaf-hearing binary and the 
generally anti-normative stance of this thesis), the instrumental and purely 
practice-based way of thinking about organisations does not sufficiently 
described SVT. Instead, SVT as an organisation becomes more about the 
emergence of shared visions, intertwining personalities and histories 
which become entangled with practices - human interactions with video 
meeting technologies.

Topography of SVT
While SVT can be theoretically understood as an emergent social 
phenomenon, it does not help the reader of this thesis to leave it just at 
that. In order to understand the empirical material that follows I, in direct 
contravention of my theoretical arguments, have to present a topography 
of SVT which takes into account the managerial structure, the different 

Figure 01. Nuer kinship diagram Evans-Pritchard taken from a negative glass plate 
gelatin version, 1937 - 1940 circa held in the Pitt Rivers Museum archives. Source: 
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/southernsudan/details.php-db=p&add=1998.353.67_O.
jpg&a=1998.353.67&cap=Nuer+kinship+diagram.html Last Accessed: 11.09.2016
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editorials and administrative groups as fundamental components of an 
organisation giving them a false boundedness and finitude. This kind of 
information is helpful in understanding why, where, and what is going on. 
It also acts as context for the meetings that I present in the later chapters. 
Keep in mind however, that I stick steadfastly to the view that organisations 
emerge out of relations and are not amalgamations of finite units, bounded 
contexts, or fixed structures. Remember too, that the focus of this thesis 
on deafness and technology and its implications for design frameworks 
precludes a proper examination of the organisation and its role.

Mapping an organisation’s different departments and structure says as 
much about it as a kinship diagram says about a people’s culture (that is, 
relatively little). However, this can suffice as far as detail goes for certain 
studies and is a nice starting point for this one. As with all organisations, 
SVT Teckenspråk is part of an larger organisation with a structure that 

needs to be accounted for. For this, the usual and rather dry organisational 
maps can be used. These maps, like the traditional kinship diagrams 
(Figure 01) of early anthropological studies such as Evans-Pritchard’s 
quintessential work on lineage systems and age-sets among the Nuer (1940 
[1969]) show where everything is but say little about the relations, power, 
inequalities, obligations, ties, and exchanges that occur between these 
different nodes nor how the Nuer themselves would have depicted their 
relations (Figure 02).
            
Lévi-Strauss’ research on kinship is perhaps more relevant here as it focused 
on the social rules rather than producing a diagrammatic interpretation. 
While none of these diagrams capture the complexity or import of social 
relations, there is something to be said for understanding how the pieces fit 
together and can be understood in conjunction with a descriptive text - even 
on a rudimentary level. Taking this structuralist framework and looking at 
SVT as an organisation is equally flawed. Traditional structuralists works, 
like those of Lévi-Strauss (1962) (see Figure 03b), provide only partial 
insights into communities and peoples. They were however insights which 

Figure 02. How the Nuer 
depicted their lineage system 
(Evans-Pritchard 1940: 202).
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Figure 03 a. A simplified diagram 
of the cycle of changes in sex and 
moiety Aranda spirit beings go 
through; b. Aranda social structure 
and marriage regulations (Lévi-
Strauss 1962: 82, 83).

Figure 04. SVT’s organisation http://www.svtstatic.se/image-cms/svt-
se/1456482192/svts/article6767773.svt/ALTERNATES/large/svt-organisation-1-
feb-2016-jpg Last Accessed 11.09.2016.
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can be analytically valuable resources. Rather than draw my own diagram 
of SVT I will take the official SVT version of their organisation as my 
starting point (see Figure 04).

This diagram is based on the official Swedish television view of the 
organisation and the shows a separation between the work of television 
production and the more administrative, corporate aspects of the 
organisation. The broad category of ‘Management’ (styrelsen) at the very 
top of the diagram is explained in on a separate page from the organisational 
diagram presented above and although no diagram is drawn, the 
management side of SVT is just as convoluted as the television production 
side. The Head of Operations (VD) acts as the lynch-pin between these two 
‘organisational worlds’. Another ‘body’ in the corporate world of SVT is the 
Board (styrelsen). The board currently consists of thirteen representatives 
(including the Chairperson). Board members:

...shall be people with good ties to Swedish society, experience 
from different complementary areas such as culture, popular 
education and business enterprise

Styrelseledamöterna ska vara personer som har god förankring i det svenska 
samhället, erfarenhet från olika kompletterande områden som kultur, 
folkbildning och näringsliv. 11

They are not necessarily SVT employees nor are they members of the 
foundation that funds SVT (stiftelsen). The majority do not seem to 
currently work with media production although a number are actors or 
involved in the culture industry. The only person to be in both the Board 
and a management position is the Head of Operations. The Board is there 
in part to oversee the foundation’s management of funds and to monitor 
Management. 12 In addition to a board that oversees the organisation, SVT 
also has a management group (företagsledningen) (see Image 14). This 
group is made up of twelve representatives and the Vice-president of SVT. 13 
They are primarily responsible for making decisions on programming and 
editorials budgets, broadcast hours, and other practicalities which relate 
directly to television production. 14

11 http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/bolagsstyrning/svt-s-styrelse Last Accessed: 11.09.2016.
12 http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/bolagsstyrning/svt-s-styrelse Last Accessed 04.07.2014.
13 Interesting to note that there are an equal number of women to men. Unusual and perhaps an 
indication that SVT takes recommendations and policies on equality in the workplace seriously.
14 Source: http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/organisation/foretagsledningen Last Accessed: 
26.07.2014.
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SVT as an organisation
Having presented a comprehensive account of the organisation of SVT as 
far as its editorials, management and locations go, what has been defined 
as an organisation, and what role does the organisation play in this thesis? 
As far as the organisation goes for those at SVT Teckenspråk it was both 
local and centralised in Stockholm. It was simultaneously bounded by 
their office space in Falun but also extended to all their freelancers, 
collaborating sub-editorials in Stockholm, Hudiksvall and Falun. It might 
even occasionally extend to include all minority language editorials at SVT 
on a national level. Although this was not the case in 2014, these editorials 
are currently represented in the management group. However, they are 
represented by the same person who also has a duty to represent children 

Image 14. Back row from the left: Sabina Rasiwala Hägglund 
(kommunikationsdirektör), Anders Utterström (ekonomi- och teknikdirektör), 
Olov Carlsson (chef för Nyhetsdivisionen), Martin Österdahl (programdirektör 
Allmän-tv och Sport), Thomas Nilsson (kanal- och tablåchef), Albert Svanberg 
(chef för Allmän-tv-divisionen), Maria Groop Russel (chef för SVTi), Robert 
Olsson (programdirektör för Nyheter, Samhälle och Current affairs), Lena Glaser 
(programdirektör för interaktivt utbud).

Front row from the left: Lena Lundkvist (stabschef), Helène Sahlin (HR-direktör), 
Eva Hamilton (vd), Jimmy Ahlstrand (strategichef), Gunilla Asp (vd-assistent). 

Source: http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/organisation/foretagsledningen Last 
accessed: 08.09.2014 Note: There is now a new board in place but as they are 
not representative of those who were active during my fieldwork I have chosen to 
use this older information even though it no longer correct.
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and youth, sports, documentary, society, news, and minority language 
programming. 15 These different groups have vastly different needs and 
agendas. Even within the grouping of minority languages, SVT Teckenspråk 
stands out because of the very nature of sign language and its dependence 
on visual channels of communication. This uniqueness, or difference, is a 
recurring theme in this thesis.

In some situations SVT resembled a them-versus-us organisational 
relationship - the urban, central ‘haves’ versus the rural and periphery 
‘have nots’ (see Histories:182). It was also a supportive network of like 
minded colleagues and experts with specialist knowledge and skills up 
for exchange - a kula ring for public service television production - one 
that excluded the other non-state funded stations or profit-driven media 
corporations. SVT was also a bureaucratic behemoth with limited funds 
and never enough resources. It was all these things simultaneously and 
for the purpose of this thesis it is essential to understand it as such. The 
organisation and its many different manifestations changes and is active 
in the ways in which video meetings, the technology and people interact. 
In some meetings, the organisation was more prominent, paternalistic and 
restrictive, making its presence felt through discussions on policy, budget 
and new directives, for example. Meetings could include a staff member 
who was at that point in time, a representative of these organisational top-
down decision-making processes. While at other times, the organisation 
was less influential or perhaps absent as far as representatives went, but 
ever present in discussions on how to work around certain restrictions 
placed on the SVT Teckenspråk editorials that derived from the way in 
which resources, locations and policy were formulated and created. Each 
example of a video meeting that I present in this thesis carries with it some 
shared and tacitly acknowledge element of SVT as an organisation. These 
come to the fore when they affect the ways in which video meetings are 
experienced.

There is of course one very important aspect of Swedish television as an 
organisation yet to feature in my study but which is a strong undercurrent 
when it comes to discourses on equality and accessibility - and that 
is the public service ideology. It is interesting to note that this ideology 
and political view of public service was relatively unarticulated by those 
who work at Swedish television and with whom I had contact. This does 
not mean, however that these ideals did not underlie the organisation, 
the employees’ actions and the everyday practices I observed at SVT 

15 http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/organisation/foretagsledningen Last Accessed: 11.09.2016.
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Teckenspråk. It is highly likely that these types of views are regarded 
as a shared understanding implicitly acknowledged by those working 
at Swedish television. An interesting future study would be to try and 
determine to what degree and in what manner notions on public service 
and its political, cultural and economic meanings are shared and whether 
they contribute to a common identity as public service television employees 
- especially in today’s media production climate where more and more 
aspects of television production are farmed out to temporarily employed 
staff, freelancers and private media production companies. In any case, 
this aspect of SVT as an organisation is something that lies beneath my 
study like an ominous, legendary beast. I have no intention of waking this 
particular beast quite yet. Instead I choose to focus on how employees work, 
how they use technology to do their work, and how both sometimes become 
conduits for expressions of what it means to be deaf at SVT Teckenspråk. 
The downside of this is that the organisation itself tends to become context 
and ‘background’. This does not fit with my theoretical framework as I have 
described it and a tension emerges where the organisation is a vaguely 
defined agent who’s actions cannot sufficiently be either accounted for, 
mapped out, or analysed. The benefits to my narrow focus on technology 
and work at SVT Teckenspråk are that the smaller, more detailed actions 
of the individual - technological and human - are firmly front and centre 
offering a Hawthorne Experiment 16 counter-dialogue to the sometimes 
overly loud organisational trope.

The organisation’s official story
Another aspect of Swedish television as an organisation is its history. This 
history is written and disseminated by Swedish television with the public, 
the technology and the content primarily in mind. Beginning with the first 
transmission of moving pictures from one room to another by John Baird 
in 1926, SVT’s history places the organisation in a larger global sphere of 
technological development and public service television traditions. The 
BBC is given as a predecessor to Swedish television by nearly 15 years. 
SVT also has a number of short video clips on the history of television in 
Sweden which elaborate on the time-line and a web page on the history of 
television where they credit Hans Werthén and his colleague, students from 
the Royal Institute of Technology, KTH, with bringing television to Sweden 
in 1954. Inaugural broadcasts of shows, news and events are the mainstay 

16 This is in reference to the well-known Hawthorne studies carried out at Western Electric’s 
Hawthorne Works in Chicago during the 1927s by Roethlisberger and Dickson among others. The study 
served to debunk a management discourse on productivity as linked to organised work and physical 
conditions but to emotional factors linked to a sense of satisfaction. See Roethlisberger and Dickson 
(1961).
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of SVT’s formal history. The content and productions which are seen as 
milestones along the way to today’s public service television are telling of 
Swedish cultural values and ideals. Some of those shows chosen for SVT’s 
time-line are first broadcasts of the Eurovision song contest, World Cup 
Soccer matches, Aktuellt (Swedish news and current affairs program), 
and the regional news broadcasts such as Sydnytt, Västnytt, Mittnytt 
etc. Other events that make the official time-line are re-organisations of 
SVT (often state mandated). In 1979 for example, Parliament decided 
that Swedish television would be a sub-organisation under the banner of 
Swedish Radio (Sveriges radio) which had interesting consequences for the 
organisation, its structure and the way in which work was carried out. 17 
Noting these changes draws attention to the role government directives 
and parliamentary mandates in the history and development of SVT as an 
organisation. It is another visible aspect of a public service organisation’s 
relations to national organisations and nationhood (see Abu-Lughod 
2004). 

These relationalities are also reflected in official documents, policies and 
internal processes such as negotiations on recruitment and procurement 
processes. It is worth noting that, the much fabled move of Dövas TV to 
Falun from Leksand and the change of name to SVT Teckenspråk does 
not even make the official time-line. This move was a significant event and 
played a huge part in the discussions of SVT Teckenspråk, their views on 
technology and the organisation of Swedish television. This was apparent 
both from the point of view of those I worked with at SVT Teckenspråk but 
even from media reports at the time. Equally as remarkable is the fact that, 
apart from a mention of Gävledalanytt (who share an office space with SVT 
Teckenspråk), the editorials in Falun are glaringly absent from the official 
story. No mention is made of the first news broadcast or show in Swedish 
Sign Language and officially SVT Teckenspråk is not a part of SVT’s story. 18 
It is also clear from the time-line how the nature of television in general has 
changed with the development of technologies such as satellite, digital and 
web TV and the larger societal trend towards living in the global sphere. Not 
only this but these changes necessitated, or where at least significant for, 
the development of new types of broadcasting, new content and new forms 
of organisation at SVT. Røyrvik briefly addresses the complications global 
trends have on the corporation (using Norway’s Hydro as an example), 

17 For more details on these shows and the various milestones, see http://www.svt.se/omsvt/
fakta/var-historia/mer-tv-historia and http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/var-historia/televisionens-historia-i-
artal Last Accessed: 11.09.2016.
18 By comparison, the first news program in Sámi - Óddasat - gets a mention as first broadcast 
in 2001. There is no mention of which Sámi language though - Skolt, Kildin, Ume, Lule, Pite, Southern, 
Northern, or Inari. The Sámi languages belong to the minority language editorials, just like SVT Teckenspråk.



90  |  ORGANISATION

and this applies to SVT as boundaries, goals, visions and ideas are shaped 
and re-shaped in keeping with ‘broad trends of globalisation’ (2013:75f.). 
These global trends are doubly at play in the field of media which is one of 
the most visibly affected areas of social life (see Thompson 1995:149ff.). 

So goes, SVT’s official story. What my study has captured is however a more 
emic perspective from the point of view of the employees working at SVT 
Teckenspråk (see Histories). What surfaces is not a difference in definition 
of the different nodes, nor an official history but an entirely different 
view. The official structure of the organisation as well as the documented 
history is important to my study but equally important, perhaps more-so 
are the unofficial, perhaps anecdotal or grassroots versions of both how 
Swedish television as an organisation is structured and its history. Swedish 
television’s official history is a number of milestones presented as a linear 
progression with some elaboration on the official reasons behind these 
developments and changes.
 
You could say that there is a basic assumption underlying my research on 
SVT as an organisation - one that assumes that SVT, as with many Swedish 
organisations is founded on the ideology that the personal and ‘being 
yourself’ is a basic right in the workplace (see Cupitt 2013). The older notion 
of an ‘organisational man’ has been replaced with what Fleming (2013) 
calls the ‘just being yourself’ approach to human resource management 
in organisations. The division between public and private, home and 
labour has largely been discarded in today’s Swedish organisations, which 
generally encourage employees to bring their ‘whole person’ to work 
(Fleming 2013:59). The symbolic boundary between work and non-work 
is manipulated in order to incorporate more aspects of the self…” (ibid.). 
This is an important shift and a vital observation to take into account when 
studying how deafness is articulated within SVT Teckenspråk. It is equally 
important when looking at organisational culture and regarding the 
organisations as sites of cultural production - ways of being deaf. At SVT 
this process is two-fold. Employees work to produce cultural materials such 
as television programs but also produce their own distinct ways of being 
deaf at SVT Teckenspråk. While it would be disingenuous to claim that the 
managerial style at SVT is flexible capitalism (cf. Fleming 2013) the nature 
of television production does actually require SVT Teckenspråk employees 
to ‘bring themselves into their work and put themselves at work’ (Fleming 
2013). They have a responsibility and are tasked with communicating 
different ways of being deaf for both hearing and deaf audiences. For 
this reason, “expressive individualism” (to use Fleming’s terminology) is 
important for television content production - especially when it is about 
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representing and working with what is classified organisationally as a 
cultural minority - the deaf in Sweden.
            
SVT Teckenspråk: in, of, and with SVT
Although it was hard to capture the entire dynamic of SVT Teckenspråk’s 
relationship to SVT in Stockholm a number of events and statements hint 
at the type of connectivity that Garsten remarks on in her work with Think 
Tanks (2013). In particular SVT Teckenspråk relations with SVT central 
seem to mimic what Granovetter (in Garsten 2013: 150) terms ‘maintaining 
strong and weak ties’. One example is the importance SVT Teckenspråk 
staff and management placed on having an office and staff located, even 
part-time, at SVT’s central offices in Stockholm. Although it meant more 
commuting, more need for inadequate video meetings and more instances 
where miscommunication could possibly affect team-work, productivity 
and group relations, SVT Teckenspråk had strategically placed staff and 
fought to maintain that space at the head offices. This was a strategic move 
which enabled SVT Teckenspråk employees to have regular contact and 
keep up to date on SVT gossip, events and communications that might 
otherwise be missed if all the team were located in Falun. It also meant that 
frequent visits to Stockholm could be arranged without too much red-tape 
and that management in Falun could keep in touch with colleagues located 
in Stockholm on a regular basis.

It would be mis-representative to say that simply by having an office at 
the central building in Stockholm, SVT Teckenspråk has strong ties and 
influence at SVT in general. These ties are definitely ‘weak ties’. SVT 
Teckenspråk might sit and be visible at the central offices but staff there 
are not able to sign nor are they interested in learning to sign. Occasionally  
when I visited SVT Teckenspråk employees in Stockholm, the receptionists 
were often unsure of how to get in touch with the deaf employees who 
needed to sign me in. They would try to call deaf employees using a 
telephone instead of messaging them or writing an email. This lack of 
comprehension about what is means to be deaf and how to communicate 
with deaf employees was widespread at SVT in Stockholm. In Falun, on 
the other hand, the group had made a significant effort to foster what they 
called a dual-language work environment (en tvåspråkig redaktion) (see 
Histories:149ff.).

A lack of comprehension and difficulties communicating were not the 
only troublesome aspects of SVT Teckenspråk’s relationship with the 
larger organisation  nor between the individual and the collective. One 
employee from the regional offices characterised SVT as slow moving and 
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bureaucratic. With numerous ‘lifers’ or long-term employees, this had 
consequences as far as willingness to drive change and take responsibility 
for ideas, suggestions, and projects pertaining to the organisation’s inner  
workings. When talking with me about video meeting technology and its 
problems, one employee said in passing,

SVT employee: ...you don’t dare to suggest a solution that you are 
not 100% certain will work perfectly. If you do, you risk being that 
person who failed to implement change for the rest of your time 
at SVT.

...man vågar inte föreslå en lösning som man inte är 100% säker på att 
det kommer funka perfekt. Annars riskerar man vara den personen som 
misslyckades införa en förändring i resten av sin tid på SVT.

This hints at one aspect of what it meant to work at SVT for some. It was a 
lifetime commitment, tied to who you were and how people perceived you. 
Actions had consequences and due to this radical change was inconceivable 
for some.  Although this type of life-long job security was changing rapidly 
with more outsourcing, freelancing and temporary positions becoming the 
norm, there were still staff who have worked at SVT in some capacity for 
15 or more years. It was a part of who they were and would become. In this 
scenario suggesting a change or a new idea that failed could mean slower 
promotion, fewer chances to take on different responsibilities and develop 
professionally, and most importantly, could potentially mean loosing the 
respect of colleagues who were essentially lifelong associates and daily 
companions.

Despite the changes in how its employees are contracted and the related 
issues of employment security, union issues, changing political climates, 
and other equally significant discussions on life in Sweden, SVT is still 
instrumental to the formation of a shared Swedish cultural corpus that 
influences the way people enact being Swedish. Just as the Norwegian 
company, Hydro, symbolised Norway and its changes as a nation (Røyrvik 
2013:75), SVT is similarly both a symbol and a part of the changes 
occurring in Sweden and to what it means to be Swedish. Given the 
significance of SVT as an organisation to the nation, it is worth considering 
whether employees at SVT perceive or are influenced by the fact that their 
organisation is a vital social institution that has a much broader social and 
democratic mandate and justification than pure profit making? If so what 
are the implications of this and how do they play out in the working lives 
- more specifically video meetings? Considering this in the context of SVT 
Teckenspråk alone is a tricky task. Generalisations and specific examples 
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of when SVT Teckenspråk employees’ regard themselves as, but are also 
unwillingly cast in the role of, representatives and influencers within the 
deaf community in Sweden seldom materialise in actual video meetings. 
However, they can colour their notions of professionalism, and therefore 
affect the ways in which the editorial groups communicate with each other.

Be it visible or not, SVT as an organisation is a ‘vital social institution’ 
and also one which is “...engaged in producing global scenarios of cultural 
flows and borders that enter the public geocultural imagination” (Hannerz 
in Garsten 2013:142). This is hardly an unusual conclusion as media 
production is actually the production of scenarios of cultural content which 
become very much a part of how people see the worlds around them (cf. 
Garsten 2013:142). While SVT employees are not necessarily either local 
or global decision-makers, the work of journalism and creating cultural 
content does carry with it some power. For this reason the employees at 
SVT Teckenspråk have a degree of influence within the deaf community 
in Sweden and globally as their programs draw inspiration from and are 
filmed in, other countries with other deaf communities (see programs 
produced by SVT Teckenspråk such as ‘Byss i USA’, ‘Diwai Meri - 
trädkvinnan’, Kärlek utan gränser). This power contrasts with the power 
they hold within SVT, the organisation. This puts SVT Teckenspråk 
employees in a peculiar position of empowerment and disenfranchisement 
simultaneously. The deaf employees at SVT Teckenspråk are an elite among 
the deaf community with recognition, skills and careers. SVT Teckenspråk 
employees are influential within Swedish society where they can through 
television programs, raise awareness of deaf culture. They can become 
leading figures in the deaf community, interact with deaf and hearing 
worlds on official media platforms in ways that even YouTube stars, Twitter 
fiends and Facebook celebrities can not. While there are other celebrities 
and leaders within the deaf community, SVT Teckenspråk employees are 
in positions that could be characterised as positions of trust, respect, and 
which carry with them an official responsibility due to their employment at 
public service television station.

SVT and subsequently SVT Teckenspråk is in the in-between. They have 
neither held fast, or been able to maintain, the traditional models of work 
such as employer and full-time permanent employee; or company and 
freelance expert. Thus when new models that put forward the ‘authentic 
self’ as a part of the workplace become a part of people’s ideas and 
expectations of the workplace, SVT is in a double-bind. They are deaf and 
are happy to bring this to their work - that is an essential requirement for 
most and one which is supported by hearing colleagues and co-workers, 
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and the organisation through its commitment to creating a dual-language 
workplace. The ethos of supporting and working in a minority language 
editorial such as SVT Teckenspråk, is built upon notions of the fundamental 
public service ideals of democracy, the right to information and education. 
Work practices, the organisational infra-structure, and being an employee 
at SVT derive from these ideals. They are however only partially supported 
and require constant rationalisations. These rationalisation materialised 
particularly in discussions on how to formulate job advertisements for 
SVT Teckenspråk and issues related to the ‘sign-language environment’ 
(den teckenspråkiga miljön) in the office and among hearing colleagues 
(see Histories:149ff.). However, a dual-language workplace and being 
one’s [deaf] self is still something that people expect to be able to do 
within the organisation of SVT. SVT Teckenspråk supports this, but 
sometimes without necessary commitments from SVT, the organisation. 
This mismatch between expectations, organisational processes, and public 
service ideologies makes for an uneasy and fragile balance of power in the 
workplace. Such imbalances complicate and materialises in video meetings 
(see Alterities).



VI
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What is a meeting?
In this section, I will address the concept of a meeting as it emerges 
in anthropology and human-computer interaction, addressing key 
conceptualisations of meetings, arguing for and against certain versions.  
The choice of how to conceptualise meetings in any study is related 
to the purpose and goals as well as ‘the what’ have been set out as the 
primary matters of concern. It is also in response to a general lack of 
discussion on what constitutes a meeting in other than typological terms. 
In anthropology, meetings are characterised as social activities, events 
and social mechanisms for organising, guiding and making decisions on 
collective actions that affect the entire social group. In human-computer 
interaction they also take on this role of being places where decisions are 
made, work is achieved and tasks are carried out. These conceptualisations 
seem straight-forward enough and yet there are a number of assumptions 
which underlie them. In this section, I will give an overview of these and 
discuss them in relation to SVT Teckenspråk.

Why study meetings?
Schwartzman identifies a number of typical reasons for studying meetings 
that appear in disciplines ranging from psychology, anthropology, and 
sociology to political science and management studies. According to 
sociologist, Goffman (1961), a meeting is defined as:

a social form that organises interaction in distinctive ways... a 
gathering of three or more people who agree to assemble for a 
purpose ostensibly related to the functioning of an organisation 
or group... to exchange ideas or opinions, to develop policy and 
procedures, to solve a problem, to make a decision, to formulate 
recommendations etc. A meeting is characterised by multi-part 
talk that is episodic in nature and participants develop or use 
specific conventions for regulating this talk (Atkinson, Cuff and 
Lee 1978:149). The meeting form frames the behaviour that occurs 
within it as concerning the ‘business’ of the group or organisation. 
(in Schwartzman 1987:274)

Anthropological studies of meetings and their role in organisations range 
from studies of council meetings among the Merinar of Madagascar 
to meetings as inroads to understanding the Cuban Missile crisis (see 
Schwartzman 1987). The ‘meeting’ in these studies is political and 
interpretations range from a linguistic anthropology focus on rhetoric 
to socio-cultural perspectives that understand the meetings’ roles in the 
cultural construction of identities. Schwartzman’s overview  discerns three 
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different theories on meetings. The first treats meetings as contexts for 
decision-making and places the meeting itself in the background. In doing 
so it neglects the meeting itself - its structure, its reason for being and its 
meaning for those involved. This can also be said for studies that focus 
on the rhetoric and speech in meetings. Taking a perspective where the 
role of the meeting is a social form for the production and reproduction of 
social relationships, shifts the focus from the mere content of the meeting 
onto the meeting as a social event that itself emerges from different social 
organisations and relations (1987:287).

My analysis of meetings, video meetings, based on data gathered using 
ethnographic methods. Ethnography is geared towards collecting this 
data through participant observation. Participant observation is usually 
characterised by research observing daily routines, participating to varying 
degrees, asking question, and even conducting impromptu, informal and 
formal interviews (Hammersley & Atkinson 2007:2ff.). Meetings are key 
elements of the daily routine in office work, especially at SVT Teckenspråk 
and perfect opportunities for participant observation. They were also the 
settings, reasons, and places where video meeting technology was used. 
As a researcher asking questions that began with a curiosity about video 
meeting technology, my participation in meetings was essential. The 
notion of participation is however, limited in these contexts. Fieldwork in 
an organisation such as SVT Teckenspråk offered limited avenues for full 
participation. An interjection or opinion from an outside researcher at a 
meeting on the new upgrades being made to the video archives database 
or on the best way to organise a move to a new office space, would not have 
been appreciated. Participation was limited to pre-meeting chit-chat, post-
meeting chit-chat with the implicit understanding that what was discussed 
in team meetings was of interest to the members of the team alone, not an 
outside researcher.

While the matter for discussion in meetings was not relevant to the study 
of the use of video meeting technology, it was generally true that there were 
certain non-privileged discussions during meetings concerning broader 
issues such as access to smart phones, the restrictions on four-wheel drive 
cars due to the organisation’s sustainability policies, and instances where 
interpretation of what was being said faltered. This blurred the boundaries 
of content versus action. Negotiating and respecting these boundaries 
is part of the work of the ethnographer. Choosing meetings as a site for 
fieldwork does not make these actions worse than if I had, focussed on more 
formalised media reports, policy documents, or internal communications 
instead. Choosing meetings to do fieldwork ‘in’ is, as Nyqvist writes, 
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about choosing a strategic place where the ongoings of organisations can 
be accessed (2013). Access to organisations and the people within them 
is also often limited, regulated and timed (Gusterson in Krause-Jensen 
2013:49) s0 scheduled meetings are one of the easiest ways to gain insight 
into an organisation given these difficulties. Meetings are perfect places 
to do fieldwork as they offer situations where important decisions are 
made, shared knowledges are created and where “hierarchies and power 
structures are revealed in different ways” (Nyqvist 2015:42).

At SVT Teckenspråk, meetings reveal all this and more - especially 
considering my focus is on video meeting technology, its role in meetings, 
and the video meeting’s part in the everyday lives of SVT Teckenspråk 
employees. Employees’ understandings of the technology and the video 
meetings that took place, offered insights which confirm but sometimes 
contrast with understandings that emerge during interviews. This contrast 
between what people say and how they act is important, but not as a means 
of showing how little we understand of why and how we act. It is more 
about the ways in which people understand video meeting technologies 
at SVT Teckenspråk, how they express their understandings, and how 
these are complemented by the ways in which the technology is used. 
The result is not a discovery about how people contradict themselves, are 
inconsequential and irrational, but about how complex and ever-changing 
peoples relations with others are - be they human or non-human.

‘Meetings’ in two fields
In talking about meetings in studies on human-computer interaction 
Schwartzman’s preface comes to mind:

In writing this... I discovered that everyone I talked to had his 
or her own theory about meetings, and yet there is no theory of 
meetings in the research literature. (1987:vii)

Some researchers focus on the form, the structure and the characteristics 
of communication that goes on in meetings in order to draw conclusions 
about the ways in which we communicate in these settings. Others take 
a slightly more theoretical approach and discuss meetings in terms of 
genres asking questions about whether their effects, and if they can help 
us understand technology use (Lantz, Ceratto & Walldius 2004). These 
researchers often draw inspiration from Yates & Orlikowski’s (1992) 
research on genres of organisational communication - of which the 
meeting is one. Yates & Orlikowski do not however, go into much detail 
on the different sub-genres or variations within the communication genre 
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of meetings. Poltrock and Grudin (2005) detail a variety of different sub-
categories when it comes to video meetings for their specific case without 
noting any generalisable pattern that could contribute to a theoretical stance 
on meetings. Instead they list a number of future design considerations 
that relate solely to the technological capabilities of future video meeting 
systems and hint at potential conflicts between individuals’ desire for 
privacy and the utility of these systems (Poltrock & Grudin 2005). In 
contrast to these, anthropologist Hagene (2015) talks about different styles 
of meetings (rather than genres). Styles are “the rules and procedures and 
the dramaturgical assumptions which govern the ways in which meetings 
are conducted” (Hagene 2015:91). Style or genre is found to structure the 
outcome of the meeting (see Lantz et al. 2004:889). Hagene (2012) uses 
Goffman’s frontstage and backstage as initial frameworks for her analysis 
which is relatively common in anthropology. Her analysis shows promise 
as a human-computer interaction-style, ethno-methodological inquiry into 
the nature of meetings within a particular agrarian, Mexican community; 
and numerous potential implications for design should such meetings 
involve technology in the future (Hagene 2015).

Like anthropologists such as Hagene (2015) and Nyqvist (2013), human-
computer interaction researchers interested in theorising meetings often 
draw inspiration from Goffman (1963). His clear framework for analysis 
of face-to-face interactions can be easily transposed onto video-mediated 
interactions such as video meetings. If broader organisational contexts 
are taken into consideration potentially, the medium of video then 
becomes a backstage to the frontstage of face-to-face communications. 
If organisational contexts are taken into consideration, the meeting itself 
becomes a frontstage to the organisation’s inner workings and the everyday 
practices people develop in the course of workplace communication and 
collaboration. The interaction with technology is a part of this frontstage 
performance, indicative of organisational and social relations.

One of my reasons to avoid a Goffman-inspired framing of meetings, 
is related to the fact that his framework requires a conceptualisation of 
meetings as ‘public places’. This view of meetings as public is not always the 
case. Some meetings are strictly governed by privacy regulations and their 
contents not made public. This was the case at SVT. The content of meetings 
was to be kept private, not recorded at length and certainly not published or 
made public. Another issue with the Goffman’s interpretation of meetings 
or communicative events is that it requires the use of his frontstage/
backstage metaphor (see Nyqvist 2013). Meetings then become part of 
the backstage in many ways and broadcasts on television are the logical 
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frontstage. Yet, meetings have protocols and given the Swedish regulations 
on open access to information within state-affiliated organisations, these 
meeting minutes are available to the public. The meeting takes on some 
characteristics of the frontstage and thus the distinction blurs.

SVT is an organisation where meetings are so much a part of it’s character 
and made up such an integral part of the way of doing the work of television 
production, that distinguishing between frontstage and backstage at the 
meeting level could muddy the issue. Especially considering that there is 
an actual backstage and a frontstage in the film studios located under the 
meeting rooms. In fact, if such a distinction is to be made it should be 
between the television shows they produce (frontstage) and the work that 
they do to produce them (backstage) - the traditional interpretation. As 
one employee mentioned, these two lives overlap in uncomfortable ways 
- the television actor is also their character off the screen when they meet 
viewers of their shows and the distinction between public and private is 
often arbitrarily defined and fluctuating. This brings to mind Nippert-
Eng’s (1996) observations on the imaginary boundary between home/
family and work life.

The binary distinctions between front and backstage can, as Goffman 
recognised, sometimes create ‘difficulties’ (in Nyqvist 2013:101). One such 
difficulty is that the formulation has problems coping with the cross-over 
and blurring of lines between what is considered frontstage and what is 
backstage when it comes to meetings in certain organisations. Also, this 
type of dialectic approach, while useful in certain research contexts, 
it is not one which easily accommodates feminist theory and its goals. 
Nor does it provide a space for queer theory and its interpretations of 
relations between deaf, hearing, and video meeting technology. Binary 
oppositions are usually encoded with cultural, ethnocentric values and 
therefore potentially reinforce the predominant norms and work against 
an anti-normative agenda. Additionally, a dialectic approach risks drawing 
focus onto the dramatic conflicts and struggles, inconsistencies and 
irrationalities, rather than negotiations, reconfigurations, and processes of 
‘becoming with’ that are not necessarily founded in oppositional relations 
and definitely are not able to be formulated in binary terms. My argument 
here has been put by other feminist and queer scholars such as Ahmed 
(2010:209) who challenges binary oppositions and encourages us to let go 
of these.

Video meetings
Meetings have been studied in computer-supported co-operative 



  |  101MEETINGS

work and in human-computer interaction since the early 1990s. They 
generally focussed on the effect that video technologies had on existing 
communication in the workplace. Iconic studies by Heath & Luff (1997), 
Whittaker and O’Conaill (1997), and others from the mid-1990s (see 
Finn, Sellen & Wilbur 1997) are still regularly cited and paved the way 
for current examinations of video meetings or so-called video-mediated 
communication as it is often termed in these contexts. These studies still 
address the changes technology use in meetings implies, but also examine 
how to design these technologies for successful user adoption in ways 
which do not require radical change in the way people work (Lantz et al. 
2004). Other human-computer interaction approaches to video-mediated 
communication imply that people meet in order to share information 
without specifying the exact circumstances. Such approaches tend to 
focus on the potential for collaboration and on [socio-]technical factors 
that hamper this (see Heath & Luff 1992; Ruhleder & Jordan 2001; Bos, 
Olson, Gergle, Olson & Wright 2002). Another paradigm understands 
video meetings in terms of real versus virtual (Clayes & Anderson 
2007) and therefore examines video meetings in relation to face-to-face 
communication. This tendency can be traced back to early research on 
technologically-mediated collaborative work (Whittaker & O’Conaill 1997). 
A design goal of such studies is often to mimic or replace face-to-face 
communication with technologically-mediated forms (Mukawa, Oka, Arai 
& Yuasa 2005; Nardi 2005; Fullwood & Doherty-Sneddon 2006; Fayard 
2006). Very few look at video mediated communication on its own merits 
and as a ubiquitous form of communication in the present day (Macaranas, 
Venolia, Inkpen & Tang 2011). 1

Studies of video meetings or video-mediated communication, have 
historically been more closely tied to the technology and its effects on 
‘user’ experience rather than the social construction of technology - or 
the meanings and understandings people create with, ascribed and share 
about technology either à priori, in res, or posto facto. These studies 
are well-established and it was as early as 1977 when Pye and Williams 
identified the main factors affecting the ‘success’ of video meetings. The 
“nature of the transmission channel... studio and terminal arrangements... 
the nature of the user organisations... and support provided to the service” 
were the keystones to success and needed further investigation (Pye & 
Williams 1977:231). Pye and Williams might have been confident that 
future research would overturn their conclusion that audio was adequate 
for meetings (1977:241), yet the issues with video meetings and whether 

1 Older studies had the valid excuse that video meetings and peer-to-peer video communication 
was far from common and such a paradigm is not as remarkable as it is in current research.
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they ‘work’ have continued to be a topic for discussion in human-computer 
interaction.

Almost twenty years later, in 1991 Schooler, Casner, and Postel asked if 
multimedia conferencing had come of age yet. Around the same time, 
Heath and Luff (1992) published a report on interactional asymmetries 
in video-mediated communication which highlighted the interpersonal 
dimensions of video meetings. Founded in ethnomethodology, the report 
used conversation analysis to examine the ways in which people talking to 
each other changed when video mediates our communication. Finn, Sellen 
and Wilbur (1997) edited a comprehensive anthology covering numerous 
issues with video mediated communication. Notable themes addressed 
included Whittaker and O’Conaill’s (1997) focus on the importance of 
vision for technologically-mediated communication; Isaac and Tang’s 
(1997) study on collaboration via video (see also Heath, Luff & Sellen 
1995); and the contributions which focused on the spaces in which these 
video meetings take place (see Angiolillo, Blanchard, Israelski, & Mané 
1997; Ensors 1997; Harrison, Bly, Anderson & Minneman 1997). While 
the anthology’s authors interpreted space as a physical environment, 
other research chooses instead to address video meetings as media spaces 
and thereby incorporate some of the more immaterial, societal, broader 
contexts and environmental factors that influence communication via 
video (Mantei, Baecker, Sellen, Buxton, Milligan & Wellman 1991; Dourish, 
Adler, Belotti & Henderson 1996).

Other publications, spanning from the 1970s through to the 2000s, address 
issues such as direction and the importance of gaze. Early work drew on 
sociology and psychology to underline the importance of gaze and eye-
contact on both turn-taking and trust. More recent publications continue 
in this vein. 2 Such studies, while valuable to the technical design of video 
meeting systems, tend to tackle the problems of video meetings alone. 
That is, drawing a boundary around the actual event of video meetings and 

2 Those interested in further investigating video mediated communication’s history within 
human-computer interaction specifically related to eye-contact and gaze can find a wealth of information 
in articles by Argyle & Cook (1976) as cited in Finn, Sellen & Wilbur (1997:vix); Mühlbach,L., Böcker, M., & 
Prussog, A. (1995); Vertegaal, van der Veer & Vons (2000); Chen (2002); Grayson & Monk (2003) on gaze 
and eye-contact. These range from those more concerned with technical minutiae and fractions of degrees 
(e.g. Chen 2002) to those more focused on the impact of eye-contact on collaboration and communication 
in a group (Ishii & Kobayashi 1992; Isaacs & Tang 1997; Olson, Olson & Meader 1997;Fussell, Kraut & 
Siegel 2000; Kraut, Gergle, & Fussell 2002; Roberts, Wolff, Rae, Steed, Aspin, McIntyre, Pena, Oyekoya & 
Steptoe 2009). Olson & Olson (2000), Bekkering & Shim (2006) have also published more recent studies 
on the need for visual connections in creating trust in video mediated communication (see also Zhang, Qu 
& Zhang 2009; Teoh, Regenbrecht & O’Hare 2010). Bohannon, Herbert, Pelz, Rantanen (2013) recently 
published a literature review of such studies on video mediated communication and the importance of gaze 
or eye-contact.
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their physical environments. Going into detail on these issues means that 
there is little room to consider the wider contexts that Dourish et al (1996) 
mention. It is these neglected contexts and their interplay with the use 
and experiences people have of these high-end systems, neatly designed 
interfaces and the advanced automated features, that I argue are critical. 
While automated voice controls of cameras, split-screen displays and 
‘phone-book’ type directories might be features that seem to complement 
the needs of video meetings from a systems designer’s or computer 
scientist’s point of view, they may actually impact negatively on the ways 
in which people use video technology for meetings. However, as human-
computer interaction has long been concerned with not only how the 
designer should design but how their designs should consider those who 
use the technologies, the next section offers some insights into experiences 
of interactions with video meeting technology within the context of the 
video meeting alone à la Hutchins (1995).

Hutchins’ (1995) approach is radically different and yet compatible with 
that taken in Histories, where I showed how video meetings and video 
meeting technology are tied to the worlds being made outside the video 
meeting room and beyond the moments people spend sitting in video 
meetings. In the following sections, I pick out some of the most relevant 
social themes that emerged during video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk and 
discuss them in relation to the video meetings at SVT of which I was a part. 
While early studies on video-mediated communication tend to compare 
them to face-to-face communication (see O’Malley, Langton, Anderson, 
Doherty-Sneddon, & Bruce 1996; Fish, Kraut, Root & Rice 1992; Nardi 
& Whittaker 2002; cf. Egido 1988:13), these comparisons have become 
less relevant as a variety of forms of mediated communication emerge, 
become increasingly frequent and, as some call it, ubiquitous. One possible 
argument for a comparative approach might be found in a historical view 
of video meetings and the normative assessment that it was previously not 
common to have meetings via videos. Therefore parallels and comparisons 
are a natural way of explaining the similarities and differences. This coming 
to terms with video meetings is an important part of both its adoption as a 
new means of communication and as a subject of scholarship.

General considerations that fit well with the history of studies on video-
mediated communication in the field of human-computer interaction 
are as follows: participation; time; structure; leadership; graphical user 
interfaces; and detailed accounts of how the video meeting technologies 
were actually used. All these are elements are present  within the context of 
video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk and the data underlying this research 
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could be approached from this perspective. Unlike human-computer 
interaction, there are few anthropological studies on video meetings per 
se. Most focus on other elements of the meeting such as interpretation or 
as unremarkable rituals or everyday social phenomena. Wasson’s (2006) 
work is  an exception. She identifies video meetings as the topic of her 
research. Wasson (2006) takes a similar approach to early studies in 
human-computer interaction and compares these meetings to face-to-face 
meetings but from a linguistic anthropology perspective. Like many other 
linguistic anthropologists, sociologists and human-computer interaction 
scholars, Wasson also uses the theories of Goffman (1963) to talk about 
the various constraints and affordances of video meetings in her study of 
the details rather than their broader contexts or setting in relation to the 
organisation and society at large.

In general, socio-technical studies on video meetings also tend to focus on 
socio-linguistic behaviours such as turn-taking. This is especially relevant 
for deaf studies on communication, and in particular for technologically-
mediated communication and/or communication mediated by an 
interpreter (Warnicke & Plejert 2012). Turn-taking patterns and practices 
translate well into techno-centric studies on human-robot interaction 
as well as human-computer interaction where it has implications for 
design (for example, Niekrasz & Purver 2006; Kawashima, Nishikawa & 
Matsuyama 2008; De Vault, Mell & Gratch 2015; Alexandris 2015). In 
human-computer interaction, some researchers instead turn attention to 
the way turn-taking affects interactions between technology and human 
participants during technologically mediated meetings (MacKinley, 
Proctor, Masting, Woodburn & Arnott 1994; Sellen 1995; Bowers, Pycock & 
O’Brien 1996; Lantz 2001; Anderson, Beard & Walther 2010). There seems 
to be a synergy here in conceptualising meetings as interactions, especially 
if the notion of interaction is expanded beyond turn-taking to include sign 
language interpretation as an inter-activity (see Wadensjö 1998). Those 
studies in both fields, which choose to distinguish between different types 
of meetings see different patterns of communication, structures and 
differences in tone, quality of interaction and formality depending on the 
type of meeting being held (Thedvall 2015; Lantz et al. 2004).

In addition to genres, turn-taking, and linguistics, the focus of some 
research is on communication as it occurs during the meeting or in the 
setting of the meeting. Few comments on the meanings, functions and 
peculiarities of meetings are mentioned. Such approaches in general do 
not further examine meetings other than as goal-oriented opportunities 
for collaboration in workplace settings. Meetings become a setting 
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for technology use and the social interactions between humans and 
technology. Instead of focusing on the performative aspects of the meeting 
there is a tendency to categorise them and treat them as fitting into a 
limited number of fixed typologies. While this serves a purpose when it 
comes to designing technologies for video meetings, it does not address 
the broader social significance nor the day-to-day details of meetings in the 
same way Schwartzman’s (1987) approach does. Nor does it allow them to 
be interpreted as dynamic and co-constitutive.
 
Addressing this, I focus on meetings in a similar way to my earlier 
treatment of organisations and look at meetings as active, with influence, 
and simultaneously all things - tools, places, spaces, and even rituals 
(see Nyqvist 2015:143ff).  By this I mean, the spaces, places, or moments 
where interaction occurs - meetings and their different configurations - 
are  a part of the ways of being at SVT. This moves my study on video 
meetings and human-non-human ‘interactions’ beyond practice and 
current performative approaches. This is not to say I dismiss different 
understandings of meetings. In the following sub-sections I acknowledge 
some of the different ways of treating meetings and their significance for 
studies on human interactions with other humans in meeting situations 
which occur through (and with) technologies.

Meetings as tools
In publications on meetings in human-computer interaction there is 
rarely an articulated theorisation of meetings. Theorisation takes the more 
pragmatic form of defining meetings through their characteristics and 
structure followed by careful categorisations of meetings using the genre 
approach. Lantz et al. (2004) take this approach and use it to assess  three 
different video conferencing systems. The goal of their study is to answer 
central questions on how and why (or why not) technology is used and 
whether this corresponds with designers’ expectations. They approach 
this through discussing how different types of meetings have different 
characteristics, engage the participants in different ways and therefore 
require different technological solutions (Lantz et al. 2004). The object 
of Lantz et al.’s (2004) study is the technology rather than ‘the meeting’. 
The meeting is implicitly defined as a group of people collaborating and 
working towards a goal. This collaboration can take on many different 
characteristics and it is these characteristics that are understood as making 
up a genre. Genre refers to the structure of the meeting, the medium of 
communication and a shared ‘symbol system’ (Lantz et al. 2004:889).
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Meetings as technology
Given the previous chapter on technology, it seems only reasonable to 
comment on the notion of meetings as technology before examining the 
myriad forms which meetings can take such as ‘tools’, ‘spaces’, ‘events’ or 
even meetings as a ‘stage’. Having argued that the video meeting system, 
language and the interpreter can be conceptualised as technologies in 
the Foucauldian sense, I would like to now consider what it would mean 
if the meeting was understood as a technology of human organisation 
and labour. Like other framings of policy, organisational structures 
and documentation practices such as auditing (Shore & Wright 1999), 
archiving and even institutional mechanisms for accepting divergence 
(Leigh Star 1990), meetings can also be understood as technologies 
through which people collaborate, work and create relations. Meetings are 
in this sense mechanisms for decision-making and guiding action. They 
are also tools for collaboration and places for cooperation, team-building 
and establishing relations. These are all human technologies that guide 
practice in the Foucauldian sense, and can be understood as technologies 
of a collective self - the SVT Teckenspråk team. Although I will not make 
further arguments as to why meetings should be understood as technology, 
this view lies deep under my analysis of how organisations work. There are, 
however, many alternate ways of conceptualising meetings other than as 
technology.

Social constructivist view of meetings
A social constructivist approach to studying meetings, addresses their 
construction, and the negotiations that occur in the meeting (à la 
Schwartzman 1987). Schwartzman identifies meetings as a microcosm of 
social relations - an organisation ‘writ small’ (1987:288). Through studying 
meetings anthropologists can see different social relations that also occur 
outside of meeting contexts and are represented in the ways meetings 
are carried out. From a social constructivist perspective, meetings are 
instrumental in validating social relations within a cultural system in part 
because of links between pre-existing social relations and a meeting’s 
form. Acceptance of the meeting structure therefore entails acceptance of 
the cultural or social order that informed it (Bloch 1975 in Schwartzman 
1987:289). The idea that meetings are a form of ritual, a frontstage 
performance of the cultural logics of an organisation is also related to 
this social constructivist view on meetings (see Nyqvist 2015:43f.). Using 
theories on ritual performance from Turner (1979) this perspective often 
characterises the meetings as having a structure, certain actors that 
both play out and construct their roles in the performance of their parts 
during meetings and that these performances are instrumental in shaping 
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the organisation (Nyqvist 2015:43f.). Such studies focus on the inner 
workings of the meetings, giving a microcosmic account of one element 
of an organisation without addressing the wider contexts or offering a 
description of the organisation seen through a microscope. Further study 
in the social constructivist vein would address the meeting as an event and 
call for a detailed examination of the social relationships of SVT employees. 
Meetings are understood as ‘places’ where individuals or groups struggle 
to establish power or social status (Bloch 1971 in Schwartzman 1987:289). 
They are also settings where the cultural value that is placed on logic and 
reasoning  in the development of decisions and policy comes to the fore - or 
at least is made to appear as if it does (Schwartzman 1987:289). This thesis 
does not embark on that journey but there are ties to social constructivist 
views of meetings in my analysis of how video meetings are made, and are 
part, of making relations. 3

Meetings as ‘spaces’
I have suggested that in human-computer interaction, meetings are 
generally understood as moments of ‘workplace collaboration’ and that this 
conceptualisation is sometimes extended to also incorporate the meeting 
room(s) as physical spaces. Meetings in this framework become activities 
situated within environments. Coming from a sociological perspective, 
Goffman (1961) formalises meetings as events. Schwartzman (1987) too 
takes this approach. Thedvall (2009) describes meetings as decision-
making processes ( while some studies refer to meetings as arenas - event-
place-performance hybrids - in which ritual performances are performed 
for certain purposes, decisions made and corporations enacted (Nyqvist 
2015). From all angles, meetings are performative; provide a microcosmic 
view of an organisation; and are prime places in which to do participant 
observation (Nyqvist 2015:42). Nyqvist’s performative approach to 
meetings resonates with my theoretical framework in some respects. 
Her use of the term ‘arena’ is a pointed reference to the actual physical 
locations where the Annual General Meetings she participated in, took 
place. Meetings at SVT do not take place in sports arenas, old circus arenas, 
or even dis-used cinemas. They take place in offices, in meeting rooms, in 
re-purposed basements - anywhere there is space to set up the meeting 
equipment but also in spaces specifically designed for meetings. Arguments 
for conceptualising meetings as spaces can be found in the difficulties 
researchers have had in coping analytically with the analysis of meetings 
that are not held in the same room. For example Warnicke and Plejert 

3 Schwartzman would refer to this as a study of how meetings can be used to create community 
or organisational identity (see Schwartzman 1987:288). This framework is not entirely compatible with my 
theoretical approach.
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use the term ‘cyber-space’ when discussing the requirements and new 
challenges that video relay translation services pose for deaf, interpreters 
and hearing alike (2013:1314). The notion of ‘space’ is key - although it 
often refers to physical locations or the perceived lack of physicality such 
as in the term, ‘cyber-space’. Recent anthropological studies on meetings 
describe them as opportunities and ‘spaces’ for collaboration (see Thedvall 
2015) but in a somewhat different sense than ‘space’ as it is understood 
in human-computer interaction and the field of computer-supported co-
operative work. Meetings can simultaneously also be ‘spaces’ where people 
negotiate, discuss and articulate their perspectives to produce knowledge 
(Thedvall 2015). The Lean meetings at Swedish public pre-schools 
which Thedvall studies, are vital parts of the organisation of the schools. 
Lean meetings are founded on management models that “are based 
on performance management, standardisation of processes and visual 
management with the aim of efficiency and streamlining of production 
processes in the name of the customer” (2015:45). In reality they become 
much more than their goals.

Not confining themselves to the discussion of meetings, Dourish and Bell 
(2011) have grappled with the slippery concept of ‘space’ set in relation 
to infrastructures and “spatial metaphors of computational phenomena”. 
They conclude that inherent in the concept of space is the understanding 
that there is a “mutually constitutive relationship between collective 
understandings of space and the practices and activities that people carry 
out in them” (Dourish & Bell 2011:99ff). It is this last observation that links 
the concept of space and meetings as ‘spaces’ with a feminist understandings 
of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk where relationalities are ongoing 
situatedness, configurations, and ‘becoming with’.

Re-defining meetings
Meetings are more than physically located activities, tools and metaphorical 
spaces. They are sites of knowledge production, negotiations and places 
where people can articulate their notions of what it means to work within 
certain organisations and ‘be’ in certain ways. Meetings are simultaneously 
acknowledged as tools, activities, and spaces filled with discursive 
practice. Building on these understandings, feminist inspired perspective 
recognises meetings as (re-)configurations of people, technologies, places, 
spaces, performances, and practices. Conceptualising meetings in such 
a way, allows them to become part of processes of becoming with, and 
worldings between, technologies and people (intra-actions). Technology 
and meetings are understood as emergent and involved in processes of 
becoming with, alongside people and organisations. All are linked and 
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distinguishable from each other but not necessarily bounded or fixed 
entities which accommodate static characterisations or allow for clear-
cut categorisation. Similarly to organisations, meetings take on a plurality 
in which they are the settings in which practices occur; an assemblage of 
people, technologies; and are a vital part of processes of becoming with at 
SVT Teckenspråk.

Meetings at SVT Teckenspråk
While I do not cataloguing meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, I do need to 
consider how meetings at SVT Teckenspråk are carried out, their general 
characteristics, and purposes. Not all of the meetings I took part in 
were representative of all meetings at SVT or SVT Teckenspråk. Private 
meetings and meetings of a sensitive nature relating to staffing, health 
and mediations, nor union meetings were not part of my study. I also 
rarely took part in meetings between SVT Teckenspråk and SVT’s central 
organisation, or meetings with external collaborators and freelancers. 
Most of the meetings I was involved in were internal SVT Teckenspråk 
meetings and editorial team meetings. These meetings were regular and 
usually scheduled and on less sensitive topics. Even in these meetings, 
there were some discussions that I was asked not to relate, document, or 
record, so those parts of the meetings are also not included in this study.

There were a number of reasons to have meetings which was taken into 
consideration when the type of meeting style was chosen. Meeting styles 
altered according to group dynamics, employee characteristics, and 
purpose. The kinds of meetings needed during the early stages of television 
production (before filming) were creative meetings. Other meetings included 
information meetings or the ‘house meetings’ where employees were being 
informed of the latest happenings within the organisation and the current 
issues for each editorial team - the chaotic house meeting that had been my 
first impression of meetings at SVT Teckenspråk for example. There were 
also administrative or human-resource-related meetings such as project 
leader meetings and the management committee meetings. These were less 
chaotic than the first house meeting (see Introduction:3) and presented a 
different picture of meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Generally, there was an 
understanding that holding meetings is related to better communication. 
Improved communication between co-workers is subsequently linked to 
increased efficiency and productivity at work. One broad observation made 
during my fieldwork was that meetings at SVT Teckenspråk were varied in 
configuration and structure. This might have been due to the organisational 
character of SVT Teckenspråk or the presence of two languages. It may 
have been that my outsider’s view was too unfamiliar with meetings at 
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SVT Teckenspråk. Without coming to the conclusion that meetings at 
SVT Teckenspråk defy classification, categorisation, and resist efforts to 
stereotype, it is fair to say that those meetings I attended were so varied 
that any such categorisation works against the dynamics of meetings and 
the way in which they are carried out at SVT Teckenspråk. Having said this, 
perhaps the one defining characteristic of meetings at SVT Teckenspråk is 
that they are highly dynamic, flexible, and focus on communication. This 
characteristic stands somewhat in opposition to meetings stereotypically 
depicted as decision-making events or places for effective communication 
and reinforces my position to understand meetings as reconfigurations 
of people, organisations, technologies, and information. It does however 
reaffirm the notion of meetings as ‘spaces’ constantly being reconfigured  
and active in processes of ‘becoming with’.

While the concept of meetings is perhaps best left as dynamic which would 
allow them to be understood as tools, spaces, places, events, technologies, 
and any combination of all these, meetings might have been a technology. 
Had we chosen to continue with this over-worked conceptualisation of 
technology, the organisation could also be a technology. Having abandoned 
the term however, meetings and organisations become something other. 
In theory, both meetings (their mechanisms, meanings, structure, rituals, 
practices, forms) and organisations (their mechanisms, meanings, 
structure, rituals, practices, and forms) are as active during video meetings 
as the people and the video meeting system (their mechanisms, meanings, 
rituals, practices, and forms). To some extent both have factored in my 
analysis but admittedly in a supporting role - as vague socio-technical 
factors and context but not explicitly. 4 Partly as a result of this treatment, 
this thesis has largely addresses how video meetings and video meeting 
technologies are these things on their own. Video meetings, the technology, 
and the people who are involved become not only a materialisation of what 
it means to be an employee at SVT Teckenspråk working on producing 
television content; but also a symbol for discussions on deafness. Video 
meetings become moments where SVT employees make shared meanings 
that speak to what it means to work at SVT Teckenspråk, in a ‘dual-
language workplace’.

4 I would like to have treated [video] meetings and organisations as entities which have the 
power to act and to map out their roles during video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk in as much detail as 
I have for the video meeting systems and the people taking part; this is however more than a thesis can 
cover.
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VISUALITIES
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Ways of seeing
Deafness and sign language are two essential components of what it means 
to be deaf. The linguistic elements are particularly important to deaf 
working to establish deafness as a cultural category rather than a disability. 
It is equally so to the staff at SVT Teckenspråk who work producing 
television shows in Swedish Sign Language so that deaf Swedes have 
access to news and shows in their first language, and so that hearing people 
become more familiar with sign language and deaf culture. Television is a 
visual medium as is video technology and for this reason, my approach to 
deaf culture focuses on the visual, rather than linguistic, aspects of deaf 
culture (including sign language).

Visual anthropology
The decision to understand deaf culture as visual rather than linguistic 
derives from my experiences at SVT Teckenspråk with the people I met 
there and is informed by visual anthropology. Broadly speaking, visual 
anthropology sees meaning, shared meanings, in visual representations 
and expressions that take visual form. These expressions reflect and render 
shared cultural knowledge and practices visible. There have been many 
anthologies on visual anthropology and its different forms. In this section, 
I will be drawing on these and recently published, relevant articles from 
journals dedicated to visual anthropology. An overview of the history and 
development of visual anthropology has already been undertaken from 
many different angles and with many different goals all indicative of its 
development as an area of inquiry (Pink 2007, 2012; see also Murdock & 
Pink 2005). These developments in visual anthropology can be linked to 
technological innovation. Some examples of this include the development 
of transparent film, transportable cameras and lightweight video cameras 
that allowed easy documentation in the field (Murdock & Pink 2005). This 
history of technology and visuality in anthropology is also linked to its 
focus on material culture and artefacts that were understood as crafted 
visual representations of a culture. In this sense, anthropology has long 
focussed on the visual aspects of culture as far back as the early Jesup 
Expeditions in the Arctic, 1897–1902 (Freed, Freed & Williamson, 1988), 
and up to the present day where digital anthropology often focusses on 
visual culture in digital worlds (Boellstorff 2008), as well as on concrete 
material digital objects such as mobile phones (Horst and Miller 2006). In 
studies on digital visual artefacts the common definition of materiality is 
called into question as bits and bytes form representations of culture that 
exist only in virtual form (Born 1997; see also Materialities:256ff.).

The main trends in this area of research can be divided into a number 
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of intersecting and sometimes overlapping, forms of anthropological 
research. The visual in anthropology can include the creation of 
ethnographic films (as visual products of research and representations 
of it) as well as research on such ethnographic films. Visual anthropology 
also covers research on visual (still) images and objects produced by those 
people anthropologists study with. A third branch of visual anthropology 
researches the discipline’s own practice of documenting cultures using 
visual methods in data collection. These types of studies dominated during 
the emergence of visual anthropology was a part of the move towards 
reflexive practice (see Banks & Morphy 1997, Pink 2007; Behar & Brink-
Danan 2012). Visual anthropology of still images, usually photographs 
(Glass 2009; Dorsey & Diaz-Barriga 2010; Hammond, Brummel, 
Buckingham, Dolan, Irish, Menzel & Noard 2009) is often separate from 
the visual anthropology of film (Sinha 2009; Kisin 2011; Westmoreland 
& Luvaas 2015). Common to all visual anthropology is an examination of 
how these visual records (artefacts, films and images) are produced, how 
they are received, and interacted with. These original explorations using 
visual research methods or on visual artefacts aimed to understand the 
processes involved in analysing and making visual culture be they created 
by the researcher or those we study with. Related factors such as how 
changes in these visualities intersect with new technologies as well as how 
they signify or have implications for culturally embedded practices and 
shared understandings and meanings are also addressed (see Abraham 
2010; Lang 2010).

Visual anthropology that centres on the use of visual methods as a tool for 
recording and understanding cultures, focuses more on the scholarly aspect 
of visuality -- film techniques, the camera’s gaze, the ethnographer and the 
effects of editing (Grimshaw 2001). The audience is fellow academics and 
in some rare cases, the people being filmed, photographed and studied. In 
this discussion on visual methods, photo elicitation and asking people to 
film and create visual records of their lives, anthropologists assume these 
visual forms of culture to be indicative of a socio-cultural phenomena. 
Asking the people we study to produce their own visual records offers a 
less paternalistic approach in anthropological methods and is typical of 
contemporary anthropological studies (Banks 2001). These differing 
new methods using visual communication and the production of visual 
artefacts to elicit data from the people studied, share the goal of eliciting 
participation and democratising ethnography as a research practice 
(Banks & Morphy 1997; Banks 2001; Pink 2007). In these instances, the 
visual and visual artefacts such as films and images are produced with and 
in collaboration with those they study in recognition of the co-creative 
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processes of ethnographic practice (Banks 2001). The ethnographer is 
not the only one telling the story (see Histories:139ff.). The participatory 
nature of visual anthropology and its methods of visual data elicitation 
and participatory design (in human-computer interaction), share an 
ideology of democratising research and the production of knowledge. One 
commonality between these areas the visual is either a product of a culture 
or a product of a research practice. It is also generally assumed to have a 
physical and material form -- and to reach a point at which the ‘cultural 
product’ is viewed, consumed and perceived by others. These others could 
be members of the same cultural group, scholars, or even audiences in the 
traditional media studies sense.

More recently, visual anthropology has begun to include more 
performance-oriented research - exhibitions, art installations, written 
reviews of the exhibitions, and other stage and theatre performances (see 
Brodine, Campbell, Hennessey, McDonald, Smith, & Takaragawa 2011). 
The visual is that which is filmed and recorded, but also fleeting moments 
of performance and visually perceptible acts.  Visual anthropology as the 
study of ‘visually perceptible acts’ is of relevance for my study on video 
meetings - which are not recorded in more than short sequences. This last 
category of visual anthropology is particularly relevant to my research on 
video meetings. Video meetings are not recorded, filmed, or documented 
visually. During fieldwork, my own documentation using these methods 
was limited to short filmed sequences, photos, and field-notes and 
drawings. The television shows produced by SVT Teckenspråk are the most 
permanent visual record of the editorial teams but speak little to video 
meetings and the emergence of ways of being deaf at SVT Teckenspråk. 
They do however provide an excellent record of what it means to be deaf 
in other contexts such as Sweden (Lika Olika), school (Attending Örebro), 
or U.S.A. (Byss i U.S.A.). As this study is about video meeting technology 
and deafness at SVT Teckenspråk, these shows act more as context than 
as data.

Despite its vibrancy and continual renewal, visual anthropology has not 
managed to escape the confines of its long history, gravitating towards 
approaches that centre on a visual product or artefact and how this material 
manifestation of culture is consumed and produced. This obsession with a 
material form and its consumption begs comparison with discussions on 
media production and consumption. This is especially crucial now that 
the visual can take on digital form (sometimes conceptualised as being 
formless). Tweets, SnapChat, video meetings and live-streams, and films of 
concerts, performances, lectures and art exhibitions all change the nature 
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of the visual. It is no longer a painting, a sculpture, a bilum or a ritual 
mask. It is something which takes on a digital materiality (see Blanchette 
2011). Nor is it always in a material form that neatly fits into production-
consumption dialogics. This is definitely the case when it comes to video 
meetings. There is seldom a permanent visual record of the meeting 
even though it qualifies as visual culture through the central medium of 
video communication. This begs the question of how to make room for an 
anthropology of the visual without form or permanence.

Unlike the field of anthropology, the visual in human-computer interaction 
is not always predicated on a material visual artefact be it film, photo, or 
art object. Instead the focus is on a technological artefact or system that 
operates in part through communicating visually. Here, the visual is tied 
to visual sensory perception, its cognitive processes, the related physical 
interactions, and their design implications. The majority of studies are 
those focussing on the visual, not solely as a means of perception but 
as a channel through which to relay information. Visualisation studies 
take information represented through visual means and interpret them 
within the contexts of interfaces and visual feedback systems that can 
help those using technology understand what is going on, and then 
inform future choices (Blackwell 2014). The cultural aspects of these 
visual representations, while acknowledged are secondary to the research 
agenda of gauging the success of such representations in conveying 
information about the technical system which influences interaction and 
impacts use. Cultural differences in visual representations of information 
can potentially explain unsuccessful interactions and used to inspire and 
prompt alternative designs.

Akin to visuality in deaf and sign language context, embodied communication 
and the dimension of spatiality in deaf worlds is a topic that has been well-
explored in deaf studies albeit from a linguistic perspective. A number of 
publications in the Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education diverge 
from this trend and point out the centrality of visual communication 
in deaf culture and communication practices. They include articles by 
Muir and Richardson (2005), Blatto-Vallee, Kelly, Gaustad, Porter and 
Fonzi, (2007), Hauser, Cohen, Dye and Bavelier (2007:154f.), Emmorey, 
Korpics and Petronio (2009), and Marschack, Spencer, Durkin, Borgna, 
Convertino, Machmer, Kronenberger and Trani (2015). There is noticeably 
a lack of focus on what makes visual communication distinctly deaf and 
a part of deaf culture. These discussions on deaf culture, as opposed to 
hearing culture focus on language - grammar, structure, and lexicons. An 
exception to this almost singular focus on the linguistic aspects of deafness 
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are Mirzoeff’s study of deaf artists in France (1995). Mirzoeff touches upon 
visual aesthetics of these artists and their often hidden contributions to 
French visual culture. Durr (2006) continues in this vein and further 
presents visual art created by deaf artists, yet both these analyses overlook 
the aesthetics and visual expression of sign language itself.

While human-computer interaction focuses on visual representations of 
information; and deaf studies looks into spatiality and visual perception, 
my research begins with the cultural aspects of the visual. It is important 
to focus on visual culture present in visual communication in sign language 
and via video meeting technology in order to understand how this is 
central to experience and shared knowings of SVT Teckenspråk employees. 
To take an approach founded on this kind of visual culture and refer to it 
as visuality both presents and highlights difference; allows for other ways 
of seeing; alternative ways of perceiving; and the socio-cultural effects of 
these. More importantly, such a formulation decouples analysis of visual 
culture from the need to study a visual artefact and shifts attention onto 
visual information and its aesthetics, practices, cultural meanings and 
their role in the creation of shared knowings. It is especially appropriate 
in a video meeting setting where the visual is not an artefact or finished 
product nor is it permanent. Furthermore, with a research focus on video 
meetings and the communication that takes place within organisational 
settings in two languages, it is important to note that different visualities 
are present. All but one of the meeting excerpts presented in this thesis 
focus on this type of communication in sign language and in Swedish and 
thereby concerns a communication which is founded in visualities. These 
examples offer significant challenges such as: how to ‘capture’ fleeting 
moments, represent them in anything but a fleeting manner (in a published 
text), and how to conveying the essence of a video meeting in Swedish 
and Swedish Sign Language through words rather than a visual medium. 
Difficulties aside, the visuality of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk and 
their underlying deaf visuality is too important to disregard.

What is visuality?
Up until this point I have assumed a shared understanding of the term 
visuality. The term is however problematic (Mirzoeff 2006). To interpret 
visuality as visual culture contra vision risks fracturing studies of the 
visual. These divisions are apparent in the differences between visual 
anthropology’s and human-computer interaction’s respective notions of 
the visual. Broadly speaking, the former prioritises a ‘visual’ understood in 
terms of expressions of culture without fully problematising the underlying 
need for a material visual artefact. The latter, human-computer interaction, 
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treats the visual as a medium for communication tied to vision, perception, 
and physiologies often divorcing these from their social contexts and without 
fully addressing the materiality of the visual. The following discussion on 
the notion of deaf visual culture, the visuality of video meetings and their 
characteristics comes primarily from the anthropological understanding 
of visual culture and prioritises the visual as central to ways of being, 
not just a means to transmit information and as a mental process of 
perception and cognition. However sign language leaves no material 
artefact behind to represent or symbolise its meaning. The materiality of 
visual communication requires I once more take on feminist perspectives 
on matter and regard visual materiality as the ongoing entanglements of 
meaning which are embodied in the use of sign language and its understood 
meanings. This allows me to cope analytical with something that is at once 
visual yet not visual culture in the traditional sense. I refer to this as deaf 
visuality; a term which applies to the materialities of visualities in Swedish 
Sign Language, television production, and video meetings and being deaf 
at SVT Teckenspråk.

The examples of visual practices in Swedish Sign Language and the use of 
video technology in this section lend themselves to different approaches of 
analysing video meetings and provide ‘insights’ into new ways of thinking 
with visualities that emerge during the ethnographic experience. There are 
some socio-cultural communities for whom discourse-as-visuality has in 
fact been a privileged mode of attention of which I argue SVT Teckenspråk 
is one. SVT Teckenspråk is a social group whose modes of communication 
could potentially upset dominant mainstream traditions of discourse-as-
text. It concerns a group of people for whom visuality is a primary and 
understandably privileged means of communication - the deaf employees 
at SVT Teckenspråk. This group also carry out visual practices of television 
production as part of their day-t0-day work. This work is performed in 
part through taking part in discussions via video in video meetings. It can 
therefore be argued that this group shares a ‘way of seeing’ in at least three 
ways - deaf ways of seeing, a sense of visuality that comes from television 
production, and a shared understanding of the visual communication 
involved in video meetings. They rely on the visual to communicate, to do 
their work and most importantly, it is part of who they are as deaf people 
who use sign language and their sense of sight to express themselves and 
communicate. 1 These aspects offer a complex and multi-layered example of 

1 The hearing members of the group have an understanding of deaf ways of seeing but their 
understanding is arguably limited based on experience and involvement in sign language and deaf 
communication practices, as well as analytically difficult variables such as the ability to understand how 
others live, see, and be. My understanding as a researcher is also influenced by this variable.
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different forms of visualities which can be understood from instrumental, 
aesthetic, communicative, technological, and functional perspectives 
but which, in this thesis, are framed as significant for the processes of 
‘becoming with’.

Sign language
Communication in Swedish Sign Language is distinct from Swedish in 
many ways. While I am only at beginner level when it comes to Swedish 
sign language, I did take lessons at Stockholms dövas förening (Stockholm 
Deaf Association, SDF). During lessons our deaf, Swedish Sign Language 
teacher took care to teach us that sign language had a different grammar 
from Swedish. A simple example is sentence structure. According to the 
teacher, sentence structure in Swedish Sign Language does not follow the 
same rules that the Swedish language does. It is important when signing to 
always qualify your statement with a time frame first. This contextualises 
what you are going to say. Consider this quick passing comment made by 
Axel on my very first visit to SVT Teckenspråk’s offices in Stockholm that 
went something like this:

It was not always easy for the deaf in Sweden to get in touch with each 
other so that is why they used to get together once a month and tell 
each other the news. Now everyone has televisions and mobile phone 
and the internet and get their news direct. So, that is why the deaf don’t 
congregate like they used to.

Döva i Sverige hade inte alltid lätt att få kontakt med varandra och därför brukade 
de samlas en gång om månaden och berättar om nyheterna för varandra. Nu har 
alla tv och mobiler och internet och får nyheterna direkt. Därför samlas inte döva 
som före.

Axel who had had a hearing impairment since birth, spoke Swedish fluently 
and told me this story rather than sign it. Had he chosen to sign though, 
and in order for this to be easily understood he would have begun with 
a temporal qualifier such as, ‘Förut’ or ‘Förr i tiden’ (before, previously) 
at the beginning of the conversation. Sign language does have tenses but 
it is still always important to first make clear when what you are about 
to discuss takes place. A simpler example might be how someone asked 
the question, “Are you working in Falun tomorrow?”. In Swedish Sign 
Language, the sentence would become, “Tomorrow [are] you work[ing 
in] Falun” followed by a questioning expression on the face. The ‘are’ has 
no corresponding sign and is left out the time comes first to qualify the 
question. The ‘-ing’ and the ‘in’ are also not represented in sign language. 
“Falun” could also follow the “tomorrow” immediately if that flowed more 
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easily as far as hand movements went or depending on the personal style 
of the person signing. More likely, the ‘you’ and ‘work’ would be inverted 
as the sign for ‘you’ continues on naturally from the sign for ‘tomorrow’.

Being explicit with time is not the only characteristic of sign language. 
For deaf people, sign language offers an added dimension to their 
conversations. Unlike spoken language that relies on linguistic signifiers 
of time and place and the relation of objects to each other, sign language 
can visually convey the feeling of space through positioning of the hands 
in relation to the body, each other and in a sort of mapping out of a 
landscape through signing. There are similarities with hand gestures 
used in spoken language conversations but in sign language, the need 
to be able to convey these meanings purely through a visual medium of 
hand movements, positioning of the body and facial expressions creates a 
kind of choreography out of language. This choreography is personal and 
reveals character traits as each person moves according to their own bodily 
aesthetics. I was not familiar enough with sign language and all too focused 
on simply understanding to be able to make any particular observations on 
this level during my fieldwork but during the lessons at SDF, our teacher 
often got frustrated beyond belief at his students’ (including me) readiness 
to forget to make appropriate facial expressions, mouth formations while 
we signed. Instead, being Swedish speakers, we tended to mouth Swedish 
words while signing their sign language equivalents or even worse, signed 
with our hands and left our faces in a stony, fixed neutral position. It was 
crucial that we learn that sign language was not simply hand movements, 
but facial expressions and mouth formations. A sign without these was 
only half an utterance. Signing with your hands in front of your face was 
another common mistake. This obscured the mouth and therefore half the 
meaning.

Obscuring and forgetting to include mouth movements and facial 
expressions was one issue for hearing students of sign language. It was 
however, equally important that our expressions not become farcical. The 
tendency of hearing people learning to sign to exaggerate expression, came 
to light in the criticism of the French film, La Famille Bélier (Atkinson 
2014). According to the journalist, Atkinson (2014), this film is not only 
insulting to deaf people in that it implied that they can not experience 
music but with only one deaf actor in the cast, the hearing actors were 
accused of inviting a parody of sign language. This critique was not limited 
to British news circles. Swedish journalist, Gentele (2015) writes:

The main character, Paula, is the only hearing person in an 
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otherwise deaf family - father, mother, brother - who, in spite of 
running a successful cheese farm, behave like a bunch of crazy 
people. They hop and leap about, waving and expelling guttural 
noises, running around as if they were on fire.

Huvudpersonen Paula är den enda hörande i en i övrigt döv familj – pappa, 
mamma, bror – som trots att de är bönder med framgångsrik ostproduktion 
uppför sig som en samling dårar: hoppar, skuttar, viftar, utstöter gutturala ljud 
och far omkring som de har eld i baken.

The film’s depiction of sign language as a language that is full of seemingly 
uncontrollable sound-making and random, excessive movement is 
reminiscent of the attitude towards sign language during the oralist 
movement, popularised by the figure of William Bell in the United 
Kingdom 2 but with a much longer, more complex history that hinges on the 
struggle for power between Germany and France (Monaghan 2003:5ff.). 
During this period, sign language and communication among deaf people 
was interpreted as ‘barbaric’ or ‘primitive’. Encouraged to use their 
voices and speak as if they were hearing, hand gestures and noises were 
discouraged through severe disciplinary measures. The repercussions of 
this era in deaf history are apparent in how sign language is used today. 
Those I worked with at SVT and my sign language teacher hinted that the 
use of expressive and large hand movements when signing is not common 
in Sweden. While sign language is expressive in many bodily ways, none 
of these are clown-like nor are they uncontrolled. They do however often 
correspond to individual personality. A more flamboyant person might 
sign in a somewhat flamboyant manner but it is by no means beyond their 
control. Nor will they always sign in that way. When issues are serious the 
signing, facial expressions and range of movement reflects that. Similarly 
when deaf people sign privately in what hearing people call ‘whispering’, 
their signs become small, discrete and are often made close to the person’s 
torso so that they can not be understood or seen from a distance. Hearing 
people who learn sign language sometimes struggle to master this element 
of sign language and thus misrepresent and misunderstand an important 
part of deaf culture. Communication in sign language is more than 
simply hand movements. The hand signs are always to be interpreted in 
conjunction with facial expressions; position in relation to other objects 
and bodies; and understood to be individual indicators of personalities and 

2 For some information on this see SVT Teckenspråk’s program, Nya Perspektiv, Episode 5 
Aired 2015; PBS Film “Through Deaf Eyes” and its notes here: http://www.pbs.org/weta/throughdeafeyes/
deaflife/bell_nad.html  Last Accessed: 03.04.2016. See also www.redeafined.com on oralism http://www.
redeafined.com/2012/02/oralism-and-irony-of-alexander-graham.html Last Accessed: 03.04.2016. See 
also Monaghan (2003).
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emotions.

The noises that come with signing are a more sensitive issue partly 
because of this history of repression and stigmatisation of sign language 
(Holmström 2013). Some deaf people are self-conscious about making 
sounds which might draw attention to their ‘disability’ or difference. At 
the other end of the spectrum, some see the pressure to sign quietly as an 
oppressive force coming from a hearing majority. Thus, h a person signed, 
whether quietly, with occasional noises, or with many expressive sounds 
was a question of politics, personality, and individual motivations. Neither 
sound-making or signing style can be generalised nor can it be treated as 
a homogeneous ‘other’ in relation to hearing communication practices in 
Sweden.

Diversity in sign language
The film, La Famille Belier, is in French and French Sign Language. 
Journalist, Gentele, is Swedish and therefore interpreting the depiction 
of sign language from her own Swedish cultural frame of reference. Not 
only this but there are differences between sign languages and it is not 
necessarily true that someone with Swedish Sign Language as a first 
language will be able to understand British Sign Language or American 
Sign Language. However, there are commonalities between sign languages, 
especially between those that share the same origins or genealogies. 
These genealogies are often complex and do not necessarily follow either 
geographical, national or ethnic boundaries (Woodward 2003:389). 
According to those I talked to at SVT Teckenspråk, Swedish Sign Language 
has its origins in Portuguese Sign Language. 3 On one of my first days at 
SVT Teckenspråk I was told by an employee who had worked there for 
over 15 years, that an informal sign language had once existed in Swedish 
deaf communities but that a formal sign language was adopted alongside 
moves towards building an education programme for the deaf. The first 
choice had been to use British Sign Language and its teaching methods but 
these were proprietary and it would have cost to introduce this system. The 
Swedish authorities moved for using the non-proprietary and therefore 
free Portuguese Sign Language system. This anecdote is difficult to trace 
in scholarly reports on sign language and its value is perhaps, not in that it 
points out the relations between sign languages, but in an understanding 
of how they become formalised. This gradual change from what Woodward 
(2003) might call Indigenous Sign Language (Swedish Sign Language 

3 See Glottolog for a genealogy of sign languages that affirms the relationship between Swedish 
and Portuguese sign language. Note that it places Swedish sign language withing the same family as 
Finnish sign language. http://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/swed1257 Last Accessed: 15.07.2016
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before an educational system was put in place) to a modern sign language 
and the formalisation of the language has occurred and been analysed in 
other the deaf communities such as Thailand. While there is no equivalent 
publication on Swedish Sign Language yet, Bagga-Gupta and Domfors  
(2003) contribute to understanding the importance of sign language for 
the Swedish deaf community in their article on deaf education in Sweden. 
Here they classify Swedish Sign Language as indigenous, based on the 
criterion of it being a first language of deaf people in Sweden although it 
has not officially been acknowledged as such (Bagga-Gupta & Domfors 
2003:70).

While these relations and origin stories are important it still does not mean 
that Portuguese Sign Language (or Finnish Sign Language) is exactly the 
same as Swedish. There are variations that develop over time. In fact, there 
are even a number of distinct dialects in Swedish Sign Language. Common 
nouns like ‘beaver’, ‘bear’, ‘elk’ and place names can have several alternatives 
which vary in use depending on where in Sweden you are. When confusion 
arises over these, the words are spelt out using the sign language alphabet 
(which corresponds to the 30 letter, Swedish alphabet). This is also general 
practice when mentioning people’s names for the first time and when not 
all in the group are familiar with their sign-nickname (persontecken). 
Persontecken were usually given to people that you had contact with 
regularly and were a way of bypassing process of spelling out a person’s 
name. While the first few times you met someone you invariably would use 
their name spelt out, as soon as it became apparent you would be meeting 
them often a persontecken was decided on. The person is usually assigned 
a sign-nickname by others. It can be based on appearances, the person’s 
initials or some peculiar character trait. Others who are not Swedish might 
be assigned their country of origin as their persontecken. This was what 
happened in my case. The employees at SVT assigned me a persontecken 
that is the sign for “Australia”. This sign references the kangaroo and mimics 
the movement of a joey hopping out of its mother’s pouch. That is only one 
interpretation of its meaning however. Others fluent in sign language who 
I met understood it to reference the displacement of the Aboriginal people 
by European invaders for others. 4 Being an anthropologist who cares about 
the state of indigenous affairs, especially in Australia, I thought this was a 

4 It is worth mentioning here that this is not the only sign for Australia. There is a similar sign 
that instead just shows the pouch. See here: http://teckensprakslexikon.su.se/ord/00212 Last Accessed 
03.04.2016 Another version that references the Akubra hat can be seen on Teckenspråks lexikon’s web 
page here: http://teckensprakslexikon.su.se/ord/00021 Last Accessed 03.04.2016 Another option is this 
sign; This link shows the sign that I was given as a persontecken and the version which is accepted as the 
officially accepted Swedish Sign Language sign for Australia http://teckensprakslexikon.su.se/ord/04636 
Last Accessed 03.04.2016 
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significant and appropriate choice. It also shows how even the origins and 
underlying stories of signs can change and be understood differently in the 
same way the signs themselves vary.

Not only are there variations in sign language linguistically but also 
culturally and this is a factor in Gentele’s (2015) response to the French 
film. As I have already hinted, in Sweden, deaf people do not generally 
make sounds when they sign, although laughter, small rushes of air and 
sounds associated with certain mouth movements are common (e.g. 
“pi” - an emphatic descriptor that means something like “very”, “really”, 
“extremely”, or “a lot” depending on context). These practices are deeply 
embedded in the history of sign language and being deaf in Sweden. Some 
factors that have influenced this are the Swedish education system and its 
development, the Swedish culture in general and the strong ideals of the 
Swedish deaf community which takes pride in the fact that sign language 
is recognised as a language in its own right (something which is not 
always the case in other countries around the world). The Swedish deaf 
community is also rather different from the U.S. deaf community. While 
both have strong self-identifying politics and sense of identity as a distinct 
cultural group, it is often common for deaf people in the U.S. to talk and 
read lips. I have even heard it said by one deaf anthropologist that choosing 
to speak is a part of taking back control over her own words. This contrasts 
starkly with my experiences in Sweden. On one of the first days at SVT 
Teckenspråk I was told never to expect that someone would read my lips 
nor that they would talk. This was, for me, a sign that I was coming into 
contact with a group that valued and worked to uphold their right to speak 
their own language rather than a collection of people who simply happened 
to have the same physical disability.

It is worth mentioning at this point, that diversity between different sign 
languages and other countries is only one level of heterogeneity. There is 
a diversity within the deaf community itself that goes beyond, but which 
remains tied to language. What it means to be deaf in Sweden varies from 
group to group, person to person and there are those who distinguish 
between people born deaf, those from deaf families with long histories in 
the deaf community, and those who are not born deaf but become deaf 
with time and have been brought up using Swedish rather than Swedish 
Sign Language. Another distinction is made between those who are deaf 
and have cochlear implants which enable them to hear. Variations in 
what it means to be deaf have also been noted in other deaf communities 
(Nakamura 2013). Nakamura links these variations in what it means to 
be deaf to the relatively unestablished deaf community in Japan. The deaf 
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community in Sweden is by comparison well-established and the group at 
SVT Teckenspråk and the production and broadcast of regular programs 
in Swedish sign language are an example of this cultural solidarity. In 
the Swedish context differences in what it means to be deaf are instead 
included as part of a shared history and understanding. Nevertheless 
they are still constantly under negotiation and a source of conflict for any 
number of reasons. At SVT Teckenspråk, these negotiations came second 
to the work of producing television programs in Swedish Sign Language 
and communicating with colleagues - be they hearing, deaf, born deaf, or 
other. 5

Vulnerability
These subtleties of sign language often are not recognised or even 
considered by a hearing majority who may have little to do with deaf people 
and deaf culture. Some argue that deafness is a culture and a disability 
that will ‘die out’ which gives me a kind of horrible anthropology-related 
déjà vu. 6 This study is careful therefore to avoid presenting itself as a 
work to ‘save a threatened culture’. In a similar vein, human-computer 
interaction researchers problematise designing for and working with the 
homeless (Palzkill Woelfer 2014), the elderly (Munteanu, Molyneaux & 
O’Donnell 2014), and the bereaved (Massimi 2014), and the tendency 
within design to frame these groups as disabled, vulnerable, and in the 
minority (Vines, McNaney, Lindsay, Wallace & McCarthy 2014). Depicting 
the deaf as a minority, disabled, and vulnerable can be a powerful tool in 
arguing for resources, governmental support, and accommodations in a 
predominantly hearing world yet there are consequences and further risk 
of marginalisation if these strategies are over-played. I have therefore 
avoided depicting deafness as a disability, a vulnerability, or a minority 
way of being choosing to place emphasis on visuality and culture instead.

This choice does not mean that either deafness or sign language should 
be invisible in the public eye, bereft of government funding, and ignored. 
My own interest and love of sign language and deaf culture drives me to 
promote other ways of understanding deafness which focus more on what 

5  New technologies and a more global sphere of contact might be two contributing factors that 
have unsettled the previously well-established deaf community and resulted in multiple understandings 
and contestations of what it means to be deaf. Primary among these new technologies is the Cochlear 
implant. However, in fitting with my theoretical framework that runs alongside Barad’s (2007) philosophy 
of agential realism, I could easily argue that during their work day at SVT Teckenspråk, employees chose 
not to engage in these negotiations of what it means to be deaf and the different ways of being deaf. They 
made a cut and instead preferred to conceptualise deafness as tied to Swedish Sign Language primarily.
6 Without going into too much detail, one era of anthropology motivated its existence through 
arguing that it recorded the remnants of dying cultures for posterity. It was assumed that all cultures would 
eventually die out and those peoples would merge and become enlightened members of Western cultures.
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the deaf can do rather than what they cannot do. From this standpoint, 
sign language is not a symbol of a disability. It is not a representation 
of the inability to hear. It is a way of communicating, neither less nor 
more than speech. For some deaf people, sign language is better than 
spoken language. Sign language is after all the greatest language to talk 
with someone from way across the other side of the room - as one SVT 
employee joked. Humour aside, such jokes points out how deaf people see 
the advantages of and have fostered a deep love for their language; seeing 
it as a crucial part of deaf culture and being deaf.

Language is only one facet of being deaf. One evening on the train home 
after class, my sign language teacher told a group of us that his physical 
disability - the lack of hearing - gave him the benefit of sound sleep. He was 
not disturbed by sirens, garbage trucks, and noisy neighbours. “You look 
like you need that”, he joked, pointing out the grey circles under my eyes 
and my tired expression. This light hearted attitude to what is considered 
a serious disability by many, was also reinforced by the employees 
at SVT Teckenspråk during a brainstorming meeting for Kultur- och 
Samhället programming. One team member suggested a skit that would 
show a humorous side to being deaf, as well as how you could play on its 
advantages. Clara, a deaf member of the team, began signing quickly and 
breathing loudly (signifying her mirth to those who were hearing). She 
related a funny story from her childhood.

...I remember when I was young and we were in a taxi and there was a 
car behind us... [we] opened the back hatch... you could sit and watch 
and talk with each other and that was exactly what one of us did- we sat 
and talked and there was some kid in the back seat and... you know, [we] 
could see into the car behind... And then the kid who was sitting at the 
very back could look into the car behind while they were driving...

...Jag kommer ihåg när man var liten och vi åkte taxi och bilen bakom...fällde 
upp...baklucka... man kunde sitta och titta och prata med varandra och precis det 
var nån som gjorde det- vi satt och pratade och så var det nån unge...som satt 
i bakluckan och såg... asså kunde se in till bilen som åkte bakom... Och då den 
unge som satt längst bak kunde se in till bilen bakom samtidigt som de körde...

Clara laughs occasionally as she tells the story and chuckles can be heard 
from the rest of the group too. This story easy for her deaf colleagues to 
relate to. They had most likely done similar things when they were younger.
The story continued broken at regular intervals by chuckles and laughs. 
On one occasion, Clara told us, her friend had seen something funny going 
on in the car behind them. They had begun signing and joking about what 
was going on. She did not specify what this ‘thing’ had been but it was 
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funny enough for them too all get a good laugh out of it at the driver of 
the car behind them’s expense. This driver had probably thought they 
were unobserved and that he was therefore free to do whatever he felt like. 
Unfortunately for him, this is not the case when the car in front of you is 
filled with deaf children who are looking back, not forwards like most car 
passengers. This incident had an unusual ending though for Clara and her 
friends. Thinking they were too were unobserved (or at least not understood 
seeing they were signing), they had not bothered about hiding what they 
were signing. This time though, their luck had run out and they were also 
being watched. The driver of the car saw them signing and understood! He 
signed back, “I know what you guys back there are sitting and saying so...”

Although the suggested skit idea was ultimately discarded, and several 
more similar scenarios suggested, this example gives insight into how SVT 
Teckenspråk wished to portray deafness in their television programs - as 
less of a disability, more a way of being that was less about what could not 
be done and more about what was possible. To do this, the staff capitalised 
on deaf culture’s rich heritage of collective storytelling that translates well 
to visual media such as film and television. What this anecdote relays is 
that those working at SVT Teckenspråk have strategies of their own to 
work against discourse that depicts the deaf as vulnerable, disabled and 
therefore less able. It is these strategies and this logic that prompts my 
stance on deafness as different and founded on a visuality that is unlike 
hearing visuality and crucial to understanding how visual communication 
in two languages is carried out at SVT Teckenspråk during video meetings.

The circle
Arguments against depicting deafness as a disability aside, there is still an 
element of deafness as a disability that emerges, even within the editorial 
teams at SVT Teckenspråk and among those who are not born deaf. It is 
not however a ‘disableist’ but an ‘ableist’ attitude that prevails like those 
reflected in Clara’s and my sign language teacher’s stories. These stories 
went deeper than humorous comments and skits. They were rooted in a 
common understanding of deaf histories as the following account shows. 
One of the first people I came into contact with at SVT Teckenspråk, 
Axel, was keen to school me in the particularities of sign language and 
the deaf ways of communicating. For Axel, sign language had been a 
welcome alternative to the imperfect audio induction loop systems which 
are designed to transmit sound in such a way that it can be better picked 
up by cochlear implants and hearing aids. After having spent many years 
dealing with the imperfections of these systems in lecture halls, Axel had 
been one of the few deaf students at his university to bring interpreters 
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into the classroom. Audio induction loop systems which were flawed and 
amplified smaller mechanical sounds and the speaker’s voice but failed to 
pick up audience questions and remarks. Unsurprisingly, interpreters who 
translated both audience and speaker remarks, were a clear improvement 
for Axel. An interpreter’s sign language accounts of events conveyed more 
of what was going on - conveying both what was said as well as how it was 
said. It is clear that this preference came about as a result of Axel’s ability 
to hear partially and therefore being aware that he was missing some of 
the conversation. He also made a conscious decision to have interpreters 
in the lectures. They were a way of making his deafness visible to those 
around him. This was a political move in many ways where being visible as 
different becomes an important part of being deaf. More importantly for 
Axel, wanting to be seen as deaf by all was a reflection of his love of sign 
language and what it meant when it comes to ‘being deaf’. Often deafness, 
as Friedner (2014, 2015 7) notes, is one of the ‘nice’ disabilities - the ones that 
are not immediately apparent. Friedner (ibid.) observed that employers in 
certain companies in India hire deaf people, who’s deafness is often not 
visibly apparent, so they can  ‘tick the diversity box’ without disrupting the 
workplace through being required to build ramps for wheelchairs or make 
other substantial changes to work routines and environments.

Translating spoken Swedish to a deaf audience is one thing but for Axel, 
sign language came into its own most clearly when everyone was deaf 
or fluent in sign language. Axel filmed and produced videos, interviews 
and online articles for the SVT Teckenspråk website and saw his work as 
important to the deaf community. It was partially through the efforts of 
Axel and the SVT Teckenspråk teams that the deaf in Sweden had easy 
access to information and could work to build a strong community. It had 
not always been this easy to get information however. Before there was 
television programming in sign language and education for the deaf was 
of a standard high enough to make sure deaf people were fluent in reading 
and writing Swedish, the only way for information to be spread among the 
deaf community, was by face-to-face, signed communication - people had 
to meet in person. According to Axel, deaf people back then gathered once 
a month or so to exchange news, socialise, and tell stories. Axel told me of 
one meeting where everyone gathered round a person who had been to see 
a movie in one of the larger cities in Sweden. It had been an excellent movie 
and this person wanted to share their experience with their deaf community 
and part of that was retelling the entire movie’s plot in sign language. It 
was not retold word for word, nor did the teller describe the movie scene by 

7 Presentation at AAA 2015, Denver “How the disabled body unites the body of the nation: 
Disability as ‘Feel Good’ diversity in Urban India’
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scene. Instead they outlined the movie’s events and characters - conveying 
their personalities, their emotions, and appearances and weaving these 
into the plot. The film-goer also conveyed their emotions as a viewer, 
and in effect embodied the story using sign language. For Axel, this way 
of telling, signing and acting out certain parts of the movie was a much 
richer telling than any he had experienced in spoken Swedish situations. 
His account was nostalgic and possibly a romanticised view. It conjured 
up images in my mind of groups of deaf friends congregating in dusty 
community halls surrounded by forests and wilderness in the far reaches 
of dark, cold, Northern Sweden (Norrland). Romantic imagery aside, this 
story touches upon key features of communication in sign language. These 
are the embodied nature of communication but also the need to be able to 
see each other in order to communicate. This example also speaks more 
practically, to the range of communication possible with sign language - 
something I personally experienced in the field (see The Beaver:129).

Another hearing employee at SVT Teckenspråk who had worked at SVT 
for twenty-three years, gave another, more techno-centric version of this 
story. For Phillip, it was important to broadcast shows in Swedish Sign 
Language but these programs still needed to include a soundtrack. This 
was a necessary strategy according to some hearing and deaf members 
of the SVT Teckenspråk team. These strategies were about pitching and 
getting funding to make television shows in sign language from SVT’s 
central organisation. By including a soundtrack sign language shows 
broadened their potential audience and could be for both deaf and hearing. 
This increased hearing people’s knowledge of deafness, sign language, and 
deaf culture in general. Such goals were more a contemporary concern 
however and shows in sign language had not always been about spreading 
deaf culture and awareness of sign language. Early on, these shows were 
about giving regular and important news and information to those in the 
deaf community who were marginalised or living in remote areas. Phillip 
illustrated this with a story of the person responsible for the first broadcast 
in Swedish Sign Language. This man-with-no-name, was deaf as were his 
parents. The family lived in a remote part of the forests of Norrland. This 
man had campaigned for programming in sign language but had apparently 
been told by one politician that television for the deaf was asking too much. 
“You have a radio, don’t you? Listen to that!”, was the politician’s reply. 
Reading the newspaper was also seen as a valid alternative but education 
for the deaf was not level with that of the hearing standard and at the time, 
many deaf Swedes could not read Swedish. Without political support the 
deaf community took this matter into their own hands and began making 
their own film-recordings of news in sign language. Without an allocated 



  |  129VISUALITIES

broadcast slot, the Sveriges dövas riksförbund (Swedish Association for 
the Deaf) were forced to find an alternative way of distributing news in 
sign language. The result was a video cassette tape that was sent to the 
each branch of the association. This tape was shown once a month and 
the people in the deaf community met at their nearest branch to watch 
the news. Community services and education may have changed radically 
since those days more than 20 years ago, but it was still so that in 2012, 
there was only one deaf journalist with a university qualification in all 
of Sweden. Nevertheless, information spread on the internet, and an 
increased literacy in Swedish among deaf Swedes, has altered the deaf 
community. It is no longer necessary to congregate and stand in circles 
sharing stories and watch the news. Practically speaking, however, it is 
always easier to communicate in sign language if the group sits or stands 
in a circle - something that was not always possible during video meetings 
at SVT.

The Beaver
This richness of communication in sign language was brought home to me 
at one day in the lunch room at SVT Teckenspråk in late 2012. A few from 
the SVT Teckenspråk editorial were sitting in the kitchen which had a large 
television in one corner. Under the television was a round table at which 
some of the deaf employees had sat down to eat. Although two of them had 
their backs to the television they were craning their necks around to watch 
what was showing on Kunskapskanalen - Swedish television’s educational 
channel. The show was a children’s program that seemed to be about 
nature and exploring the lakes during the short Swedish Summer. There 
was a man in a boat with a child and they were paddling along the shoreline 
of a lake. The still water was framed by rushes and grasses growing in the 
water, overhanging birch trees and the dark spruce forests a little further 
inland. The volume on the television was turned up but there was actually 
little sound other than the lapping of the water against the boat and the 
man’s voice occasionally. He spoke quietly and explained to the camera, 
that they were keeping an eye out for wildlife. He turned to the child and 
told it that in this part of the lake, near the shoreline that they might be 
lucky enough to spot a beaver.

About 10 minutes of the program passed and all happened was that the 
pair paddled slowly around the lake in their boat. For me, the show was 
extremely dull. No real sound track other than incidental ‘nature noises’, an 
slow-moving, simple story-line - the search for a beaver - and little of what 
I would call visual stimulation. The cinematography was almost amateur 
- standard focus, framing and the aesthetic of a factual show rather than 
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a cinematographic masterpiece. We continued watching the show though 
while engaging in a bit of small talk (in sign language for the most part). 
After a while, one of the deaf people watching the show, Rolf, began to pay 
more attention. Apparently the man and the child had spotted a beaver 
and were attempting to get closer. We all looked up and watched for about 
5 minutes while they paddled their boat here there and everywhere but 
ultimately failed to get anywhere near the cunning beaver who vanished 
at the first ripple of their paddle on the water. I was still convinced that 
this was one of the most booooo-ring shows I had ever seen in my life and 
looked away to continue eating my lunch. The rest of the group seemed 
absorbed by the show and continued watching.

Another couple of their deaf co-workers joined us at the table and sat 
opposite, looking at the television where the credits were now rolling. They 
asked what the show was about. Rolf began to explain. He signed that there 
were two people in a boat and that they were paddling around the lake. 
The way he signed this was not to use the signs that corresponded with 
those exact words. Instead he signed two people and then signed the word 
boat and then put two fingers (which represented the people) into the exact 
place in the air around him where he had signed boat. In this way, the two 
people were now in the boat. They were also positioned in the space around 
him and could be set in relation to the rest of what he signed. Indeed, Rolf 
then began to draw up the borders of the lake (and signed that this was the 
lake). He then used his elbow to represent a bend in the lake that stuck out 
into the water and around which the boat paddled. He positioned the boat 
with the two people on one side of his elbow using signs then he used the 
sign for beaver and pointed to a place in the space around him on the other 
side of his elbow, hidden from the position in which he had signed that the 
boat was. He then moved his hand slowly around his elbow signifying that 
the two people were gradually paddling their boat around the bend but was 
careful to sign that at this point in time they had not noticed the beaver.

The tension in the room was rising. Everyone, including myself was paying 
close attention, eagerly waiting to find out what was going to happen. Rolf 
made gestures and an expression, using head, mouth and eye movements 
to indicate that the boat and its inhabitants were floating along unawares. 
If I were telling the story in spoken English would sound a bit like “Noo-
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nee-noo-nee-noo”. 8 Rolf did the sign language equivalent using head, 
mouth and eye movements to indicate that someone was ambling along 
oblivious. He then pointed and signed that the beaver was still just behind 
the point, swimming along blithely. Next Rolf signed that the boat was 
moving slightly closer... and closer... and closer... and then, “There! A 
beaver”. Rolf signed that the child in the boat had pointed and called out 
that they could see a beaver. The adult had whispered, “Quiet”, he signed 
and then continued to relate the sequence of events where the two in the 
boat had tried to sneak up on the beaver and photograph it. He did this 
in such a way that both the space, the lapse of time and the drama of the 
happenings were perfectly conveyed. Frankly Rolf did it much better than 
had been done in the television program. Finally the dramatic conclusion 
was communicated and the beaver escaped without being captured by 
the two ‘hunters’. The group, who had been following the story intently, 
leaned back in their chairs and laughed. Unlike the filmed episode, this 
signed version of the television show carried enough drama and suspense 
to captivate my attention entirely.

The Bag
What Rolf signed was his version of the story. There was no soundtrack 
of waves against the boat, no wind in the trees, no narration by the man, 
nor the child’s shrill cry of “Beaver!”. His version was built upon his visual 
perception and his reading of the subtitles for the few snippets of dialogue 
in the show. This points to yet another aspect of sign language that is often 
not fully appreciated - the visual poetry of images and the fact that images 
without sounds present an ‘other’ aesthetic and convey different meanings. 
The following is a counter-example which illustrates a visual poetry that 
could have been handled otherwise by a deaf filmmaker.

Most of us know the “Plastic Bag Scene” from American Beauty (1999) 
where Ricky shows Jane ‘the most beautiful thing I’ve ever filmed’. The 
wanderings of the bag are shown as poetic, visually compelling and as 
conveying feelings. It is a powerful scene but take away the soundtrack 
and you realise that in fact most of that sequence shows the back of two 
peoples’ heads looking at a tiny projection screen which is showing a film. 
The visuality of the plastic bag moving is therefore parenthesised and 
amplified by the rest of what is going on in the sequence. Those ‘going-ons’ 

8 Here I am giving the reader insight into my repertoire of visual culture by referring to a 1970s 
children’s television show broadcast in the U.S. and other English-speaking countries. “Noo-nee-noo-
nee-noo” was the trademark of The Typewriter on Sesame Street (See http://muppet.wikia.com/wiki/The_
Typewriter). “Dumpty, dumpty dum” might be another popular way of verbalising this for those who have 
other points of reference.
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are the accompanying mournful music and a soft dialogue spoken by the 
morose Ricky, that arguably conveys more emotion than the actual plastic 
bag. Berger (1977) has made us aware of the power present in combining 
music with images and how this influences our emotions and appreciation 
of the visual and this is put to practice in director, Mendes’, film. This is 
not a new observation. However in deaf contexts where there is no sound, 
and perhaps here today where the soundtrack is muted, a new appreciation 
for visual aesthetics emerges and the impact of this American Beauty 
scene is culturally categorised as firmly sitting in a ‘hearing worlding’ and 
desperately in need of a soundtrack despite its acclaimed visual poetry. 
This does not mean that deaf audiences fail to appreciate the imagery of 
the scene. It merely suggests that there is more room for experimentation 
in using alternative visual rhetorics in film and television production. 
Rhetorics that do not rely on being combined with soundtracks, spoken 
dialogue or subtitled text. This is the work that is going on at SVT 
Teckenspråk where the different editorials portray and create programmes 
that make use of deaf culture and deaf visuality - although perhaps not to 
the extent they would like.

During a meeting at SVT Teckenspråk, one of the editorial team members 
began talking about how important it was that their shows moved away 
from hearing visual aesthetics and cinematographic traditions. It was 
important for the deaf community and for the team as television producers 
and filmmakers to be able to express things in their own visual rhetorics 

Image 15. The plastic bag scene from American Beauty (Director, Sam Mendes 
1999).
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which were distinctly deaf. The group discussed this issue, debating the 
importance of visual imagery and how to capture it in a way that matched 
the visual vocabularies of the deaf audiences. Anna, one of the deaf members 
of the editorial team, argued for films that kept true to what deaf people 
experienced and moved away from hearing visual aesthetics towards a kind 
of deaf (visually-centred) realism. For the deaf team members, not having 
a soundtrack at all, no music, no speech, no ambient sounds, promised 
to put both the film-making team’s focus and all the viewer’s focus on the 
visual aspects of the program. Their programs might then better succeed in 
capturing the way in which deaf people experience the world and also, how 
they understand the visual. It would also add another dimension to what 
is seen - they could make a kind of “visual music” as Louisa put it. Anna 
then showed a clip from a French filmmaker, JR and his film, Women are 
Heroes (2010 9).

Anna: So!
Anna: Så!

Stopping the film just as one of its real-life characters, Rosiete Marinho, 
begins to talk. Anna pointed out how the frames had been sped up to give 
a kind of emotional experience that conveyed temporality, ambience and 
was simultaneously rich with information about the favelas where the first 

9 http://www.jr-art.net/videos/women-are-heroes-the-movie-trailer Last Accessed: 03.04.2016

Image 16. Four non-consecutive but sequential screen shots from JR’s (2010) 
film, Women are Heroes.
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hero, Rosiete, lived. Something like this would be a useful device in deaf 
films and television programs, Anna argued.

Anna: It’s small details that... I mean, the wind howling or, yeah, and 
the music. [The] Hearing always hear when there are short pauses and 
such, when there is music and when there is not. Those are the things 
we [deaf] miss.
Louisa: A visual- visual music? Aha.
Eve: A little bit like Kobra 10 has now... with music and colours...You 
probably think it is a bit boring as a deaf person because you don’t really 
understand and because your don’t really get the same associations as 
hearing do//
Anna: //Mm.
Eve: ...but if you have images that carry- which actually mean something 
and which create ambience because they give a- just like music- they 
convey  an ambience. Is that what you’re thinking?

Anna: ...Asså små detaljer på asså vinden som ylar eller ja och så m-musik. 
Hörande hör ju alltid när de kort ?? sådär pauser och sånt när det är  i musik och 
sånt där. Det år sånt som vi missar...
Louisa: Visuellt eh...visuellt musik? Ah.
Eve: Lite som Kobra har nu när de har ?? med musik och färgar i ?? när man 
kanske tycker att det är lite tråkigt som döv för att man fattar inte riktigt men för att 
de får inte samma associationer som hörande men..//
Anna: //Ah...
Eve: ...men har man sådana här bilder som bär- som egentligen betyder nånting 
och ska börja en stämmning därför att de ger en- precis som musik- de ger en 
stämmning. Det är så du tänker dig?

Eve struggled to translate a deaf visuality into a hearing aurality (and unite 
it with her hearing visuality) and it was somewhat difficult for Anna to relay 
the full sense of what she meant even using an example to illustrate the 
point. In contrast to what Eve assumed, Anna’s notion of a visual rhetoric 
that speaks to deaf visuality does not mean that deaf audiences fail to 
appreciate the imagery of the scene but it does suggest that there is more 
room for experimentation in alternative visual rhetorics and aesthetics in 
film and television production.

It is arguably this work that is going on at SVT Teckenspråk where the 
different editorials portray and create programs that address deaf cultures 
and offer alternative worldings both for their deaf audiences but even for 
hearing publics. There is a potential here to traverse the boundaries of deaf 
and hearing visualities that is only partially realised given the requirements 
of having soundtracks; hearing camera personnel; and the [perceived] need 

10 Kobra is one of Swedish television’s cultural affais programs.
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to tread a careful middle-ground between deaf and hearing worlds in order 
to appeal to both audiences. The team at SVT Teckenspråk are aware of 
this and during a meeting at SVT with the Kultur- och Samhället editorial, 
one of the team members began talking about how important it was that 
their shows moved away from the hearing aesthetics and cinematographic 
traditions. It was vital for the deaf community and for the team as television 
producers and filmmakers to be able to express things in their own visual 
rhetorics which were distinctly deaf. Manipulating the visual and forming 
visual expression to fit rehtorics, stories, and convey various meanings is 
one of the editorial’s areas of expertise as television producers, camera 
operators, sound producers, program leaders, actors and reporters. During 
this discussion one important issue was overlooked. This was the matter of 
how to do this with hearing videographers and film crews who came from 
different visual traditions that derived from hearing visualities. Hearing 
members of the editorial had distinct opinions on whether to re-record 
and process soundtracks to each show. The cameraman and the sound-
man (both hearing males) and the hearing producer talked about how the 
ambient noises captured by microphones could distract hearing viewers 
and therefore argued that soundtracks were preferable to these, even in 
shows in sign language. Some of the deaf people in the group suggested 
that these incidental noises could be a valid alternative to dubbing and 
creating other soundtracks - a kind of realism - some argued. It would not 
be a realistic depiction of what deaf people experienced though and Anna 
was arguing for a moving towards a kind of deaf (visually-centred) realism 
where sound was completely unnecessary - even ambient noise. For the 
deaf team members not having a soundtrack at all; no music; no speech; 
and no ambient sounds, would put all the viewer’s focus on the visual 
aspects of the program. Without any sounds, the experience of watching 
a program in sign language might better succeed in capturing the way in 
which deaf people experience the world and also, how they understand the 
visual. It would also add another dimension to what is seen - they could 
make a kind of “visual music” as Louisa put it.

A deaf visuality
The differences in how the deaf see the world and how hearing see it 
(or how they perhaps do not fully see it),  is often reduced to analogies 
of music, aesthetics and emotion. A beautifully filmed sequence, a 
sympathetic, well-matched soundtrack and atmosphere created through 
a combination of these are goals that film and television production share. 
Communicating using storytelling and its devices to create interest and 
drama as in the beaver example are also part of this work of producing 
television entertainment. These examples are drawn from everyday 
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contexts and speak to both the artistic craft and creative work of television 
production but also to communication among the deaf in Swedish sign 
language. The question is, how does this deaf visuality, as I have called it, 
translate into ‘everyday’ settings where communication is not cinematic, 
scripted, staged, produced and guided by a director. Technology is still a 
central component as are translation and the practices of video meetings 
with the organisation, SVT Teckenspråk. The question is, do the aesthetics 
of deaf visuality and storytelling disappear in the bustle of work, meetings 
and the mundane or are they still in play but in slightly different garb? 

Analytically speaking, relating a story in sign language involves people 
seeing what you are feeling, doing, and in general sharing your experiences. 
This is not so different from the underlying purpose of telling stories 
with the spoken word and yet stories told in sign language are entirely 
different as The Beaver example hopefully shows. This story draws upon 
visual rhetorics that are embodied in sign language and its cohorts - facial 
expressions, body movements, use of space and dimensionality - in a way 
that a spoken account could not without turning into pantomime. It goes 
without saying that Rolf was an expert story teller and well-suited to his 
position as a television personality. His skill in combining signs, gestures 
and using the space around him and his body were key but so too was his 
way of crafting a tale, the structure, the pauses, the imagery he built up 
and conveyed through his signing. There was a visual rhetoric in this too. A 
visual rhetoric then is one in which signs that follow on smoothly from each 
other are placed in sequence even if not strictly grammatically correct. This 
makes them more poetic and visually aesthetic, as well as easier to sign. 
Sign language storytelling is undoubtedly visual in this instance and the 
few words signed were not simply linguistic but placed in a living landscape 
of Rolf’s body. We can imagine that this would eventually translate into 
Clara’s filmic versions of stories crafted using a deaf visuality, its aesthetics 
and rhetorics.

As a sum, these three examples convey a number of key features of a deaf 
visuality. The Circle illustrates that sign language is about being seen and 
what is seen and as such, it is about visibility. This resonates particularly 
well with the later chapters on Materialities and Alterities and is a key 
component of video meetings in Swedish and Swedish Sign Language at 
SVT Teckenspråk. The second point of this chapter is to give an example 
that this visible part of deaf culture is based on different and uniquely 
deaf ways of seeing and that these different ways of seeing have their 
own rich and strong aesthetics. The Beaver story and The Bag discussion 
speak to this. All three examples underline how understandings of what it 
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means to ‘see’ and communicate visually are not universal but often social 
and culturally-embedded. This is especially significant for this study on 
deafness and video meeting technology - where the visual is key. This deaf 
visuality, I argue, should be understood as visual culture just as paintings, 
visual artefacts, still images, and films are. 

Through-out this thesis, I emphasise how deaf ways of seeing are different 
and essential considerations in examinations of how video meetings at 
SVT Teckenspråk are held. While video meetings and the work-related 
discussion that go on during these do not often offer opportunities for 
rich storytelling like Rolf’s tale of the Beaver or the kind of filmic poetry 
that Anna longed for, there are distinct visualities at play. These visualities 
and how video technology intersects with these underlies the discussion 
on deafness and technology at SVT Teckenspråk. In a more practical vein, 
there are numerous ‘implications for design’ that can be garnered from 
simply considering the different ways of seeing and the importance of 
visual communication for deaf people.  Higher resolution of images, better 
codecs for the transmission of visual data so that it is render in high visual 
fidelity, larger, multiple monitors to give a dimensionality to video meeting 
communications and so on. A much more important consideration however 
is the deaf visuality I have presented in this chapter and to use it to support 
the position that deafness is cultural, rather than as disability. Rather than 
reduce deafness to a disability where people need to see and be seen, this 
thesis argues that deaf visuality adds a rich cultural dimension that is as 
much about being seen as it is about understanding the visual in a unique, 
deaf way. This has implications for designers, who can take a cue from this 
shift away from disability to difference and begin to conceptualise designs 
that address multiple, different ways of seeing. The starting point is not 
about accommodating those who are less able by offering information 
technology ‘prostheses’, patches, and enabling solutions which further 
entrench the notion that deafness is a disability. The starting point is 
instead one which takes into account that which might seem the obvious 
‘solution’ to a hearing person is not obvious (nor optimal) for others (the 
deaf).



VIII
HISTORIES
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This chapter is a necessary prelude to the following sections, Vitalities, 
Alterities, and Materialities. This chapter sets up the contexts and histories 
which underlie SVT Teckenspråk employees actions and puts them within 
a framework of shared histories that become shared ‘situated knowings’ 
as they haunt these goings on (Barad 2010). Using the term ‘hauntologies’ 
and placing it within her theories on agential realism, Barad (2010) 
explains how past doings and experiences reach into present intra-actions 
emerging in the present activity (or video meeting, in this case). These 
naturally colour and change events as well as play a part in the present and 
future yet they are never replicable and thus remain firmly in the past. It is 
this acknowledgement of the way in which the past influences present and 
future intra-actions that this chapter hinges on. Like any story of the past, 
this is a version which I have curated. SVT Teckenspråk’s past, present, 
and futures as they have been told at various times, in various settings and 
with the caveat that these pasts can never be accurately recreated. Yet, the 
past does, in all its many forms, intertwine with video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk.

When analysing video meetings in Swedish Sign Language and Swedish, 
held using video meeting technology at SVT Teckenspråk it is important 
to consider the stories and histories about video meeting technology and 
its use. These gives insight into how people perceived video meetings and 
their relation to deaf ways of being and the relationalities between deaf and 
hearing at SVT between 2010-2012 (when I was at SVT Teckenspråk). The 
next sections begin by understanding meetings not as entities in themselves 
but as moments in which people position themselves in respect to other 
seemingly unrelated events, circumstances, people, places, histories and 
[lived] experiences. This addresses an underlying need to examine what 
the technology actually means for SVT Teckenspråk employees beyond the 
practicalities of its use. More than a means of communication the video 
technology at SVT Teckenspråk was discussed in symbolic ways tied to the 
relations between deaf and hearing. It was also a signifier of the dynamics 
between SVT’s various groupings.

Telling histories
The inter-subjectivities of texts are well acknowledged in literature studies, 
history and including anthropology (Csordas 2008). While disciplines such 
as history deal with this through asking questions about authors, their 
biases and their contemporaneous contexts, anthropology takes a different 
approach. (His-)stories and their subjectivities are not there solely to be 
explained away, counteracted, and or qualified. They take on yet another 
dimension. Anthropological texts include reflections on the stories told, 
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acknowledge that they are interpretations of other people’s stories, and 
that in their re-telling by the anthropologists, these stories are told with 
an anthropological agenda in mind. The anthropologist might set out to 
tell shocking tales of exotic peoples (Chagnon 1968); or interpret other 
people’s ways of being in order to understand their own (Mead 1928); 
they may tell their stories with the purpose of understanding a foreign 
culture; and all such stories can be misread, twisted and used for political 
means (Evans-Pritchard 1940; Benedict 1946). Following the reflexive 
turn, anthropologists have recognised and been explicit about these once 
unacknowledged dimensions of their scholarly narratives (Said 1978; 
Clifford & Marcus 1986; Marcus & Fischer 1999; Kapferer 2013). Some 
have even gone as far as to say that in telling our stories anthropologists 
are instead “telling other people’s stories,... and telling them very badly” 
(Taussig 2011:49).

Feminist anthropologists such as Strathern (1987) and Abu-Lughod (1991) 
typify anthropological ways of telling stories and feminist anthropological 
ways. For Strathern (1987), feminist anthropologists share anthropology’s 
broad interest in differences yet structure their arguments in other ways, 
organise knowledge differently and draw different boundaries (1987). 
Rather than standing in conflict, breaking down paradigms, and forging 
new ones in the Kuhnian sense, feminist anthropology continues in the 
vein of social anthropology’s tolerance for difference with an additional 
concern for “the difference it makes” (‘it’ being the feminist scholar and 
feminist anthropology) (1987:286). Another core component in feminist 
anthropology lies in the ways in which feminist anthropologies are told. 
The analytical power of storytelling by feminist anthropologists lies in 
how feminist scholars “confront squarely the politics and ethics of... 
representations” (Abu-Lughod 1991:469). Narayan (2012) similarly 
demands researchers take into account the ways in which their choices of 
what to include and more importantly, what not to include, influence and 
signify their analytical approach. In other words, how I choose to tell the 
story (or Histories) of SVT Teckenspråk is contingent on the way in which 
I place myself in those histories and must be accounted for. 

Stories are made with the people we study. They are neither other people’s 
stories told by an outsider nor are they stories told through an outside 
anthropologist. The narrative is made through unequal relations between 
anthropologist and other peoples (see Strathern 1987:291). There is a 
process of co-creation - as in every aspect of interaction - and in some 
respects, a narration of the self (Ochs & Capps 1996). These stories emerge 
through goings on during fieldwork; and during and after the writing 
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process when the reader is free to interpret the text in any way they wish. 
For Haraway (2013) storytelling is about “recuperations in complex 
histories that are as full of dying as living, as full of endings, even genocides, 
extinctions and exterminations, at they are of beginnings.” In the stories I 
was told while at SVT these beginnings and endings are ever-present. They 
are not so much starts and finishes however as ongoing becomings. These 
stories propose and enact “patterns for people, technologies and beings to 
inhabit, somehow...” (ibid.).

In general conversation the video meeting room setup was a symbol used 
to convey to me the changes that had occurred over the last few years 
within SVT Teckenspråk. These changes centred mainly on a move from 
the old SVT Teckenspråk offices in Leksand (then known as Dövas TV) to 
the shared office space in Falun. It also came to play a part in the upcoming 
move to a collectively new office for SVT Teckenspråk and Gävledalanytt 
alike, at Egnellska huset. This history and  the telling of it played an integral 
part in understandings and experiences of video meetings (which extended 
far beyond the confines of the video meeting room). Using the key event, 
“The Move”, as a motif for one history of SVT Teckenspråk and setting this 
in relation to more official published histories of SVT and video meetings 
conveys some of these organisational dynamics and the tensions between 
deaf and hearing ways of being at SVT.

The changes in video technology and its set up were not central to the 
move but because the move was immanent during my fieldwork, SVT 
Teckenspråk employees had used a rhetoric where the video meeting 
technology I was interested in, became a signifier of the difference between 
then and now, past and present. Video meeting technology came to embody 
the difficulties former Dövas TV employees initially had integrating into 
the SVT Falun workplace. It had also become a beacon for the potentially 
more positive future SVT Teckenspråk was moving towards at the new 
house in Falun. The story of SVT Teckenspråk from the time of Dövas TV to 
the present and through to its possible futures reflects this. Not only that, 
but these stories are, in Haraway’s (2011, 2013a) meaning, ‘speculative 
fabulations’ and ‘speculative realisms’. They tell of people, technologies, 
places and events that are “enmeshed in partial and flawed translations 
across difference” and who are all re-doing “...ways of living and dying 
attuned to still possible, barely possible finite flourishing, still possible, 
barely possible recuperation” (2013).

This particular history was one that I and the employees of SVT Teckenspråk 
formed during the first part of fieldwork and as such, is situated by the 
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circumstances of that time. It also offers an example of how views and 
understandings are perspectival (or situational, see Jim’s Dog in Haraway 
2008:4ff.) and how things diffract (Barad 2007:71ff.). The focus on The 
Move in this chapter is a reflection of the point in time and circumstances I 
encountered when I was at SVT Teckenspråk. Yet by following the events and 
discourse on ‘The Move’ rather than placing sole focus on video technology, 
I reveal my analytical bent - one that sees situated knowings as inextricable 
from intra-actions between people and technology. Underlying this is the 
general notion that people often answer questions about video technology 
in the ways in which they are (or perceive they are) expected to answer. 
In order to understand how video technology is experienced, questions 
must not only be about video technology. Issues and ways of talking about 
other concerns can be just as indicative and informative as directly related, 
carefully chosen replies in interview settings. This is essentially the power 
of ethnographic fieldwork. It does however, place control in the hands of 
the ethnographer. Would the people at SVT Teckenspråk explicitly link 
video meetings with ‘The Move’? Possibly not and I make this connection 
guided by my research questions and the politics and ethics of my research 
project.

As far as the other question goes, in making the connection between ‘The 
Move’ and SVT employees experiences of video technology, other than 
implying a self with certain sensibilities, evoking past experiences and all 
that entails (Narayan 2012:96ff.), I am consciously and with analytical 
purpose drawing links between the past, present and futures of the 
organisation, the technology, and the people that make it. This telling of 
a story of a move, gives dimensionality and temporality to my analysis of 
video meeting technology at SVT Teckenspråk in a way that informs the 
reader of vital aspects of working life at SVT Teckenspråk. These include 
insights into how the group dynamic works, what it means to be deaf at 
SVT Teckenspråk, how decisions are made and actions are carried out, as 
well as the choices employees make on certain work-related issues such 
as the state of video meeting technology. All these and more are factors in 
experiences of video meetings and technology, whether explicitly identified 
or implicitly understood and lived. Finally, these types of histories can tie a 
seemingly mundane event to much larger societal issues such as concerns 
about equality, accessibility, and inclusion.

In this section I recount the history of SVT Teckenspråk as it was told within 
the context of discussions on video meeting technology and video meetings. 
It is a particular history created and told by SVT employees to possibly 
illustrate the need for new technology. Although there are certainly other 
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ways of telling the history of SVT and more particularly SVT Teckenspråk, 
this history revolved around ‘The Move’ and honed in on the need for a 
video meeting system that was designed for dual-language meetings (best 
case scenario); or at least could cater for meetings in both Swedish and 
Swedish Sign Language and also with interpreters. It is also a history to 
be read in relation to the official history of SVT (see Organisation:88ff.), 
not to prove either more correct than the other, but in order to better 
understand how the two co-create the history, the organisation, and what it 
means to work at SVT Teckenspråk. 1 Implicit in the acknowledgement that 
different histories co-exist and are drawn into processes of co-creation, 
is the knowledge that there are no objective histories. No one history is 
more correct or ‘true’ than the other. All are told for a specific purpose and 
in a subjective way. This history is no different and provides important 
context for the later cases of technology use that I will be analysing as well 
as already indicating the ways in which technology, organisations, people, 
pasts, presents and futures intermingle and become with.

The move
The move, as I have foreshadowed with the introduction to this section, 
is not strictly about the organisation nor is it directly about the video 
technology used for meetings. The move is a theme that was discussed 
by employees at SVT Teckenspråk and it was one of the first associations 
made by SVT Teckenspråk employees who had worked in the team for 
a number of years when I asked them about the video meeting system. 
Despite this, The move is not even about being deaf in any immediate sense 
and yet the events that occurred while I was at SVT Teckenspråk, the way 
in which the move was carried out, and more importantly, the history it 
made and its relation to the one that was in the making, do say a great deal 
about Swedish television as an organisation, what it means to be deaf and 
work there, as well as what it means to be deaf and use video technology. 
Looking at these three things - the technology, the organisation, and being 
deaf during video meetings - through the lens of the move illustrates one 
shared situated knowing (see Theory:36ff.).

As it was, expressions about the move indicated momentary ways in which 
employees at SVT Teckenspråk regarded themselves in relation to the 
larger organisation to which they belong. It also affected discourse on the 
way in which video meeting technology is procured, used and experienced. 
In some respects it typifies goings on and provides a singular example of 

1 An explicit account of these co-creative processes and a full analysis of how these histories 
intertwine is not dealt with in detail in this thesis but holds potential for a more historically-focussed research 
project.



144  |  HISTORIES

the ways in which video meetings, organisations, peoples and histories 
intertwine. Akin to the cat’s cradle example (Haraway 2011) as I have 
interpreted it, this history of SVT Teckenspråk and its two relocations 
were told to me by different people, in different times and in response to 
differently formulated questions. They can also be interpreted in many 
different ways.  The history unfolded during my fieldwork and diffracted 
over time and depending on the people, technology, place and the relations 
that were in the making during its telling.

This way of framing time passing is also a reflection of how SVT employees 
discussed video technology and the organisational changes that were 
associated with it. Changes (or lack of) in the video meeting situation 
at SVT become in some sense a type of post-human embodiment of the 
struggle SVT Teckenspråk employees have had over the last five years or 
so. This change is a large extended moment of becoming with. In a similar 
manner to Haraway’s (2011) cat’s cradle example (see Theory:37f.) and 
returning to the notion of ‘becoming with’, change at SVT is conceptualised 
as not hinging all too firmly on a before and after; cause and effect, but 
as a continuously ongoing phenomenon happening in the now yet tied to 
pasts and ‘feared’ or ‘desired’ future. There is no ‘rite de passage’ at SVT 
Teckenspråk  to hinge a Turneresque analysis on (see Turner 1964), and 
although there are changes, they are not clearly delineated events on a 
time-line nor precise moments in history. What is relayed through the 
telling of theses histories, are feelings, memories and experiences that 
are located in a particular moment yet not specific to any period in time, 
but which might be considered located within a group of people and their 
environs - a space (see Meetings:107ff.).

When it comes to relocating offices there were three distinct time-framings: 
a previous move I have called ‘the first move’ that was referenced when 
talking about an upcoming move; the upcoming move that I witnessed 
(‘the move’); and the time I spent at SVT Teckenspråk after the move but 
before the procurement of a new video meeting system. I was present for 
the preparations leading up to the move but was not there on the actual 
moving day. The first move was before long my time at SVT yet present 
during my fieldwork through the ways in which people talked about video 
meeting technology and the move. These relocations are tied, through my 
experiences in the field, to video meeting technology and also to what it 
means to be deaf at SVT Teckenspråk and how this changes and stays the 
same alongside video meeting technology, internal re-organisations, and 
office spaces. 
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The first move <2010
Around 2009 Dövas TV moved from Leksand to Falun. The move from 
Leksand and the changes it entailed seems to have scarred SVT Teckenspråk 
employees to a certain degree and especially the deaf employees who 
have mentioned here and there that there were significant breakdowns 
in communication and that they didn’t know what was going on. The 
move was referred to as traumatic, disorganised and disruptive by those 
who mentioned it during my fieldwork. One hearing SVT employee, Lee, 
explained this turmoil:

The reason is, you know, there’s a folk high school 2 called... (drums his 
fingers on table trying to remember the name)... Ulvsjö? Västansjö?-

Skälet är alltså i Leksand så finns det en folkhögskola som heter... [trummar med 
fingrarna på bordet medan han tänker] Ulvsjö? Västansjö-

Here I jumped in and prompted Lee, who was based in Stockholm and not 
a part of the SVT Teckenspråk team, with the name of a well-known sign-
language school that I had heard a lot about during my fieldwork in Falun. 
“Västanvik?”, I said. It was the school where all SVT Teckenspråk and 
Gävledala employees went to take their first sign language lessons when 
the two editorials were merged.

Lee: “Västanvik!” So, it was one- it is SDR’s 3 own folk high school. So, 
from the beginning, Dövas TV was its own, integrated part of the school... 
[cut] ...and for that reason, a lot of deaf people live in Leksand. So the 
move from Leksand was seen as damaging the entire deaf community 
because it meant moving to Falun and cutting off that contact with all the 
deaf people in Leksand.

Lee: Västanvik! Så då är ett utav- är SDRs egen folkhögskola. Så från början var 
då DövasTV en egen- integerad del i folkhögskolan... [cut] och av det skälet så bor 
det väldigt mycket döva människor i Leksand.  
Så flyttet från Leksand menar man också skulle kunna vara ett avbräck för hela 
dövkulturen i och med att man flytter den till Falun och kapar den kontakten med 
alla döva människor så där... i Leksand.

Other deaf and hearing members of the team reinforced Lee’s summary 
as did the media reports of upheaval within the deaf community. Online 

2 Folkhögskolor or folk high schools are institutions for further adult education. Similar to 
community colleges or tertiary and further education colleges in English speaking countries, folkhögskolor 
are particular to Nordic and Germanic education systems.
3 Sveriges dövas riksförbund (Swedish National Association of the Deaf)
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reports 4 and articles in newspapers (2006; 2007 5) at the time contain a 
certain amount of debate and concern among the deaf community (which 
still has strong ties to Leksand although Örebro has emerged as another 
regional hub for the deaf community and was even then, considered as 
a possible alternative to Falun 6). One online petition shows worried 
comments from deaf television viewers such as:

Without Leksand Västanvik Folk High School sign language programs 
haven’t been good. It is important for both the school and those who take 
courses to be close to the Media in order to be able to discuss things 
with those who are producing the shows. You need a connection with 
those who make the shows. If there is a move, we will loose ground and 
those who make the programs will loose that social aspect and no longer 
be able to keep in touch with the deaf issues because of the move. 7 (Ulf 
Almqvist, Umeå 2008-09-30 19:47:07)

Utan Leksand västanvik [sic] folkhögskola har Inte [sic] teckenspråksprogrammen 
varit bra. Det är viktigt för både skolan men också för de som åker på kurs ha [sic] 
en närhet till media för att kunna prata med dem som utvecklar programmen. Det 
behövs en närhet till de som gör programmen. Om man flyttar tappar man lite 
för mycket mark och den sociala biten för de som gör programmen tappar mer 
förankringen till dövas problem genom att flytta verksamheten.

Another comment on this petition however argues that it will be better 
financially for Dövas TV to be closer to SVT’s central organisation and that 
a move works in the deaf communities favour. Regardless of individual 
opinions of the general viewer public, the move seemed to have personal 
consequences for some SVT employees who had lived and built their lives 
in Leksand and now faced a long commute to Falun every day. Dramatic 
media reports and online expressions of outrage and concern aside, 
SVT Teckenspråk accounts ranged from those focussed on the personal 
and emotional, to more dispassionate and distanced reports of events. 
According to SVT employees, this trauma was in part due to a lack of 
information and poor communication about the move but also because 
of a simultaneous restructuring, the hiring of a new Editor-in-Chief not 
fluent in sign language and perhaps even the seemingly small detail such 
as a change of name from Dövas TV to SVT Teckenspråk. Everyone - deaf 

4 One of the few forum discussions and online statements from the deaf community still accessible 
on the internet is a petition entitled, “FLYTTA INTE TECKENSPRÅKIG STOCKHOLMSREDAKTION TILL 
FALUN!!“ The comments added to this petition from concerned members of the community are especially 
telling. http://namninsamling.se/index.php?nid=2432 Last Accessed 2016.04.06
5 http://dt.se/nyheter/leksand/1.3461477-dovas-tv-lamnar-vastanvik
http://www.dt.se/allmant/dalarna/dovas-tv-pa-vag-mot-falun Last Accessed 2016.04.06
6 http://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=161&artikel=114825 Last Accessed 
2016.04.06
7 http://namninsamling.se/index.php?nid=2432 Last Accessed 2016.04.06
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employees and hearing employees - had experienced the move and merger 
as difficult and these difficulties had entered the general body of discourse 
on changes that had happened at SVT. As one anonymous employee said: 

The processes around the first move were unbelievably painful. Lots of 
conflict.

Processen omkring den första flytten var oerhört smartsam. Mycket bråk.

The change of name that accompanied the first move was not just nominal. 
It signalled a subtle shift in the editorial’s goals according to some of the 
team. In Leksand, as links with Sveriges dövas riksförbund’s (SDR) school 
re-affirm, the focus had been on providing television content for deaf people 
in Sweden. There had also been close ties to education in sign language and 
learning the art of television production in sign language. Additionally, as 
the comments on the petition not to move Dövas TV indicate, the television 
programs were seen as for the deaf by the deaf. Compare this very likely, 
unofficial mantra to SVT’s official slogan - TV för alla - and potential 
differences in goals arise. The changes that accompanied the move 
meant that Dövas TV transformed from being an SDR-run, SVT funded 
organisation into an SVT run and funded organisation.  In doing so, it was 
incorporated into the SVT way of doing things and their organisational 
aims replaced those Dövas TV had had in Leksand. The move to Falun thus 
coincided with a subtle shift of audience. Instead of focussing on solely deaf 
audiences, SVT Teckenspråk now had a new, additional goal of educating 
hearing Swedes and Swedish speakers on the nature of sign language 
and being deaf.  This shift is not reflected in the guidelines and policy 
documents of SVT which still emphasise the production of programs that 
increase ‘accessibility’ and inclusion for those with disabilities - the deaf 
in this case. 8 Still, when this goal of increasing accessibility to information 
is combined with the overarching goal of producing television for all and 
as part of a national organisation, SVT Teckenspråk adapted to this and 
broadened their target audience. Programs in sign language had sound 
tracks, subtitles in Swedish and were therefore also accessible to hearing 
viewers. 

8 §11 (Tillgänglighet för personer med funktionsnedsättning) & §12 (Minoritetsspråk), 
SVT sändningstillstånd http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/public-service/article1713807.svt/BINARY/
S%C3%A4ndningstillst%C3%A5nd%202014%20-%202019 Last Accessed: 02.08.2016, p.5 To summarise 
in English: SVT is required to consider those with disabilities over time make their entire media content 
available to all citizen. Special mention is made in §11 about those with hearing impairment. §12 Lists the 
minority languages SVT should consider (Sami, Finnish, Meänkieli, Romani chib, Yiddish and Swedish 
Sign Language, primarily). SVT is also expected to be in dialogue with minority language groups and to 
increase gradually the amount of programming in these languages in the near future.
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This shift in how SVT Teckenspråk’s audience is conceptualised adds to the 
meanings behind this relocation. The first move then, represented not only 
a schism between the editorial’s close contact with their deaf audiences 
but also a simultaneous broadening of the scope of programming for deaf 
viewers to include a more national audience base and has further extended 
to include a global view of being deaf that showed the different ways of 
being deaf around the globe. This is reflected in the programming choices 
and productions broadcast by both Barnredaktionen and Kultur-- och 
Samhällets editorial. Three examples of shows aired during the time I was 
at SVT Teckenspråk that indicated this shift are Kärlek utan gränser, Byss 
Goes to U.S.A. and Diwai Meri - trädkvinna. 9 Kärlek utan gränser was 
a particularly significant program as it followed one of SVT Teckenspråk’s 
program leaders as she travelled through Africa and fell in love with a 
deaf African man. These programs and the re-conceptualisation of SVT 
Teckenspråk’s audience, meant that The First Move was not as catastrophic 
as it first seemed to those deaf people that saw Dövas TV’s ties with 
Sveriges dövas riksförbund as threatened. It also offered opportunities for 
providing the deaf community in Sweden with information and knowledge 
about deafness world-wide. This trend in broadening both the locations 
for filming and notion of deaf culture has continued since my fieldwork 
during 2012. 10 The tangible benefits which allowed a broader global focus 
in SVT Teckenspråk’s programming was a positive as SVT employee, Lee, 
explained. He also added that this move brought with it improvements in 
the standard of production and access to technology.

We wanted to tie... our experiences from other areas is that, when you 
bind this type of special operation more tightly to a central organisation, 
the competencies there, for example program development, technology 
development and so forth... they [the special operation] can hitch a ride in 
a good way. And it will... this has also been proven in retrospect, I think, 
that deaf productions have lifted in a completely different way and work 
now with Children’s- When we do children’s programming for the deaf, 
we do it in collaboration with Barnredaktionen (Children’s programming) 
in Stockholm. We didn’t do that before. It was done by Dövas TV in 
Leksand. They were like an enclave.

Vi ville knyta... Vår erfarenhet från andra områden är att när man knyter den här 
typen av specialverksamhet närmare kärnverksamheten de kompentens som 

9 For more information about Byss Goes to U.S.A. see https://www.facebook.com/SVT-BYSS-
153065868056089/?fref=photo More information on Diwai-Meri - trädkvinna can be found here: https://
www.facebook.com/SVT-Teckenspr%C3%A5k-329985893706891/  See posts from 2012 No information 
about Kärlek utan gränser is available presumably because the rights to the program have lapsed. Last 
Accessed: 2016.05.08.
10 Programs such as Attending Iran illustrate this. See https://www.facebook.com/SVT-Teckensp
r%C3%A5k-329985893706891/ Posts after 2012, Last Accessed: 04.12.2016.
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finns det, alltså typ programutveckling, teknikutveckling och så vidare... så får de 
en skjuts som är ganska positiv. Och det vill... det har också visat sig i efterhand 
tycker jag att döv produktionerna har så att säger levt upp på ett helt annat sätt 
och jobbar nu mer med barn- när vi gör barnprogram på d- för döva så gör vi i 
samarbete med barnredaktionen i Stockholm. Det gjorde inte vi förut. Det gjorde 
man som... Döv TV i Leksand. Det var liksom en s- en enklav (Lee, 2012.04.03)

Lee, was part of SVT management and saw the first move in relation to a 
bigger picture of SVT as a centralised, public service organisation rather 
than as one editorial working in relation to their audience, the Swedish 
deaf population. He had a distance to the editorial and his connection with 
that group was more professional than personal which allowed him to 
emphasise the benefits and perhaps downplay the undeniable negatives. 
From my outsider perspective, it appeared that the first move to Falun had 
provided a boost for those who had worked at Dövas TV. They had access to 
a large studio with more equipment and could learn from and be inspired 
by other experienced reporters. There was also a much stronger connection 
with SVT in Stockholm - for better or worse. This connection meant better 
access to centralised systems, software and databases, easier access to 
equipment such as cameras, cars, and uplink kits for remote broadcasting. 
Yet there were still drawbacks and these came to be more about Falun (as 
a rural periphery) versus Stockholm (as urban centre). Deafness and sign 
language issues were ever present but as part of a larger group that had a 
majority of hearing employees, efforts to prioritise the deaf ways of being 
and communicating had become necessary. My presence and research on 
video meeting technology from a deaf perspective provided an opportunity 
to draw the organisation’s focus back onto sign language and deaf culture.

En tvåspråkig redaktion (A dual-language editorial)
The move from Leksand to Falun coincided with a change in the work 
environment of the former Dövas TV employees which relates to the 
change in demographics. In Leksand, Dövas TV had been a workplace for 
the deaf and had originally been a part of the Sveriges dövas riksförbund. 
During this time, although hearing people worked in the editorial, they 
were familiar and invested in Deaf Culture and often fluent in Swedish sign 
language. Leksand is also a hub for Swedish deaf community and the two 
supports communication in Swedish Sign Language in practical and offical 
ways. For example shop-owners and attendants will often be familiar with 
sign language and able to carry out business without too many issues. In 
Falun, this was not generally the case.

These changes were internalised as SVT in Falun and its employees were also 
initially unfamiliar with sign language and deaf ways of communicating. In 
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a report on diversity in the workplace that used Dövas TV in Leksand as a 
case study, consultants, Inger Etzler and Per Westergård, write:

Work at Leksand is characterised as a communication without 
sound although the employees are both deaf and hearing. Even 
those who are hearing employees can use sign language, even 
if only rudimentarily in certain cases. In order to get these two 
groups to work as one, there is a need for a significant degree 
of attentiveness, and accommodating one another is required 
(nd:36 11).

Arbetet i Leksand präglas av en ljudlös kommunikation, även om medarbetarna 
är både döva och hörande. Även de hörande anställda kan använda teckenspråk, 
om än bara hjälpligt i några fall. För att få de två grupperna att fungera som en 
enhet ställs stora krav på anpassning och lyhördhet 

The report, addresses some of the potential problems with a move to a 
hearing workplace and offers some key suggestions on how to ameliorate 
certain difficulties that may arise. The move to Falun would undoubtedly 
meant that the need for attentiveness; and a willingness to make concessions 
observed by Etzler & Westergård (ibid.), increased dramatically. SVT 
Gävledalanytt employees had not necessarily had any contact with the deaf 
or encountered Swedish Sign Language before. They were not familiar 
with deaf culture and the issues that are part of the everyday life of being 
deaf. Initially there were concerns on both sides about Swedish-speakers 
and Swedish Sign Language speakers sharing offices according to those I 
spoke with at SVT Teckenspråk. Right from the outset, hearing members 
of the SVT Teckenspråk team were careful to inform me of the cultural 
differences between the deaf and the hearing as well as to point out that 
some members of Gävledalanytt were still unfamiliar or uncomfortable 
because of these differences.

Although this is how SVT employees described it, there is a danger when 
referring to SVT in Falun as a tvåspråkig redaktion in a research context. It 
tends to imply that this dual-language environment exists. While creating 
a necessarily inclusive rhetoric in everyday work-life for SVT employees, it 
is analytically incapable of exposing the work that goes into creating this 
kind of work environment and has the characteristics of a utopian ideal 
(see Introduction:10f.). This positive image of perfect integration therefore 
needs qualification in a research context and an examination of what is 

11 FAIR rekrytering - en idé bok. En del av Equal-projektet FAIR – Framtids Anpassad Inkluderande 
Rekrytering 2005-2008 (No publication date recorded). http://www.diversity.se/?page_id=7472 Last 
Accessed: 01.08.2016
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being implied by the use of the term tvåspråkig redaktion. While the two 
editorials, SVT Teckenspråk and Gälvedalanytt were organisationally tied 
after the first move, the two editorials still had little contact other than small 
talk in the corridors, the occasional exchange of cameramen on certain 
projects, and the monthly house meetings. The corridor chat was restricted 
by lack of sign language knowledge and the house meetings were, as my 
first encounter at SVT in Falun showed, chaotic (see Introduction:3ff.). 
In-house interpreters were in principle available to facilitate any kind of 
conversation between a hearing, less-than-fluent employee and a deaf 
employee even if it were just a lunch time chat or an informal exchange over 
coffee. In practice, however, the interpreters were often overloaded with 
other work-related tasks such as translating dialogue and writing subtitles 
for shows, doing voice overs for programs and interpreting scheduled 
meetings. It was not just the problem of interpretation that was at issue. 
Despite having taken sign language lessons, employees (even external 
doctoral researchers) who did not constantly need to use sign language 
were stiff and slow enough to discourage both hearing and deaf employee 
from having a casual conversation. This was illustrated perfectly during a 
coffee break between meetings one day in Spring 2011.

P.A.S.T.A.
Going to the kitchen to boil a jug of water for my obligatory cup of herbal 
tea, I started chatting to a member of the Gävledalanytt team. She asked 
me the meeting I had just attended, wanting to be put in the loop on a 
couple of confidential issues that had been discussed. Having been put in 
one of those uncomfortable positions that are relatively common during 
fieldwork, I was forced to be evasive and eagerly greeted one of the SVT 
Teckenspråk team members, Dan, as he came into the kitchen, hoping it 
would divert conversation. It did. The Gävledalanytt employee, Caroline, 
began trying to tell her SVT Teckenspråk colleague of a funny incident that 
had the night before. She had been eating spaghetti and began by trying 
to explain that she had cooked pasta last night. Without any preamble, 
Caroline began to sign this. Unfortunately, she had forgotten or did not 
know the sign for pasta and instead reverted to a typical hearing strategy 
of spelling out the letters of the word. Even though it was only five letters, 
spelling them out was a slow and painful process for someone not used to 
signing. At the time, I was less fluent in sign language and did not realise 
how difficult this exchange would be - for everyone involved. Spelling out 
a word using the signs for individual letters in the alphabet rather than 
the officially recognised sign language sign, making your hands twist into 
shapes they are not used to, and simultaneously remembering to mouth 
the word (not the letters) is demanding work. It occupies your brain so 
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completely that you forget your mouth, face and to look at the person you 
are trying to converse with. This makes understanding difficult for the other 
person and the SVT Teckenspråk employee, Dan, did not at all understand 
what Caroline was trying to communicate. Nor did I. This might in part 
have been because it was such a random start to a conversation. To burst 
out “I cooked pasta last night!” without any context is rather random. These 
kinds of sudden and de-contextualised “outbursts” are, in my experience, 
part of the difficulty of mastering a second (or third) language. Most of 
the SVT Teckenspråk employees would also have understood and made 
allowances for this. Caroline persisted and spelt out, “P”, “A”, “S”, “T”, “A” 
over and over again. Getting faster each time but still not remembering 
to mouth the word or even thinking of an alternative way of relaying the 
information. For example, she could have mimicked winding up pasta on a 
fork or sucking up the spaghetti strand or signing ‘food’ plus ‘Italy’. Using 
this strategy, Caroline might have gotten the message across but in a way 
which could be interpreted as childish.

This example shows that communication between deaf and hearing 
employees at SVT in Falun takes time and effort. It also requires a certain 
attitude that can incorporate less professional types of utterances in a work-
setting. Miming how you eat spaghetti would be uncomfortable for most 
- especially in an official video meeting settings that deals with on work-
related topics. Still, it can help in informal situations where humour and 
tomfoolery does not distract or disrupt but instead can increase a feeling 
of cordiality. Caroline’s incidental ‘conversation’ took about five minutes to 
convey but finally Dan understood and began replying. He started signing 
that he had been searching for something. What he had been searching 
for was however never revealed as Caroline (and I) had such a limited sign 
language vocabulary that we could not understand the sign for ‘searching’. 
We repeatedly had to sign that we did not understand. It looked as if Dan 
were telling us that he had been fishing - an unexpected rejoinder for a 
conversation that began with pasta and last night’s dinner. Another couple 
of minutes passed and finally with an enormous amount of effort both 
Caroline and I understood that Dan had been searching. He completed 
signing what he had been searching for but I did not understand. Perhaps 
Caroline had. In either case, we both smiled and laughed, nodding “Aha”. 
Then everyone dispersed. I could see from Dan’s facial expression that he 
had realised I had not understood but we had to get back to work and ten 
minutes to communicate a story about pasta stretches the limits of interest 
especially when there is work to be done. Nevertheless, SVT Teckenspråk 
was a dual-language editorial. This P.A.S.T.A. example illustrates who 
this dual-language editorial was contingent on the good will, time, and 



  |  153HISTORIES

effort SVT employees in Falun put into communicating with colleagues. It 
also illustrates just how far from realisation this utopian ideal was. There 
was a great deal that could be improved upon and these much-needed 
improvements emerged in discussions about video meeting technology 
and the moves.

Waiting for the move, > 2010
When I first arrived at SVT Teckenspråk, the editorial teams had been in 
Falun for over a year at their offices in Lugnet, a part of Falun just outside 
the city centre. The first move and its upheaval were still fresh in both 
SVT Teckenspråk and the Gäveldalanytt teams’ minds. During this period 
(2010 to mid 2011), SVT Falun had an interim chief and were planning 
yet another relocation. This change of both office location and Editor-in-
Chief at the same time was an eerily similar situation to the first move. 
Then Dövas TV had said goodbye not only to Leksand but to an Editor-in-
Chief who had been at the helm for six years. That move had gone badly 
and the coincidental likeness of events had a subtle impact on the SVT 
Teckenspråk employees compounding the insecurities the move from 
Leksand has engendered. Just as when the editorial had moved from 
Leksand, the interim chief would be replacing a strong figurehead who had 
worked hard to integrate the two different cultures - deaf and Swedish - and 
also the two different work practices (general programming production 

Image 17. Plans and maps for the move to a new office space, Egnellska huset, 
hanging on the noticeboard at Lugnet, 31.03.2011.
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and news production). The temporary nature of an interim chief’s role and 
yet another pending relocation created an air of an uncertainty among all 
employees.

With the upheaval of the move from Leksand still fresh in peoples’ 
memories, there was a perceptible sense of dread surrounding the 
upcoming move. Employee discourse on the move oscillated between this 
apprehension and a hope that things would be better. Manifestations and 
reminders of the move were all around the office in the form of maps of the 
new house (see Image 17); auctions of random items with value - nostalgic 
or fiscal and packed, labelled chests filled with theatre property (see Image 

Image 18. (above) Visual reminders of the upcoming move at SVT Teckenspråk’s 
offices at Lugnet. Items being auctioned laid out on tables in the foyer (left and 
centre), and other items to be put into the theatre property (prop) room in the new 
office space
Image 19. (below) A screenshot from one SVT Gävledalanytt broadcast about the 
move. Source: SVT Play. Aired 20.06.2011, Last Accessed: 18.10.2016.
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18); pamphlets and emails about choice of furniture; reports and points on 
the management meeting agendas; the organisation of teams assigned to 
choose furnishings; and news reports which were filmed and broadcast to 
share this drama with the television public (see Image 19).

These emotions and concerns translated into the ways in which people 
talked about the video meeting technology and set-up. One particular way 
of talking about video meetings that encapsulated the nostalgic feelings 
SVT Teckenspråk employees had for their old office in Leksand was a story 
that criticised the current set-up and emphasised the need for hearing 
people to deeply understand deafness and sign language communication.

The man with a foot in each world
One particular story relating to video meeting technology which similarly 
employed a then-and-now type of framing, speaks volumes about how SVT 
Teckenspråk employees experienced the workplace and video meetings in 
2010. This story is about the video meeting room at Dövas TV in Leksand 
and how well-suited it was to meetings held in Swedish Sign Language and 
with interpreters. I was told various forms of this story by a number of SVT 
Teckenspråk employees. It generally began by explaining video meetings as 
unproblematic, desirable and essential for deaf employees. Recognition of 
the centrality of video meetings was assigned to the past as a vital element 
that had been lost in the The First Move. 

In Leksand, SVT Teckenspråk employees had the perfect set-up with two 
cameras, one on the interpreter and one on the meeting participants. The 
televisions were positioned perfectly so that all in the meeting could see the 
screens: the interpreters and the remote participants as well as those seated 
in the room with them. Two video feeds were sent to from Leksand to the 
other destination be it Stockholm, Örebro or any other location within SVT. 
This set-up was not something that SVT Teckenspråk employees took for 
granted however. It was very much appreciated by all the team, as was the 
person who made it happen - a male employee working in technical support 
at Dövas TV. This man was always mentioned as a driving force and a key 
figure in the setup and maintenance of a an effective video meeting system 
that could accommodate meetings in Swedish, Swedish Sign Language, 
and with interpreters. He was typically described as having a foot in 
both worlds. His parents had been deaf so he understood sign language 
and thereby knew the special requirements sign language and the use of 
interpreters place on video meetings. He had been with SVT Teckenspråk 
after the move but only briefly. Now a pensioner, he had occasionally been 
called in to check the video meeting set-up. When I arrived at SVT in Falun 
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in Autumn, 2010 he had all but disappeared and the video meeting set-up 
in the basement of SVT’s offices in Falun had deteriorated but was still 
functional. It was in this basement room with its neglected video meeting 
technology and its history, where my first chaotic encounter with video 
meetings in sign language and with interpreters (husmötet, Video meeting 
#1, Introduction:3ff.) took place (see Image 20). There were issues with the 
quality of video image and only one of the two cameras was functioning. 
There was no hope that it would be fixed anytime soon either. Perhaps after 

Image 20. A typical meeting held in the basement video meeting room at Lugnet, 
Falun. One video connection to another SVT office and with a meeting held in 
Swedish and Swedish Sign Language using an interpreter, 10.03.2011.

the move. Most of the old Dövas TV employees I talked to would have been 
happy to see ‘the man with a foot in each world’ return. There was even 
half-joking talk of coaxing him out of retirement just to fix the problems 
SVT Teckenspråk was having with the video meeting systems.

These unprompted reminiscences from SVT Teckenspråk employees 
about Dövas TV in Leksand were the first responses I usually received 
when I began asking about video meetings at SVT in Falun. It is important 
to mention that in these moments, I was never given an account of how 
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the video meeting set-up had looked or was received by the Dövas TV 
colleagues in other locations. This history was told from the perspective 
of Dövas TV in Leksand and reflected their experiences. Depending on 
the other party’s video meeting technology, its software capabilities and 
the hardware set-up, the feeds could either have streamed to two separate 
television monitors or to the one monitor which would then be divided 
into two smaller images - one of the Dövas TV team and the other of 
the interpreters. This second option is less optimal unless the television 
monitors are of a dimension large enough to display two images without 
making each tiny. Generally speaking, the smaller the dimensions of the 
image (and the poorer the resolution), the harder it is to distinguish signs, 
expressions. This affects the quality of communication. Not relating the 
way this image was received and telling this account with a purely Dövas 
TV in Leksand focus was a partly a circumstance of telling a story from 
ones own point-of-view and partly a strategic move. It was not important 
how the stream was displayed in the other location when I was told these 
histories. It was important to exemplify how the move to Falun changed 
the way in which Dövas TV employees could use video to communicate for 
the worse. It is about how communication in sign language was no longer 
accommodated when it came to their essential means of communication - 

Image 21. Dövas TV in Leksand before the merger and move to Falun. Source: http://www.
dt.se/dalarna/leksand/dovas-tv-lamnar-vastanvik Last Accessed: 09.11.2016.
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video meetings. 12 This in turn was sometimes linked back to discussions on 
the tvåspråkig redaktion and deaf employees’ need for a  teckenspråkiga 
miljö (sign language environment).

These stories, whether romantic notions of the past or not, are significant 
indicators of how SVT Teckenspråk employees saw their present position 
in Falun and also how they perceived their past. Dövas TV and working in 
Leksand were a lost ideal belonging to a place where the requirements of 
Swedish Sign Language speakers and deaf ways of communicating (and 
thus by extension deaf culture), were fully supported by the technical 
support, the organisations it was tied to (SDR, Västanvik, and lastly SVT), 
and the community of Leksand. The era of Dövas TV and pre-SVT era was 
regarded as having been unproblematic and the image I built from these 
stories is reflected in this publicity shot of a close group of colleagues sitting 
in a circle in their offices in Leksand (see Image 21).

The end of a golden age?
SVT Teckenspråk employees were not the only ones harbouring nostalgic 
thoughts of the past. Telling histories through and using video meeting 
technology was the way SVT Teckenspråk employees told their stories. 
The Gävledalanytt stories about the first move tended to focus on the 
productions which they had worked on. SVT in Falun had a legacy of iconic 
television programs such as Packat och klart or Trafikmagasinet. 13 It was 
this legacy that met the Dövas TV team when they made the first move 
to Falun. The newly minted SVT Teckenspråk editorial had been inserted 
into the already well-established group of editorial teams at SVT in Falun 
- Gävledalanytt and the teams that produced hits shows like Packat och 
klart. SVT Teckenspråk had been assigned a place in the office at Lugnet 
(see Image 22) by SVT in Stockholm and unwittingly filled the gap left 
by the cancellation of the much-loved classic and prestigious television 
shows. For those who had worked on these shows, the sign language 
editorials must have been untimely interlopers pouring salt on the fresh 
wounds. Furthermore, for those who worked on them, leaving these well-
loved productions behind them and moving to work on what might have 

12 In reference once more to the Editor-in-Chief’s letter (Introduction:12ff.).
13 Packat och klart was a travel show that aired on SVT between 1987-2008. It was produced 
in Falun and often aired in a prime-time slot. See http://www.oppetarkiv.se/etikett/titel/Packat_och_klart/ 
Trafikmagasinet was a car show, also produced in Falun and aired on SVT between 1978-2003. See 
http://www.oppetarkiv.se/etikett/titel/Trafikmagasinet/ Both shows seem to have reached a wide and loyal 
audience and their cancellation due to budget cuts at SVT was decried in media reports (see Forsell 2003; 
Jansson 2003; Sundin 2008; http://www.svt.se/nyheter/lokalt/dalarna/falun-packat-och-klart-lamnar-svt-
falun ; http://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=161&artikel=297686 ) All links last accessed: 
11.04.2016.



  |  159HISTORIES

seemed to be programs that had a marginal audience and would never 
become beloved symbols of Swedish television, may have been a bitter pill 
to swallow.

The difference between the groups that had worked on the shows in Falun 
and those coming from Dövas TV hinges perhaps on scale. Packat och 
klart and Trafikmagasinet were shows with huge production teams and 
equally large audiences. The difference in the scale of production between 
the old editorials in Falun and SVT Teckenspråk’s current productions is 
still apparent although their shows are gaining in popularity as the public 
profile of sign language steadily increases. One example of this is the 
attention SVT Teckenspråk and sign language has gained through  the sign 
language performances during the Eurovision contests of 2015 and 2016. 
News reports from Sweden and around the globe printed headlines such 
as “Sweden falls in love with the man who signs for Eurovision heats 14” 
and “Swedish Sign Language Interpreter Steals The Spotlight In Viral 

14 https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/mar/16/sweden-falls-in-love-with-the-man-
who-signs-for-eurovision-heats Last Accessed: 18.09.2016

Image 22. TV-huset (Television House) at Lugnet, in Falun also referred to as ‘the 
old house’  15.04.2011
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Video 15” about sign language interpreter, Tommy Krångh. 16 In 2016, SVT 
Teckenspråk had their own deaf sign language performers perform rather 
than interpret the songs 17. SVT Teckenspråk shows typically air on SVT 2 
and Barnkanalen (Children’s channel), or Kunskapskanalen (Educational 
channel). Some are re-aired on SVT24, the 24 hour broadcast channel. 
While no meaningful comparison can ever be made between shows in 
Swedish and those in Swedish Sign Language due to the unequal number 
of potential viewers, a general indication of the number of viewers might 
help the quantitatively minded make sense of their reach. SVT Teckenspråk 
shows can garner up to 290000 viewers if aired in prime-time slots. 
Diwai Meri - trädkvinnan, for example, attracted between  118 000 - 76 
000 viewers when it was aired at 7:30 p.m. on SVT 2. On the 17th March 
2010, Nyhetstecken was recorded as having 291 000 viewers - the highest 
number of viewers recorded during my time at SVT Teckenspråk (2010-
2012). 18 While official statistics were not available, Swedish newspaper, 
Svenska dagbladet reported in 2005 that Packat och klart had up to two 
million viewers a week during its hey-day in the 1990s. At the time it was 
cancelled it had between 1 000 000 and 60 000 recorded viewers. 19

Despite the initial feelings of discomfort and disruption caused by 
reorganisation, the integration of SVT Teckenspråk with SVT Gävledala 
was well underway and to a certain extent successful by the time I arrived 
in Falun. The office was still described by SVT Teckenspråk employees 
and management as a dual-language editorial (tvåspråkig redaktion) in 
the same sense Dövas TV had been. It was however difficult to see this 
in everyday communication as the P.A.S.T.A. example shows and I have 
interpreted the statement as a goal and a demand SVT Teckenspråk 
employees placed on their employer - SVT in Stockholm. It is a significant 
goal and a justified demand in the Swedish context where well-being and 
equality in the workplace are foundational on an organisational level. 
Employees’ use of this term also shows a collective effort to create a certain 
group dynamic that is inclusive of deafness. Gävledalanytt employees were 
a part of this effort and video meeting technology, in house interpreters, 

15 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/16/swedish-sign-language-interpreter-video_n_6875722.html Last 
Accessed: 18.09.2016
16 There were controversies in deaf circles about whether Krångh was strictly interpreting or whether he was 
performing himself. Some interpreters call this style of translation ‘gestaltning’ - not always strictly translating the words of 
a song but instead focussing on conveying melody, meaning, and emotions. This debate is not included here as its focus is 
more on interpretation rather than ways of being deaf.
17 http://www.svt.se/melodifestivalen/eurovision-song-contest-2016-sands-pa-internationella-tecken Last 
Accessed: 18.09.2016.
18 These figures (and all those in this section) provided by MMS, Mediamätning i Skandinavien (the literal 
translation of this company’s name being: Media measurements in Scandinavia. Most easily equated with international 
television ratings companies like Nielsen, which is affiliated with MMS. See http://mms.se/?page_id=89 Last Accessed: 
11.09.2016). All figures current as of 24.08.2016.
19 See http://www.svd.se/packat--klart-packar-ihop Last Accessed: 18.09.2016
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sign language education, and informal sign language coffee break sessions 
with interpreters there to help hearing employees who were not fluent 
learn, were just some of the initiatives SVT in Falun were working on to 
reach their goal. This was part of a common future for the Gäveldalanytt 
teams and the SVT Teckenspråk editorials to work on. The spectres of the 
old hit shows still haunted the offices however.

Video meetings at Lugnet
The days of excellent video meeting technology tailored for deaf needs 
had passed for the Dövas TV (now SVT Teckenspråk), just as the golden 
age of Packat och klart and Trafikmagasinet had ended for those SVT 
employees who had been based in Falun before the first move and merger 
with the now-called SVT Teckenspråk. It is worth noting that the stories 
of those who had worked on the hit shows in Falun and been a part of 
the glorious past, did not relate in any way to video meeting technology or 
video meetings. This is a first indication of a crucial difference in how video 
meetings are experienced by deaf relative to hearing experiences. Video 
meetings for the deaf are not incidental, can not be overlooked and can 

Image 23. Sign noting that the image quality of the video conference system is 
much worse now than with ‘the old equipment’ and which points out that this makes 
it difficult to intfor the interpreters, 06.04.2011.
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not be by-passed for deaf employees and their hearing co-workers at SVT 
Teckenspråk. For those at Gävledalanytt (the only editorial left from the 
original Falun group after the reorganisation and the first move), video 
meetings were incidental, an everyday day occurrence definitely, yet easy to 
exchange for a telephone meeting. A failure to understand the criticality of 
video meetings for SVT Teckenspråk employees is the first major problem 
at SVT in Falun (and also at SVT in general).

With the ‘man who had a foot in each world’ retired, and a team of technical 
staff that did not have any experience with deaf culture or sign language 
trying to maintain a system they had not designed; the video meeting 
equipment and set-up was less than optimal by the time I arrived at SVT. 
Add to this the rate of obsolescence that is built into technological systems 
and the video meeting technology was in dire need of being updated. Moves 
towards better workplace communication and efforts to encourage fluency 
in sign language for hearing employees had also stagnated. There were 
many reasons for this. The change of Editor-in-Chief and the anticipation 
of the move are two organisational factors. The mix of emotions and air of 
impermanence was apparent even in talks about the video meeting setup. 
In general the SVT offices in Falun and their equipment, specifically the 
video meeting equipment needed updating, reconfiguring and repair. 
There was a notice on one of the office whiteboards the entire time I visited 
at the Lugnet offices of SVT in Falun (over a period of 1 year), complaining 
about the video quality yet no measures were taken to fix this issue. In 
fact, when asked, no-one could actually remember how long the message 
had been up there but all said it had been there a long time (see Image 
23). It was also unclear what was meant by ‘the old equipment’. Did it 
refer to the old video meeting system that pre-dated SVT Teckenspråk’s 
arrival to Lugnet. Or was it referring to the equipment Dövas TV had had 
in Leksand? My questions about this were met with various responses. One 
technical support staff member assured me that the system was exactly the 
same as the one that had been used in Leksand. The debris of old cameras, 
monitors and cables were however evidence that some things had been 
changed but whether it was the Falun set-up or the one from Leksand, was 
never explained clearly.

The impending move meant that these much-needed improvements were 
postponed ‘until the move to the new house’. It also meant that complaints 
about the video meeting room took on a more resigned tone - but one 
which was tinged with a note of optimism. That it was not working right 
now (November 2010) was seen as inconvenient but as most of those 
employees I talked to said, “It will be upgraded and fixed when we move to 
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‘the new house’.” Procrastination in fixing the video meeting setup aside, 
there were definitely complaints about the equipment and how it worked. 
The audio was poor, the frame rate even worse and the colours were not 
true. In addition no-one took responsibility for turning off the automatic 
setting which meant that the video shift and focus on the person talking 
and move away from the interpreters in Falun, when holding meetings with 
more than two locations. This meant that any deaf employees who were 
participating remotely would be unable to see the interpreters in Falun and 
therefore could not follow the conversation. If Gävle, for example started 
talking and the camera shifted to show them, while the interpreters were 
in Falun, then they were no longer visible to deaf colleagues in Stockholm 
effectively cutting them out of the meeting.

Complaints about technology and its shortcomings aside, video meetings 
and the general air of uncertainty about the move were never expressly linked 
with deaf employees or key phrases such as exclusion or discrimination in 
the offices at Lugnet in Falun. It was more what was not said during this 
period. It was not said that deaf employees and SVT Teckenspråk had a place 
at Lugnet. There was no definite sense that SVT Teckenspråk’s arrival and 
the cancellation of two major programs produced by the already existing 
team in Falun heralded a new ‘Dark Age’ at SVT in Falun. The old glory of 
Packat och klart and Trafikmagasinet still hung over the house and was 
mentioned as significant during a guided tour of the building; tied still to 
the rooms where they had been filmed or where the cars had been stored. 
Although one show was cancelled in 2003 and the other in 2008, these 
cancellations and the effects of them were presented as having happened 
recently and still being felt. Many of those working at SVT Teckenspråk 
clearly missed the days when they could travel around the world filming 
exciting shows about new cars and exotic locations. They had not yet seen 
any opportunity to do this through working with SVT Teckenspråk. These 
feelings were sensed or glimpsed in passing comments and unguarded 
moments. Mostly contained these glimpses were rare and when they did 
emerge, difficulties were rationally explained away. More importantly was 
the consideration of the future and its possibilities. Palpable in its absence 
was an enthusiasm about a new era that would come with the move to a 
‘New House’ at this stage. The presence of SVT Teckenspråk had initially 
created problems the the previous Editor-in-Chief had ameliorated by 
encouraging staff to learn Swedish Sign Language and become familiar with 
deaf culture. Even so these measures had not managed to create a feeling 
of looking towards a common future. That was to come with the move to 
‘the new house’. Once the move was completed it became clear that SVT 
employees in Falun had been in some kind of holding pattern - making do 



164  |  HISTORIES

with inferior video meeting technology, helping out in extra ways during an 
interim leadership, and a getting by in a somewhat segregated, uninspired 
workplace.

Locale move and local ‘moves’ >2011
SVT Falun officially completed their move to a new locale in October 2011. 
I missed it as is so often the case with ethnographic ‘poppings in-and-out’ 
of peoples’ lives. You may miss the ‘big’ events -  in this case the actual days 
when the move was logistically carried out. Gleaning information from 
‘after the event’ conversations and online reports, as well as judging from 
the extensive preparations that I did witness during the months preceding 
the move: the actual relocation of furniture, equipment, people; and the 
setting up of data infrastructures, connections and data flows. These all 
seemed to be well executed although the building and furnishing of the 
office space was slightly behind schedule. There were regular visits by 
interested employees to the building site prior to the move and it seemed as 
if enough information about the impending move was distributed among 
employees. Everyone was informed about where their editorial would be 
located, training in how to use the new equipment and software in the 
new editing suites, as well as new procedures for storing data and working 

Image 24. Egnellska huset - SVT 
Teckenspråk & Gävledalanytt’s 
new office right in the centre of 
Falun.
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while linked to the central servers, reporting in raw data, edited data and 
so forth were booked. Permissions to access footage, edit it and save it were 
all updated and negotiated in advance. I visited during the Summer, to see 
how things were progressing only to find a ‘skeleton crew’ of administrative 
staff in the office. These employees had established themselves in the 
almost complete offices to tie up all loose ends while the editorial crews 
were either on holidays, on location filming or helping clean things up 
at Lugnet - the ‘old house’. This part of the move was documented and 
reported on Gävledalanytt. 20 ‘The new house’ was in the centre of Falun 
and in a historic building - Egnellska huset (the Egnellska house) (see 
Image 24). Gävledalanytt had of course covered the news stories relating to 
the house’s tumultuous past and a relation to it was already established. 21 
The general consensus was that this move provided an opportunity for 
SVT Teckenspråk and Gävledalanytt to ‘create’ a workplace together and 
perhaps begin more frequent collaborations. 
The new office space was open plan but strictly speaking, the layout in 

20 See for example a report by Andersson (2011). See also 117 - F-2011-0620-FAREWELL-
TVHUSET.flv and also 134 - Gävledala flyttar från Lugnet - Gävledala SVT Play.wmv (archived news clips 
no longer available online).
21 See Gävledalanytt, morgonnyheter originally broadcast October 2011, Last Accessed: SVT 
Play 2011.10.18.

Image 25. Nyhetstecken’s workspace (left) and Gävledalanytt’s workspace (right) 
which were separated by a walkway leading from the stairs to the kitchen and main 
entrance, 29.03.2011.
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the workplace was not radically different from Lugnet which had had the 
Nyhetstecken team sitting alongside but separate from the Gävledalanytt 
editorial on the ground floor (see Image 25). At Egnellska huset, 
Nyhetstecken had their desks alongside Gävledalanytt on the bottom floor 
just as they had done at Lugnet but slightly closer to each other and with 
a flexible seating arrangements (see Image 26). The studios were also on 
this floor. The difference was that Egnellska huset had large windows that 
opened out on to a square in the centre of town (see Image 27) whereas 
the old house at Lugnet had had smaller windows. The view had been 
acceptable however - a forested car park on one side and an open field on 
the other. Barn and the Kultur- och Samhället editorials were once again 
on the top floor but now, in contrast with ‘the old house’, were sitting in an 
‘open landscape’ with flexible seating (see Image 28). The administrative 
staff also worked on this floor and sat in more fixed arrangements and with 
some allocated desks. This changed the nature of the work practices of 
the two teams significantly and I was told during my visits in November 
2011 that there was more exchange of experience, skills, and knowledge 
between the Barnredaktionen and the Kultur- och Samhället editorial. The 
Nyhetstecken team and the Gävledalanytt teams could also communicate 

Image 26. (left) The open plan arrangements for the Gävledalanytt team around 
the time when the move was carried out, 17.08.2011.
Image 27. (right) My desk for the day at one of the Kultur- och Samhället places 
looking out over the square towards the Falun city centre, 21.11.2011.
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Image 30. Two of SVT staff members 
that worked with SVT Teckenspråk 
behind the scenes in editing, setting 
up the mixing and editing software in 
Egnellska huset, 17.08.2011.

Image 28. (left) The Kultur- och Samhället and Barnredaktion desks on the top 
floor of Egnellska huset right after the move, 19.09.2011.
Image 29. (right) My seat for the day at one of the Gävledalanytt desks looking 
towards Nyhetstecken who are seated behind the bookshelves and stacks of old 
newspapers under the television monitors, 07.12.2011.
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and exchange knowledge more easily now that there were fewer walls 
and thoroughfares dividing the groups. However, there were numerous 
partitions that separated employees from one another and in effect the 
news room workspace was more private that the one at Lugnet (see Image 
29). This suggests that perhaps it was more than interior design that had 
changed the atmosphere among the SVT editorials in Falun. The studio 
was smaller than the enormous studios at Lugnet, which had once needed 
to house cars for Trafikmagasinet but everything was new. Most of the 
outdated equipment from ‘the old house’ that had been piling up in the 
corner of unused rooms was left behind and new more modern hardware 
(and software) was being introduced, hence the tutorials and training for 
SVT employees who would be using them (see Image 30).

The move to Egnellska huset also meant new rooms for meetings but unlike 
with the recording studios and editing suites, there was not necessarily 
going to be new video meeting equipment. As far as the meeting rooms 
went, although the promise had been that these would be far better than the 
basement and small cramped rooms at Lugnet, they were still somewhat 

Image 31. (left) The video meeting room on the ground floor that was later only set 
up for telephone or face-to-face meetings.
Image 32. (right) The new video meeting room, Stora Stöten on the top floor 
near SVT Teckenspråk Kultur- och Samhället and Barnredaktionen as well as the 
administrative staff, video and sound mixing studios, and kitchen.
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insufficient and unsuited to video meetings specifically. There was only one 
video meeting room, Stora Stöten, despite the fact that original plans had 
mapped out two video meeting rooms (see Image 31 & 32). It was not in a 
basement and the furniture easy to move but the actual technology was still 
the same and no extra consideration for the needs of meetings in Swedish 
Sign Language and with interpreters had been made. Most of the examples 
in this thesis actually concern meetings held in this new meeting room - a 
clear improvement on a basement location with its mess of chairs. Changes 
in how meetings were experienced hinged on minor details and the major 
issues arguably remained. This depended on whether the issues are 
considered to be tied to the technology, tied to the space in which meetings 
occur, tied to so-called human-factors, or all three. It will be no surprise 
to hear that this thesis takes the view that all three are significant and that 
the change in location (or space) was not enough to impact video meetings.

Video meetings at Egnellska huset
After relocating to Egnellska huset, ‘the new house’, the issues with video 
meetings were no longer tied to a traumatic move from Leksand to Falun 
and an awkward merger between two cultures, two editorials and two 
languages. They were contingent on the disorganisation that is a ‘natural 
consequence’ of a relocation. At least so the story went when I asked SVT 
employees how their video meetings were going. This is in part a reflection 
of how this move had been accomplished by the two teams. It had been 
planned, executed and carried out by both editorials and together they 
would get over the initial hurdles such as new technology (in the form of 
new editing suites and software) and old technology that was in a mess 
(like the video meeting system). During this period, just after the move 
from ‘the old house’ (Lugnet), SVT employees located in Falun, had initially 
moved on from talking about ‘the man with a foot in each world’ who had 
asserted, acknowledged, and accommodated deaf needs when holding 
video meetings. The previously idealised setup at Leksand was no longer 
part of a romantic vision of the past and a few employees even began to hint 
that, “it hadn’t been that perfect, after all”. This was an interesting change 
in discourse as the equipment set up in Stora Stöten was exactly the same 
as when it had been in the basement and while the technical components 
were all still the same, their arrangement was such that it could even be 
argued that the video meeting set-up had changed for the worse.

A brief glance at the room and most video meeting experts, regardless of 
considerations for sign language, would identify the following issues. The 
lighting was not optimal especially for communicating via video in sign 
language. There were windows on two sides and the light streamed in 
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Image 35. (left) The monitor standing on a small television cabinet in the 
basement meeting room at Lugnet, 31.03.2011.
Image 36. (right) The monitor and camera on a stand that raised the camera to a 
height >175cm in Stora Stöten, 21.11.2011.

Image 34. (above) A few seconds later 
during the same meeting but with my 
camera automatically compensating for 
the light coming through the windows. 
This image refelcts to a certain degree of 
certainty what the video meeting camera is 
relaying to Stockholm.

Image 33. (left) The light streaming in the windows and my camera adjusted 
manually to focus on the people.
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on such an angle that it threw the meeting participants’ faces into relief - 
especially in the afternoons (see Image 33 & 34). The camera was forced 
to compensate and the image transmitted to locations such as Stockholm 
would have shown high contrasts making it difficult to distinguish details 
such as facial expressions and direction of gaze. The television monitor was 
now placed at least 1.5 metres off the ground on a stand instead of being 
placed on a low television cabinet like at Lugnet (see Image 35 & 36) so that 
anyone sitting at the meeting table needed to crane their heads in order to 
see the screen. This was very strenuous for deaf employees and interpreters 
who were required to watch the screen closely during meetings, in contrast 
to hearing employees who often made notes, checked their phone messages 
or just stared out the window. Furthermore the table was shiny and white, 
reflecting the light in all the wrong ways, and at various times of the day 
sunlight through windows behind the monitors became a problem. There 
were also issues with privacy and noise levels, and the actual video setup 
which was not yet optimal for the presence of interpreters or indeed for 
any meeting where the participants were required to look at the screen for 
longer periods of time. Because the monitor was placed too high up and 
the camera was on top of the monitor, all the remote participant could 
see by default was the tops of the Falun employees’ heads - in silhouette 
because of the bad lighting. These kind of conditions may not be so serious 
for regular video meetings but for sign language they make it extremely 
difficult to read the facial expressions and see the signs being signed. In 
addition to this no improvement in the frame rate or resolution had been 
made. The entire set-up required considerable fiddling with the remote 
and most importantly, someone to take on this responsibility. No longer 
able to blame these on the first move from Leksand to Falun, these were 
identified as teething problems associated with the move and so the history 
changed.

During an interview conducted after the move I asked the question of how 
one employee in Stockholm felt the video meetings were  in comparison 
with those before (when they had been held in the basement at Lugnet). 
They answered,

I can say that the environment has become worse, it has become er- 
the furniture um- the light that streams into the room and affects the 
entire image so that it is worse now. In the old office space, we were in 
the basement- where it was easier to re-arrange the furniture so that it 
suited better- depending on what type of meeting we were having. We 
now have the prob- We now have an enormous table in the room. Huge. 
You can dismantle it and change its shape and re-arrange it but there 
is- it takes up so much room. It is a really big table that takes up so 
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much space in the room and it is disruptive. It has become worse. So I 
feel that... it has become- you are tied to the furniture in a different way 
than before. I’m not saying it was good before too...I mean [here the 
interpreter interrupts her translation to correct the previous sentence]... It 
has become even worse.

Jag kan säga så här miljön har blivit sämre, det har blivit er- möblerna er- ljuset 
som kommer in i rummet och påverkar hela bilden så att det har blivit sämre. I den 
gamla lokalen vi satt ju då i källaren- var det lättare då att möblera om på ett bra 
sätt eft- beroende på vilken typ av möte man skulle hålla. Men nu är det proble- 
man har ett jätte stort bord i rummet. Jätte jätte stort. Man kan ju plocka isär det 
bordet och ändra om och möblera om men det är... det tar så mycket plats. Det 
är ett jätte stort bord som tar så mycket plats i rummet och det stör. Det har blivit 
sämre. Så känner jag det. Det har blivit- Man är mer låst vid möblemanget på ett 
helt annat sätt än tidigare. Jag säger inte att det har varit bra förut också asså... 
det har inte varit bra förut [tolk avbryter sig själv här för att rätta ett fel i hennes 
tolkning]...Det har blivit ännu sämre.

While this Stockholm-based member of the team had noticed negative 
differences, those based in Falun were still looking at the same image as 
before. Stockholm had not changed their meeting room or moved offices, 
so they failed to remark on any changes in the quality of the video meetings 
at their end. For them things were working well, for the most part. This 
difference in perception of how the video meetings went suggests not 
only the important difference in what is perceived by each participant 
in the meeting (see Materialities:277ff.) but also, it hints at another, less 
tangible factor  - what does it mean to tell a story about something like 
video meetings and how are the people involved in telling the story, those 
receiving the story and their current place in time and space important 
factors in this telling? This question is reminiscent of Haraway’s example 
of Jim’s Dog. A mossy tree stump, photographed by a friend and sent to 
Haraway. The stump which resembled a dog in the photographer’s mind/
eye, was a meaningful exchange and gesture of friendship when sent to dog-
lover, Haraway. Haraway (2008) writes that walking past the stump, Jim, 
her friend, had noted that it resembled a dog, the photo was taken and later 
shared. The moment seemed immortalised and the stump would forever 
be a dog. However, walking by the same place but at a different time, in a 
different light, the stump no longer resembled a dog and the dog-stump 
was now a shared memory and a shared photograph that represented their 
friendship (see Haraway 2008:4ff.). Haraway goes on to link the stump 
to pasts - ecological and political histories and how species intertwine - 
dogs, trees, people, and technologies (ibid.) While video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk are arguably a more hybrid monster than a mossy stump, 
they too can be examined in this vein.
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The meaning behind telling a story (or not telling it in this case) can be 
as simple as wanting to improve the experience of video meetings and 
therefore relating its issues and shortcomings. Or it can be rather more 
complex as in the case of those at SVT Teckenspråk in Falun who told 
the story of the man with feet in both worlds to signal the difference 
between deaf and hearing, the importance of understanding both, and 
how video meetings were a perfect example of times when this lack of 
shared knowledge impacts on situated knowings. There was also another 
factor that might have influenced the absence of a view that things had 
become worse. One that did not relate directly to the physicality of the 
meeting space and yet which was directly tied to the move and relocation 
to a new office space. SVT Teckenspråk employees had perhaps ceased to 
feel as if they were in someone else’s office space. Both SVT Teckenspråk 
and Gävledalanytt employees were equally new to Egnellska huset. There 
was no need, yet, to focus on how video meetings represented a schism, 
based on misunderstanding and lack of knowledge, between the SVT 
Teckenspråk and Gävledalanytt. The issue of video meetings and video 
meeting technology had momentarily fallen into the background and 
become a relatively minor part of another type of story with a different set of 
situations that worked towards creating a new kind of knowledge (Haraway 
1988; 2008). This change illustrates the centrality of situated knowings 
to people’s articulations on technology. It also reinforces theories that “...
the domain of technology and that of everyday experience are mutually 
constitutive” (Dourish & Bell 2011:73). The problems with video meetings 
were not as prominent nor given as central a place in the histories of SVT 
Teckenspråk in Falun as they had been previously. The history was being 
written and focussing on other elements of working life such as learning to 
use the new editing suites, finding a place to sit and adapting to the new 
Editor-in-Chief who had finally been instated. It seemed that at SVT in 
Falun, the move to the New House meant that coming to terms with the 
newness momentarily drew attention away from stories based on the past.

Money talks
Once the office gained a sense of normalcy after the move, the discussion 
about video meetings and the inferior technology resumed. When would 
the video meeting system be updated? It was still not good enough for 
easy communication in Swedish Sign Language. While the topic was 
rarely discussed unless I asked about it specifically, the dominant story 
being told was that the video meeting technology would be updated soon. 
At one meeting (not a video meeting) that was held during the months 
immediately succeeding the move, the topic was put on the meeting 
agenda. Perhaps taking advantage of my presence at the meeting, one of 
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the SVT Teckenspråk employees raised the issue of video meetings. Now 
that they had moved, the excuse of waiting until the move was over, no 
longer applied. It was time to improve the video meeting system. The 
response was, “yes, the video meeting system should be updated but 
who would pay for it and be responsible for paying and taking care of its 
maintenance?” Would it be Gävledalanytt who used the meeting system 
every morning for their news broadcast planning meetings? Or should it 
be SVT Teckenspråk who could not do without it and used it for a large 
number of their meetings? Gävledalanytt, it was argued could simply just 
not use it if it got too bad. What motivation would they have to take extra 
out of their budget to pay for something that was a bonus?

This view that a visual means of communicating was a bonus was 
perhaps not the usual way of articulating Gävledalanytt perspectives 
on video meetings but when it came to discussions about budget and 
responsibilities, this was how video meetings were framed - as a luxury 
that could be dispensed with. Such a formulation could appear strategic, as 
SVT Teckenspråk had consistently emphasised the fact that video meetings 
were indispensable for the deaf employees (as the Editor-in-Chief’s initial 
letter underlined, Introduction:12ff.). The responsibility, the cost, and the 
burden would perhaps fall squarely on SVT Teckenspråk’s shoulders. This 
was a contentious issue then as there were times when SVT Teckenspråk 
did not use the video meeting system at all, such as when Louisa and other 
Stockholm editorial members were in Falun or those months when they 
were on location filming. Gävledalanytt, on the other hand, used the video 
meeting system every day without exception. Or rather, with the exception 
of those days the video meeting system did not work. The meeting at 
which this discussion took place ended without a decision, but the issue 
had been raised and noted in the meeting minutes. The entire discussion 
felt uncomfortable and unresolved - as if some of those unspoken tensions 
pertaining to matters of equal treatment and access to information had 
been awoken.

In some ways, placing the responsibility on the shoulders of SVT 
Teckenspråk was to imply that their deafness meant they had to take on 
extra responsibilities that the hearing, Gävledalanytt people would benefit 
from but which their privilege allowed them to ignore. Once more a 
reminder to all - SVT Teckenspråk employee and ethnographer alike - that 
video meetings were not something deaf employees could ignore. It would 
possibly also have wider implications as the budget spent on video meeting 
systems so that SVT Teckenspråk employees could do their jobs and 
collaborate over distances, could no longer be used for program production 
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and thereby had a trickle-down effect on programming decisions. Less 
money in the budget would mean less funds for program productions. This 
in turn would mean fewer shows in sign language. The same logic applied 
for Gävledalanytt - money spent on video meeting equipment could not be 
spent on new cameras, better mobile broadcasting units and so forth. A 
potential solution might be to put the responsibility onto the regional office 
budget and thereby save the editorials the expense. This was discussed 
during the meeting but was not offered as a final solution. Internal politics? 
An expensive relocation which had already strained the budget? Other 
plans to develop and improve the teckenspråkig miljö (dual language 
work environment)? Many reasons for a lack of resolution may have been 
behind this problematic discussion. It was not a topic I could easily probe 
without risking future exclusion from these types of meetings. It was also 
not a topic that anyone seemed ready to delve into and the meeting ended 
on a convivial note, everyone leaving the room smiling.

The Demo
While I did not probe deeper on the issue of budgeting, I did continue 
to investigate the more general topic of new video meeting technology, 
asking the IT support staff in Falun for more information on that front. It 
was acknowledged that improvements needed to be made but that these 
changes could not be realised until new video hardware and software was 
purchased. This purchase of new video equipment was something that 
was still under negotiation. The ways in which this process of waiting and 
negotiating were carried out make for a new story of my own making, 
through my discussions and relations with SVT employees, about how 
being deaf at SVT Teckenspråk was next created. Instead of being a story 
of SVT Teckenspråk as interlopers or even of the entire group in Falun 
making a new start, the story gained an added dimension of centre versus 
periphery, organisation versus organs (or the abstract collective versus the 
concrete group of individuals with specific needs). There was an element 
of ‘making a new start’ and a collective better future which translated 
into new efforts to improve the video meeting technology. These were not 
without their obstacles, however. 

Although, everyone at SVT in Falun was in agreement that the video 
meeting set-up needed improvement and yet most were hesitant to make 
any decisions about this. A major part of this hesitation was the regulations 
that apply to government organisations on the purchase of goods and 
services. SVT, although run by a foundation, is still classified as a state-
run organisation. The procurement process (upphandling) involves many 
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Image 37. The demo set-up during the actual demo. The aftermath was even less 
pretty and caused Gävledalanytt significant problems at their morning meeting the 
next day (see Image 38 & 39), 24.02.2012.

different steps and is regulated by law (SFS Lag 2007:1091 22). Broadly 
explained, these laws are intended to guarantee fairness in business-
related decisions and to discourage favouritism based on prior personal 
or business relations. Purchasing new video technology for SVT in Falun, 
therefore, needed to comply with state-regulated procurement procedures 
even though it was not a purchase for the entire SVT organisation. The 
initial idea had been to acquire a new video meeting system as soon as the 
move had been completed. However, the central office in Stockholm had, 
for a number of years, been in the process of buying new video meeting 
equipment for the whole of SVT in Sweden that put a stop to any individual 
efforts on the regional editorial office-front. Progress with the central 
procurement process had been extremely slow and in mid-2011 had still not 
entirely begun in earnest. SVT in Falun negotiated with SVT in Stockholm 
that SVT Teckenspråk had different requirements and should be allowed 
to purchase their own video meeting technology ahead of SVT’s centralised 
purchase. The need at SVT in Falun was seen as acute as their current 
video set-up was not sufficient for comfortable communication in Swedish 
Sign Language and with interpreters. Finally the new Editor-in-Chief in 
Falun came to an agreement with SVT in Stockholm about their need for 
new equipment based on a presentation of SVT Teckenspråk’s special 

22 See 4 kap for specifics in Swedish. http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/
dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-20071091-om-offentlig-upphandling_sfs-2007-1091 
Last Accessed: 03.08.2016
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requirements - having interpreters present, needing two cameras and high 
resolution image quality. This was enough to grant Falun’s IT support 
staff permission to begin looking into purchasing new equipment without 
involving SVT’s central organisation. The SVT Falun technical support 
staff began the process of working out what their actual requirements were, 
getting quotes, and organising demonstrations of various video meeting 
systems.

When I visited SVT in Falun in the end of November 2011, a few months 
after the move, the technical support staff had been investigating the 
potential options and specifically looking for a system that could be tailor-
made to suit communication in sign language and with interpreters. A 
few months later, a demonstration of one potentially configurable system 
took place during this part of my fieldwork. As far as demonstrations 
go, this one was messy. The set-up process was difficult because the 
system required more cameras than usual and the existing video meeting 
system was still installed in the same room. The salespeople doing the 
demonstration had brought all their own cables, monitors, video meeting 
hardware and microphones. These were set-up alongside and entangled 
with the SVT’s current video meeting system. This was a system that had 
plenty of redundant parts, cables and technological objects (speakers, extra 
cameras, old, three remotes, renegade webcameras, etc). The end result 
was a mess (Image 37) - cables, black boxes, monitors, microphones, and 
speakers arranged haphazardly in a fitting reflection of the human chaos 
that was the overriding impression given by Video meeting #1 (husmötet). 

During this sales demonstration, the technical support staff, an interpreter, 
and a hearing employee familiar with video meetings in sign language were 
all asked to participate and conduct a test ‘meeting’. No deaf SVT employee 
was present at any point during the demonstration. Nor did the test meeting 
involve communication between more than two people. The interpreter 
was invited and asked to ‘represent’ a deaf person communicating. The 
hearing person in another location, although familiar with meetings in sign 
language did not attempt to have a conversation in sign language with the 
interpreter. There was a lot of handing waving to simulate signing while 
both interpreter and the other person spoke to each other and the rest of 
the group in Falun. There was much talking and a primary focus on the 
technical aspects. This was necessary as lag in the image and blurring or 
pixelation are all significant obstacles to communication in sign language, 
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in addition to those problems mentioned by employees during interviews. 23 
These kinds of demonstrations could and mostly like would, have become 
more organised and systematic as time progressed and the IT support staff 
came to grips with the specific problems associated with video meetings in 
sign language and with interpreters. One key stage in the demonstration 
process would hopefully have been be to invite deaf employees to test the 
equipment - not just interpreters. As it was in November 2011, apart from 
the important interpreter perspective, the demonstrations had been based 
on estimated guesses about deaf needs from hearing employees experienced 
with communication in sign language. Unlike in Leksand, the IT support 
staff were not deaf and did not have deaf parents. They had their feet firmly 
planted in one world - the hearing world. The salesmen from the company 
also had no experience of meetings in sign language, with interpreters, 
or with a configuration of deaf and hearing co-workers. As a result, the 
demonstrations were an ominous echo of my very first encounter with 
video meetings at SVT - the house meeting. The demonstration was filled 
with the babble of hearing voices focussed on technological solutions that 
understood deafness and sign language as just one more design variable 
to be taken into consideration. Hearing approximations of deafness albeit 
well-meant were an inadequate substitute for a real sense of what being 
deaf in video meetings was like. Even at the demonstration stage, these 
video meetings promised only further chaos (see Histories:179, see also 
Image 38 & 39).

Chaotic reconfigurations
Much like the house meeting and my first encounter with video meetings 
in sign language, Swedish and with interpreters, the demonstrations 
were a chaotic blend of hearing people familiar with sign language (such 
as interpreters and SVT staff), fluent, or partially fluent; and those with 
knowledge of video meeting equipment and its technical requirements. 
Note that those familiar with the way in which video meeting equipment 
worked on a technical level were rarely part of actual video meetings. The 
situated knowings of video meetings at this stage, and by this particular 
configuration of people, was definitely technology-based rather than 
experience-based. This element of procurement was about solving a 
language and communication-based problem through adapting technology 
designed by and built for video meetings among hearing people. You could 
characterise this Falun-based effort to define the requirements needed by 

23 Material from these interviews has not generally been included in this thesis which focusses 
on examinations of actual meetings primarily in contrast to what is said about them. However occasional 
quotes taken from interviews are used to support my interpretations such as in Histories (171f.) and 
Alterities (309f.)
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deaf and hearing video meetings as aiming for inclusion of a marginal ‘user 
group’ through reconfiguring  technology to suit particular situations. This 
reconfiguration is not meant in the same way as Suchman’s (2007) human-
machine reconfigurations but in fact, it could be understood in those terms 
if we extend the boundaries of any human-machine encounter to include 
the histories and the design of technologies.

For Suchman, interactions between human and machine are characterised 
as particular, more and less durable arrangements between persons and 
machines and “...whose reiteration and/or reconfiguration is the cultural 
and political project of design in which we are all continuously implicated” 
(2007:285). At SVT Teckenspråk this “cultural and political project” 
extends beyond the video meeting as a place, activity, event and moment 
of intra-action between deaf, hearing, technology and interpreter (see 

Meetings:109f.). It draws in the organisation, its routines, its relation to the 
Swedish state and its regulations as well as other companies, technologies 
and experts who ‘know about’ video meeting technology. Demonstrations 
of different video meeting systems become a part of how video meetings 
are made at SVT Teckenspråk - for better or worse. The technical support 

Image 38. The video meeting 
room shortly before the 
Gävledalanytt people came 
in to hold their meeting and 
with the furniture as it was left 
from the previous days guest 
presentation. Just another 
reconfiguration of the video 
meeting room that changed the 
way video meetings were held 
that day.
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staff make video meetings and reconfigure the technology to incorporate 
their notions of what it means to be deaf and hold video meetings in both 
Swedish and Swedish Sign Language with interpreters. This in turn is 
played out in the way they configure the technology and its set-up. These 
hearing notions of deafness define what is available for SVT Teckenspråk 
employees when they hold video meetings. This relationality underlines 
the importance of having a deaf perspective in SVT procurement processes 
be they on the local Falun level or at the centralised level. Had the Falun-
based procurement process continued, there might have been issues 
with the range of interpretations of what holding video meetings in sign 
language entailed and the lack of a deaf employee point of view. On the 
other hand, the technical support staff and interpreters were more familiar 
with sign language communication than SVT’s technical staff based in 
Stockholm and a Falun-based procurement process meant that there 
would be opportunities to test the equipment in situ. A local initiative had 
clear advantages and would also mean fewer different groups and their 
needs had to be considered, juggled, and necessarily compromised.

As it turned out, this demonstration had a ripple effect and the next 
day the demonstration chaos affected the Gävledalanytt team’s regular 
morning meeting. 24 After finishing their demonstration with lunch, the 
test video meeting equipment was left set up. The cables winding around 
other cables, impossible to trace back to their source easily mixed in with 
those of the old Polycom system. While the intention might have been for 
SVT employees to test it over the next few days, the old system had been 
reconnected immediately and was ready for use in the morning meeting 
for Gävledalanytt the next day. Except it was not ready. Somewhere in the 
mass of lines, the wrong cable had been plugged into the wrong socket or 
completely missed out. In any case, the Gävledalanytt morning meeting 
the next day began in confusion and was eventually cancelled. Although 
the team leader had been able to connect all three locations and get an 
image, there was no sound. Gävle waved hand-written notes at the screen 
saying they could hear everything and all was fine for them. Hudiksvall 
gave no indication that they even knew there was a problem but in Falun, 
there was no audio and in the end, each editorial - Hudiksvall, Gävle, and 
Falun - all held their own concurrent but separate meetings. Later in the 
day, the technical support staff solved the issue by plugging in the audio 

24 It was not only the demonstration that caused issues for the Gävledalanytt editorial. An irregular 
presentation held by an invited guest had taken place in Stora Stöten the day before and the furniture had 
been arranged in an unusual way so that it faced the windows and a large whiteboard on the right hand 
side of the room rather than the television monitors and video cameras. The furniture had been left in this 
arrangement and some people sat with their profiles towards the cameras that morning rather than move 
all the chairs (Image 38 & 39).



  |  181HISTORIES

cable. Still, the local efforts to buy new video equipment had already upset 
video meeting routines.

The significance of SVT in Falun’s move to procure their own video 
meeting technology is much greater than the mild and temporary chaos it 
engendered. The story of a Falun-based procurement and a demonstration 
was not about including deaf employees or making them equal in any 
concrete sense and yet is shows local efforts to incorporate deaf ways of 
communicating and SVT Teckenspråk into SVT in Falun. It also signifies 
a new start, a new initiative and a way of including deaf employees in a 
way that differed from the general modus operandi at the Old House. IT 
support took an active role in considering sign language and deaf needs in 
video meetings. The video meeting system was less than optimal and they 
had taken on the responsibility of addressing this. It was not being put off 
or ignored as unimportant. By extension and inspired by the use of video 
meetings as a metaphor for the difference between the offices of Dövas TV 
in Leksand and those at Lugnet in Falun, I tell this story as one of change 
in the way SVT Teckenspråk employees were perceived and how deafness 

Image 39. Members of the Gävledalanytt team beginning to come into Stora Stöten 
for the morning meeting. Hudiksvall is already connected and Gävle will arrive soon 
too - only to discover that there is no sound heard in Falun.
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in video meetings at SVT come into being. 

Arguably more important, the regional office was now a unified group 
of deaf and hearing, of SVT Teckenspråk and Gävledalanytt, standing 
in opposition to the centralised part of the organisation in Stockholm. 
Centralised efforts to procure new video meeting technology had stagnated 
and hit obstacle after obstacle. This delay in the purchase of new equipment 
had had serious consequences for SVT Teckenspråk. Enough was enough. 
The group in Falun banded together and would solve this problem despite 
SVT in Stockholm (but with their support). The story is of a united group 
of employees working to support the dual language workplace. This unified 
stand outwards and directed towards SVT in Stockholm, masked the 
slight chaos of demonstrations, misunderstandings of deafness, deferred 
discussions on budgets, equal distribution of responsibility, fairness, 
access and power relations between the two editorials. It was however, an 
improvement on the impression given by the story of the man with feet 
in both worlds and tales of the first move. Much better the wound made 
from severing ties with Leksand and Västanvik school  be covered with a 
plaster of dissatisfaction with a central organisation, as one anonymous 
SVT employee light-heartedly expressed.

That they now see Stockholm as their greatest enemy sounds like a- is
 great! They have then- they’ve moved forward. Hav- That is very good.

Att de (nu) har Stockholm som främsta fiende tycker jag låta som en... alldeles 
utmärkt! Då har de- de har er- De har flyttat fram. Ha- det är jätte bra.

In the end, the technical support staff and their regional procurement efforts 
were cut short by the untimely (re-)start of SVT’s central investigation into 
purchasing new video equipment. Just as SVT Falun was about to begin 
solving their issues on their own, SVT in Stockholm reversed their prior 
decision and SVT in Falun was obliged to take part in the centralised 
purchase of new video meeting technology. This process was more 
formal and organised centrally which impacted upon SVT Teckenspråk’s 
opportunities to contribute and put forth their requirements. Not only 
were deaf needs to be considered but other sub-groups within SVT as 
well as the SVT majority group’s needs were overweighed. Official surveys 
were sent to each regional office’s service technicians and filled out. SVT in 
Stockholm assigned the task of investigating the issue more thoroughly to 
a member of the information technology strategic team. These surveys and 
the material from a number of interviews were then collected, meetings 
were held with communications officers, and the major requirements 
of a video meeting system determined. This was the first stage in SVT’s 
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official and government regulated procurement process. Now complete, 
the central procurement of new video meeting technology ultimately and 
supported by its structures and decision-making mechanisms, prioritised 
the (hearing) majority requirements rather than the specific minority 
needs of the deaf. 25

Writing histories
All these different turns and events might seem convoluted and unrelated 
but they are tied together by SVT employees, video meetings and the 
researcher herself, and are part of a larger story. It is a story that is told 
by describing the ways in which hearing employees at SVT in Falun talked 
about (and engaged with) the struggle to get new video meeting equipment 
in the procurement process; the ways in which deaf employees relayed their 
pasts, and the people and places in them; and the way both hearing and 
deaf worked towards new futures within the organisation. The story of the 
man with feet in both worlds and the first move relate to a better past and 
a currently uncomfortable situation. The story of the move acts as a bridge 
between the past and the future of ‘the new house’. It has both elements 
of dread and hope when it comes to the group in Falun and video meeting 
technology. Telling the story of local ‘moves’ to purchase video meeting 
technology forecasts a change to the way of being together at SVT in Falun 
where deaf employees were not being pushed to one side or ignored. They 
were instead considered and included - albeit in a completely messy and 
misunderstood way. But was it really so? While the story could be told this 
way, in actual fact the lack of involvement of deaf employees - for whatever 
reason - argues against this. It argues for a story that shows SVT in Falun 
as misunderstanding deafness and video meetings despite intentions. This 
contradiction is a recurring theme on various planes and manifests not 
only in histories but in the deaf materialities of video meetings.

This example of how people told their stories of video meetings especially 
during their time at Dövas TV,  including those briefly mentioned stories 
of the past glory days of SVT in Falun, is a worlding of SVT Teckenspråk, 
deafness and video meetings alongside me, the researcher who is interested 
in video meeting technology. The employees at SVT Teckenspråk were 
signalling that video meetings are not just about the technology. They 
are about the past, they are about the people and they are about the 
understandings that are shared. The process of holding a meeting is a 
situated knowing - a process of creating knowledges that emerge out of 

25 The majority of this procurement process was not a part of my fieldwork and is therefore only a 
footnote to this part of the discussion on video meetings, deafness and SVT.
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these histories and alongside them. The ‘Leksand ideal’ that existed before 
the first move was set in stark contrast with SVT Teckenspråk employees’ 
2010 position in Falun in the light of the move’. More importantly,the state 
of the video meeting technology symbolised this less than ideal situation. 
Those I talked to used the example of video meeting technology and its less 
than optimal set-up as a means of conveying to me - a researcher interested 
in video meetings - much more than the way in which they experienced 
video meetings, as well as the way these meetings were carried out in 
Swedish, Swedish Sign Language, and with interpreters present. These 
stories were used to illustrate the relations being made at SVT Teckenspråk 
(by people and technologies). I have borrowed these stories and retold them 
to illustrate how video meetings stretch beyond moments of interactions, 
to far outside the boundaries of meeting rooms and even organisations, 
and onwards to the blurry borders of different cultures and ways of being.

Whether it was a strategic and conscious decision or not, the SVT 
employees stories of video meetings and their technologies were woven 
like a cat’s cradle - telling a tale of one thing while conveying a less tangible 
‘something else’. The ways in which Grandma Margaret explains how to 
make the string figures of two coyotes running maps onto the straight-
forward seeming lists of problems and experiences with video meeting 
and its technology in this section (see also Vitalities:193ff.). Yet Grandma 
Margaret shows not only how to make the string figures but also about tells 
her grandson the legend of the constellations. The tales of video meeting 
technologies in Leksand, at Lugnet in Falun and in the new house are in 
a similar manner, stories of being deaf at SVT Teckenspråk told through 
the metaphor of video meetings and their technology. The making of the 
cat’s cradle is ongoing as people tell tales of their experiences of video 
meetings and yet, the stories extend even further into other worlds. Just 
as in the case of Grandma Margaret and her grandson’s YouTube clip 
which became more than a grandson and grandmother creating shared 
knowledges together. The knowledge became in a sense a situated knowing 
and a process of knowledge creation that drew in every person who saw the 
video clip - Donna Haraway, hundreds of her students, random YouTube 
viewers, and Navajo people, to name only a few groupings. In a similar 
although much less expansive way, SVT Teckenspråk employees were 
together with me creating shared (and situated) knowings that take on new 
meanings and are understood in multiple ways. The employees who had 
worked at Dövas TV were telling me about the differences between hearing 
and deaf, what it is like to work in a hearing-majority organisation, what 
SVT is like as an organisation, how this affects them as deaf people and 
how these things have changed over time. I these stories into my thesis and 
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they take on different significance.

If we focus on these histories I have gleaned and partially been told through, 
with and by SVT employees, the video meeting technology and video 
meetings, the flaws of the video meeting system are real. However as with 
many mundane problems, these technical problems are symptomatic of 
larger social issues that appear in organisations and are related to feelings 
of job security, belonging and working together. In writing this history of 
the move, stories of procurement, demonstrations and budget discussions, 
and linking them permanently to perceptions of video meeting technology, 
I as ethnographer am making a connection between factors that some at 
SVT Teckenspråk might see as unrelated. Yet moving offices, getting new 
rooms, new seating arrangements, new equipment and working in slightly 
different ways is significant for video meetings. So too, were the local 
moves to acquire new video meeting systems. It was creating an exception 
to a rule and signified SVT in Falun as positioning itself as a unified and 
collectively marginalised (based on their regional location) part of a larger, 
centralised organisation It changes the group dynamic, the way work is 
done and in turn these changes carry through to how people communicate 
and finally, how they communicate via video technology.

During video meetings SVT employees also bring their pasts, presents, and 
futures with them and these interplay in processes of mean-making, sharing 
information, and weaving understandings - worlding. These histories, like 
the organisations and characteristics of meetings are all part of the ways 
in which being at SVT Teckenspråk emerges, changes, and ‘becomes with’. 
The difficulty in this study is being able to pin-point those moments when 
pasts and presents intersect and futures visibly intervene during video 
meetings. Nevertheless, these histories provide crucial context and qualify 
the ways in which video meetings are understood and perceived by SVT 
Teckenspråk employees. Similar to my efforts to establish and recognise a 
deaf visuality (inspired by the ways in which SVT Teckenspråk employees 
work, collaborate, and converse), discussing histories also underlines the 
SVT Teckenspråk assertion that video meetings (and video communication) 
are central to maintaining a dual-language workplace. This dual-language 
workplace has clear ties to moral concepts such as equal treatment and 
anti-discrimination supported by organisational mechanisms (such as 
policy, affirmative action efforts, and education). While these mechanisms 
impact upon video meetings in certain instances such as procurement, this 
thesis has limited itself to tracing how these ideals have become a part of 
the ‘video-meeting rhetorics’ of the SVT Teckenspråk editorials and their 
employees.
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To summarise, the essence of this chapter is two-fold. Firstly, I have show 
that there are many different stories about video meeting technology 
at SVT and secondly, that these stories are important. They are told by 
different people for different reasons, tied to their contexts, the politics 
and the situations in which people and technologies come to be through 
processes of ’becoming with’. These stories are there, in the room, with 
people and technologies while they are holding video meetings in Swedish 
and Swedish Sign Language with interpreters present. Besides there being 
many stories surrounding video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk in Falun; 
these stories that are inter-woven over and through time. They can not be 
forced into categories such as past, present and futures. They bleed into 
each other. Histories of the past, of the future and accounts of the present 
are becoming, become and became only to resume becoming: the pasts; 
the pasts that were pasts then; the futures of then that are now pasts; and 
the present which is now past. Also the time that has passed and continues 
to pass has influenced the ways in which I have looked at stories of video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Things that have not happened and did not 
happen but were expected or hoped to have happened, have affected the 
stories of the past and of the future as well as the present that is now past. 
Barad writes:

This ‘beginning’, like all beginnings, is always already threaded 
through with anticipation of where it is going but will never simply 
reach and of a past that has yet to come. It is not merely that the 
future and the past are not ‘there’ and never sit still, but that the 
present is not simply here-now. Multiply heterogeneous iterations 
all: past, present, and future, not in a relation of linear unfolding, 
but threaded through one another in a nonlinear enfolding of 
spacetimemattering, a topology that defies any suggestion of a 
smooth continuous manifold. (2010:244)

These histories are minuscule atoms of an non-linear unfolding continuous 
manifold and I ask any reader to take them as such - continuously unfolding 
parts of SVT Teckenspråk. The heterogeneous iterations of video meetings 
at SVT Teckenspråk are meant to haunt us as readers all the way into the 
following chapter on Vitalities.



IX
VITALITIES
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In the previous chapter on Histories, I told my stories and other peoples’ 
stories of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. For some, this might have 
seemed hedonistic anecdotalism. Feminist perspectives argue however that 
these stories (or histories) haunt the ways in which we act in the world and 
become with that which surrounds us. Haraway’s (2008) examples of Jim’s 
dog and my interpretation of the cat’s cradle (Haraway 2011; Theory:37ff.) 
examples speak to this. Barad (2010) refers to histories and how they 
materialise in acts as ‘hauntologies’. They are those stories, contexts, 
experiences, and former paths taken which accompany the entanglements 
of lives, matter, and light along their way through ‘split-slits’, happenings, 
events, and situations. Ultimately histories and happenings bringing 
forth diffractions and quantum entanglements (Barad 2007, 2010). In 
this research project, histories which haunt the discourse and ways of 
using video meeting technology are those such as the first move and the 
move. This chapter purposefully ‘forgets’ the past and side-steps these 
histories, privileging acts in the now. The acts that make up video meetings 
are described initially as interactions (not intra-actions), the purpose of 
which is to cause the reader to feel that something is missing; to read and 
while reading constantly be asking, “...but what about these?”. Contrary 
to proving that histories are easily overlooked, this move to obscure them 
is a significant part of showing that they are vital to the ways in which 
technologies and peoples interact in their everyday lives. As such, these 
histories should be conspicuous in their absence and the reader should 
long for their meanings, the temporalities, and the contexts they bring with 
them. 

The chapter starts with the proposal that, to understand video meetings as 
technology-use is only one perspective - a perspective which focuses on two 
pre-defined and fixed ‘beings’. Taking this approach to human interactions 
with video technology during video meetings binds and limits them in 
ways that restrict understandings and the potential for future designs. 
Understanding technology as a tool to be used to complete tasks allows no 
recognition or acknowledgement of the organisation, the histories, or the 
sundry goings-on that surround them. Yet there are valuable things to be 
learnt - provided we acknowledge that it is only a minuscule part of what 
is going on. At the end of this exercise in interactionist ways of thinking, I 
underscore that histories are important and add a valuable dimension to 
understandings of human-computer inter- (soon to be intra-) action.

Vitalities
The chapter title, “Vitalities” (defined in the nominative form as the state of 
being active) has been chosen as a reference to what is to come - an analysis 
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which looks at the performative, the political, and the social aspects of 
video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. The notion of vitalities is tied to the 
potential for life, its essence, and being in a state of living, and emergence 
without necessarily referencing their performative characteristics. In this 
chapter, acts are taken as indicative of these vitalities and understood as 
unfolding actions that change over time and which are therefore vital - full 
of life. Acts are not static nor are they fixed. They grow into one another 
and form complicated act-based relations over time, taking on meanings 
and significance which alter too. Furthermore, ‘vital’ as an adjective 
originated in late Middle English as was used to distinguish living being 
from inanimate object - a usage that is linked to the word’s Latin origins, 
vitalis, meaning life. In this instance I subvert this distinctive meaning 
and apply the adjective to technology and human alike as a way of directly 
challenging the assumption that technology lacks vitality and to reflect 
on human and technological acts. To talk about vital acts and vitalities 
without discriminating is to imply a liveliness and lived character of video 
meetings, the people, the technology, and the acts that constitute them. 
There is implicit power in the notion of vitality and as such, the term can be 
likened to the notion of agency. 1 It is this potential that vitality brings with 
it, sans Actor-Network Theory baggage (see Latour 1996). Given that this 
thesis is being written almost a full decade after Suchman’s (2007) work 
(and even longer when it comes to Actor-Network Theory), the reasoning 
Suchman put forward has had ample time to be digested by the minds and 
bodies of any number of scholars. Shifting focus onto vitalities is hopefully 
not too controversial.

Vitalities and vital acts are also keeping with my theoretical alignment with 
Haraway (2008), primarily. In choosing a term closely tied to notions of 
life and emergence to deal with acts, their potential, and the worlds they 
create, I am once more relating to the notion of ‘becoming with’ (Haraway 
2008). ‘Becoming with’ sidelines discussions on individual acts that make 
up what is in becoming as well as the capacity for action somewhat and 
instead focusses on relations and co-creation. With the notion of vitalities 
and vital acts accounting for moments in these processes of becoming with 
can be mapped out. Furthermore, vital acts are inscribed with the capacity 
for effecting change and are an integral part of processes of emergence (and 
becoming with). Understanding all acts as vital and shifting focus from an 
‘actor’ as in Actor-Network Theory assuming that every living, dead and 
inanimate thing, being, or object acts and has a capacity for acting in world 
making - be it a tree stump, a photo of a tree stump, a video camera, or even 

1 See previous footnote on the issue of agency (footnote 3, Technology:69).
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a remote (see Haraway 2008:5ff.). In this sense, the performative aspect of 
acts is temporarily left behind. No longer are acts tied to notions of identity 
and instead, they are interesting in and of themselves.

It is an oversimplification perhaps but “Vitalities”, as a chapter, is designed 
to separate what is expressed about video meetings and what is done in/
during/within video meetings. The focus is on the act and begins with 
showing how the video meeting can be understood as a vital collection of 
acts, I examine two significant acts that make up video meetings - dialling 
up and positioning the camera. I then turn to video meetings as made 
up of socially-situated acts which means distancing my analysis from 
the mechanics of an act and shifting focus onto the underlying themes 
that are at play such as the organisational and socio-cultural contexts of 
video meetings in two languages. The third example of a video meeting 
illustrates how these socially situated acts form video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk. This chapter is about revealing the nuts and bolts; the 
basics; and the ways in which video meetings - technological and human 
components alike - unfold (rather than infold). These two analyses of video 
meeting technology and human interaction act as a foundation for the 
more analytically challenging work of discussing video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk in terms of materialities and finally, alterities.

78 meetings and a workshop
What people think and understand video meeting technology to be, how 
it works, its histories, and the situations in which it lives are all crucial to 
any broader understanding of technology and its social aspects. There is 
also room for a more narrow examination of how video meeting technology 
is used by focussing on acts. In the following sections, I address this by 
presenting segments from two separate video meetings out of the 78 
documented meetings I attended at SVT Teckenspråk. 2 These segments 
were chosen because they show the core aspects of video meetings in 
Swedish, Swedish Sign Language, and with interpreters present - video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. I discuss the first example in terms of ‘the 
act’ of holding a video meeting and one act in particular - dialling up. This 
section is followed by one which treats the act of positioning the camera 
as it is understood in conventional practice theory - as embedded within 
social and cultural contexts. Both these examples are from the same 

2 A note on methods: I have included in this count, those meetings which were booked, 
announced, and planned but might ultimately have been cancelled (four in total plus one meeting that 
started then was cancelled once it was understood that no interpreters were available). These meetings, 
meetings that do not happen, are important as they represent how meetings were dealt with at SVT 
Teckenspråk. They do not however provide any insight into how interactions between technologies and 
peoples come about and will not be further analysed in this thesis.
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video meeting. Taking a second video meeting as its starting point, the 
final section offers a deeper analysis of what goes on during these video 
meetings and highlights important certain behaviours such as gaze and eye 
contact. These are then situated within the context of SVT Teckenspråk 
and shown to be a vital part of the lived experience of video meetings for 
SVT employees. Finally, I discuss the ways in which these video meetings 
are configurations of practices, acts, shared understandings and meanings. 
These configurations are never static however and are constantly being 
reconfigured by people, places, and things.

The act of video meeting
Each video meeting at SVT Teckenspråk was slightly different. While there 
were broader overarching commonalities such as an agenda, preliminary 
small talk in the beginning of the meeting, and presentations going 
clockwise around the table, not every meeting included all or even some 
of these. Meetings at SVT Teckenspråk ranged from those meetings where 
everyone was located in the same room, to video meetings, and telephone 
meetings. Most were between one to two hours in length. Being a part 
of these meetings filled the main part of my fieldwork. In addition to 
attending meetings, I conducted participant observation around the office 
sitting at a desk, chatting with SVT employees, and taking lunch with them. 
I also carried out a series of informal interviews with all SVT Teckenspråk 
employees and most SVT Gävledalanytt employees before and after the 
move to Egnellska huset. To complement and contextualise the data from 
the meetings, I took part in demonstrations of various equipment and 
systems; went on a guided tour of the office spaces; sat behind the scenes 
during broadcasts; acted as a voice-over for one of the Barnredaktion’s 
shows in sign language; and became a part of office life at SVT Teckenspråk 
between 2011 and 2013. I also followed up this fieldwork with some 
sporadic visits primarily to the Stockholm offices during 2014 and 2015.

Because of the wide range of meetings and the sheer amount of ethnographic 
data gathered which touches upon numerous topics, I have not been able 
to include all these meetings in this thesis. I have only included segments 
of those meetings which contained clear instances of the inner-workings of 
video meetings. These segments are not extreme examples merely the most 
concise that were adequately video and audio documented. Other meetings 
showed similar acts but were not recorded, leaving only field notes and 
sketches which while not sufficient along, help to contextualise the chosen 
examples. Meetings at SVT Teckenspråk were so varied that any attempt to 
define patterns or a broad structure to fit all, or even some, video meetings 
misses the point - that these video meetings are made up of vital acts that 
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emerge and change depending on many intersecting and emergent factors, 
people, and things.

One such vital act in video meetings is the initial phase of dialling up. 
Even this act varied however as circumstances, peoples, technologies, 
and settings changed unexpectedly or in foreseeable ways. Nor is it easy 
to define when dialling up starts and when it finishes. This shifts from 
meeting to meeting, person to person, day to day. Video meetings in sign 
language with certain employees had more involved ‘dialling up’ events 
occasionally but so too did the news editorial, Gävledalanytt, meetings 
which included only hearing, Swedish speakers. Dialling up could be as 
simple as pressing a button on the remote or it could involve a convoluted 
process of configuring cameras, microphones, tables, chairs and people. 
Even in their variation these acts are a part of what becomes a video 
meeting.

Video meeting #63
I was almost done with my fieldwork and my signing skills were getting 
better. Apparently I had begun signing while I spoke without realising 
(although I can still not attest to this). I had developed a routine for 
attending meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. I would place my chair in a 
specific place and when in Falun, I would always take a cup of tea with 

Image 40. A screen grab from a short video segment filmed during Video meeting 
#63, 08.12.2011.
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me, a bottle of water, my notebook and pen, and my mobile phone to take 
photos or  video-record snippets. This meeting was a smaller meeting than 
usual - only four of us in total. It was the SVT Teckenspråk management 
team who were about to have a meeting. Louisa was in Stockholm, Nan 
and René were in Falun. Both Nan and I arrived in the meeting room well 
before René and Nan set about making ready for the meeting.

Dialling up
That day, there were significant problems dialling Stockholm. Nan, who 
was the first person to enter the meeting room, began to dial Stockholm. 
I came in next and lurked in the background, feeling uncomfortably as if 

Image 41. A screen grab from a short video segment that followed Nan’s progress 
in dialling up during Video meeting #63, 08.12.2011.
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I was monitoring her and that she was waiting for me to utter a loud “No! 
That’s wrong!” every time she scrolled past the correct selection or made 
an incorrect choice in the menu options. Perhaps Nan felt that way too. 
Things were not going smoothly in any case and Nan began half talking 
to herself, half talking to me as she navigated the video meeting system’s 
interface (see Image 41).

Nan: Nope. That wasn’t so good. We were supposed to choose 
Stockholm. Um... I’ll keep going down [the list]  Nooo... um. Hmmm. 
There’s something. Yes. Um, Stockholm B- nnnnooo. That’s something 
else. There it is. Um. Er. “The system cannot dial the site because it’s 
already-” ah. Ok. 

Nan: Nejhej. Det var inte så bra. Vi skulle till Stockholm. Ah jag fortsätter ned ??. 
Nejhej... er hmmm. Där har vi nånting. Ja. Eh, Stockholm B- nnnnej. Det måste ju 
vara nåt annat. Där har vi. Eh. Åh. “The system cannot dial the (sic) site because 
it’s already- ah ok. 

Nan has begun reading the error message which is in English, not Swedish. 
The actual message displayed on the monitor shows, “The system cannot 
dial that site, because it is already in the call.” This dialogue is followed by 
a yellow click-button displaying “OK” (see Image 42). Nan selects the “OK” 

Image 42. The error message displayed on the screen after Nan’s first attempt at 
dialling Stockholm, Video meeting #63, 08.12.2011.
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button using a series of up and down arrows as well as other buttons on 
the remote. During the time Nan has been trying to connect and behind 
the dial-up dialogue with its menus, Louisa can be seen to enter the room 
in Stockholm and pick up her mobile phone. It is obvious that we are 
already connected and that Louisa has dialled Falun before Nan manages 
to. With a connection established, Louisa had then left the video meeting 
room in Stockholm briefly. Nan’s focus is honed in on the remote and the 
dial-up interface so she does not notice the image of the meeting room 
in Stockholm that is hidden behind it immediately. When she does, she 
exits the dial-up menu and instead shifts to adjusting the camera using 
the remote so that Louisa will be able to see her fully. This fiddling with 
the camera is more complicated than usual. For some reason, the second 
camera is facing the back wall of the meeting room. This would mean that 
the image being displayed on the second monitor is a blank wall, not the 
meeting table in Falun as usual. I point this out to Nan, not realising at 
that moment that the image that second camera displays is not actually the 
image that is transmitted via the video meeting system and network. Nor is 
it the image that is displayed on the second monitor. The second monitor 
is in fact an image of what the camera on top of the monitor on the right is 
seeing. Nan does not realise this either and she replies with a quick: 

Nan: I know, I know. Isn’t it... it’s probably not this... 

Nan: Ah. jag vet jag vet jag vet. Är inte det... det kanske inte är det...

Nan puts down the first remote she was holding and picks up another 
pushing the buttons on it as she does.

Nan: It’s probably this one. Wooh!
Nan: Det kanske är den här. Wooh! 

The camera on the right-hand side and which is connected to the video 
meeting system, responds. Nan is zooming in.

Nan: Eh...is it? Oh dear. To think that we are so terrible at this kind of 
stuff.

Nan: Eh...Är det...Åh nej. Tänk att man är så kass på det här.

Nan puts down the remote again and looks at the monitor. The camera 
shows that Louisa in Stockholm is also fiddling with the remote on her end. 
It seems not to be working. She scratches her forehead and fiddles some 
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more. She moves her camera and we see this shift realised in the image we 
see of Louisa on the primary monitor in Falun - the monitor on the right 
hand side of the room. Louisa centres herself in the image that Falun sees 
of her but still seems slightly dissatisfied. Nan has not managed to improve 
the picture Louisa sees of Falun. René enters the room and Nan greets him 
with alacrity hoping he will fix the problem.

Rene asks: “Have you got it working yet?”
Nan: I’m trying- Oh yes, of course. Absolutely. I see her... but she can’t 
see us. And I tried to dial up [Stockholm] but it says that it is already 
engaged.
Rebekah: “But now you can ring her cause she’s-” I begin to interject but 
Nan interrupts realising that Louisa has hung and says:
Nan: She’s hung up!
Rebekah: “Yep, she has hung up.” I rejoin. (see Image 43.)
 
Rene: Har du fått igång den?
Nan: Jag försöker- Oh ja- ja absolut. Ja visst. Jag ser henne...men hon ser inte 
oss utan bara. Och när jag försöker ringa det står-
Rebekah: Men nu kan vi ringa för hon uh-
Nan: Hon har lagt på.
Rebekah: Ah hon har lagt på.

Louisa has indeed hung up at that point and the primary monitor is now 

Image 43. The view from Falun once Louisa in Stockholm had hung up. Note the 
different background from Image 41 & 42. Stora stöten in Falun is now visible, not 
the meeting room in Stockholm. Video meeting #63, 08.12.2011.
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showing the back wall in Falun behind us and the table, not the meeting 
room in Stockholm. The video meeting system’s interface is prompting 
us to make a call, browse the directory or look at recent calls. Other 
alternatives include entering the system menu or checking the alerts. The 
IP address and SIP address for Falun are displayed furtherest down and 
in the smallest font of all. The brand name, Polycom, is up in the top right 
hand corner and the name of the site you are ringing from is in the top left 
(see Image 44). These two are in the largest font size which seems strange. 
When do you need to make note of the video meeting system’s brand or 
the place you are actually located in above all else? Surely needing to know 
the IP address or the SIP address are more critical to establishing a video 

Image 44. A close up of the start screen on the Polycom HD800x interface. The 
small print in white at the bottom of the image is the IP and SIP address of the 
equipment in Falun, 08.12.2011.
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meeting call? 3

The attempts to connect the video call to Stockholm continue.

Nan: Ok. It was like this.
René: Why have you done this?

Nan: Ok. Det var så.
René: Varför har ni gjort så här?

René is asking us what we are doing. Nan ignores him and I offer no 
answer. I am ‘only observing’ and have no real say in the choices that Nan 
makes - even though I offer ‘helpful’ advice. It is not clear either exactly 
what René is referring to.

Nan: If we go down- ah... ok.

Nan: Vi får trycka ner- ah ok.

René closes the sliding doors between the kitchen and the meeting room. 
Nan browses through the ‘Directory Favorites’ to find Stockholm in the 
same way she did before. She is a bit more flustered this time around. The 
dialling up process has taken more time than usual and now that everyone 
necessary for the meeting is in their places, the meeting really should have 
started.

Nan: Ah no, I- Now- What? I’m sorry- that I am so... [Then in a more 
confident tone] Ok.

Nan: Ah men ja- nu va- Jag är ledsen- att jag är så... [Börjar låta mer positiv] Ok.

She starts going down the list of locations for SVT video meetings. Her 
mobile phone beeps and buzzes. Someone is sending her text messages.

Nan: Ok [then she mutters something to herself]

René is in the back of the room talking on his mobile phone. Nan continues 
to try and connect the call. She starts dialling SVT Teckenspråk. The dial 
tone is audible. The video connects and Nan begins signing to Louisa. With 

3 A rough explanation of IP (Internet Protocol) and SIP (Session Initiated Protocol) will suffice 
here. Both IP and SIP addresses are used by the video system and the technicians to identify the individ-
ual video meeting systems in the different locations that are in communication with one another. SIP is an 
application layer protocol primarily used for voice and video calls. IP is a more general communications 
protocol..
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the process of dialling up completed successfully, the meeting can finally 
get underway.

Acts
Dialling up is the first and arguably the simplest of those tasks necessary for 
holding a video meeting. All number of design solutions have been offered 
by various different video meeting systems such as automatic and pre-set 
alternatives. Still, most people when asked what their most desired feature 
for a video meeting system might be, answer that they want a simple, one-
button solution. This one-button solution came up at a demonstration held 
by Tandberg-Cisco sales representatives for a group of SVT technicians, 
communications specialists, and IT support staff. I was invited to attend 
this demonstration which was a part of the SVT procurement process. The 
SVT attendees were there to compare the different video meeting systems 
and their potential providers. Such comparisons were important as this 
new video meeting technology would serve all of SVT - its thirty-one 
regional offices and Stockholm, deaf and hearing alike. 4 The one-button 
solution is however not a suitable option for a video meeting system that 
the SVT Gävledalanytt editorial and SVT Teckenspråk editorials used at 
SVT’s regional office in Falun. The video meeting system in Falun would not 
always be dealing with video meetings between the exact same locations. 
Gävledalanytt held meetings every morning with teams in Hudiksvall and 
Gävle - always using the same configuration - but SVT Teckenspråk needed 
to be able to ring Stockholm from the exact same video meeting system for 
their editorial meetings and management meetings. Additionally the SVT 
employees in Falun sometimes held meetings with other regional offices 
located in Örebro or Växjö. There were even occasional meetings between 
SVT in Falun and other departments and editorials in Stockholm, not just 
SVT Teckenspråk. These groups used different video meeting rooms with 
different video meeting systems that had different IP/SIP addresses and 
which could not be pre-entered or pre-configured. Thus, the nature of 
the video meeting system setup and the way in which it was used at SVT 
on whole, could not allow for a one-button solution. Dialling up was an 
inevitable step in holding video meetings and as such, SVT employees had 
come to terms with this collaborative act.

From this example, it should be clear that it is possible to conduct an analysis 
of the actual steps carried out by various people and the corresponding 
responses and acts the technology does. It is a complex map with a number 

4 See SVT’s website, “Adresser och telefonnummer” for a list of the different offices and their 
editorials: http://www.svt.se/omsvt/fakta/organisation/adresser-och-telefonnummer Last Accessed: 
31.10.2016.
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Figure 05. A simplified diagram of Video meeting #63 that maps out paths of 
information
Figure 06. Malinowski’s original kula ring diagram (Malinowski 2002 [1928]:63)
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of dead ends, repeatedly taken paths, duplicate steps, and unexpected 
turns. The resulting models and flow-charts might be even less easily 
understood than the original empirical data and while posing as objective 
representations of the choices made by both technology and human, are in 
fact the subjective readings of the researcher. Nonetheless valid for that, 
this kind of model might look something like Figure 05.

Although simplified and not showing each individual button press, this 
already complicated diagram illustrates the back and forth, the acts, that 
Nan, René, the video meeting technology (camera, remote, monitor, and 
invisible system components), and I were involved in. Perhaps reminiscent 
of a kula ring trade-route diagram if you squint, Nan, the remote, René, the 
monitor, and I make up islands and the acts themselves are journeys with 
purpose and intent - which were not always successful as was also the case 
in kula ring trades (see Figure 05 & 06; Malinowski 2002 [1928]). 5

Positioning the camera
Dialling up was one act involving the video meeting system but not the 
only one. Positioning the camera by using the remote is another critical 
act - also collaborative in some instances as the following example also 
from Video meeting #63 shows. In theory, positioning the camera was not 
difficult. It meant using the remote and arrow keys to angle and position 
the camera perched on top of the screen so that it could relay an image of 
all the people taking part in the meeting. In practice however, the make-
do set-up in Falun with the misleading two-camera configuration that had 
confused Nan (and me) when she was dialling up made things difficult 
even for technologically competent (and confident) SVT Teckenspråk 
employees.

There were still a few more adjustments and fine-tunings to be done before 
the groups could begin discussing the agenda for Video meeting #63 in 
earnest. Dialling up was the responsibility of the holder of the remote. 
This person was also in charge of making sure that the people they were 
meeting had a good image and could see everyone. In the following excerpt 
from the Video meeting #63, Nan tried to improve the image that Louisa 
got in Stockholm. Having established a video connection with Stockholm, 
Nan signs to Louisa and asks if she can see us. Either Louisa signs, ‘No’, 
or Nan receives no reply which in effect meant that Louisa could not see 

5 I am not a functionalist and this thesis does not present a functionalist approach to video meet-
ings and so I will not elaborate further on video meetings understood in Malinowskian terms. However, this 
brief foray illustrates the importance of acts in themselves to the ways in which video meetings are carried 
out at SVT Teckenspråk.
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us and had not seen Nan signing. Either way, Nan realises that the image 
needs adjusting based on Louisa’s response or lack there of. She then turns 
to René and asks, “How do I get a better image? There is no reply. “Can 
you fix the picture?”, Nan asks. René has not noticed Nan’s questions 
because he is preoccupied with dismantling a web camera that one of the 
Gävledalanytt team’s camera men has been experimenting with. 6 Nan does 
not give up and points to the monitor on her right, the one that shows 
Louisa in Stockholm, ignoring the monitor to her left which shows them in 
Falun. She may have realised that it was not the correct display or perhaps 
she was pointing at Louisa. Either way, she has still not managed to get 
René’s attention.

We can still see Louisa on the monitor in Falun and Nan is aware of what 
Louisa signs to us. Signing now and talking simultaneously, Nan says in 
replies to Louisa’s signed comments.

Nan: Nooo... you can maybe... Noo!!!! You must see.... (laughs) than 
what? Ok. 
Nan: ...Nej... du kanske kan- Naaah! Du måste ju se... (skrattar) än vad... Ok.

René is now talking in the background with another person. Nan pushes 
on trying to improve the camera position, chuckling at Louisa’s comments 
and using a combination of talking and signing as she tries to fix up the 
camera angle. What she does not realise is that Louisa can not see her. 
All Louisa can see is the person sitting in the back of the room - me, the 
observing researcher. I am sitting in the back corner of the room far from 
the meeting table. This was the place I usually chose when I was in Falun, 
because it was out of the way and signified that I was not a part of the 
meeting discussions. It also gave the best view of those in the meeting 
room, Stora Stöten, and those in other locations than Falun. 7

At the back of the room and presuming I am not in focus for Louisa, I have 
not been paying attention to what she is signing. I am focussed on what 
René and Nan are doing and how the camera is positioned. At this moment 

6 The experiment was an attempt to try to get more camera angles and a view of the whole group 
in Falun during the Gävledalanytt morning meetings. A small webcamera, a laptop and a mass of cables 
had been placed in the window sill. None were operational at that moment and seemed to be disconnected. 
René makes a joke as he disconnects everything, “We are have been bugged by the news desk!”. Nan 
does not hear his comment but I chuckle while keeping my mobile phone camera trained on Nan.
7 Another note on method: From my position at the back of the room, I was often visible to those 
in Stockholm, Hudiksvall or Gävle. I did not want to be a hidden observer making surreptitious notes and 
taking sneaky photos. Ethically I felt my presence needed to be easily remarked, but I was not to be the 
main focus - as I seemed to be this time around.
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though, I realise that I am the only one visible and that Louisa is signing 
to me.

Rebekah: Yes. She can only see me.
Nan: I have to fix this.
René: What are you doing? Once more addressing both Nan and I.

Rebekah: Jo! Hon ser bara mig!
Nan: Jag måste fixa det här.
René: Vad är det ni gör?

Nan makes a gesture and asks, “How can we get a better picture?” René 
did not reply immediately and Nan continues, “Can you fix the picture?” 
“Which one?” René finally replies. Nan does not specify but demonstrates 
and answers simultaneously. She then begins to clarify the problem for 
René and in response to his question, she points once more to the monitor 
on the right-hand side of the room. This monitor is, like the monitor on 
the left, raised up on a stand. Because of this, the monitor is at eye level of 
someone standing. With the camera perched on top of it, the entire set-up 
is taller than Nan who has to look up slightly even when standing close to 
the monitor. The camera is also point down on an angle - looking down on 
Nan and the meeting. From this position, the camera only films the tops of 
everyone’s heads when they are seated at the meeting table. Nan tilts her 

Figure 07. The researcher now 
becomes invisible to the camera’s 
and Louisa’s once René enters and 
stands up to adjust the camera. 
Video meeting #63, 08.12.2011.
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head up to meet the camera’s gaze and signs while she stands in front of the 
monitor - just to illustrate how impossible it would be to have a meeting 
with the current arrangement.

Nan: We can’t stand here and sign.
 René: No.
Nan: So that it can be lowered?

Nan: Vi kan inte stå så här och tecknar 
René: Nej.
Nan: Så att den kan sänkas...

During this exchange with René and demonstration by Nan, Louisa has 
finally been able to see her colleagues who, by moving closer to the camera 
and standing up, have obscured me (still seated at the back of the room) 
(see Figure 07). 

Louisa signs that Nan looks strange signing with her hands held up above 
her head and her neck craned back to see. René grabs one of the three 
remotes that are lying on the table and begins adjusting the camera to the 
right. Nan sits down and looking at her image in the monitor on the left, 
tucks her hair behind her ears.

Nan comments: Is that it? That is it.

Nan: Är det den? Det är den.

René fiddles some more with the remote and looks at the monitor to his 
left. The monitor to the left has a camera on top of it, just like the primary 
monitor that shows Louisa in Stockholm, but René is adjusting the camera 
sitting on top of the monitor to the right. While the monitor on the right 
displays an image of Louisa, the monitor on the left shows the meeting 
room in Falun and many at SVT Teckenspråk used it as a guide for zooming 
in and angling the camera. It was generally assumed that this image on 
the monitor to the left was the image that was sent to those in Stockholm, 
Gävle or Hudiksvall - or at least, the SVT Teckenspråk employees acted as 
if it did. The camera to the left was not set up to send any signal through the 
video meeting system and sat there, connected to power but no monitor or 
internet connection. It responded to the button presses SVT Teckenspråk 
staff occasionally made on its remote, but without any channel through 
which to display what it saw, its response was only perceptible in the 
movements of the actual camera - not in any projection or display of what 
it saw. The monitor to the left displayed the image that the camera on the 
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right transmitted through the video meeting system to Stockholm, Gävle, 
or Hudiksvall. In short, adjusting the image that was shown on the monitor 
to the left meant adjusting the camera on the right. This was how SVT 
Teckenspråk employees in Falun improved the image that was broadcast 
and seen by their colleagues in other locations.

René is continuing to make his adjustments. Nan is also looking at the 
monitor to the left as a guide to see René’s progress.

Nan: Good! Now we can sit like this... Lower it.

Nan: Bra! Nu sitter vi så här... (paus) sänk!

René looks at himself on the monitor and says: 

René: Look at how much stubble I have.
Nan: Yeah. Now you- Sit down while you are doing that. Lower it.

René: Kolla vad skäggig jag har.
Nan: Mm. Nu ska- sätt dig medan du gör så där. Sänk.

Louisa signs something which is out of the frame of my video 
recording. 

Nan laughs and says, “Yeah. You get like that...”

Louisa: ??
Nan: (laughs) Ah. Du blir så där... 

Nan is once more signing at the same time as speaking. She and Louisa have 
a quick exchange in sign language while René is still trying to adjust the 
camera with the remote. Louisa has made a humorous comment on René’s 
unshaven more-than-a three-day growth face. René does not see this and is 
focussing on angling the camera on the right-hand monitor so that Louisa 
sees more than just the tops of their heads when they are sitting. Because 
he is standing up while he is doing this, his head is chopped off in the 
image on the left-hand monitor and Louisa can now only see his torso and 
lower body. Finally, René puts down the remote and sits down with a sigh. 
Nan then signs something to Louisa about zooming in. She is talking less 
while signing now as she gets more involved in her discussion with Louisa. 
They are discussing the new table arrangements. Instead of the large white 
table that seated numerous people, she has taken two segments of the large 
table and re-arranged them to make one small round table. Louisa makes 
a comment which is not captured by my camera - I am focussed on the 
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image displayed on the left-hand monitor at that moment so that I can 
record what Nan is signing now that she is seated and has her back to me. 
Nan replies that there is a benefit to having a smaller table because you 
can be closer to the monitor and ‘feel nearer’ the person you are having 
a meeting with. The downside, she continues, is that you have to tilt your 
neck back in order to see the monitor because it is mounted so high on the 
stand. Louisa also comments that normally you have a much wider angle 
on the camera in Falun so that you almost see the whole room, to which 
Nan does not reply. Instead Nan continues on with her reasoning about the 
new arrangement:

Nan:... it means that you [meaning Louisa] are now a part of the group. 
We, you know,,, see you. Because when we sit far away...

Nan: ... men det betyder att du liksom är med i gruppen. Vi liksom... ser dig. För 
när vi sitter så långt bort...

Louisa nods and signs that when you are nearer the others in proximity 
there is a closeness. Nan continues signing and talking at the same time as 
Louisa is signing, “There is no connection and you don’t see when you...” At 
this point Nan moves her hands in an exaggerated way to symbolise signing 
across great distances and how it needs to involve larger movements so 
that what is signed becomes clearer. Louisa understands and signs back 
“Yes” in agreement, followed by, “Nice, ok.” Nan ends her explanation with 
a satisfied, “So, now we are together.”

Nan:... det finns ingen kontakt och man ser inte när du (tecknar)... nej
Louisa: (tecknar) Ja. Skönt. Ok
Nan: ...så nu är vi ihop.

Louisa nods and then signs that she only sees half of René’s face. The group 
might be together but not in their entirety - René is only partially present 
(see Image 45). This comment is ripe for a joke and René obliges. Both 
speaking and signing he asks,

René: Am I halved? Yes... well, I fell a bit split so... you know, divided.

René: Är jag halv? Ja... jag känner mig liksom lite kluven så - delad

Still, he does not move so that Louisa can see him ‘whole’. Not yet, at least. 
The group laughs and a few seconds later, René moves his chair closer 
to Nan as well as picking up the remote once more to try and change the 
image. Again he looks at the monitor to his left for guidance. Louisa can 
now see both René and Nan, as well as me, sitting up the back. Nan puts 
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Image 45. Louisa signs to René that he is only half visible. Video meeting #63, 
08.12.2011.

on her lip gloss while René continues to try and fine tune the image Louisa 
sees. Having done as much as was possible with the camera angle, he puts 
down the remote. Louisa, perhaps taking René’s movement as a signal, 
looks down at her notes preparing to start the meeting which she will be 
chairing.

Situated acts
Mapping out acts and understanding them as exchanges is one approach 
that can be taken. Another approach which resonates more with my feminist 
theoretical framework is understanding these acts not as exchanges but as 
collaborative efforts of co-creation. Returning to the dialling up example 
and re-examining it from the starting point of acts as collaborative changes 
both the way in which any model or map of acts is read, but also raises 
questions about why models are necessary to our understandings of video 
meeting acts. Simple and even complex, dynamic models of systems have 
difficulty coping with the changes, constant negotiations,  and emergence 
of acts during the processes of dialling up and positioning the camera - 
especially when these processes are themselves a part of a larger  happening 
also in the making - a video meeting. You could also ask, if mathematicians 
struggle with mapping dynamical systems accurately, is any chance 
an anthropologist will succeed in creating a model that renders these 
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systems in their dynamic, emerging form? Suchman’s (1987) treatment of 
the notion of plans and cognitive mapping of people’s interactions with 
technology was an initial response to cognitive models and flow-charts 
tracing choices, actions, and cognitive processes (both machine and 
human) in human-computer interaction. Her work reflected a shift to 
more social understandings of human-computer interaction and began a 
new trend that focussed on the relations and especially the social contexts 
that accompany every human and technological act. The remainder of this 
chapter continues in a Suchman-esque vein. I focus less on mapping or 
modelling the numerous acts and more on the situatedness of acts and the 
relations that become associated with them.

The people and the technology
Nan’s perseverance with dialling up and her patience was notable. 
Although she did show some moments of frustration, she identified the 
correct remote for the correct camera, navigated the menu using the arrow 
keys on the remote and despite a small technical glitch both Nan and 
Louisa managed to establish a video link. It was not only Nan who did this 
work of dialling up however. Although I was not in Stockholm and can only 
suppose what happened based on the other times when I was there, Nan 
and Louisa carried out separate acts of dialling up. These separate efforts 
are however not actually separate. Louisa, having dialled up and tried to 
establish a link, noticed that things had not worked entirely and so hung 
up and gave Nan the opportunity to dial up from her end. This decision 
was one made based on Louisa’s previous experiences of both the video 
meeting technology but also of participating in video meetings together 
with her colleagues in Falun. Occasionally it did not work if Stockholm 
rang Falun and in these cases the only solution was for Stockholm to hang 
up and let Falun initiate the video meeting. Nan might not have been 
aware of this actual issue but could act accordingly regardless and took the 
initiative to ring Falun once Louisa closed the call on her end. All these acts 
take place without any direct communication between Louisa or Nan. Both 
are directly interacting with the graphical interface and the video meeting 
technology, its remotes and the monitors and yet, it would be over-simplistic 
to conclude that Louisa and Nan were not also acting together and both 
taking part in the act of dialling up. This absence of communication during 
the dialling up process underlines the fact that Nan’s and Louisa’s acts 
were based on prior experience. These prior experiences were furthermore 
supported by a shared, perhaps implicit, understanding of video meetings 
as collaborative. This collaboration is not limited to conversation during 
the meeting but extends to include establishing a connection. René and 
I were also a part of this collaborative effort even though we did not 
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engage directly with the remotes. Our comments and questions, ignored or 
acknowledged, indirectly and sometimes unhelpfully became a part of the 
act of dialling up. In this sense, even the most seemingly fundamental act 
is an interaction, not only with the technology and its material components 
but with the people both present and distant. 8

As with dialling up, the acts which make up this aspect of video meetings 
- positioning the camera - are collective and collaborative. Nan and René 
use the remote and guide the camera so that the image that Louisa sees is 
optimised for sign language communication. They do so in collaboration 
with the technical artefacts, primarily the remote and the left-hand monitor 
which is used as a guide. They also collaborate with Louisa and through her 
input alter and fine-tune the image she sees. These acts are not fixed or 
pre-determined but alter depending on the state of the technology. Some 
meetings were held where the camera was already in a perfect position 
and only small adjustments were needed. Other meetings began with the 
video meeting system completely switched off and the cameras in ‘sleep 
mode’ - facing downwards towards the floor like closed eyes with shut lids. 
In this sense, the act of positioning the camera and dialling up are vital and 
ever-changing. The video meeting technology is never inert but responsive, 
attentive, and part of the collective acts of dialling up and positioning the 
camera. Through the collaborative efforts and acts of René, Nan, Louisa 
and I alongside the video meeting technologies, video meetings come to life 
but always in new ways. Each individual act is critical to how these vitalities 
of video meetings emerge and the case of positioning the camera reaffirms 
this. Without shifting the camera using the remote so that his entire face 
and torso is visible, René would not have been a part of the video meeting. 
Had the focus remained on me at the back of the room, excluding Nan 
and René, the video meeting would have become a conversation between 
Louisa and I about topics completely different to those that were on the 
meeting agenda.

This fiddling with the camera and the effort of dialling up during Video 
meeting #63, caused some delays to the start of the meeting discussion. 
Even though Nan had arrived a bit earlier, the connection had not been 
established until the meeting was in fact due to start. Add to that, the time 
it took to correct the camera angle and make sure that everyone was visible 
to Louisa in Stockholm and vice versa, and delays due to technological 
issues become significant. Video meeting #63 example is of an instance 
of dialling up that was somewhat more involved than usual. Whether it 

8 I will later expand on this argumentation using the notion of ‘becoming with’ and ‘intra-action’ 
in the chapter on Materialities.
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was because Louisa in Stockholm was usually the one who dialled and 
instigated the connection, or whether it was because René often controlled 
the remote but did not take the initiative this time, hints at the need people 
had for routine and assigning certain individuals particular tasks. This 
need arguably arises from the general work-related desire to keep these 
kinds of ‘setting-up’ activities to a minimum. Studies assessing cognitive 
load, time and efficiency, and other such variables would rate this video 
meeting technology badly. From these perspectives, video meetings are 
neither efficient, time-savers nor do they decrease the cognitive load on 
meeting participants who instead have to invest significant time and effort 
in order to set up video meetings.

The organisation
From a management perspective the amount of time being dedicated to 
what should be an insignificant part of the meeting is less than desirable. 
Just as the difficulties controlling the camera and navigating the menu 
system would be from a functionalist perspective. Yet studies conducted as 
early as the 1920s have shown that a management perspective founded on 
the need for efficiency is not always paramount in the minds of employees 
or even the most likely to increase productivity. 9 Nan’s act of re-arranging 
the table was not only one which aimed to change the character of the 
video meeting in that it triggered a feeling of being closer to each other; 
but also an act that sparked an informal discussion. These small initial 
acts and those that followed on from them change the tone of video 
meetings. Banter, humour, pre-amble, and more casual conversation can 
be uncharacteristic of video meetings which are often claimed to prevent 
team-building and the development of bonds between colleagues (see 
Cupitt 2013). In the SVT Teckenspråk case there was rarely a shortage of 
small talk and this was in part due to the pre-meeting negotiations and 
jokes that accompanied the positioning of the camera especially. This is 
not to imply that SVT Teckenspråk employees were not aware of the time 
limits and pressures of other tasks waiting to be done. Video meetings and 
the tasks of dialling up and positioning the camera were acknowledged 
as taking time from the meeting discussions. This need to minimise the 
time spent on these tasks meant that often, the remote found its way to 
the most efficient and engaged people. These people were those who were 
confident in using the technology and who generally were in charge of the 
meeting. Louisa, René, the Editor in Chief for the Gävledalanytt team (a 
position that rotated between a number of people), Axel in Stockholm, and 

9 See Roethlisberger & Dickson (1961:568) and in general their comprehensive analysis of 
‘human effects’ on management strategies at Western Electric’s plant in Hawthorne, Chicago, U.S.
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the interpreters (in no particular order).

Regardless of the time it took or the effort needed, the act of connecting, 
positioning, and adjusting the technology was part of the everyday of video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Although the extreme care and labour 
exerted on camera position and making sure everyone can be properly seen 
is not necessary in meetings where hearing people only, are involved, this 
does not mean that efforts to steer the camera and have everyone in view 
are not made during hearing only meetings. They are however a choice and 
not crucial. The acts of video meetings are therefore not pre-ordained and 
influenced by different choices, people, and the needs of the video meeting 
under formation.

The repeated and multiple acts of positioning the camera are arguably in 
the extreme here. This is a meeting in Swedish Sign Language and Swedish 
and therefore it is a meeting where everyone who will be signing needs 
to be visible and within the range of the camera’s lens. As such there are 
much more complex matters at play than simply using the video meeting 
technology. The acts of picking up the remote, positioning the camera, 
rearranging the furniture are all important parts of carrying out a video 
meeting but alone they lack significance. If we instead shift from the simple 
notion of act as something done and instead take on act as a socially-
embedded practice (à la Kuutti & Bannon 2014), then each act becomes 
complex and laden with other concerns. For instance, niceties and being 
considerate are key for communicating within the editorial group and 
establishing a collaborative work environment. This consideration is often 
manifest in an awareness and acceptance of the different requirements 
sign language communication places on the video meeting. Positioning 
the camera is key and the only means by which everyone necessary can be 
made visible. This turns out to be a crucial aspect of video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk.

The niceties of video meetings are, however, not only about being  
considerate and involving all members of the team, it is about making 
things look nice and the aesthetics of being on camera perhaps sub-
consciously come into play. Think of how Nan adjusted her hair and put on 
lip gloss. Or how René suddenly became conscious of how much facial hair 
he had. Appearance and aesthetics are commonly identified factors that 
contribute to how people experience and behave during video meetings. 
Advertising campaigns for video meeting technologies have capitalised 
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on this (see Andra mötet med VD:n för EmmaS 10), corporations have 
developed patents for virtual make-up that can be applied during video 
meetings (US Patent US 7612794 B2), and researchers have examined 
some of the ways and underlying reasons why appearance is considered 
important to participants of video meetings. Many of these studies link 
video meeting participants’ interest in their appearance to broader concepts 
such as privacy, presentation of the self (drawing once more on Goffman), 
and self-monitoring (Palen & Dourish 2003; Kimmerle & Cress 2008; 
de Vasconcelos Filho, Inkpen &  Czerwinski 2009; Teoh, Regenbrecht & 
O’Hare 2010). In this example, however, appearance comes second to a 
concern that everyone be visible. Appearance - dishevelled or otherwise is 
instead an opportunity to lighten the arduous task of steering the camera 
as the comments about René being halved and rough-shaven illustrate.
 
The care taken with positioning the camera in this example has therefore, 
little to do with either self-presentation or concern for one’s appearance. 
Instead, the context of television production and familiarity with being on 
camera may implicitly have come to the fore in both Nan and René sudden 
awareness of their appearance and more importantly, in the fine tuning 
that René engages in. Once he finally got the camera to show both him and 
Nan, René had framed the image so that there was as little background and 
empty space as possible. I was no longer visible at all and Nan & René took 
up most of the screen although not centred. Louisa, too, had positioned 
herself on one side of the screen with an old fax machine or printer filling 
the space where an image of the news topic currently being discussed might 
have appeared. This may of course, have been a complete coincidence but 
is nicely suits the particular news report aesthetic at SVT Teckenspråk and 
is reminiscent of news reporters sitting at the news desk.

Not only familiar with the visual canons of television and particularly 
news reporting, René has a technical background and was familiar with 
technology in general. This is significant because it means he knows that the 
video meeting image can be better. He acts based upon his experience and 
knowledge that the technology can be wielded and coerced into showing 
a better image. It is not easily manipulated as it turns out and the best 
image is far from pleasing when compared to the images captured by the 

10 This is an advertisment for video conferencing systems, “The second meeting with the CEO 
of EmmaS” was released in 2012. The advertisement is the second part of a campaign designed to show 
the advantages of video meetings. The first advertisement Första mötet med VD:n för EmmaS (The first 
meeting with CEO of EmmaS) shows how much preparation goes into having a face-to-face meeting - 
deodorant, nice clothes, neat hair - where as this second part demonstrates how even spilling coffee on 
your pants is not something to worry about when you are having a video meeting. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=3CB6ZCqe5oQ Last Accessed: 01.11.2016.
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professional, high-definition, cameras used in television broadcasts. Still, 
the image was composed with care and after considerable effort from both 
Nan and René in collaboration with Louisa. Like dialling up, positioning the 
camera was an act carried out together. Louisa manipulated her own image 
in Stockholm by positioning the camera optimally (and relatively easily). 
Falun reciprocated through the joint efforts of Nan and René, sometimes 
guided by Louisa’s feedback and subtle hints. Louisa’s comments about 
René being halved, for instance and even more subtle, her comment about 
how Falun usually had the camera set to show a much broader angle of 
sight than René and Nan currently had.

The meeting
Some might argue that positioning the camera and dialling up are outside 
the discussions on the meeting agenda. As such, these acts are not an actual 
part of the meeting but instead classified as occurring ‘outside’ the meeting 
or before the meeting proper begins. However, given the way in which I 
have conceptualised meetings (see Meetings:109f.), to exclude them is 
to draw an artificial boundary which misses the relations between the 
frustration of spending five to ten minutes trying to establish and set-up a 
call, and the subsequent tone of the video meeting discussion, for example. 
It also denies a connection between the time spent on setting up a video 
meeting and the actual time allotted to the discussion part. The more time 
spent setting up the cameras, the tables, and the monitors; the less time 
left to spend discussing work issues during the video meeting. These are 
just two reasons which support taking the view that video meetings start 
the minute that someone begins to configure the video meeting system, the 
furniture in the room, and consider the ways in which the video meeting 
system will influence their actions.

Having established that the video meeting’s boundaries are not so clear-
cut and that even acts that do not directly involve interactions between the 
video meeting technology and people are still a part of the video meeting 
(for example, arranging the furniture in the room), the next logical step 
is to widen the analytical frame to incorporate them into the ‘interaction’ 
paradigm. This broader focus still clutches tight to the notion that it is the 
acts of the human that are under consideration albeit now with more than 
just the technological artefact. In the next section, I will further challenge 
the notion of interaction as centred on the human and incorporate all 
vitalities - human and non-human alike.

Vitalities of meetings, technologies, organisations, and people
Conceptually speaking, by focusing on the acts involved in holding a 
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video meeting and including dialling up and positioning the camera, the 
analysis of video meetings shifts from a focus on the immediate technical 
requirements and onto the human factors. This kind of approach ties 
the notion of ‘acts’ and vitalities to underlying theories of practice as 
socially-embedded acts which emerge in context. Video meetings treated 
as a collection of human acts carried out with the help of technological 
tools become processes and negotiations. The person acts in one way, 
conveying their intention through their acts to the technology - a remote or 
a camera or in this instance. The remote then communicates with its fellow 
technological components such as the monitor and through this relays a 
response to the human, Nan or René, Louisa or me, the researcher. We 
in turn interpret, respond, cajole, and coerce. For example, when dialling 
up, Nan sees the output on the monitor and receives the messages that the 
technological assemblage offers. She then acts in accordance to this and 
the negotiations continue. From this starting point, video meetings are a 
complex number of acts which in essence are interactions between human 
and technology. Video meetings are not simply a case of a group of people, 
sitting down, and talking to other people through, or aided by, an invisible 
technology. Video meetings are not mediated communication in this sense 
but assemblages of technologies and people that come into being through 
the vital acts.

This re-figuring of video meetings as vitalities - living conglomerates of 
acts, people, and technologies - is not simply a philosophical exercise. It 
has implications for design. When considering design of technological 
systems, the ways in which people use them is of course, of primary 
concern. The way in which Nan holds the remote, the buttons she needs to 
press, the monitor she needs to be able to see, and the requirement that she 
link the monitor and its view to the camera placed on top of it in order to 
steer the image Stockholm sees are essential factors that influence both the 
design of the system and the ways in which it is used. So far, the acts which 
make up video meetings have stood alone, divorced from social factors and 
contexts. Yet, René’s, Nan’s and my actions were however not happening 
in a bubble. There were social relations between us that informed how we 
acted. I, for example, was reluctant to interfere and offer helpful advice 
because I had placed myself in the role of (relatively silent) observer. Nan 
might also have been disinterested in my comments - I was after all an 
outsider and by this time SVT Teckenspråk staff had realised I was not a 
technical expert, even though I was studying at a technical university.

The social dynamics among the SVT Teckenspråk employees may also 
have influenced the acts that occurred during Video meeting #63. René 
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arrived late to the meeting and might not have wanted to interrupt Nan 
in her slow, but methodical navigation and guidance of the video meeting 
system. He may also have been busy answering emails, talking on the 
phone, and preparing for the meeting. Louisa in Stockholm could not offer 
any help other than to disconnect as soon as she discovered that Nan in 
Falun could not establish a connection. Louisa’s acts - disconnecting and 
waiting for Falun - were situated in both her prior experience of the video 
meeting system; informed by her understanding of how the video meeting 
technology worked; her need as a deaf person to see those she was meeting 
with; and dictated by her location in Stockholm. Here the technological 
limitations of the video meeting system are just one of the factors acting 
upon Nan, Louisa, René, and I. The emerging social relations guide and 
redefine the ways in which we interact with the video technology. The 
technology also influences how the relations between Nan, Louisa, René, 
and I take shape during the video meeting. A bad connection and difficulties 
connecting and seeing one another not only impact on everyone’s humour 
but also make it impossible to understand a conversation in Swedish Sign 
Language (and also Swedish for that matter). With communication at 
times impossible, we acted in different ways than we would have had the 
video meeting connection been established without and issues.

Based on this example (but with a contra-example in the chaotic husmöte, 
Video meeting #1, in the back of our minds), it seems that SVT Teckenspråk 
employees could definitely use video meetings (and video meeting 
technology). This was in spite of a system that had a less than optimal set-
up: outdated video meeting hardware and software, software selections in a 
foreign language (albeit English), multiple remotes, cameras and monitors 
none of which were clearly identified as in or out of use, incompatibilities 
between the system in Stockholm and that in Falun, to name the most 
obvious. The so far vaguely insinuated ‘social aspects’ of video meetings are 
significant for the vitalities (or realities if we must in defiance of our feminist 
knowledge that such realities are subjective, fleeting and constructed to 
serve political aims) of video meetings for researchers, engineers and 
designers alike. It is however, difficult to account for all possible social 
configurations of meetings, people, places and technologies. It is also the 
case that listing and creating clearly defined lists of social factors which 
are taken into consideration through pre-emptive planning on the designer 
or engineers’ part, might actually cause more issues than they solve, as 
the voice-steered systems and quest for seamless communication indicate. 
These lists liken plans and these are mere representations that ultimately 
fail to capture the vitalities or goings-on of video meetings. What is needed 
is an alternative way of understanding video meetings, their technologies, 
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settings and people.

Thus far, the vitalities of video meetings (which include video meeting 
technologies as well as the people, deaf hearing and interpreter, who use 
them) at SVT Teckenspråk involve knotty messes of cables, microphones, 
remotes, cameras and monitors; labyrinthine navigations of menu systems; 
and convoluted configurations and re-configurations of people, cameras 
and furniture. The deaf and hearing employees became embroiled in these 
complexities and dedicated time, thought and effort to dealing with them. 
These dealings with and goings on took place within their daily work-lives 
and the organisation at SVT Teckenspråk. As such, these re-occurring 
configurations  became a part of what is known as video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk. 

Video meetings
The various acts that can be part of video meetings have their social contexts 
and connected to the social relations that emerge at SVT Teckenspråk. A 
focus on a collection of acts - positioning the camera, dialling up, moving 
through the meeting agenda, and so on - illustrates the vitalities of the 
video meeting which in turn are socially situated. ‘Video meetings’ in the 
context of SVT Teckenspråk do not hinge on whether the video meeting 
technology (with or without people) is optimally designed for use, but on 
that and other ‘extra-cockpit’ factors. 11 Whilst there is much to be gained 
from focussing purely on the act when it comes to the ways video meetings 
are carried out, those acts that make up video meetings are themselves co-
constituted and emergent. They are not decided in advanced or planned. 
It was this fact about human-technology interactions that Suchman 
established (1987:48ff.). While she has often been misinterpreted 12, there 
is room for both plans and acts in the interactions with video meeting 
technology at SVT Teckenspråk. Suchman puts acts such as Nan using 
the remote within a framework that allows for a co-emergence and which 
resonates with my notion of vital acts and the vitalities of video meetings. 
Rather than a dialogue between Nan and the video meeting system where 
Nan presses one button and the video meeting system processes and then 
responds with one message which Nan in turn processes and acts upon, 

11 This remark is in reference to early work in human-computer interaction by Hutchins (1995). 
Hutchins’ research on how pilots regulated flight speed using tools known as ‘salmon bugs’ ‘was a 
thorough and detailed application of cognitive science approaches to understanding individuals but this 
time applied to larger socio-technical systems. Despite its limitations and lack of attention to the broader 
social contexts that are implicitly present in every human (and technological) act Hutchin’s study has been 
hugely influential in human-computer interaction.
12 See Suchman’s response to the misinterpretations of her notion of situatedness after the 
publication of her first book (2007:15ff.).
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Suchman (1987) would see the two (Nan and video meeting technology 
represented by remote, monitor, and potentially the camera) as in constant 
negotiations tied to each act which are informed by the actual circumstances 
that only a part of what is actually going on. She explains, action is situated 
and “depends in essential ways upon its material and social circumstances” 
(Suchman 1987:48). The material circumstances range from the room, the 
furniture, the remote in its material form. 13 The social are more complex. 
There are meanings associated with these acts that are inherently social 
and undeniably situated. Understanding the social contexts and meanings 
that underlie the ways in which technology and people intertwine demands 
a slightly different analytical approach to that which Hutchins (1995) and 
his contemporaries such as Heath and Luff (1992) used. It also hinges on a 
conceptualisation of  technology as concerning far more than the bits and 
bytes, algorithms and code; more than the microchips, memory, transistors 
and batteries. It requires understanding technology as a conglomeration 
of all these things and as endowed with a power to guide, influence, and 
even subvert human intentions. It also implies an understanding that 
technologies are designed by people and thereby inscribed with their 
understandings of the world. This social aspect of technology has been 
well-examined and various studies on human values and bias in computing 
illustrate how overlooking these social aspects often has real consequences 
for the ways in which we live in the world (Friedman & Nissenbaum 1996). 14

An awareness of these social circumstances, which are often characterised 
as organisational or perhaps even institutional, is reflected in the slogans 
and catch-phrases companies use to market video meeting systems. Some 
slogans from video meeting technology and services providers where video 
meeting technology market it as specifically designed to make people’s 
everyday working-life easier and to bring people who are separated 
by geographical distance, closer together. For example, video meeting 
technology “...makes any meeting better.” 15 Better may imply more 
efficient, more economical, more environmentally-friendly, or better for 
team morale (Cupitt 2013). They promise people that they will simply be 

13 These ‘material circumstances’ can even be stretched to include the seemingly immaterial 
code if we insert Barad’s (2007:74ff.) theories and the split-slit experiment’s findings on light and matter 
here. For this chapter, however, it is sufficient to limit the material to the more narrow conceptualisation of 
it as physical entities.
14 Friedman and Nissenbaum (1996) discuss this in terms of emergent bias and offer an example 
of a computer system designed to place medical interns at hospitals during the final years of their medical 
training as doctors. The system was designed to favour the hospital’s requests and suitable candidate 
profiles which lead to certain pre-existing bias against the medical students. Further bias emerged when 
the system failed to consider marital or family relations of the interns and placed couples in different cities 
across the U.S.
15 See Lifesize slogan. https://www.lifesize.com/ Last accessed: 2016.05.21



218  |  VITALITIES

able to “Pull up a seat at the meeting with easy-to-use, feature-rich video 
conferencing you can use on any device.” 16 Polycom makes big promises. 
Their video meeting technology will,

...Help your people collaborate from anywhere. Our video-
conferencing solutions help you catch every nuance and get 
more done. Make every meeting count and reduce operational 
costs for everything from sales and product development to 
doctor-patient consultations and teacher-student sessions. 17 

These slogans and the discourse that promotes video meeting technology 
as a way of keeping in touch, building team relationships, and working 
efficiently are deeply embedded in the ways in which people think about 
and go about holding video meetings. It is unlikely, given the trials and 
tribulations of dialling up, arranging furniture, and seating arrangements, 
that SVT Teckenspråk employees agree unconditionally with these 
discourses. Instead, it is more likely that they acknowledge the promises 
made by those who create, design, sell, and provide such technologies then 
qualify these with their own, less than ideal experiences. Dialling up dramas 
offer a direct critique of the corporate rhetorics where technology is linked 
with efficiency. A five minute discussion on where to position the camera’s 
focus, how to sit, and who is visible and who is not at the beginning of every 
meeting is far from efficient. Nan, Louisa, and René have used valuable 
meeting discussion time to configure themselves and the video meeting 
technology to suit communication in sign language. This meeting did not 
even have an interpreter present. The difficulties of configuring a video 
meeting systems so that it can cope with communication in sign language 
with interpreters challenges the optimisations designers and engineers 
have built into the system and reveals the hearing bias that exists in their 
designs - a bias which persists during use.

This bias is not just evident in the extra measures needed and carried out 
by the SVT Teckenspråk employees. It is also evident in what is not needed 
to be configured. The audio, for example, requires little configuration and 
other than volume there is not much that can be controlled. The video on 
the other hand requires enormous amounts of fiddling in order to suit a 
video meeting in Swedish Sign Language and between deaf, hearing, and 
interpreter. These experiences are the everyday vitalities of holding video 
meetings - the issues with dialling up, the problems with video quality, the 

16 See Lifesize slogan. https://www.lifesize.com/ Last accessed: 2016.05.21
17 Polycom catch-phrases http://www.polycom.com/hd-video-conferencing.html Last accessed; 
2016.05.21
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concerns and efforts needed to make sure video meetings are sufficient, 
rather than efficient, means of communication. However, the rhetorics 
and marketing discourses are still a part of these meetings. They may even 
provide an extra element of frustration as the realities of video meetings 
fail to live up to the technology-provider’s promises. Other key elements 
identified by Pye and Williams (1977) - the organisational settings - are 
also social and situating factors for the ways in which video meeting 
vitalities unfold. It is these organisational considerations that embroil 
themselves in considerations of how the video meetings are carried out 
and experienced, and which subsequently requires a broadening of terms 
from ‘video meeting technology’ to video meetings.

Vital video meetings
A consideration for the socio-technical and organisational aspects of video 
meetings as outlined in this chapter demands a different understanding of 
what a video meeting is than the rhetorics of video conferencing technology 
service providers and companies focussed on increasing employee 
productivity and meeting environmental goals. Such an understanding 
that does not assume that it is simply a congregation of video meeting 
technology and people who use that technology to complete a task. Based on 
the video meetings in which I have taken part, the task under consideration 
during video meetings can be broadly characterised as one which has an 
articulated function - to discuss an agenda. Each video meeting also has 
unarticulated functions such as establishing a sense of collaboration and 
working in a team, despite distances and technological mediation. This 
functional interpretation of video meetings is in keeping with the techno-
centric view of video meetings and supports narratives of technology-
based solutions to function-based problems such as collaboration, team-
building among geographically dispersed co-workers, and video meetings 
as environmentally-friendly alternatives to travel. So, if we instead begin 
to understand the video meeting as an artefact of human-computer 
interaction in itself, as an assemblage of technologies, peoples, practices 
and other factors such as organisational issues, deadlines and pressures of 
television production, then video meeting technologies can be understood 
as complement a broader range of behaviours. Such an approach would 
includes these dialling up ‘dramas’ and camera configurations, negotiations 
about seating arrangements, small jokes, and the working relations of 
those holding the meeting, as just as important as the discussion of the 
meeting agenda. 

Rather than concerning externally imposed judgements on efficiency 
and time-saving measures based on management theories of workplace 
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productivity, or even on a designer and software engineer’s notions of the 
optimal interface and video communication experience, these meetings 
are about the troubles people have and work through. They are inseparable 
from the difficulties employees at SVT Teckenspråk had with the 
technology) cause by both technological issues as well as human factors) 
and the accommodations in communicating which they made, sometimes 
without thinking during the meeting. These are the human factors (and yet 
they are arguably so much more). Human factors, in conjunction with the 
video meeting technology, make up the lived experience of video meetings. 
Such lived experiences are not absolute nor fixed and seldom match those 
presented in marketing campaigns or techno-centric discourse. Instead, 
video meetings as lived experiences are messy, humorous, frustrating, and 
organised chaos. They are planned but seldom go to plan. Moreover, they 
are situated in the sense that they are contingent on people and places - 
“material and social circumstances” (Suchman 1987:48). Video meetings at 
SVT Teckenspråk are about the video meeting, the discussions during the 
video meeting, and the work being done in and around these meetings. All 
these aspects are contingent on the technology and the people who together 
live and experience video meetings. Video meetings understood as such 
come to be about the different people and their ways of communicating in 
their languages, be they Swedish, Swedish Sign Language, or both. These 
shape the form video meetings take, the ways in which people use the 
video meeting technology and turn what could be understood as human-
computer interaction into a situated lived experience.
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The lived experiences of video meetings
The acts related in the chapter on vitalities collectively depict the lives of 
video meetings albeit in abbreviated form. In feminist theory, these lives 
are understood as subjective and tied to the vitalities of those who take 
part in them. In this chapter, I more explicitly focus on the subjectivities 
associated with each act. I do so using the concept of ‘lived experience’ 
as a starting point. ‘Lived experiences’ offer an alternative to the notion 
of ‘objective truths’ which prevail in scientific discourse. 1 It proffers 
that, rather than there being an objective truth and thereby one general 
authoritative experience of something (for example, being woman), this 
experience is subjective and something that is created through a process 
of choices, actions and situations. These experiences are shared and lived 
by people, have politics, and are often tied to what I consider to be ‘the 
problematic notion of identity’ (Mohanty 1992). While this particular 
chapter began by omitting these broader politics, the concept of lived 
experience now becomes useful because it defies the tendency to fix the 
ways in which people interact with technologies. Whereas acts, even vital 
acts, focus on moments divorced from their contexts and which thereby 
make interactions seem as if executed by à priori subjects; lived experience 
underlines how interactions are emergent through processes and 
subjectivities. Rather than consisting of fixed, pre-established routines, 
traditions, or habits, vital acts understood as part of lived experiences 
encompass the emergent character of doing and being simultaneously 
drawing the analysis into complex webs of situated knowings.

Acts are still an essential part of lived experiences and are now, alongside 
subjects, tied up in “...the politics of everyday life”. These politics eventually 
enter,

...the public sphere of expression and creative practice, displacing 
aesthetic hierarchies and generic categories, and...thus establishes 
the semiotic ground for different production of reference and 
meaning. (de Lauretis 1986:10)

The consideration for acts so far presented in this chapter, sans their 
politics, is as artificial as considering acts without histories. Despite 
characterising acts as vital and thus emergent, acts understood as separate 

1 The term ‘lived experience’ relates to Simone de Beauvoir’s book, The Second Sex (1949). 
Okely talks about the experience of womanhood and lived experience (l’expérience vécue) as referring to 
a woman’s actual experience rather than the ideological representations of what it means to be a woman 
(2005:180). Butler too refers to this feminist lived experience and sets it in relation to phenomenological 
analyses noting that both share a dedication to grounding theory in these lived experiences and 
understanding them as “constituting acts of subjective experience” (1988:522).



  |  223SUBJECTIVITIES

from histories and politics, stand in direct opposition with Butler’s (1993) 
conceptualisations and the act’s role in performance of the self. In the 
following sections on video meeting reconfigurations, the politics and 
histories of video meetings, a consideration for subjectivites, and the acts 
that comprise them are reunited. Additionally, the doers of these acts 
are re-figured as vital entities which emerge through intermingling with 
contexts, politics, histories, and knowings. The vitalities of video meetings 
are given nuance and detail that they have so far lacked through the 
addition of both situated knowings and politics. This marks a subtle move 
towards performativity and the notion of experience - more specifically 
lived experience. The lived experience of video meetings is contingent on 
the vital acts that occur, it is subjective, and constantly being reconfigured 
(Suchman 2007) and becoming with (Haraway 2008). 

Video meetings are made up of situated and collaborative vital acts carried 
out between people and technologies. These meetings take ‘form’ in relation 
to contexts and social factors. Furthermore,  these emergent video meetings 
have their own social contexts. These statements and the examples I have 
used to support them from Video meeting #63 re-affirm Suchman’s (1987) 
arguments on how this situatedness often requires a re-writing of plans 
or intended actions. In this section, I expand on the examples from Video 
meeting #63 and suggest that it is not technology and humans in contexts 
but technology, human, contexts, and histories which all intermingling 
configure and re-configure each other. There is also a subtle shift from 
the ‘act’ onto the being which carries out the ‘act’ which signals a more 
performative turn. The point of this framing and analytical exercise is to 
understand how each ‘being’ or entity, be it video meeting technology; a 
deaf SVT employee; a hearing employee; a member of the Nyhetstecken 
team; an interpreter; an Editor-in-Chief; or SVT the organisation, emerge, 
and disappear, become and become undone, and ‘become with’. Human 
and non-human (technology) are vital and act, the challenge is to capture 
the being that carries out these vital acts in the empirical data. For example, 
who is Nan when she is dialling up Stockholm? What does it mean that I 
take on a passive, advisory position? Are Louisa and René colleagues when 
they collaborate with Nan to position the camera and what does this mean? 
These subjectivities exist alongside the acts and up until now, have lain 
dormant - nodes in a network, steps in a flow-chart, islands on a map.

In the second edition of “Plans and Situated Actions”, re-entitled “Human-
Machine Reconfigurations. Plans and Situated Actions” Suchman (2007) 
builds on previous arguments that human-computer interaction could 
not simply be understood in cognitive terms as mappable plans and 
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deviations from plans, but as actions that emerge and take place within 
various contexts. Human-machine interactions could now be understood 
as something that emerges within contexts and is re-negotiated and re-
figured; where distinctions between what is considered human and what 
was machine is fluid, and also emerges during instances of interaction 
(Suchman 2007). Suchman has worked towards establishing a method 
that takes these perspectives as its starting point and with the concept 
‘configuration’ (2012:48ff.). ‘Configuration’ works to render “the 
heterogeneous relations that technologies fold together” analytically 
perceptible (Suchman 2012:48). 

Using this term, Suchman underlines the importance of re-imagining 
relations of human and machine and asking how they might be 
reconfigured or figured together differently in technological discourses 
and practices (2012:49). Her agenda is a self-professed project aimed 
at “constructing computation machines as sentient others, imbued with 
capacities for intelligence and interaction” and an examination of “what 
it means to be humanlike, and how the boundary between humans and 
nonhumans are correspondingly drawn and redrawn” (2007:226). What 
Suchman presents in her efforts to move towards this goal is a picture of 
human-technology relations where the human and non-human intertwine 
and work together to define and make up the characteristics of the other. 
These reconfigurations and relations of bring beings into being, are also 
processes of creating situated knowings. Knowings situated in the act of 
holding meetings, the interaction of video meeting technology and SVT 
Teckenspråk employees, and also set within histories and visualities.

The following example works on addressing video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk in the manner Suchman (2007) advocates in her revised book 
- as ongoing re-configurations. With subjectivities and acts in focus, video 
meetings become a lens through which to understand what it means to 
be both human and non-human; people and technology; SVT employee 
and researcher; hearing, deaf, or interpreter. The acts and those who 
carry them out do so from the standpoint of certain ways of being at SVT 
Teckenspråk for video meeting technology, deaf, hearing, interpreter, and 
researcher. While this reveals shifting boundaries and the relationality of 
being, it also casts a spotlight onto the processes involved in creating acts, 
video meetings, and subjectivities rather than fixating on established or 
re-established categories, patterns, and routines so that ‘being’ becomes 
‘becoming with’. To examine what it means to be (or become with) we need 
to first forget for a moment, about direct, easily identified implications for 
design and the even sideline the contextual aspects of interactions that 
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come to play in video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Let us consider what 
an analysis of video meetings understood as performances made up of 
configurations of people, technologies and their situations, tells us about 
‘becoming with’. Suchman describes this as,

...reanimating a figure [through paying] attention to its rhetorical 
constitution as a category of existence and to the forms of 
embodiment that stand as its instances (2012:49, my emphasis).

Video meeting #74
I am in Stockholm this time, at SVT Teckenspråk’s offices in Kontorshuset 
on the edge of Stockholm’s city centre. Standing in the tiny, four by two 

Image 46. Screen grab from 
Video meeting #74, taken in 
Stockholm, 27.04.2012.
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metre room, the head of programming for Kultur- och samhället, Louisa, is 
dialling up SVT Teckenspråk’s offices in Falun. The first attempt fails. The 
video call has definitely been established and I can hear background noise 
coming from the nearby kitchen in Falun, but there is no image or visual 
indication that the video call has gone through. Louisa, who is deaf, does 
not hear the chatter in Falun and assumes that there is no connection at all. 
She hangs up then dials Falun again with the same results. I sign falteringly, 
that there are people there and that I can hear them. Louisa signs ‘ok’ then 
asks me to talk to the SVT employees in Falun and find out what is going on. 
“Hello? Are you there? Can you hear us? We can not see you”, I say. Karin, 
an interpreter in Falun hears me and answers with a “Hello!”. I  seem now 
to be on the Stockholm end of the difficulties Nan, René and I had in Falun 
during the dialling up stage of Video meeting #63 (Vitalities:194). Karin 
and I agree using spoken Swedish, that she would try and call us instead 
then we both hang up. I do not explain what is happening to Louisa partly 
because my sign language skills are insufficient but also because Louisa is 
signing with her guest, Erik. Erik, a freelance scriptwriter is meeting with 
Louisa and Eve, two members of the Kultur- och Samhället editorial, to 
talk about turning his script into a television series for broadcast. There is 
no interpreter with us in Stockholm that day. Sitting beside Louisa, Erik is 
also deaf and the interpreters are with the only hearing member attending 
the meeting, Eve, who is in Falun. The meeting is a planning meeting for a 
new show that SVT Teckenspråk is interested in producing and picking up 
for broadcast.

A call from Falun comes through and a video connection between 
Stockholm and Falun is automatically established according to the pre-
programmed settings that all SVT Teckenspråk video meeting systems 
have. Louisa proceeds to move the camera in Stockholm so that only she 
and Erik are visible. I am not visible to the group in Falun nor to Louisa 
and Erik who have their backs to me in Stockholm. I am not officially taking 
part in the meeting, I am only there to observe. She and Erik are seated 
at a small round table in the middle of the room and with room for only 
two. There is barely room on the table for Erik’s papers, Louisa’s laptop, 
her papers and her coffee cup. I am seated behind them and to their left. 
My ‘invisibility’ is not a result of intentional exclusion but due to practical 
reasons. Focussing the camera on Louisa and Erik ensures that every sign, 
facial expression, and movement they make is visible to the interpreters 
and any deaf colleagues in Falun.

Having the interpreters in Falun rather than Stockholm made this meeting 
somewhat unusual. Both deaf people were in Stockholm without an 
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interpreter which was an irregularity. It was also not common that there 
be only hearing people participating in the meeting in Falun. This time, 
Louisa and Erik were both deaf and in Stockholm without an interpreter. 
Eve, who was hearing, was seated alone in Falun. I say ‘alone’ but Eve was 
not actually alone. There were two Swedish sign language interpreters 
sitting with her. These in-house interpreters were however not part of the 
editorial team and from a certain analytical perspective therefore, not part 
of the meeting in a similar fashion to how I was not a part of it. 2 In the 
same way the video meeting system and its set-up of cameras, monitors, 
microphones, software and hardware could be considered ‘outside of’ or 
‘invisible to’ the meeting, so too were the interpreters. This distinction is 
tied to and supports the point of view that sees interpreters as technologies 
(see Technology:66).

Everyone now present, Louisa then plugs her laptop into the power point 
behind a cupboard while Karin shuts the door to the meeting room in Falun, 
blocking out some of the noise but not all. In Stockholm, we had also shut 
the glass sliding door to our small room and it is already getting hot and 
stuffy. Louisa begins the meeting and Eve, with the two interpreters, Karin 
and Hanna settle in. I notice that while Louisa had adjusted the camera 
in Stockholm so that Falun received an optimal picture, the camera in 
Falun has not been moved to suit the number of people participating or 
their sign language capabilities (see Image 47). An optimal configuration 
would have shown the interpreters in main focus, hearing to the side but 
still visible. This configuration would have been achieved mainly through 
guiding and zooming in and out with the camera, as René and Nan had 
done in Video meeting #63. During this meeting, the SVT Teckenspråk 
staff in Falun have dispensed with using the remote to steer the camera 
and instead position themselves in relation to the current, default camera 
position, still making sure that they are visible for the most part. The 
interpreters have placed themselves centre stage so that they are visible 
- but did they do this by taking specific seats around the table rather than 
refocussing and shifting the camera. Eve is sitting on the side of the table 
and is outside of the image most of the time with only her left arm and a 
part of her green t-shirt visible. It is not essential to see Eve from a sign 
language perspective. The interpreters are the only ones that Louisa and 
Erik will be able to understand, but not being able to see Eve’s face and 
her expressions means that no-one in Stockholm, including me, will be 
able to gauge her response in the same way. Louisa and Erik might even 

2 This notion of visibility and invisibility has been further discussed in a paper I have co-authored 
with Per-Anders Forstorp and Ann Lantz, currently submitted and under review for a Special Issue in 
Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social Research.
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(and do) fail to notice that she has even said anything as there are no visual 
cues.  The three people in Falun are sitting close to each other but there 
is a large empty space on the right hand side of the screen (the left hand 
side of the table in Falun). Using the camera, it would have been possible 
to shift the view so that Eve was more visible. Another alternative would 
have been to move around the table so that Eve was visible and only one 
of the interpreters was in the direct centre. The other interpreter would 
be slightly to the side. This might be less desirable from a sign language 
perspective. It is harder to read signs from the side for some and seeing 
a hearing person who is not signing takes a logical second place to clearly 
being able to see the interpreters. The interpreters in Falun are also experts 
and used to also portraying not only the words and their meaning but 
adding facial expressions that mirror those they are translating. This does 
however make their job more difficult as one interpreter mentioned, and 
it can also affect the way hearing employees experience the meeting. One 
Kultur- och Samhället editorial member admitted that being constantly 
outside of the frame and invisible to their colleagues in Stockholm was 
“tough” (jobbigt).

For now, in Video meeting #74, the camera is zoomed out so the interpreters 

Image 47. Screen grab from Video meeting #74 which shows the two interpreters 
in Falun as they were seen by Louisa, Erik and I in Stockholm. Note that Eve is 
only barely visbile. Her arm and a part of her green t-shirt showing on the edge of 
the screen, 27.04.2012.
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are rather small figures on the monitor. This level of zoom means the 
camera fails to capture subtle expressions and movements which are 
then blurred as they are encoded and decoded, transmitted over limited 
bandwidth and finally further miniaturised when they are displayed on a 
comparatively small monitor, maximum dimensions of which were 42 inch 
(see Image 48). The size of the images and their pixelation obscure detail 
but on this occasion, the picture was made even worse by the high contrast 
in the image  - a consequence of  bad lighting in Falun. For those of us in 

Image 48. Screen grab 
from Video meeting 
#74, 27.04.2012. Note 
the blurred image of 
the interpreters on the 
screen as they sign. 
Also note the shining 
white table that takes 
up the majority of the 
image.
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Stockholm, the images on the monitor are much less than real life, human-
scale. And for me, sitting at the back of the small meeting room, an entire 
person’s torso was often hidden from sight by Louisa’s or Erik’s heads. 
These factors taken together meant that small signals vital for smooth 
communication such as eye-contact, were imperceptible in this instance. 
Their facial expressions and movements could be (and are) missed.

Video meeting #74 continues
To return to Video meeting #74: with the meeting about to get underway, 
Louisa mentions that she is going to be taking notes and asks if that is ok 
with everyone. No objections are made and she begins by typing something 
on her computer. Moving through the meeting agenda, Louisa has started 
signing and engaging Eve and Erik in a discussion. The interpreters have 
been translating what Louisa and Erik sign to Eve. Eve is making her own 
notes during the majority of the meeting and rarely looks at the monitor 
(see Image 49). The interpreters alternate from looking at each other so 
as to follow what each other is signing, to keeping their gaze firmly fixed 
on the monitor in order to capture and relay everything Louisa signs. 
They also relay back all Eve’s comments - whether they are muttered 
while looking down at her notes or said clearly while looking at Louisa 
and Erik. At one point I hear Eve chuckle at something Louisa signs and 
the interpreters translate, but she is looking down at her papers and only 

Image 49. Screen grab from Video meeting #74, 27.04.2012. Eve is taking notes 
while the interpreters sign her previous comments to Erik and Louisa. Karin is 
signing while Hanna is following her interpretation.
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partially visible because of where she is seated - on the edge of the camera’s 
view. Subsequently, no expression of mirth is visible so this pleasantry 
goes unnoticed by Louisa and Erik. The interpreters also choose prioritise 
relaying what is said in this instance, rather than add a long sequence 
explaining that Eve has chuckled at an incidental, slightly amusing 
comment from Louisa. The moment has passed anyway and the business 
of making television is more important than pleasantries. Nevertheless the 
tone of the meeting is cheerful, positive and excited for the new project and 
collaboration.

A note on sign language communication
Once more, the importance of being seen and making eye contact, as well 
as focussing as much attention as is possible on the monitor and what is 
going on in the other location becomes apparent. The distinction is that 
during video meetings in Swedish, information and jokes are still aurally 
perceptible. For meetings in sign language, this is not the case. The only 
way to perceive information is through visual perception - sight. This 
means looking at the camera, the monitor (and through these), at their 
colleagues, and making eye contact. Thinking back to a deaf visuality and 
deaf ways of communicating, the primacy of the visual and the rich amount 
of information that can be conveyed through visual channels, this argues 
for video meetings in sign language which have the exact same potential 
to be successful as video meetings in spoken languages. The difference 
perhaps is that they require alternate ways of configuring both practices 
and technologies. There is no need to gesticulate wildly or exaggerate 
expressions. Video meetings do not need to become farcical representation 
of communication, like La Familie Bélier (Visualities:119). However, a video 
meeting in sign language that does not miss out on the small incidental 
jokes and comments requires the same focus and communication practices 
that the re-telling of a film among a circle of friends does (The Circle, 
Visualities:126) or the same rhetorical skills that command attention (The 
Beaver, Visualities:129).

Admittedly these video meetings are somewhat more complex. They do not 
only involve deaf people and the communication that is going on is business 
- not storytelling or just information-sharing. It is also about negotiations 
and coming up with ideas, plans, and making decisions. More importantly 
and getting back to the situatedness of these meetings, these meetings 
occur within the context of SVT Teckenspråk, SVT as an organisation, and 
are tied to the situated knowings that arise through everyday encounters 
other than video meetings.
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I mentioned this small, seemingly insignificant and unnoticed chuckle from 
Eve to give context to what happened a few minutes later. Missing that was 
not critical to the meeting discussion. It may just have influenced the tone 
of the meeting - making it more business-like and formal, perhaps. The 
following miscommunication was slightly more significant and disruptive. 
Louisa was taking notes on her computer at the same time as chairing the 
meeting and discussing concrete issues with Eve and Erik.

Image 50. Screen grab from Video meeting #74, 27.04.2012. The interpreters, 
Hanna and Karin are both smiling and Eve too, when she moves into frame 
a moment later, is also grinning. The meeting ends on a humourous note 
despite the miscommunications and difficutlies (which are presented later, 
Subjectivities:234f.).
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Eve (Karin) 3: ...ah. It could be that that person still does- does- Another 
suggestion about... a- another program. But we would at least have 
somewhere to start. 4

Eve (Karin): ...ah. Det kanske bli så att den personen ändå gör- gör ett annat 
förslag på... ett- andra program. Men då har vi i alla fall nåt utgångspunkt.

Karin is translating for Eve and is fully visible albeit in miniature in the 
centre of the monitor. Erik, who is partially outside of my filmed version 
of events is watching what Karin is signing and has placed his pen and 
notepad on the table in front of him. 5 Louisa, whose face is outside of 
my camera frame, is typing notes on her computer. She does not seem 
to be watching everything being signed only glancing up occasionally to 
catch small phrases and parts. Eve’s face is not visible on the monitor in 
Stockholm. This configuration lasts for about a minute (see Image 51). Eve 
notices that Louisa is not looking and is typing and her tone of voice and 
hesitation in speech hints that she might be anxious possibly because she 
realises that Louisa is unaware she is talking. Eve moves to the left and 
cranes her neck the side so that her head is now visible on the monitor 
in Stockholm all the while continuing to talk as before. Karin continues 
signing what Eve is saying without pause or change in demeanour. Eve 
continues, 

Eve (Karin): ...so it- so it is not that bad an idea.

Eve (Karin): ...så att- så att det är inte så dumt.

3 I have in this sequence started to use annotation where if the name of the person is someone 
who is signing, then their name will be in italics. If the name is not in italics then that person is speaking 
Swedish. Interpreters’ names are in brackets after the name. I have not been religious in making sure I 
have the exact name of the interpreter mainly because interpreters often swap between each other during 
a meeting and so it is difficult to tell who is speaking for whom in an audio recording. This decision is 
unproblematic for this type of analysis and study of video meetings. This would not have been the case 
were this a study of interpretation practices during video meetings or carrying out a detailed discourse 
analysis focussed on linguistics, for example.
4 Eve is transcribed here as she spoke. I have not transcribed what was signed by Karin and 
which would have been understood by Erik & Louisa. Eve is giving voice to an incomplete thought and 
that is reflected in the way in which her sentences are formed. Conversation analysis would read some 
meaning into this and draw tentative conclusions on both state of mind, confidence and position within the 
group. This thesis is not the place for this kind of analysis. I use this exchange as a way to instead focus on 
how the group - the technology, the interpreter, the hearing and the deaf - work in cohort and what these 
efforts say about how ways of being deaf, hearing, technology and interpreter are enacted and re-enacted 
(or figured, configured and re-configured).
5  At this point I should mention that by filming video meetings and using these films during the 
analysis phase, I have already framed events at the fieldwork stage through the use of an mobile telephone 
camera but also theoretically and ethically. I do not want to capture the faces of either Erik or Louisa on film 
if I can help it in order to preserve some kind of anonymity which limits the amount of detail I recorded in 
the video recordings. For communication in Swedish Sign Language not seeing a full face or both hands is 
often problematic and affects interpretation.
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After less than a minute, Louisa looks up, perhaps having noticed that Eve 
moved and is now more visible. Although Louisa signs nothing, Hanna 
interprets her glance at the screen and Eve with an affirmative sound used 
by hearing people in Sweden to acknowledge the speaker and signal that 
they are listening. It is not clear if Louisa has caught what Eve was saying 
despite Hanna’s interpretation of her glance and the subsequent signed 
acknowledgement.

Louisa (Hanna): Mm. mm.

Louisa then pauses and looks at Erik sitting beside her and they both begin 

Image 50. 
Screen grab 
from Video 
meeting #74, 
27.04.2012. 
Eve is talking, 
although it is not 
obvious from the 
photo and Karin 
is signing what 
she is saying. 
Louisa is typing 
her own notes 
on the laptop in 
front of her and 
is not aware that 
Eve is talking 
- there are no 
visual cues from 
Eve, and Karin 
began signing 
after Louisa had 
looked away 
from the monitor.
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signing simultaneously.

Erik: Ok. Great!

Erik: Ok. Vad bra!

This comment from Erik is not translated by Hanna who is focusing on 
what Louisa signed but she has not yet started translating this even - 
though Erik has already begun responding. There is a slight pause in the 
spoken conversation while Hanna waits for Louisa to have signed enough 
for her to interpret clearly. Eve has leaned back in her chair and her face 
is not visible once more and her arms are crossed. Both interpreters have 
their hands on their laps under the table when they are not signing. This 
is standard practice for interpreters and also for deaf people. It shows that 
they are listening. A slightly raised hand or a small movement can signal 
that you want to interrupt or have a comment, and risks disrupting the 
speaker.

Louisa (Hanna): Wha- wha- We’ll do something like that then. We’ll do 
your... what do you say about that, then?

Louisa (Hanna): Va-va- Då gör så nåt sånt. Vi gör ditt inspelning... då kan vi säger 
det till då?

There is a pause at this point and Louisa looks as if she is thinking.

Hanna: Erm...

Hanna, although an interpreter, is speaking here for herself and not 
interpreting for anyone. This suggests that she is having trouble following 
what Louisa is signing and this is also reflected in the strange sentence 
formulations of her translation

Louisa: The seventh of June?

Louisa: Sjunde juni?

Erik immediately answers that that is fine with a wave-like gesture and 
a nod. He then reaches down to pick up his pen and make a note. This 
exchange between Louisa and Erik happens and is over long before Hanna 
has managed to translate. Hanna, who is unsure of the date eventually 
interprets what Louisa signed with a questioning tone of voice: “Sjunde 
juni?” Hanna then signs “7th June” back to Louisa with a questioning 
expression on her face and on her own behalf (see Image 51). Eve has 
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not detected the hesitation in Hanna’s tone of voice nor seen her puzzled 
expression. Eve sits forward in her seat also reaching for her pen and paper. 
In doing so, Eve is now almost one hundred percent visible on the screen 

Image 51. Screen grab from Video meeting #74, 27.04.2012. Louisa and Erik 
are signing to each other an have their bodies and heads slightly turned towards 
each other to make eye contact (out of frame). Hanna, in Falun, is in the middle 
of interpreting what Louisa signed a few seconds prior but has missed one detail 
and is looking questioningly at Louisa and pointing.
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in Stockholm. Erik has already begun signing to Louisa who is answering 
him immediately. None of this exchange is translated by either interpreter 
- neither Hanna nor Karin. Hanna is still asking Louisa if the date actually 
was the 7th of June and is signing to Louisa who unfortunately is in the 
middle of an exchange with Erik. At that particular moment, Louisa has 
turned to her left and Erik has turned towards her to better communicate 
so neither of them see the monitor in more than their peripheral vision. 
Both are oblivious of the confusion that is erupting in Falun. Eve, who 
was taking notes up until this point, has now detected the general air of 
uncertainty coming from Hanna and is looking at the monitor in Falun, 
possibly trying to catch a little of what Erik and Louisa are signing. Eve 
can follow some sign language but not enough to hold a meeting without 
an interpreter yet. Karin, the other interpreter, decides that it is time to 
move past the unanswered question from Hanna and attempts to interpret 
some of what Erik and Louisa have been signing. It is unclear who she is 
interpreting for as both Erik and Louisa were signing and her translation is 
a collection of words rather than a clear understandable message. To make 
matters worse, it is impossible to hear what she is saying as Eve is shuffling 
papers around on the table and Karin is talking very quietly. This is only a 
problem for me as an observer in Stockholm. Eve would have no problem 
hearing what is being translated as she is sitting right beside Karin. Still, 
she seems not to be paying any attention.

Erik or Louisa (Karin): (inaudible) Definitely.

Erik or Louisa (Karin): ??? Absolut.

Erik and Louisa finish their exchange and Louisa immediately starts 
making notes on her laptop. Hanna lets out an expression of frustration

Hanna: What the-!

Hanna: Men!

Hanna is no longer translating but speaking for herself when she cries out. 
She makes a verbal expression that is only audible so Louisa misses it. Once 
more she and Erik have an brief exchange in sign language which goes 
untranslated. Hanna, still trying to get Louisa’s attention taps her hand 
up and down on the table in the way you would if you were in the same 
room with deaf people and wanted to get their attention. The vibration 
on the table - presumably a shared table - and the exaggerated movement 
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would then have been felt and seen (see Image 52). 6 Finally Erik notices 
and gently taps Louisa on the shoulder and points at the monitor (see 
Image 53). Louisa looks up and Hanna signs (without speaking) “Sjunde 
juni” twice. Louisa signs back “Sjunde juni. Ja” (7th June, yes!) and Hanna 
signs back with “Ok. Ok” (also without speaking). There is a small pause 
and then Eve begins to talk - just as Louisa returns to making notes on her 
laptop.

Eve (Hanna): Och så (inaudible) till.

Eve: Och så ??? till. 

Karin starts signing Eve’s question but notices that neither Louisa or Erik 

6 Interesting note: it seems as if this event has gone on for a long time. It takes so long to relate 
in words and describe yet the whole and misunderstanding was only 10 seconds long. The pauses and 
misses in communication also occur in a matter of seconds and misunderstandings and understandings 
are formed similarly quickly.

Image 52. 
Hanna, waving 
her hand and 
looking slightly 
irritated while 
Erik and Louisa 
take notes and 
miss Hanna’s 
question.
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are watching. Eve herself is looking at her notebook so does not immediately 
realise that her comment from a few minutes ago still has not been relayed. 
Karin mutters something to which Hanna responds.

Hanna: (half-laugh) Exactly!
Karin: It seems as if she doesn’t want to talk (inaudible) to him 7 

Hanna: Ja precis!
Karin: Det verkar som hon inte vill prata ?? honom.

7 Eve is still rustling through her papers, placing them on top of the microphone which results in 
amplified thuds that confuse my recording device and make speech inaudible. Without the accompanying 
signs, the muttered comments of the interpreters are not intelligible - just as they are not (and are intended 
not to be) for Louisa and Erik are deaf. In this moment, I too am a kind of deaf - a technologically induced 
deafness. I hesitate to call it deafness because it is not the deafness I have defined here where being 
deaf is about sharing a visual language, being a part of a culture, and not hearing. I only barely know sign 
language two years on from my fieldwork and I can not claim any part of deaf culture other than an interest 
in it. I can hear and it is my hearing that makes me deaf - the loud thumps on the microphone obscure the 
words of the interpreters. The recording device is not capable of picking up these words either and itself 
becomes another kind of deaf.

Image 52. Erik, noticing that 
Hanna is signing a question, 
taps Louisa on the shoulder 
and then points at the screen 
to alert her to what is going 
on.
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The two interpreters are talking to each other here and make no effort 
to sign what they are chuckling over. Erik looks up and begins signing, 
unaware that the people in Falun have been trying to say something. Once 
more, this is due in part to the fact that it is hard to distinguish whose lips 
are moving on the small monitor and because of the bad image quality. It 
is also because the people in Falun were talking (and signing) while both 
Louisa and Erik were taking notes.

Karin repeats Eve’s question, which was directed to Louisa and Erik then 
notices that perhaps Erik wanted to say something. Louisa is still typing 
and has not seen what is going on. Erik makes a gesture to let the people 
in Falun know they can speak first. Louisa looks up and Hanna begins over 
and signs Eve’s question but does not speak it. Hanna has repeated the 
question already and is now directing it to those in Stockholm only. This 
turns out to be a slight mistake. Because Hanna only signed and Eve is not 
looking either at the monitor or Hanna, she actually misses the fact that 
her question finally got asked. Perhaps assuming that she will never get 
an answer, Eve puts on her glasses and begins reading from her papers. 
Hanna notices Eve’s disinterest and lets the matter drop.

Erik (Hanna): Who goes first?
Hanna: He asks.

Erik (Hanna): Vem pratar först?
Hanna: Säger han.

Hanna adds this last comment to let Eve know that Erik is asking a question 
and because she sees that Eve is not looking at the monitor. She is still 
reading her papers. This is standard practice for sign language interpreters 
- to indicate who is saying what, who is signing what and to keep track of 
who is paying attention and who is trying to multi-task. Things in Video 
meeting #74 were getting a bit complicated however with all three of those 
who were actually participating in the meeting discussion (Louisa, Eve, 
and Erik), busy taking notes and not looking at the monitor.

The interpreters both laugh slightly at this point. This type of confusion is 
a little irregular for the SVT team and things are spiralling out of control. 
It was only the interpreters and I who were actually looking at what was 
going on and none of us were taking part in this discussion in anything 
but a secondary sense - them as mediators and I as an observer. Eve still 
has not looked up. But finally Louisa has stops typing and is looking at 
the monitor so catches Karin’s second attempt to translate Eve’s question. 
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Translated by Hanna and in answer to Eve’s question Louisa says,

Louisa (Hanna): Yes, my next meeting starts at 3p.m.

Louisa (Hanna): Ja, jag börjar nästa möte klockan tre.

I notice at this point that the clock on the monitor in Stockholm shows 
that it is only 14:31 but it is almost 30 minutes slow - according to my field 
notes. Erik has missed this exchange presumably and asks the question he 
wanted to ask earlier but did not manage to because of the confusion and 
lack of people actually looking at the monitors.

Erik (Karin): Yes! But I was thinking... what if I do at least two episodes 
then?

Erik (Karin): Ja! Men då tänkte jag bara... säga att jag gör minst två avsnitt då.

Erik is signing claps his hands so loudly that it almost overpowers  Karin’s 
voice as she interprets for him. Luckily, I am the only hearing person in 
Stockholm and this is not a problem. Had I been a member of the SVT 
Teckenspråk team, this too would have meant that I missed some of 
what was being said - especially if I was seated behind Erik and unable to 
follow his signing. This gave me some sense of what the husmöte, Video 
meeting #1, must have been like for SVT Teckenspråk’s deaf employees. 
People sitting in front and behind them, out of their range of vision and 
without auditory senses to compensate for this. To put a deaf experience 
in hearing terms: one clap is not a problem, but the husmöte was in 
essence a succession of ‘claps’, exaggerated movements and simultaneous 
conversations that impacted on deaf employees opportunity to follow the 
meeting (and for some hearing employees too).

Hurrying perhaps to discuss the last couple of important issues before her 
next meeting, Louisa turns to Erik and starts signing. Their profiles are now 
visible and I can see what they are signing more easily. The interpreters in 
Falun, however might have had some trouble. The interpretation offered is 
difficult to follow on the recording due to poor audio. The meeting rounds 
up and I stop filming, right in the middle of Louisa signing some final 
words.

This segment was only 1:19 minutes long and a brief exchange with barely 
any content as far as transfer of information goes. Yet it is rich with detail on 
the ‘goings on’ of video meetings in Swedish and Swedish Sign Language. 
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Reconfigurations
Taking our cue from Suchman (2007), it is important to accept Video 
meeting #74 is here understood differently to Video meeting #63. It is 
not only an amalgamation of separate distinct acts all with a purpose and 
plan. This is different to the way I analysed Video meeting #63 and the 
acts Nan performed to dial up Stockholm which although situated and 
not exactly planned stuck to a course. The ‘acts’ that emerge during Video 
meeting #74 are not planned and I have not treated them as such. Instead 
I analyse Video meeting #74 as ‘goings on’. Video meetings could just be 
interpreted as a collection of acts and these acts can be situated within 
social and material contexts but that will not reveal more than and outline 
of events. To get at the meaning behind Video meeting #74 and discern its 
significance for the question of how video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk 
are carried out, requires conceptualising goings on as re-configurations. 
Moreover, re-configurations and goings on brings a consideration for the 
subject and subjectivities to the fore.

In this meeting, Eve is figured as hearing, Hanna and Karin are figured as 
interpreter; I am the researcher/observer; and Erik and Louisa are deaf. 
The video meeting technology is figured as an audio-visual communication 
channel between two locations at great distance. It is the tool with which 
the video meeting is ‘made’. This is the figuration that is established a few 
minutes into the meeting - the figurations that come into being after I have 
helped Louisa establish a connection with Falun. Only a few moments 
before this, however, these figurations were radically different. I was taking 
part in the video meeting, especially as I have extended the bounds of these 
meetings to include dialling up. By commenting and participating in the 
dialling up process through pointing out that the connection with Falun is 
already established but that we can not see them, only hear them. I was no 
longer just an observer. I become a researcher/participant hybrid. I am not 
a member of the editorial but I have participated in the meeting in the same 
way Karin has, through dialling up a second time so that Louisa and Erik 
can see Eve, Hanna and herself in Falun. As far as I can tell Karin is alone 
in Falun and not an interpreter at that moment but a meeting participant, 
while Eve and Hanna are invisible in that moment, not having been heard or 
seen. Karin is equally invisible to Louisa can not see her or hear her. As far 
as I am concerned, Karin is my cohort problem-solver. We are responsible 
for fixing this problem and establishing a call. She is not interpreter at 
this stage, she is speaking for herself, not another person. Because there is 
no image in Stockholm, she can not translate my words into signs so that 
Louisa can follow our exchange. To include Louisa, who is the editorial 
head and chair of the meeting that will ‘come into being’ soon, I instead, 
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‘become with’ this mess of the malfunctioning video meeting technology, 
absent interpreters, and invisible SVT Teckenspråk co-workers, and act as 
a fickle and imperfect interpreter. I offer explanations and the meeting is 
in effect between Louisa and I. I have not yet been introduced to her guest 
and even though I can see and look at him, he is not officially a part of this 
meeting from my perspective. Nor is he a part of SVT Teckenspråk or my 
research - he will become these things however.

For Louisa, the meeting is between her, Erik the video meeting system and 
I. There is no-one in Falun at that moment. There is perhaps not even a 
video meeting system there to receive her call. Or if there is a video meeting 
system, it is one that has responded in some way to her presses on the 
remote albeit not the way in which she had expected. The black screen 
and lack of messages is a kind of communication. It is not one that she 
understands as anything more than a display which requires her to hang 
up. The video meeting technology is present and active but not acting as 
a channel for communication in Swedish sign language. It is acting as a 
channel for audio-based, spoken Swedish communication. It figures as 
less than it should be. Our human expectations and even its own coded 
commands demand that a video meeting system show video as well as 
transmit audio.

Louisa and Erik still figure as deaf at this moment. They can not hear so they 
can not participate in the meeting. In a sense, they are also technologically 
blinded by the video meeting system that is failing to transmit a picture of 
those in Falun. I too am blinded through the technology’s glitches which 
go unexplained and without error message or prompt from either the video 
meeting system and those in Falun. Louisa has no explanation and Karin’s 
solution is to re-dial rather than seek out the root of the issue. At that 
moment when the issues with the video feed are affecting everyone and 
everything. We are deeply entrenched in the video meeting troubles. 

These figurations change and are re-figured once the video connection 
is established and the meeting starts with me as observer, Louisa and 
Erik as deaf participants, Hanna and Karin as interpreters and Eve as 
hearing participant. This is not a figuring and a re-figuring however. These 
figurations and re-figurations have been carried out in relation to each 
other. As such they are (re-)configurations. I have become a participant 
rather than an observer once I realise that Louisa as deaf can not hear that 
the connection has been established. Louisa is originally a participant along 
with the remote and video meeting technology but her interactions with 
the remote fail to connect her with her colleagues in Falun in a way she can 
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perceive. In this sense both Louisa and the remote configure each other. 
The remote figures the video meeting technology and its connection with 
Falun. Together Louisa and the remote con-figure the video meeting as ‘not 
working’ and me as participant or temporary interloper. In turn, Karin and 
I configure the video meeting technology as faulty and needing attention. 
Karin then works with the remote in Falun and the video meeting system to 
re-configure the meeting. Louisa and Erik begin their own small discussion 
and the video meeting is temporarily non-existent while a new video link is 
established. I step out of my momentary figuration as interpreter and video 
meeting participant and Louisa reconfigures me, Erik and herself so that I 
am not a visible participant in the meeting. She does this through moving 
the table and chairs, seating herself at the table and offering Erik the chair 
beside her and then using the remote to zoom in on them, excluding me 
from the image that Falun receives. This in turn configures a video meeting 
where Erik and Louisa are deaf, signing and in Stockholm meeting with 
Eve, as colleague and hearing meeting participant, Hanna and Karin as 
interpreters in Falun.

This configuration holds but oscillates and changes, that is, it reconfigured, 
as the meeting unfolds or folds in together (Haraway 2008:8). For instance, 
in moments when Eve is not looking at the monitor and making notes, 
she is what I would call blind - especially in relation to communication 
in Swedish Sign Language. She has cut out her visual perception and 
therefore is not acknowledging or accommodating deaf visual modes of 
communication nor is she engaging with both video meeting technology’s 
mode of transmitting information. Louisa and Erik too become blind and 
deaf as far as Eve, the interpreters, and the video meeting technology are 
concerned. Taking notes and unable to hear, they miss Eve’s question 
and the meeting configuration becomes Eve, the interpreters, and a silent 
observer who is invisible to Falun (me). At its most messy point, the 
meeting is the silent observer and two interpreters, none of whom are there 
to discuss the meetings agenda - collaboration and television production.

There are also junctures when the video meeting technology demands a 
reconfiguration of the video meeting. During this meeting there also seems 
to be some problem with the connection and the image is pixelated at times 
while the microphone is feeding back and beeping occasionally. The video 
issues hamper communication throughout the meeting. In fact at one point 
during the meeting, Louisa comments on the poor image quality. Falun 
replies that the image of Stockholm is fine and the discussion resumes. This 
point puts Louisa and Erik in the position of not being able to fully take part 
in the meeting. They are not getting the same information as those in Falun. 
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It establishes the video meeting as an unequal event and there is no possible 
way to assume any kind of symmetry between Stockholm and Falun. In a 
sense, this asymmetry underscores their deafness is underscored as they 
are not able to compensate for the bad image and loss of visual information 
with the audio. The video meeting technology has reconfigured the video 
meeting once more with its imperfect transmission of an image of Falun 
rather than a mutual exchange between colleagues. It is between hearing 
on one side and deaf on the other. Such extreme division is not common at 
SVT Teckenspråk and stands in stark contrast to what I was told and have 
read on both the dual-language workplace (tvåspråkig redaktionen) and 
the sign language environment (den teckenspråkiga miljön). The video 
meeting technology was not a part of this vision.

During the meeting the video meeting technology shift from being 
malfunctioning to badly functioning on the Stockholm end, while in Falun 
it presumably continued to show a good image without lags or delay. In 
Stockholm however, blurred hands and stuttering signs, pixelated faces 
and imperfectly rendered colours turn Hanna and Karin into less than their 
usual interpreter selves. They are occasionally not able to be understood by 
Louisa and Erik. Additionally, there are stages during the meeting where is 
seems that the interpreters have trouble keeping up with Louisa and Erik. 
In these moments Erik and Louisa have reconfigured the meeting so that 
it is primarily in sign language for deaf - not for interpreters, hearing or 
observing researchers. In these moments it is not even a video meeting and 
consideration for it is de-prioritised. In these segments, Erik and Louisa 
are both signing as they would to any other fluent sign language speaker. 
Moreover because they are seated beside each other, they turn to face each 
other, showing the video meeting technology and Falun their profiles. This 
can make it difficult to translate and the interpreters are momentarily less 
active. Eve notices no difference as she is mostly taking notes or listening 
to the interpreter. She alone is unaffected and remains resolutely hearing. 
I am seated behind them and when they are on profile I can see what they 
are signing better. Although it is now no longer only seeing the backs of 
heads and a small image of Falun, my camera is however still not fully 
able to capture their signs and facial expressions in my video recording. 
What it does manage to capture is thrown into shadow occasionally as Erik 
and Louisa move, changing the amount of light that is thrown onto the 
lens and forcing the mobile phone camera software to compensate - and 
compensate badly.

Reconfigurations and situated knowings
These reconfigurations are not only about present subjectivities. There is 
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history here (or histories rather). Interpreting these histories and placing 
them within the context of Video meeting #74 offers a more tenuous a 
priori interpretation - one that is based on the researchers subjective 
observations and experiences of work and life at SVT Teckenspråk. Taking 
these histories into consideration brings me back to the first move (from 
Leksand to Falun) and the move (from Lugnet to Egnellska huset). There 
is also a historical aspect where Eve, as a hearing television producer who 
worked on television shows in Swedish, has only recently become familiar 
or comfortable with communicating in meetings in sign language and with 
interpreters in the past. She has only been involved with SVT Teckenspråk 
since Dövas TV moved to the shared offices with Gävledalanytt, Packat och 
klart, and Bilmagasinet and was herself involved with Packat och klart for 
a number of years (see Histories:145-149;158-161). Her skills and expertise 
in television production are of benefit for the smaller, less experienced 
editorials such as Kutur- och Samhället, which were once a part of Dövas 
TV yet she was still not fluent in sign language. This unfamiliarity with sign 
language and video meetings in two languages is a factor in how Eve takes 
part in video meetings. It also influences how she views her work. Is her 
position at SVT Teckenspråk about television production primarily or does 
she share the goals of her deaf colleagues to establish awareness of deaf 
culture and programming in sign language and does this make a difference 
to how video meetings are carried out?

Eve and those other employees at SVT Teckenspråk who had not worked at 
Dövas TV were not as skilled in holding video meetings with interpreters 
and in Swedish Sign Language. Since The First Move however, they had 
been on a steep learning curve as far as deaf culture and communication 
in Swedish Sign Language went. While not fluent, most of the hearing SVT 
Teckenspråk employees who had been based in Falun during the ‘Golden 
Age’, Eve was now applying her skills as producer of shows in Swedish Sign 
Language - a hearing producer discovering deaf worlds. The same applied 
to video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk.

Unused to having to look at the monitor and make constant eye contact, 
Eve continued video meetings as if she were having meetings with hearing 
colleagues. Her figuration as hearing held through Video meeting #74 and 
was something which the presence of interpreters could arguably be said 
to have enabled - if not legitimised. By giving voice to Erik’s and Louisa’s 
signs, the interpreters allow Eve to multi-task without the same penalties 
that Louisa and Erik face. This is worth pointing out not for the moral 
implications but as an example of how certain configurations of people 
and technologies co-create ways of being. Even with the interpreters, Eve 
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began signing as certain points during the conversation. In this sense she 
reconfigured herself not as hearing person unable to sign but as hearing 
person who signs and shares the situated knowings of deafness at SVT 
Teckenspråk. At the points during the meeting where Eve looks at the 
monitor and even signs, “Ja, ja” (Yes, yes), she is engaging both with Swedish 
Sign Language (as a technology) and the video meeting technology’s 
visual modes of communication. She is also engaging and entering into 
communication with her colleagues in Stockholm, Louisa and Erik. This 
reconfiguration stands in contrast to other parts of the meeting where 
she is neither visible to her colleagues in Stockholm nor looking at the 
monitor to see them but writing and taking notes. It could also be argued 
that when she signs, Eve is no longer including the interpreters as part of 
the video meeting. She is not requiring them to translate her spoken reply 
as she signs this herself and is directly interacting with the video meeting 
technology and her co-workers in Stockholm. In the moments when Eve 
signs, the meeting is reconfigured to be one where she is hearing-signing 
meeting participant and engaged with her deaf co-workers, the interpreters 
and the video meeting technology in another way than that which is first 
established in the video meeting.

In a less obvious manner, there were also moments when Eve as hearing, 
acknowledged deaf ways of communicating without signing or looking at the 
monitor. This is a reconfiguration that differs from the first purely hearing 
understanding Eve has of video meetings but also her understanding of 
video meeting in sign language. It is a kind of middle ground. When Eve 
shuffles her papers and places them over the microphone she is doing so 
with an understanding that her co-workers in Stockholm are deaf and 
presuming that they will not have the sound on. She does not need to be 
careful of banging on the table or making noises that might disturb hearing 
colleagues if they were having a video meeting. It is possible that Eve realises 
this but it is also easily possible that she was unaware that putting paper 
over the microphone would create such a loud noise on the Stockholm side 
of the video meeting. If it was done with an understanding that Louisa 
and Erik would not notice, then Eve has reconfigured the meeting slightly 
by recognising deaf communication has its advantages. I can just imagine 
the Kultur- och Samhället team discussing possible skits that show that 
deafness is not a disability. This time, instead of sitting in the back of a car 
watching and joking about the driver behind them; or getting a solid night’s 
sleep; being deaf means that a hearing person can bang the table and make 
as much noise as they want during a video meeting without disturbing 
anyone. Unfortunately in this case, Eve has reconfigured the meeting so 
that I, the silent, invisible, but hearing researcher, is temporarily deafened 
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as is  my video recording device. This reconfiguration comes about through 
Eve’s relations to the video technology in Falun and at that point in the 
meeting.

Eve may have occasionally cut the interpreters out of the meeting making 
them in a sense invisible even though they were sitting right beside her in 
Falun and front and centre on our monitor in Stockholm. While they were 
more visible than both Eve and I, these interpreters were not included in 
the video meeting in the same sense the video meeting technology was not 
included. They were not considered a part of the discussion, only a part of 
how that discussion was carried out. In this sense they are configured by 
Eve, Erik and Louisa, collectively, as a technology or a channel for their 
communications. As such, these interpreters make up a technology that 
resembles the ways in which everyone involved in Video meeting #74 
figure the video meeting technology - it is there but not participating. I 
too am there and not participating but in a different sense. Up until the 
writing of this analysis, I am not conveying information which is the 
primary characteristic of both interpreter and video meeting technology as 
it is configured at certain points in the meeting. Even now, the information 
I am putting up for discussion has little to do with the common meeting 
agenda for SVT Teckenspråk’s Kultur- och Samhället editorial. I am not 
involved in a television production.

When it came to the interpreters, they too took on a certain figuration that 
altered alongside the video meeting technology, and their colleagues in the 
video meeting. For example, in those moments when the interpreters make 
comments to each other they establish themselves as a team and close 
colleagues performing the same tasks. In commenting and making quiet, 
inaudible comments to each other Karin and Hanna take themselves out of 
the video meeting, out of communications in sign language and establish 
themselves as two people talking in Falun. They are not taking part in 
the meeting during these moments and yet they are in some sense. It is 
just not as interpreters. They have re-figured themselves as interpreters 
who are joking together about the complexities of their current task of 
translating the video meeting’s discussion. Whether it is their intention 
or not they,  also through their asides in softly spoken Swedish, exclude 
Erik and Louisa by breaking with their task of translation; but also me as a 
hearing researcher on the other side of a bad connection, with an inferior 
microphone, and in a video meeting room with poor quality speakers. I am 
doubly excluded when during the analysis phase I rely on a video recorded 
segment of the meeting that has not been able to capture the muttered 
comments.
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This brings me to one of the final figurations present during this video 
meeting  - my recording device. This mobile telephone is at first a lifeless, 
sleeping device on my lap. It perches on my knee beside my field-notes 
notebook and pen. It stays that way until I notice that something interesting 
is happening during this meeting and that Louisa is taking notes on her 
laptop and missing out on what the interpreters are signing. I take up 
the telephone and it awakes. I start recording. Up until this point, my 
recording device is also invisible and out of frame. It is always out of frame 
for Eve, Karin, and Hanna in Falun as I am not captured by the camera in 
Stockholm. It is not only invisible in this sense, but it is invisible because 
it is a common and unremarkable object. Although I have placed it within 
sight, it is not certain that Erik or Louisa have actually noticed it. They 
would have seen it but because I have chosen to use an smart phone rather 
than a video camera to record segments and short sequences of video and 
audio during meetings, it is less remarkable. I chose to use a mobile phone 
to record video mostly because they are small, light, and not cumbersome 
like professional video cameras. The ubiquity of mobile phones in Sweden 
also reduces the disruption that might otherwise be caused through setting 
up and having a video camera visible during meetings. It also allows 
me to stop and start recording easily, and frame the video to obscure 
identities, and thereby ensure privileged discussions during meetings are 
not compromised or recorded. During this meeting, my recording device is 
also a part of the meeting configuration but not everyone includes it in this 
configurations and reconfigurations. Eve, Hanna, and Karin are not aware 
of me or it once I am out of frame and quietly observing. 8 Erik and Louisa 
are aware of it but do not include it in the meeting or their figurations and 
reconfigurations. It is part of the research, not the meeting and understood 
as outsider their direct concern. The video recording device and I configure 
ourselves to not disturb or disrupt, to be invisible and inconspicuous during 
this meeting. It is on silent - with vibrations off and I too am quiet except 

8 Note on method: Employees at SVT Teckenspråk were aware that I recorded short segments 
during the meetings I attended and also that I might photograph the group occasionally. I notified all 
employees at the first husmöte and received general consent from the outset. There are issues however 
with this type of verbal consent given early on during the fieldwork and I admit, as a researcher committed 
to ethical research, that not having collected written consent is potentially problematic. On the other hand, 
there are issues with gathering written consent and using this as incontrovertible and non-negotiable 
permission. To deal with this, I repeatedly ask for permission to record and photograph throughout my 
fieldwork albeit not often enough in retrospect. I have also made distributed the manuscript of my thesis 
and met with SVT Teckenspråk employees to ground my research, get their opinions, and once more 
make sure it is not problematic for individuals that I publish the contents of this thesis. Certain employees 
have asked not to be included and others I have inferred that they would rather not be depicted in text or 
image. In general, I have made extra efforts to protect the content of these meeting discussions by not 
transcribing content and instead focussing on the configurations and reconfigurations, and the ways in 
which the meetings unfolded - not the discussions that were a part of them.
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for the scribbling sound of my pen on the pages of my notebook.

Partial reconfigurations
These reconfigurations are ongoing and while those I presented here seem 
now fixed and definite, they were not so as far as the lived experience of video 
meeting #74 went. They are also only representative of my version of events 
- the vitalities. I have offered only a partial account: partial in the sense 
that it is fragmentary but also partial understood as biased. Nevertheless, 
these interpretations of SVT Teckenspråk employees experiences of video 
meetings provide and understanding of video meetings that goes beyond 
the actual technical adjustments, strategies, and tasks people develop 
when they use technology as a tool. It shows video meeting technology as 
an active partner in these meetings and one which has equal influence (or 
agency) when it comes to the understandings of video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk. In the following chapter, I account for this lived experience 
in a thoroughly feminist manner by addressing the materialities, the 
histories and the vitalities of video meetings using one meeting as an 
example. Materialities have always been at play but in this chapter I have 
focussed instead on the social factors which influence lived experience and 
the acts which determine temporary re-configurations and meanings. This 
illustrate both the intricacies of video meetings and relations the emerge 
but also the limitations of accounts that confine video meetings to a room, 
divorcing them from their social and material circumstances.

Having argued for a theoretical perspective where video meetings at SVT can 
be understood as performances through which figurations are configured 
and also re-configured, the matter of how to capture this in the empirical data 
presents itself. Sign language conversations are perfect in these examples 
for showing the implications of technology on our actions and how these 
implications have material consequences (or matter, as many would quip 
in reference to Barad’s (2003) keystone text on materiality and post-human 
performativity). Through embodied communication that is unavoidably 
apparent in sign language communication, aspects of being deaf, being 
hearing, being an interpreter, and ‘being technology’ are also made visible 
in small seemingly mundane negotiations over seating arrangements, 
camera angles, and even the most mundane of communication practices. 
The question is, are these embodied ways of being about deafness, hearing 
and interpreter; are they about technology and its agency (see Suchman 
2007); or are they also about language and culture? Barad (2003) sees 
materiality as a means of wresting power from language and the tendency 
for every ‘turn’ (linguistic, semiotic, interpretative, cultural and even 
material) to be reduced to language thereby rendering ‘matter’ devoid of 
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matter (Barad 2003:801). I too am wary of moving the discussion away 
from the all important relations and processes back to a structural matter 
of language as culture and yet, there is an element of language in my work 
that could be interesting to explore. Rather than giving power to language 
over matter, one future avenue could be to focus on how conversations 
in sign language depict materialities of language and set these in relation 
to histories, organisations, peoples and technologies. Recognising 
these materialities as one of the many elements present in moments of 
becoming with grounds and makes tangible the ways in which people 
and technologies emerge. Suchman (2007) would frame the interaction 
between SVT employees and video meeting technology that takes place in 
the performances of video meetings, as emblematic of technology’s vitality. 
It is this that approach that this chapter takes (although it will be further 
examined and even problematised in the chapters on Materialities and 
Alterities).



XI
MATERIALITIES
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I have already argued for a view of human interactions with technology 
as being tied to practice and moments of co-creation; that these moments 
are underlined by the stories and histories people share concerning video 
meetings (shared knowings) and that these knowings and situated acts of 
becoming with are not static but are continually changing, emerging and 
being shared over time, in different video meetings with their different (re-)
configurations (see Histories; Vitalities; and Subjectivities). In this sense,

...knowings spring from information, experiences,  
understandings, beliefs and observable and tangible physical 
realities. They also are formed in relation to those humans and 
technology involved, consider their purpose and are influenced by 
their agendas (see Theory:36)

As discussed in the Histories chapter, the move came to embody the changes 
and attitudes to deafness and video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, through 
the ways in which people talked about video meeting technology (and in 
the way in which I have analysed the data gathered during fieldwork). 
This is equally true of the ways in which people used the technology and 
interacted with it during video meetings. These vitalities can be unpacked 
from many different starting points and the previous chapter illustrated 
a number of perspectives from which to examine video meetings as lived 
experiences (but without considering how the histories and becoming with 
are involved). This chapter presents the endmost understanding which 
frames video meetings as human-computer reconfigurations in which 
people and technologies alternatively act upon each other and ‘become 
with’. This becoming with materialises through embodied intra-actions.

Acknowledging the reconfigurability of video meetings, human inter- 
actions with technology and how these affect categories of human and 
non-human is integral to understanding the ways in which people and 
technologies ‘become with’. It is the combination of all these different 
aspects that redefine human-non-human interactions so that they 
become human-non-human intra-actions. Reconfigurations of these 
intra-actions provide insight into the performances of video meetings in 
Swedish, Swedish Sign Language and with an interpreter present at SVT 
Teckenspråk. Capturing and tracing reconfigurations requires drawing 
an analytical focus onto the materialities or rather, the processes of 
materialisation. In other words, how ways of being deaf materialise and/
or are embodied through and with video meetings. By choosing now to 
concentrate on materiality details more what is happening in these moments 
when machine acts upon what it means to be human and vice versa. This 
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chapter takes one of these moments where video meetings, video meeting 
technology, members of SVT Teckenspråk and act upon each other and 
co-construct what it means to be deaf, hearing, interpreter and researcher. 
Turning to the material after accepting that interactions are in fact ongoing 
reconfigurations reveals further how actions and discourse are integral to 
ways of being deaf, hearing, interpreter (and researcher). These material-
semiotics 1 (Haraway 2008) and their histories transport this study of video 
meeting technology at SVT Teckenspråk to a conclusive understanding of 
the ways in which people and video technology in meeting situations make 
and unmake difference. Later chapters resume the effort to account for 
the situations in which video meetings occur, their materialities, and also 
the shared knowings (or histories) that ‘haunt’ understandings of video 
meetings and their use.

The concept of materiality is not however unproblematic and there are 
many different understandings and each has its own import. For this 
reason, this chapter begins with a discussion on the various understandings 
of materiality in human-computer interaction and feminist theory. 
Suchman’s (2007) notion of situated reconfigurations allows for an 
incorporation of a materiality which might once have been relegated to 
‘environmental factors’ into the frame of human-machine interactions 
and gives agency to so-called non-humans. Yet it does not fully account 
for the ways in which the ways people understand the world intersect and 
collide with the ways in which they make the world and thereby ‘become 
with’ despite recognising that these connections and collisions are ever-
present and actively constituted/co-constituted and re-co-constituted. 
Nevertheless, having argued that video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk are 
human-machine reconfigurations that are situated and ongoing, I further 
examine these situated reconfigurations, this time with a view to the 
materiality of these interactions. As Ingold writes,

“... the performance embodies both intentionality and feeling. But 
the intention is carried forward in the activity itself, it does not 
consist in an internal mental representation formed in advance 
and lined up for instrumentally assisted bodily execution. And the 
feeling, likewise is not an index of some inner emotional state, for 
it inheres in my very gestures” (in Suchman 2007:xi).

1	 This	is	a	term	that	Haraway	(2008)	uses	almost	interchangeably	with	her	concept	of	‘figurations’	
and	which	is	largely	undefined	in	When Species Meet. She does mention Bateson (1972) and his work 
on material-semiotics of relating (2008:26). I take this term to broadly mean what I have chosen to term 
‘becoming	with’	and	the	companion	notion	of	‘situated	knowings’	but	with	an	explicit	focus	on	how	these	
becoming and knowings are tied to physicalities, doings, and relationalities.
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Feminist perspectives on human-computer interaction often take 
inspiration from Haraway’s theories on subjectivity, Suchman’s 
reconfigurations and the quantum entanglements of Barad. These theories 
fit well together and have an underlying factor that unites them - a common 
understanding of materiality. This notion of materiality and the form it 
takes can be characterised as material-discursive practices and one in 
which language is not regarded as separate or distinct from action (Barad 
2007:211). Here practice theory and performativity theory take a material 
turn and become useful tools in building further, concrete understandings 
of the complexities of human interactions with computers. To cite Barad, 
putting materiality in focus is not about creating a false symmetry in agency 
between computer and human, subject and object, but about producing 
“an enriched understanding of materiality, agency and the nature of 
techno-scientific and other social processes” (2007:208). The purpose of 
taking a ‘material turn’ is to show what kinds of consequences come about 
when human-machine interaction understood as situated re-configurings, 
constantly ongoing and emerging. These are often examined with a politics 
in mind and yet it is not a politics of agency that is of primary concern (cf. 
Suchman 2007, 2009). Although notions of the ways in which technology 
has agency are not insignificant, the concept of agency brings with it a 
threat of technological determinism that I seek to avoid. Give technological 
artefacts power by discussing agency, and too often the discourse turns 
to how people are powerless under the might of technology’s clobber. 
Sidestepping agency means instead not focussing on relational dynamics 
of power but on how together knowings are created or ‘become with’ 2. This 
view is one that concerns people’s relations to people, organisations and 
groups, technologies and pasts, presents and futures, which they inhabit 
at certain points in time but also to their shared knowings, ideologies, 
histories and purposefully articulated ways of being.

Firstly, what do these kinds of happenings say about being deaf and being 
hearing. Anthropology has long taken a concern with how entities are 
enacted or come into being (Abram & Lien 2011; Damsholt & Simonsen 
2009; Hastrup 2011; Helmreich 2009; Henare, Wastell, & Holbraad 2007; 
see also Bennett 2010). These can often be framed in terms of identity, 
community and belonging. Such framings however often focus on fixing 
categories of identity, groups of belonging and defining communities. 
These framings have a tendency to become static and have difficulties in 
emphasising the processual, constantly changing aspects of being. In this 
instance, these categories might make an appearance where being deaf is 
understood primarily as a disability and divergent, which infers belonging 

2 See footnote 3, Technology:69.
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in a minority group which stands in contrast to a norm. Being hearing is 
then the norm and (self-)assignment to that category implies belonging in 
a majority group. This accepts the categories of deaf and hearing as discrete 
and acknowledged albeit often implicitly. Bowker and Leigh Star (1999) 
addressed the issue of creating categories and their consequences, how 
they are often invisible and using a number of examples illustrate when, 
how and offer suggestions as to why people choose, in certain instances, to 
make these categories visible. In this first part of Materialities, categories 
on the most basic level are used, unproblematically. While the notion of an 
invisible category is perhaps not applicable given the visibility of deafness, 
the categories of deaf and hearing are accepted without question and lie at 
the foundation of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Accepting the issues 
with categorisation, it is impossible to avoid drawing boundaries around 
those who are deaf, hearing, interpreter, technology, organisation and so 
forth, it present these less as matters of identity and more as figurations 
which materialise through interactions (or intra-actions (see Barad 2003) 
which will be argued is a preferable framing in accordance with post-
humanist perspectives on performativity).

This chapter addresses this and gives instances of how, when and in what 
manner the various ways of being in video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk 
manifest. The materialities of video meetings and their stories, are vital 
considerations in tracing the way in which video meeting technology relates 
to how deaf, hearing, interpreter and researcher ways of being are or are 
not enacted, embodied and co-constituted. Not only content with showing 
how the material aspects of human-computer interaction are at play, the 
task of this chapter is to highlight moments when situated knowings and 
materialities align or do not align. In order to this, I discuss how the ways 
in which video meetings are carried out reflect  attitudes to deafness, video 
meetings as a form of communication and technology in general. Focusing 
on the material provides insight into what matters while anchoring this to 
the everyday. 

Materiality untangled
In practice theory, the material is crucial as “understanding specific 
practices always involves apprehending material configurations.” (Schatzki 
2001:12). For Schatzki the practice turn in contemporary theory overlaps 
with the material turn in that both underscore the interweaving of ‘bundled 
activities’ with ‘ordered constellations of non-human identities’ (ibid.). In 
fact, from a practice theory perspective, the material turn is often seen as 
similar in effect to the performative turn (Damsholt & Simonsen 2009; 
Schatzki 2001:12). This logical pairing between performativity and the 
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material culminates in Barad’s agential realism ontology (2003). Taking 
into consideration Barad’s work and its materiality, performativity is a 
theoretical approach that integrates the notion of performing ways of being 
through language as well as through interactions (or rather intra-actions) 
with a physical artefact. The version of performativity I propound is one 
that, like Barad’s (2003; 2007), focusses on the actual actions through 
which shared, situated knowings are expressed as well as the language, and 
the processes involved in these knowings and their embodiment. A general 
theoretical map shows the anthropological interpretation of performativity 
as kin with practice, materiality, embodiment and material culture. For 
anthropology, material culture incorporates not only the material (or 
physical) but also the meanings and symbolism i.e. the understandings of 
material artefacts. 

Materiality can seem deceptively simple when taken as material properties 
or an essence which is then given form and meaning (hylomorphism). 
Given that human-computer interaction contains elements of design and 
engineering - both practical and tied to the physical world of materials 
used in design, some discussion of what is generally meant by the term 
materiality in feminist theory is needed. Ingold (2012) enumerates and 
problematises a number of different versions of the material beginning 
with elemental and hylomorphic notions. He argues against such views 
that focus on the creative, forming power of the human hand and human 
intention which moulds raw materials and elements into meaningful 
matter. Ingold’s materiality, whilst moving beyond hylomorphic, human-
centred notions of the material, is anchored in a physicality. A materiality 
that gives agency but which also avoids the pitfalls of phenomenological 
approaches to the meaning of matter, which according to him, tend towards 
ethereal thoughts devoid of the ‘brute materiality’ of the physical world. In 
calling for such, he is attempting to ground phenomenological theories in 
the concrete world - to anchor flows of meaning, imaginings and ideas to 
the physical environments and the corporeal world in which we live.

Ingold’s theories seem unresolved and the issue of essential properties 
as material and materiality of meaning-making still remain separate and 
distinct in an uncomfortable way. From this initial distinction, the ways 
in which people tell stories about video meetings is understood as the 
immaterial knowing while the action of using video meeting technology 
represents the material. This dualistic perspective makes it difficult 
however, to incorporate these immaterial into the physical interactions 
between material objects. Aspects of phenomenology address this in 
the concept of embodiment however, feminist theory and especially the 
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work of Barad argue that this distinction between the material as in the 
concrete is counter-productive and unnecessary. Barad makes concise 
arguments against this view on the grounds that, there tends be an 
automatic distinction between the materiality of doing and the perceived 
immateriality of knowing (2007: 211f.). According to Barad,

Knowing is a direct material engagement, a practice of intra-
acting with the world as part of the world in its dynamic material 
configuring, its ongoing articulation. The entangled practices of 
knowing [knowledge making/knowings] and being are material 
practices. (2007:379)

Applying this philosophy is somewhat problematic for designers and 
engineers who do just this - distinguish between doing and knowing. 
Design and engineering is very much about forming and giving form to 
ideas and solutions or ways of carrying out tasks and yet the focus is not 
on what is known but what is done. This critique highlights the human-
centredness of such a materiality founded on the hylomorphic and human 
intention. It is a position which through prioritising the power of the 
human will, subjugates the material and makes it once more a matter of 
the mind rather than a material essence which exists independently of 
human thought (Ingold 2012). To take such a view seems unproblematic 
for human-computer interaction, which has  a human-centred approach 
to understanding interactions between human and technology. However, 
it conflicts with a feminist understanding of interactions. The crux 
of the current focus solely on the human (and their interactions with 
physicalities of materials) is that, “...taking themselves to be the only 
actors, people reduce other organisms to the lived status of being merely 
raw material or tools” (Haraway 2008:206). To instead see interactions 
as re-configurations, situated knowings, and becoming with and in doing 
so,  underscore the inter-relatedness and dynamism that hinge on both 
human and non-human actions could potentially result in removing the 
hard-won human-centredness from human-computer interaction. While 
this does not mean reverting to a time when the designer only considered 
their own needs and evaluated them through expert heuristics that failed 
to consider the circumstances and desires of those who would ultimately 
buy, use, and misuse their technological inventions, it does perhaps mean 
re-evaluating the part a technology plays and re-thinking the conceptual 
frameworks that see people interacting with technology, rather than  
people and technologies acting together in places, spaces and times. This is 
a key argument for incorporating a non-hylomorphic notion of materiality 
- a feminist one.
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The relevance of this call is especially true in human-computer interaction 
where design implications and concrete prototypes are key research 
products and interfaces such as mice, keyboards and screens are the first 
frontiers. This challenge has been accepted and underway in numerous 
fields of research, especially human-computer interaction and yet, there 
are still some aspects which are yet to be fully realised. If we return for a 
moment to the example of the cat’s cradle. While this is about becoming 
with - at its centre lies the notion of material-discursive interactions 1. 
Grandmother Margaret is interacting with the string and weaving stories 
simultaneously as she weaves the coyotes from the string. Figurations and 
re-figurations arise through material interactions between Grandmother 
Margaret, the string, the story of the coyotes, her grandson, and the video 
camera filming her. The grandson is figured and re-figured through the 
camera capturing his voice while Grandmother Margaret is figured visually 
and aurally. She and her grandson are then re-figured as the video is 
watch, interpreted and interacted with online. This interpretation with 
a focus on the materiality of Grandma Margaret’s tale is, in fact, akin to 
research on the materiality of human-computer interaction by Ferneaus, 
Jonsson and Tholander (2012). Ferneaus et al. re-visit the jacquard 
loom - arguably an important first step on the way to the invention of 
computation-based technologies (2012:1594, 1597) and touch upon the 
materiality of human interactions with this technology. They discuss the 
ways in which the actual physical form and mechanics of the loom defined 
and evoked a certain choreography of movements in those who worked 
with the machine, calling this materiality (2012:1599). For Ferneaus et al. 
materiality is confined to the notion of material properties and how the 
lines between the material, information representations, and the digital are 
becoming blurred (2012:1594, 1597). It is not difficult, however, to read an 
alternative interpretation of their description of weaving with the Jacquard 
loom, one that takes a feminist approach and draws on the cat’s cradle 
example. From this perspective, the making of fabric becomes a telling of a 
story and the weaver is literally weaving this story through movements and 
interactions with the loom. I previously referred to how the loom evokes 
certain movements from those who work with it. This is understood as 
embodied interaction within a space or environment and the materiality 
of this interaction. The analysis of this embodied interaction is categorised 
according to material properties, the dancer’s movements, and the digital 

1 Barad (2003) refers to these as material-discursive practices in deference to her theoretical 
agenda	 of	 agential	 realism.	 While	 her	 notion	 of	 intra-actions	 is	 a	 compelling	 one,	 applying	 Barad’s	
philosophies in this case is somewhat problematic due to their focus on causality and the concept of 
agential cuts. For this reason, I have chosen instead to focus on Haraway and her concepts - although 
these too have their limitations.
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or computational aspects. Vallgårda (2014) refers to these as physical, 
interaction gestalt and temporal forms respectively. Of these, interaction 
gestalt most resembles feminist conceptualisations of materiality, while 
a constellation of all three approaches the notion of intra-action. While 
Ferneaus et al. (2012) are essentially employing feminist frameworks of 
understanding material discursive practices, what is missing from these 
analyses is a focus on the process - the materialisation. It is this crucial 
factor that helps us escape from the fundamental tension often found in 
understandings of materiality. The need to focus on the material properties 
and the physical form of design makes it difficult to take a feminist inspired 
theoretical approach unless we pay attention to the processes 2. Although 
Ferneaus et al. (ibid.) do not formulate it as such, my paraphrasing 
‘working with the loom’ is telling and hints at the contribution of a feminist 
approach to interaction that borders on intra-action. Rather than using 
the loom to create fabrics or understanding it as an interface with material 
properties (or as a tangible, whole-body interface as Ferneaus et al. (2012) 
describe it), feminist theory understands people to be working with and 
being with (even becoming with) machines and non-human entities in 
ongoing processes of figuration and re-figurations. Materiality lies at the 
core of these yet it is not material properties that are in focus, it is the intra-
action and processes of materialisation.

In the remainder of this chapter I will do just this - pay attention to the 
processes of materialisation.  I “notice how material-semiotic labor is done” 
(Haraway 2008:125), locating it culturally and historically rather than 
politically and ethically (that will come later). The materiality on offer here 
is a kind of material-semiotics - a moment in a video meeting where matter, 
bodies, and flesh become together with technologies meaning-making 
machinery. The technology is not mediator, the interpreters neither. A 
video meeting becomes “infoldings of others to one another and makes up 
the knots we call beings” (Haraway 2008:249). This chapter is about how 
ways of being at SVT Teckenspråk materialise during video meetings. It is 
about bodies in technologies, and beings understood indiscriminately as 
“material, specific, non-self-identical, and semiotically active” entities, be 
they deaf, hearing, technological or researcher.

Video meeting #59
We are sitting in the tiny room at SVT Teckenspråk’s offices in Stockholm. 

2 At this point, these processes could be referred to as practices or even performances but both terms carry with 
them	serious	baggage	and	a	more	general	references	is	necessary.	Two	brief	examples	of	these	connotations	might	be	that	
performances evokes images of being on a stage and also could restrict discussions to identity and the self (à la Goffman). 
While practice, although less problematic in my view, still potentially leads down the path that tends to divide thought 
from action, simultaneously suggesting the possibility of repetition, habitus and lack of variation. This can work against the 
dynamism of the feminist theories I have so far drawn upon, if not treated carefully.
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It is a room with no windows and a sliding glass door shielded by a 
wooden Venetian blind that is drawn for privacy. There is a tiny round 
table with room for two chairs in front of me. Behind me is a wall filled 
with low bookshelves crammed with old cables, video equipment, bags and 
outdated technological paraphernalia (see Image 53). In front of me are 
more bookshelves also filled with electronic debris and housing the video 
meeting system, the television screen and camera. To my left are even more 
shelves, also partially filled with things no-one really knew what to do with. 
I am in Stockholm and Axel has invited me to sit in on the Nyhetstecken 
video meeting. The video call is already underway and I do not have to 
sit through the dialling up procedure. Jenny, Tracy, Tova & Rickard are 
visible on the monitor sitting at a table (see Image 54). The group in Falun 
are seated in the large, newly renovated, white meeting room, Stora Stöten. 
I see the high ceilings, light streaming through windows, shiny white tables 
and hard, grey, pressed-felt chairs with yellow legs that are now familiar to 
me from all the visits I have made to Falun and video meetings I have sat 
in on in that very room. 

Image 53. The view of the video meeting room in Stockholm as seen when 
standing beside the monitor. Venetian blinds, diverse chairs and cupboards 
stacked with outdated electronic equipment and television-related paraphenalia.
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Axel, who is in Stockholm has asked the group in Falun to zoom out a bit 
so that he can see everyone there. Rickard obliges using the remote - one 
of three lying on the table. Once he has made the adjustments Rickard 
puts down the remote and starts signing to Axel. Because Axel was born 
hearing-impaired rather than deaf, he can speak fluent Swedish as well 
as write it. In this sense he is unlike the other deaf sign language users at 
SVT Teckenspråk. Sometimes in meetings Axel actually speaks as well as 
signing but generally he prefers to use sign language, especially when there 
are other deaf colleagues in the meeting. During this meeting, Axel did 
not speak out loud while he signed. He had in fact, muted the microphone 
so Falun did not hear anything from the Stockholm side. He had left the 
sound on so that the audio feed from Falun was audible for my benefit.

Image 54. A view of 
Video meeting #59 
from my hidden-
observer position, 
Stockholm, 28.11.2011.
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The sign language interpreter was located in Falun along with the two 
hearing members of staff. Rickard is hearing but competent in Swedish 
Sign Language while their newest colleague, Tova, is hearing and only just 
learning sign language. Jenny and Peter are both deaf.  At this point in 
time, the people in Falun do not realise that I am sitting in on the meeting. 
This was because I was out of frame and with the microphone off they 
could not hear my movements or voice. I was not generally unobserved or 
invisible during video meetings but for this meeting Axel had zoomed in 
on himself only so that what he was signing could be more easily seen in 
Falun. That meant that Falun therefore could not see me sitting in my little 
corner at the back of the room.

Pleasantries exchanged the interpreter, Tracy, begins to translate what 
Editorial Chief, Rickard, was signing to Axel. She did this for hearing 
Tova’s benefit as she was the only member present who was not familiar 
with Swedish Sign Language.

Rickard:	Peter’s	coming	too.
Axel:	Aha.	Ok.	He’s	there	then?
Rickard	signs	to	Axel:	What?	Don’t	you	know	who	works	here?

Rickard: Peter kommer också.
Axel: Jajaja ok. Han är där alltså?
Rickard: Va? Du vet vilka det är som jobbar hos oss alltså 

He is joking and he and the interpreter in Falun chuckle. Axel sees Tracy 
showing an expression of mirth and replies with a question,

Axel:	What	did	you	say?

Axel signs his reply and it is not translated by Tracy in Falun. Given that 
the interpreter is easily able to translate what Rickard is signing, it seems 
strange at first that Axel has not understood what is going on. The reason 
why soon becomes apparent. Meanwhile, Rickard continues joking around.

Rickard: “But you know, that guy...” 
Axel	 (stops	 him	mid-joke):	 “Rickard,	 I	 can’t	 see	 you!	 You’re	 only	 half	
there.	Riiiiiii-ckard????”

Axel: Vad sa du!
Rickard: Men du vet den där kille-
Axel: Du syns inte! Jag ser dig bara till hälften. Riiiickard??

Axel is signing. Tracy speaks what Axel signs using a tone of mild 



264  |  MATERIALITIES

exasperation, almost cajoling. Unable to hear the interpreter, Axel is relying 
on seeing Rickard signing. Unfortunately, Rickard is sitting half in, half out 
of frame (see Image 55). His signs are half lost. Rickard signs something 
not intelligible from the Stockholm side of the video meeting and which 
goes untranslated. He says nothing. He looks at the second monitor in 
Falun to guide his adjustments, as does Tracy, the interpreter, and Tova. 
This monitor to their left does not however show exactly what they see in 
Stockholm. Presumably happy with the camera angle, Rickard puts down 
the remote and moves his chair forward but is still only just visible to us 
in Stockholm. It is only when he hunches over the table that he is fully 
seen, not when he sits back in the chair. I know from past meetings where 
I too was sitting in Falun that he is now visible on the second monitor and 
therefore is under the impression that Axel can see him clearly. Axel (my 
mobile phone camera and I) cannot however. It would be better if Rickard 
instead moved his chair closer to Tova or zoomed out with the camera 3 but 
he does not realise this. He moves, waves and Axel replies

3	 Zooming	out	would	of	course,	reduce	the	size	of	the	people	in	Falun	and	make	it	difficult	to	see	
signing	and	facial	expressions	however.

Image 55. The view Axel and I have of the Nyhetstecken team in Falun. Note that 
Rickard is only half visible. This screen grab, taken after Axel tells Rickard that he 
is only partially visible, shows Rickard using the remote to adjust the camera and 
looking to his left and the secondary monitor in Falun for visual guidance on how 
to position the camera Stockholm, 28.11.2011.
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Axel:	Ah	now-	Ah.	I	suppose	so...	I	wonder	if	Tracy	and	Tova	should	swap	
places.

Axel: Ah nu- Ah. Jo, jag funderar lite grann om Tracy and Tova ska byta plats.

Axel has possibly realised that it is not going to be possible to get Rickard to 
be completely visible. Whether he has intuited that Rickard does not want 
to be visible or understood that there is a mismatch between what Rickard 
thinks is visible in Stockholm and what is actually visible is unclear. Tracy 
and Tova stand up and swap seats so that Tracy is now sitting between 
Rickard and Tova and can more easily see Jenny who signs as well as being 
able to see Axel on the monitor (see Image 56). Jenny has not said anything 
so far and seems a bit ambivalent to the whole proceedings.

Axel:	There.	Now	Tracy	can	see	better.

Axel: Då ser Tracy bättre

Axel is referring to Tracy and how she needs to be able to see what Jenny 

Image 56. Tracy now repositioned opposite Jenny who is deaf and will be 
following the meeting via Tracy’s interpretation of Rickard and Tova’s spoken 
comments Stockholm, 28.11.2011.

(and later Peter) signs. In reply, Jenny signs a short and nonchalant “Yep”. 
which is not translated by Tracy who is looking at the monitor to see 
what Axel is going to sign next whilst making herself comfortable in her 
chair. Rickard is still only partially visible for us in Stockholm. Tracy and 
Tova are sitting in the centre of the image even though it is Rickard who 
will be chairing the meeting. Rickard moves the remotes away from him 
and towards the microphone. It makes a terrible, scraping sound that is 
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amplified by the microphone. Luckily, Axel can not hear it too much and 
it does not disrupt his train of thought. The sound is not disruptive to the 
people in Falun either. Tova is looking directly at the monitor and Axel, as 
is Tracy who needs to carefully follow what Axel signs in order to translate 
it accurately. Rickard is also looking at Axel judging from the position of his 
torso, but his face is still not in frame despite Axel’s best efforts. Axel was 
forced to prioritise the interpreter and his deaf co-worker, Jenny. Jenny is 
looking at Rickard, waiting for the meeting to start. Rickard picks up his 
paper and pen, sits forward in his chair so that he is a little more visible to 
us in Stockholm and begins the meeting. Jenny has simultaneously chosen 
this moment to look away and fluff her hair (it is wet possibly because she 
has just been to the gym). She misses the first part of what Rickard says, 
which Tracy has begun translating. Tracy has turned her body towards 
Jenny who is on her left, so that she can see what is being signed better and 
in doing so, her body is turned away from Axel in Stockholm slightly and 
he only sees her profile.

Rickard:	Ok.	We’ll	kind	of	start	even	though	Peter	 is	not	here.	No!	We	
won’t	do	that	at	all	cause	here	he	comes	now.

Rickard: Ja. Vi börjar väl lite grann utan Peter- Nej det gör vi inte alls där kommer 
han nu.

Tracy signs what Rickard has said and interprets his last comment  by 
pointing to the door which is out of frame then turning more towards 
Stockholm and signing that Peter has just arrived, just as Rickard said. 
The group smiles and Jenny pulls out a chair to her right for Peter to sit 
on. Rickard looks at his notes while Peter gets settled. It is 10:13 am and 
the meeting was due to start thirteen minutes ago. So far there has been 
nothing but waiting and Axel’s efforts to get everyone in a position that is 
optimal for sign language. Hopefully now, the meeting can get underway. 
Peter moves to sit down and I can see that Axel has started signing to the 
group in Falun. First no-one notices then Jenny, who is deaf, sees him and 
signs back, “What’s up?”

Tracy has been busy removing her hair-bands from her wrists so that they 
did not distract from her signing. She looks up having either sensed Jenny’s 
hands moving to her right or having seen them in her peripheral vision. 
She begins interpreting what Axel is signing for those who are hearing.

Axel:	Now	we	have	to	make	the	image	a	bit	bigger	again.	So	that	I	can	
see Peter. 
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Axel: Då måste vi göra bilden lite större igen. Så att jag ser Peter.

Jenny has already understood what Axel is signing and goes to grab the 
remote but there are three to choose from and she hesitates. She looks at 
the two that Rickard has previously used and moves to pick one of them up 
but Rickard gets there first and zooms the camera out a minuscule amount 
once more looking at the second monitor to his left in Falun as a guide (see 
Image 57). Nevertheless, finally everyone is visible to a satisfactory degree.

Peter signs “Hi!” to Axel. “Hey!” Axel replies. These small remarks do not 
need translation and Tracy does not bother. Rickard signs “Is that better?” 
to Axel. Tracy misses this brief question and it goes uninterpreted. Luckily 
Axel sees Rickard and her replies dubiously, “Mmm. Ah...”. He is making 
the sounds for “Mmm” and “Ah”. He then says and signs, “We can take a 
little-” then switching to only signing,

Axel:	The	image	is	fine.	As	long	as	I	can	see	Peter.	I	only	see	half	of	him	
at the moment.

Peter: Hej!
Axel: Tjena!
Rickard: Is that better?
Axel: Mmm. Ah Så tar vi lite (pratar). Bilden är ok. Bara att jag ska se honom. Jag 
ser bara halva Peter nu.

Image 57. Peter coming into the room and Rickard in the process of zooming out 
to fit all the editorial team members in the frame.
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Rickard fiddles more with the remote. Once more looking at the monitor 
to his left. He moves the camera position so that Peter is fully visible but in 
doing so he takes himself out of the image once more. There is still a lot of 
space between each person sitting around the table. I know from previous 
comments at meetings that this is something people prefer. They do not 
like having to sit close all squeezed up and on top of each other although in 
this case, it would help make everyone visible for us in Stockholm.

Axel:	“Yes.	That’s	good	now!”	(he	says	despite	 the	fact	 that	Rickard	 is	
now	not	visible).	Ok.

Axel: Ja. Nu är det bra! Ok.

Rickard throws down the remote with relish and begins the meeting. And 
with that, the discussion starts and the meeting is finally underway.

The Material-Semiotic Labours of SVT Teckenspråk

Under the material-semiotic sign of companion species I am 
interested in the ontics and antics of significant otherness in the 
ongoing making of the partners through the making itself, in the 
making of bodied lives in the game. (Haraway 2008:165)

The effects or agency of materialities in this meeting are fairly straight-
forward and have even been examined in earlier analysis of similar 
situations in video meetings in the Vitalities chapter. I will however, briefly 
recap, this time with a conscious focus on the materiality, the flesh, the 
bodies, the matter. The material engagements of bodies in technologies are 
such that being visible to the camera is a key part of video meetings of all 
kinds. In video meetings in both Swedish and Swedish Sign Language, this 
is all the more important. The interpreter too needs to be visible to all who 
need to see their sign language translation of spoken Swedish. The positions 
people take in relation to each other are also apparent. Deaf members of 
Nyhetstecken needed to be able to see each other as well as the interpreters, 
and optimally they should also be able to see their hearing colleagues and 
thus catch their facial expressions - just in case the interpreter’s translations 
were not easily understood. The camera too, needed to be positioned in 
relation to the monitor so that people looking at the screen would appear to 
be looking at the person on the screen, not somewhere to that person’s left 
or right. The tables and chairs should be placed near each other and these 
also set in relation to the camera and monitor. The microphone was placed 
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in the middle of the table as well as the remotes. The remotes needed to be 
ready to hand for this meeting and the microphone was important during 
this particular meeting because I was sitting behind Axel in Stockholm 
that day. The lighting in Falun was satisfactory. Everyone was visible and 
because it was early in the morning, the sun was not yet streaming through 
the windows, casting peoples’ faces into relief as it usually did during the 
afternoons. The colours on the monitor were washed out however and the 
Nyhetstecken team and the in-house interpreters seemed rather subdued 
as a result. Axel had used his remote in Stockholm to zoom in on himself 
so that his head, torso, and the small round table he sat at was visible. 
With his elbows leaning on the table, Axel’s hand were perhaps a bit higher 
than normal when he signed and he held a permanent but slight shrug 
during these meetings. This meant that both his hands and face would be 
visible. Had he zoomed out a bit more and been able to lower his hands 
slightly and seemed more relaxed, then his facial expressions might not 
have been so visible. As it was the poor lighting in the room in Stockholm 
sometimes worked against his efforts to be clearly visible to his colleagues 
in Falun (especially when the afternoon sun streamed in the windows and 
reflected on the white walls and window panes. This is not to mention the 
technological incompatibilities between an older, Aethra video meeting 
system and a less old Polycom HDX8000 video meeting system. I sat just 
out of view of both Falun and Axel, in the corner, with my tea cup on the 
floor, notepad on my crossed legs, balancing my pen and mobile phone/
recording device in one hand. Usually I would be seated beside whoever 
was in Stockholm with my cup on the tiny table. Shoulders almost touching 
and the heat from the bodies trapped in the small room making me sweat, 
the lack of oxygen putting me slowly to sleep. Today however, Axel was 
seated squarely at the table, with no room for me. Sitting at the back of 
the room, I had breathing room. Axel too, had room to move and sign, as 
well as for his papers. But I was invisible, a secret observer surreptitiously 
taking notes and sniffling occasionally.

In Falun, the fleshy bodies sat close together - closer than they perhaps 
wanted to be. Peter angled his towards the monitor and almost had his 
back to Jenny, who came in last and did not get to pick her seat. The two 
interpreters took centre stage and had just enough room to sign without 
knocking each other. Tova had sat in their seats at first but had been forced 
to move so that they could see and be seen. The hearing people in the group 
sat to their left, opposite the deaf people in the group who were to the right 
of the interpreters. Three of them sitting close to each other, coffee cups, 
papers and pens were on the table and in their hands. Mobile phones not 
far from the reach of all - in pockets or on their laps, under the tables being 
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used on the sly or out in the open if it was work related. At one point in 
the meeting, Jenny picked up a pen and started clicking it in a rhythmic 
manner - not realising that it was amplified by the microphone and making 
it difficult to hear in Stockholm. This was a problem for me - a hearing 
researcher but maybe even for Axel who had turned on the volume for my 
sake. 4 The plastic laminate table amplified these sounds as did the cement 
floor and walls. Even the chairs in Falun, although made of compressed 
felt, failed to dampen incidental noises. In Stockholm any noise from the 
offices just outside was shut out by the sliding glass door and visual noise 
shielded by a wooden Venetian blind. The bookshelves filled with cables 
and other debris also helped to dampen the sound and the cupboard-like 
size of the room meant their was no chance of an echo. The chairs were 
padded too and more comfortable for long meetings and hours of sitting 
than those in Falun. The chairs in Falun were designer chairs though. They 
had that going for them. Their aesthetics were a part of the materiality of 
video meetings in Falun. To be honest, the meeting room, Stora Stöten, had 
been designed with aesthetics and it was the materiality of these designerly 
aesthetics which were a key part of the materialities of video meetings in 
Falun and with Falun.

4	 Being	hearing-impaired,	Axel	could	potentially	hear	these	sounds.	However,	if	they	disturbed	
him, he did not show it during this meeting.

Image 58. A Kultur- och Samhället editorial video meeting between Falun and 
Stockholm. Note the interpreter sitting at the front of the room with her neck 
twisted up towards the monitor in order to see who is talking and what is signed. 
Usually René is in Falun so the interpreter would not need to translate what is 
signed and perhaps not need to look at the monitor as often as she did during this 
particular meeting. Stockholm, 24.03.2011.
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The room in Stockholm was perfect for hearing meetings. The lighting was 
the problem perhaps. For meetings in sign language the lighting was not 
the issue. Acoustics was also negligible. The issue was the size of the room 
and the incompatibilities in the video meeting systems. There was barely 
space for three people and when an interpreter was present in Stockholm 
they sat with their back flat up against the bookshelves beside the monitor, 
their neck twisted as far as it would go in order to see the screen and yet 
still be seen by those in Stockholm (see Image 58). Today however, this 
meeting was relatively comfortable. The low light in Stockholm meant 
that Axel would be seen quiet well by those in Falun. No sharp shadows 
or contrasts and with true colours - best case scenario. His skilful zooming 
in with the remote also meant they could see the details and subtleties of 
his signing - bandwidth and encoding-decoding incompatibilities willing. 
I was not important and could sit at a comfortable distance from Axel 
rather than huddle around the small table, probably not more than forty 
centimetres in diameter. Tables and chairs had been shuffled around 
in Falun, people too. A more complex array of remotes and monitors in 
relation to cameras had been navigated with marginal success (Rickard 
was still not completely visible). The meeting discussion was progressing 
and jokes, incidental comments and serious matters were introduced into 
the materiality of the video meeting and its configurations.

All these material aspects - the physical elements (such as lighting, chair, 
cameras, monitors, tables) as well as the bits and bytes of the video meeting 
system 5 - dictated the ways in which the people in the meetings moved, 
and also how the technology acted and responded. There was a kind of 
dance, a choreography of movements going on - although not as dramatic 
or aesthetic perhaps as those in the Dress Room (Vallgårda 2014) or even 
of the jacquard loom weavers (Ferneaus et al. 2012).

Material-discursive goings-on
I have discussed how people interact with the materialities of their 
worlds and briefly touched upon the relations that emerge through these 

5 Here I am referencing discussions on whether the digital is material. Blanchette (among others) 
has argued for a conceptualisation of the digital and the information encoded in the bits and bytes computer 
algorithms process where these are recognised as material in essence (2011:2f.). There is no distinction 
between	atoms	and	bits,	he	argues	in	direct	opposition	to	Negroponte’s	proclamation	that	now	information	
is transferred via digital channels we have moved into a society where matter ceases to matter Blanchette 
2011:2f.). Feminist theorists offer a similar argument on the materiality of the seemingly immaterial. , Some, 
such as Barad (2007) draw on theoretical quantum physics to illustrate that everything is matter and what 
researchers do is nut out how matter truly matters (Barad 2003:803). That the digital is material is therefore 
an assumption that underlies feminist conceptualisations of human-computer interaction and my analysis 
of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk.
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interactions. Relations between people and people, camera and people, 
table and chairs and people, bandwidth and people, light and people, 
and so on. There are of course, many different ways to discuss these 
relations but an approach centred on materiality asks how these material 
relationalities convey meanings that are tied to notions of deafness, 
hearing and professional contexts at SVT Teckenspråk and to examine the 
processes through which these material meaning-makings occur. This is 
the true stuff of materiality in Haraway’s and Barad’s meaning - teasing out 
how matter matters (Barad 2003:803).

In Video meeting #59 it is the machinations of Axel, steering the camera, 
organising his colleagues, and positioning himself so that the video meeting 
and discussions that would soon be underway could take place. He was 
not only letting his colleagues know that he needed to be able to see those 
who signed as well as the editorial leader, Rickard; he was also making 
sure they felt his presence. By asking them to move to a place that was 
more visible, Axel entered the room in Falun. His presence was embodied 
in his co-worker’s movements and actions. His signs too were given voice 
and a material form by the interpreter, Tracy. 6 Axel’s movements were 
not the only examples of how ways of being were embodied and meanings 
materialised for the staff at SVT Teckenspråk.

SVT Teckenspråk and its employees should by now be familiar in their many 
forms and ways of being. I have already examined the reconfigurations of 
video meetings and in fact hinted at the materialisation of these ways of being 
and the underlying interactions that are part of these. If we briefly re-visit 
Video meeting #63 from Vitalities, ways of being and relations materialise 
in Nan, René, Louisa, and my acts. While in Vitalities I have side-stepped 
these subjectivities only to address them head on in Subjectivities, my lack 
of participation and placement at the back of the room, almost obscured 
by Nan and René is a materialisation of my role as a researcher, non-SVT 
Teckenspråk employee, and as someone who has participates in the video 
meeting on different terms than René, Nan, and Louisa. Also touched upon 
in Subjectivities (241), a moment in Video meeting #74 made hearing and 
technology deaf and unable to follow the conversation. In this example, Eve 
was shuffling papers too close to the microphone on the table in Falun and 
it was not able to pick up the interpreter’s voice over the noise. In essence, 
the microphone became one kind of deaf - the kind that is only a lack of 
hearing. A deafness without the other meanings such as a shared visuality, 

6 The materiality of sound is potentially as controversial as the materiality of the digital but given 
that	this	thesis	is	founded	on	Barad’s	(2007)	version	of	materiality	where	light	and	matter	are	embodied,	
this controversy can temporarily be overlooked.
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language and shared histories (see Visualities and Histories). I have at first 
treated this as a re-configuration (Suchman 2007). Seated in Stockholm 
and dependent on the microphone’s ability to pick-up (or hear), I too 
became a kind of deaf. I could not hear what was being said. My recording 
device was equally effected. The three of us, microphone, recording device 
and researcher were deaf only in the sense that we could not hear. We 
were not able to see the signs Louisa was signing and the interpreter was 
speaking. In this sense, we were not deaf like Louisa but deaf unlike Louisa. 
Louisa, who was signing, could follow the conversation despite the rustling 
of papers. She used sight and her knowledge of sign language. My partial 
knowledge of sign language was not enough to follow the conversation - 
mostly because both I and the recording device were seated behind Louisa 
and could see neither her face nor hands. The microphone had no eyes 
and the camera, who did, could not tell the microphone what was being 
signed. These reconfigurations are entrenched in the material world. 
The physical effect of the paper hitting the microphone reconfigured the 
video meeting in the ways already mentioned. In the moment the paper 
interacted with the microphone had material consequences for the entire 
assemblage of the video meeting which mattered. The relations between 
(deaf/hearing/interpreter) people and (deaf/hearing/interpreter) people, 
(hearing) people and (video-audio) technology, and (audio) technology 
and (video) technology.  Some aspects stayed the same to a certain degree. 
The embodied communication of sign language was still understood by 
the interpreters, still captured and relayed by the camera and displayed on 
the monitor, then transformed into audio once more by the interpreters. 
It is received in its audio-form by Eve (albeit unacknowledged as Eve 
does not look up from her notes) but not by the rest of the video meeting 
participants. This configuration matches that which was before the paper 
hit the microphone. Louisa is still waiting for a response in sign language 
that conveys what Eve replies, when she stops rifling through her notes 
and looks up to speak. These are once more the reconfigurations and the 
relationalities that are now tied explicitly to the material world. 7

While putting this small happening during a video meeting in these terms 
might seem a banal or at worst, a childish exercise in anthropomorphism, 
it acts to strike home the message that these meetings are in fact meetings 
where meanings and part of how the materialities of the world create or 
fail to create relationalities. The re-configurations, material or otherwise 
are only a part of the story. Materiality in its feminist form is about 

7	 In	 this	 chapter	 on	 Materialities,	 the	 material	 is	 in	 focus	 and	 therefore	 explicitly	 tied	 to	
reconfigurations.	Whereas	in	Vitalities	and	Subjectivities,	this	link	was	just	a	twinkle	in	my	eye.	I	note	this	to	
carefully	distinguish	the	treatment	of	Video	meeting	#63	in	Vitalities	and	Video	meeting	#74	in	Subjectivities	
from the way in which it is being addressed in this chapter. 
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understanding the materiality of world-making. This world-making is 
anchored in the dynamic relationalities bring worlds into being and ways 
of being into becoming. These worlds might only exist for seconds, minutes 
or hours, but they are signs of “the world’s ongoing intra-activity, its 
dynamic and contingent differentiation into specific relationalities” (Barad 
2007:353). The example of Video meeting #74 shows a world made up 
of people paying only partial attention, opting out of forming strong ties 
through their actions. These might be eye contact, gestures and occasional 
signs from Eve or the same from Louisa. The relation between Leo and 
Louisa in the same room had all these markers and they could almost be 
creating a world in their own. Later in the meeting, the interpreter seem 
to think that this is what has happened when they have trouble getting 
Louisa’s attention while she is taking notes and signing with Erik. Eve too 
forms stronger ties with her notes than with either the interpreters or her 
colleagues in Stockholm in that moment. Absorbed in her own thoughts 
and plans, she listens and incorporates the discussion into these in ways 
imperceptible to us in Stockholm and to the technology. Or rather --- ways 
which materialise in her hand-written notes made during the meeting. 
These are only partially perceptible to Louisa, Erik, and I. We can not 
read her notes through the screen, we can only surmise that these contain 
comments and ideas relevant to the discussion. Perhaps her notes resemble 
my field-notes - sketches, comments on the character of the conversation, 
communication hiccups and occasional thoughts on the technology and 
what it is doing.

This revisiting of  Video meeting #63, shows how the materialities of video 
meetings are important for the ways in which people experience them. It 
also hints at the leaps of understanding and the gaps in knowledge about 
what is going on are filled or glossed over during the video meeting. These 
gaps or glitches in communication - be they technology or human-derived 
are important, mechanically speaking. They fit well into the Vitalities and 
Subjectivities approaches to human-computer interaction - on the surface 
- but underneath these seemingly practical observations lies the issue of 
what is happening in regards to the ways in which SVT employees and I 
are becoming with and making worlds. 8 The same could be said of Video 
meeting #59. Through his manipulations of the camera, the video meeting 
system, and his colleagues Axel configures himself and deaf and unable 
to hear. He needs to be seen and zooms in on himself so that Falun can 
easily follow his signs. He asks Tracy and Tova to move places so that he 
can follow what Tracy signs more easily. And Axel tries to position Rickard 

8 The implications of the worlds made through minute actions will be further addressed in 
Alterities.
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so that he too is visible. Rickard, with his knowledge of sign language 
communication tries to oblige but is limited by the technology - the camera 
angle mostly; but also by the deceptive camera set-up in Falun which 
misleads the SVT Teckenspråk employees there into thinking that Axel in 
Stockholm can see everyone. The evil camera that is not connected plays 
a key role in making video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk a mess. It causes 
trouble by being a camera and yet not acting as a camera - not entirely. 
It shows an image but it refuses to communicate with the video meeting 
system and that image is then lost. Lost for Stockholm but not for Falun 
and some deaf SVT Teckenspråk employees adapt to the camera’s way of 
being, using the image it transmits only to the monitor to follow what the 
interpreter sitting beside them is signing.

Multiple ways of material-discursive being:
That there are many ways of being deaf is a perspective already established 
in deaf studies (see Nakamura 2013; Monaghan 2003; Visualities:123). 
These differences refer to identity and what it means to be a part of deaf 
culture yet such variation is also manifest in everyday acts and comes into 
being through these acts (as this chapter has so far illustrated with the 
example of Axel and his machinations). Similarly, different ways of being 
deaf also emerge during video meetings. It was almost as if there was a 
new way in which SVT Teckenspråk employees enacted deafness for every 
meeting. The circumstances were seldom the same even though the video 
meeting technology and the people involved were. Some of these different 

Image 59. A hurried fieldnote sketch depicting the view Stockholm would most 
likely have received of the Kultur- och Samhället editorial team members (and 
me)in Falun during Video meeting #67. Anna, to the left is deaf. Lisa is the 
interpreter and I am sitting towards the back of the room. The rest of the team 
members (Jon, Tinna, and René - all hearing) are possibly out of frame for Louisa 
in Stockholm or only partially visible, 08.12.2012.
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ways of being deaf are contingent on peoples’ personalities - a terrifying 
variable. At other times, it was due to the configuration of people - one 
deaf person alongside two hearing people; or two deaf people (as in the 
Nyhetstecken video meeting #59) and one or two people in Stockholm 
(usually deaf). The reason for these different materialisations of deafness 
are less interesting than the processes through which they came about. 
One notable materialisation of deafness on a par to Axel’s orchestrations,  
occurred during a video meeting held by the Kultur- och Samhället 
editorial, Video meeting #67 (see Image 59, 60 & 61).

During this meeting, Anna sat directly beside Lisa, the interpreter. Lisa 
had positioned herself in the centre of the table for Louisa’s benefit. Anna, 
the only deaf editorial member in Falun, also needed to be able to see 
Louisa fully and to be seen by Louisa. This meant that she sat as close to 
the middle of the table as possible. In this way she was also easily visible to 
her deaf colleague, Louisa, in Stockholm. It also meant that she could not 
easily see Lisa, the interpreter and therefore might miss the comments of 
her hearing colleagues in Falun. Anna had to make the choice to best see 
and be seen by Louisa over the need to follow what her hearing colleagues 
were interpreted as saying by the interpreter, Lisa. This choice is embedded 
within the editorial’s hierarchy. Louisa was head of the editorial and deaf. 
The other editorial members were hearing and although one was more 
senior than Anna, the relationship between the two was fraught with 
complications. The other member of the editorial, Jon, was less talkative 

Image 60. A second sketch of the Kultur- och Samhället editorial video meeting 
#67. The entire group in Falun this time - Jon, Eve och René are hearing; Anna is 
deaf; and Lisa is the interpreter. Louisa, is the only team member in Stockholm, 
08.12.2012.
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during meetings than the other team members and so easy to de-prioritise 
if it was necessary. René was there in a supervisory role and to facilitate 
should any difficult discussions arise. The team had been having some 
problems communicating recently for various reasons not related to video 
meeting technology, but meetings via video seemed to exacerbate these. 9

In video meetings in sign language, these kinds of prioritisations were 
an uncomfortable necessity and materialised in the ways in which people 
arranged themselves in the room in relation to one another and to the 
technology. In this case, Anna’s choice was not a drastic one. Using the 
dissembling  camera and monitor setup on the left and the image it gave 
the monitor on her left, Anna was easily able to follow what her hearing 
colleagues were saying and interpreted as saying by Lisa. She was also 
able to clearly see her boss, Louisa. Nevertheless, by acting in this manner, 
Anna embodied her deafness and the material realities of both being deaf 
and the video meeting set-up’s discriminatory design were manifest during 
this video meeting in ways they were not in other meetings, during lunch 
breaks, and while Anna worked editing her clips or producing television 
programs. 

Brittlestars
Having presented a less detailed analysis of how the ways in which people 
act during video meetings becomes a part of who they become, that is 
acts are performative, I am going to return to Video meeting #59. This 
time, the focus is on how the acts that come about are performative and 
materialisations of the dynamic relations between hearing, deaf, and 
interpreters. It focuses on the processes that create these ways of being 
and acknowledges that these spring from categories of ‘hearing’ ‘deaf’ 
and ‘interpreter’. These could arguably be interpreted as pre-existing 
categories. This is not however, how they are conceptualised in this thesis 
as the previous brief example from Video meeting #67 suggests. They are 
instead assumed to be constantly in flux and only created in moments of 
co-creation, interaction and intra-activity - in line with Barad (2007) and 
Haraway (2008). While the example of the cat’s cradle typifies this and 
conceptualises it as ‘becoming with’ (Theory:37ff.), Barad’s examination of 
brittlestars moves to give it another form - one with a more explicit focus 
on the material (2007:369ff).

For Barad, the brittlestar, Ophiocoma wendtii, (a relative of the starfish), 

9 This meeting showed all the signs of these tensions in the way the team interacted with each 
other. These could perhaps be linked to the way in which the video meeting technology was used but an 
outsider’s	perspective	is	insufficient	to	fully	understand	the	personal	relations	of	the	editorial	in	full,	so	I	will	
not touch upon these aspects of the video meeting and will instead keep to those socio-technical factors 
that are less ambiguous.
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is remarkable (ibid.). The brittlestar’s skeleton is made up of “an array of 
microlenses”,  crystal domes connected to nerve bundles, that refract and 
diffract light depending on the light around it. If discovered by a potential 
predator, the brittlestar self-amputates a part of its skeleton and regrows 
it later. It is, in essence,

a visualizing system that is constantly changing its geometry and 
its topology - autonomizing and re-generating its optics in an 
ongoing re-working of its bodily boundaries. (Barad 2007:375)

The brittlestar employs material-discursive practices when it intra-acts 
with its environment and creates knowings of its world. Barad (2007) 
gives the example of self-amputation once a predator is detected illustrates 
how knowings are materially enacted. The constant ongoing and changing 
topology of the brittlestar and its re-working of boundaries and their 
obvious materiality is what makes it a fascinating example. To take these 
core philosophies from the brittlestar case and transfer them to video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk validates the approach where being deaf, 
hearing, and interpreter are understood as fluctuating and constantly 
under re-vision during video meetings. Taking such an approach is not to 
suggest that the non-negotiables such as physically not being able to hear, 
or being able to hear are unimportant. They are paramount and yet in video 
meetings, the relations between these and their significance changes. It is 
following these shifts in what matters that is distinctive about a materialist 
approach

Materiality enacted
While it might seem simple to pin-point in the example of a brittlestar, the 
enactment of materialities and their ties to knowings in video meetings at 
SVT Teckenspråk are more subtle. No-one looses an arm or leg, for example 
when they misunderstand - or do they? 1 How does the matter of video 
meetings matter? They matter in many ways, not just those that are about 
hearing, deaf and interpreter. In the following section, these different ways 
of being and mattering are further examined with the brittlestar example 
being used as a template.

Being in Falun
To firstly examine what it means to be in Falun in Video meeting #59. At 
one point early on in the meeting, Axel and Rickard have a light-hearted 

1 Figuratively speaking, Rob has lost his entire material form from the perspective of Stockholm. 
He is neither heard nor seen and yet he still matters - as I will discuss later in this chapter and furthermore 
in Alterities.
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exchange where Rickard primarily is joking with Axel. Axel however 
experiences some uncertainty about whether Rickard is signing something 
or not. For some reason, Axel seems to have missed the joke. He looks 
questioningly at the image of Rickard and Rickard signs to Axel, “What? 
Don’t you know who works here?” He is joking and he and the interpreter 
in Falun chuckle. Axel sees Tracy showing an expression of mirth and 
replies with a question, “What did you say?” For the Nyhetstecken team, it 
is strange that Axel has not understood what is going on. He is usually one 
of the most active and engaged during video meetings - and he is looking 
directly at the screen. The reason behind Axel’s incomprehension soon 
becomes apparent why. Rickard continues still joking, “But you know, that 
guy...” Axel stops him mid-joke, “Rickard, I can’t see you! You’re only half 
there. Riiiiiii-ckard????”

Although Rickard is signing, his hands are only partially visible and his 
face is out of frame. Hands flitting in and out of frame and an interpreter 
who is also in on the joke is not enough for Axel to follow. The materiality 
of the matter is that Richard has self-amputated most of his body. He is 
not there in Stockholm on the monitor, only half of him is. He has not done 
this in response to some threat. In fact, he has not done this on purpose. 
He has however cut himself in half because of the image displayed on the 
secondary monitor in Falun - the one that everyone seemed to use as a 
guide for what the people in Stockholm saw and yet which seemed not to 
actually represent the image transmitted. There is no threat of predator 
as in the brittlestar case, but an assemblage of the video meeting and 
its diverse connected and disconnected components which misdirects 
Rickard so that he amputates half his body. It is only once Axel and his 
deaf world interact with the Falun group that Rickard’s body regains its full 
(material) form. The intra-activity between Stockholm and Falun within a 
video meeting brings together the two material worlds, requiring that they 
take new shapes, be re-worked and that Rickard re-grow the other half of 
his body.

Being in deaf worlds
This intra-action as described thus far is not about being hearing or being 
deaf, it is about being in Falun with the room, the video meeting technology, 
the people and the furniture there. However, although Rickard was hearing 
his actions do embody deafness. It is not only about hand movements 
and facial expressions but about considering who is taking part in the 
conversation. Rickard, as a hearing person communicating in Swedish 
Sign Language is obliged to consider his position in relation to Axel via 
the camera if he wants to be understood. As a hearing person, Rickard still 
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embodies deafness through his consideration for communication in sign 
language via video. Being hearing and fluent in Swedish Sign Language 
requires certain bodily and material actions during a video meeting that 
Rickard fails to take into account, in this particular instance. This example 
might just, however, illustrate how embodiment is perhaps not about 
hearing versus deaf but about the visuality of a language such as Swedish 
Sign Language. Rickard, in a similar way to the brittlestar “is a material 
agent in what... [he] ...sees and knows as part of the world’s dynamic 
engagement in practices of knowing” (Barad 2007:375).

The deaf colleagues in Falun had placed themselves opposite Rickard at 
the table and could easily see him. They needed to be able to follow his 
occasionally signing and also see his expressions. The interpreters too 
needed to see him so had positioned themselves in a place at the table 
where they could - with a small turn of their heads to their left. Axel in 
Stockholm is the most obvious cue that Rickard’s actions embody the 
materialities of being deaf. Their negotiations and collaborations over 
positioning the camera illustrate perfectly just how being deaf is not 
something Axel is alone. It is something that he becomes with Rickard, the 
camera, the remote, the meeting room in Falun and with his colleagues. 
More accurately and to avoid confusion with the physical realities of 
gradual hearing loss and deafness, these intra-actions materialise what it 
means to be deaf and its materiality. In this setting, being deaf is about 
being able to see and be seen. It is also about being able to be heard - the 
interpreters need to be able to see Axel in order to translate his signs into 
sounds. Being deaf is about working in a dual-language workplace such 
as SVT Teckenspråk and more specifically in the Nyhetstecken team were 
the majority were fluent in sign language. It is about being deaf at a public 
service television station and producing news programming for broadcasts 
online and on television. From these angles, being deaf becomes a specific 
configuration that is of course reconfigured as team dynamics change. For 
instance, being deaf in this meeting was different from other Nyhetstecken 
meetings I attended. In Video meeting #59, Rob 2 and Tova were those who 
were not fluent in sign language. In Video meeting #67, there were also at 
least two other team members present who were not fluent yet. However, 
in some team configurations every single member - hearing or deaf - was 

2	 Up	until	now,	I	have	not	mentioned	Rob,	the	last	member	of	the	Nyhetstecken	editorial.	Rob	
arrived much later than Peter, sat out of view for us in Stockholm and did not speak during the meeting and 
therefore is not present either in the video (apart from a form that moves across the screen quickly in the 
background before he sits down) nor in the audio.
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fluent. 3 Interpreters were generally present at meetings not held using 
video, but during such meetings being deaf in such situations took on a 
different character. 4 

Being in Stockholm
In an unusual turn of events, Stockholm and being in Stockholm, has for 
once shown thought and consideration for Sweden’s regional parts and 
what it means to be in these parts. 5 Axel is fully visible to his colleagues 
in Falun having carefully positioned his camera in collaboration with the 
video meeting system software which had the added feature of showing a 
small preview image on the top right-hand corner of the screen. Using this 
image to guide him, Axel had steered the camera using the remote to show 
him clearly. This is as much a dance as any interaction with materials, space 
and technology. It was confined to the video meeting room in Stockholm 
and yet also a part of the video meeting room and their goings on in Falun 
as soon as the video-link was connected. Rickard had gone through the 
same procedures, presumably, in Falun but with less success and a result 
that required reconfiguration in collaboration with Axel. The following 
negotiations illustrate the ways in which the physicality of deafness leads 
to specific bodily actions.

Interpreters
Language, deafness and being hearing are definitely central to my analysis 
and of course, not mutually exclusive categories. They overlap and intersect 
especially when it concerns a group of people who belong to multiple 
communities of language and cultures. There is one particular category that 
epitomises these overlaps and which speaks also to the anthropologist’s role 
as interpreter, advocate and intermediary (see Engle Merry 2006). This is 
how the interpreter and their role is embodied throughout video meetings. 
This is best explained using the example of Axel’s efforts to position Tracy, 
the interpreter in an optimal position during Video meeting #59. Axel does 

3	 It	is	still	important	to	note,	once	more,	that	being	fluent	and	being	a	native	sign	language	user	
is	not	the	same.	There	are	definite	differences	between	the	sign	language	hearing	Swedes	with	Swedish	
as	their	first	language	use,	and	that	of	deaf	Swedes	who	have	sign	language	as	their	first	language.	The	
same	logic	is	usually	applied	to	interpreters	who	are	considered	fluent	but	not	to	the	same	extent	as	those	
who	have	Swedish	Sign	Language	as	their	first	language.
4 These few meetings were not held via video and are therefore not included in this analysis. 
A comparison between different meetings to illustrate how video meetings can not universally be said to 
empower, enable and make equal will be discussed in the chapter on Alterities.
5 There is a common gripe among those located outside of Stockholm that media, policy and 
money	all	centre	on	Stockholm	and	that	the	regional	areas	of	Sweden	come	second.	Not	only	this,	but	that	
those living in Stockholm, especially politicians, lack any understanding or consideration of what it means 
to be, living in regional Sweden. Likely and yet not a matter for discussion here, this national trend seemed 
to	be	reflected	in	the	general	feeling	that	regional	offices	at	SVT	were	second	to	those	located	in	Stockholm	
in	both	decision-making	processes,	financial	resources,	and	influence	in	general	(See	Histories:182)..	
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this out of an awareness for the requirements of interpreting for multiple 
deaf people in a group situation. However, Axel’s understanding comes 
from his hearing-impaired perspective. Tracy might not have moved had 
Axel not asked her to. She may have decided it was easy enough to turn 
to the side if and when Jenny began signing. Axel, Rickard and Peter 
were usually the editorial members who had the most comments to make 
during meetings. The occasional turning of the head might not have been 
too difficult for Tracy - and we have seen interpreters work in much more 
uncomfortable situations (see Image 58:270).

Self-interest may also have lain behind Axel’s This means that Axel will 
not miss anything that Rickard says or signs even if he is off-screen or 
only partially visible. It also means that Tracy will be able to see exactly 
what Axel signs as he is centre-screen and right in front of her now she is 
sitting directly opposite the monitor. Axel is aware of this and that is why 
he remarks, “Now Tracy can see better”. This positioning and relation of 
bodies to cameras and monitors is a direct reflection of the interpreter’s 
role and its associated need to be able to see those who sign and be seen by 
those who are deaf. Unfortunately Axel has failed to consider that Jenny, 
who is now seated right beside Tracy, will not really be able to see what 
Tracy is signing. This means that if Rickard or Tova say something in spoken 
Swedish, Jenny (and later, Peter), will have to turn their heads and bodies 
to the side in order to follow what is being discussed. Axel has forgotten 
this and in doing so, has considered only his deafness and needs over those 
of his deaf colleagues. Tracy however, realises this and apologises sort of by 
signing to Jenny, “I’ll just interpret a little closer... perhaps.”

Being in Video meeting #59
So far I have approached Video meeting #59 (and Video meeting #67) 
in various ways to examine what kinds of being (or becoming with) are 
embodied through the materiality of video meetings: what it means to be(-
coming with) in Falun; Stockholm; being deaf and its many forms; and 
being interpreters. But what does it mean to be one, some, or all of these 
things in Video meeting #59? This video meeting intra-action is also about 
being hearing and in Falun, hearing and in Stockholm (me), as well as 
being deaf in Falun, interpreter in Falun and deaf in Stockholm (Axel). 
It is about being in Falun holding a video meeting with Stockholm, and 
vice versa. During Video meeting #59, deaf visualities materialise in the 
orchestrations that preceded the actual meeting discussion. The need to 
be able to see in order to communicate is embodied through the shuffling 
of people, the steering of cameras, picking up of remotes and the signed/
spoken negotiations about what was visible, what was not and the implied 
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and shared knowing that this mattered.

The moment when Peter came into the room and sat down illustrates this. 
Axel saw that someone, Peter, had entered the room and that they had sat 
down but were only partially visible. Axel began orchestrating the group so 
that he could see Peter. Axel needed to be able to see Jenny, Peter and Tracy 
primarily as they were those in the group who would be signing. This was 
somewhat of a compromise as we have already addressed how important 
it is to be able to see even those who are not signing during meetings in 
order to get a feel of the emotions, the group dynamic and who is saying 
what when. To be able to follow a conversation in sign language the people 
on the screen need to be relatively large - something Axel appreciated and 
which guided him to make his image as large as possible albeit only from 
the bust up. Small hand movements and even more importantly mouth 
movement and facial expressions need to be visible too. This meant that 
Axel preferred to focus on those signing. This was a compromise made 
due to the requirements of sign language, visual communication alone 
and being deaf. It also meant that arranging the video was perhaps more 
complicated.

In Video meeting #59 but which takes place, the limitations of video 
meetings and their materiality become clear. Rickard is finally/sort of/
intending to be) whole and Axel can see everyone but then Peter enters 
the room and, like the brittlestar, the video meeting takes on another hue. 
Rickard, being familiar with how video meetings in both Swedish and 
Swedish Sign Language work when there are deaf, hearing and interpreters 
present checks with Axel to make sure that he can see everyone by signing, 
“Is that better?” to Axel. Axel replies, using his voice perhaps because he 
notices that Tracy, the interpreter is not paying attention yet, “Mmm. Ah... 
(Axel speaks here) “We can take a little-”. Tracy hears him, then looks up 
and so Axel starts signing and she translates for him, “The image is fine. As 
long as I can see Peter. I only see half of him at the moment.”

Axel is both deaf and hearing at this moment. He speaks Swedish and in 
doing so, his hearing loss materialises. His hearing, Swedish speaking  past 
is brought into the present. He changes momentarily from deaf alone, to 
deaf and hearing. This change is in conjunction with Tracy, the interpreter, 
who at that moment is not actively being interpreter. She is in the meeting 
and still part of the intra-action as Axel, Peter, Jenny, and Rickard expect 
her to interpret what Axel signs. Nevertheless, she has taken on a slightly 
different form - an interpreter who is not translating, not speaking, not 
signing but sitting at the table, in the meeting with the Nyhetstecken team. 
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Tracy and non-interpreting-interpreter is only in being for a fraction of 
a second as she looks and notices that Axel is speaking, having his voice 
working with the microphone in Stockholm and the video systems to 
project his question through the speakers in Falun. It is not only Tracy 
who has momentarily changed the ways in which she acts in the meeting 
and intra-acts. The microphone in Stockholm is all of a sudden part of the 
meeting in a new way too. As are the speakers in Falun - silent witnesses 
to the meeting, they suddenly speak and demand attention. The non-
interpreter Tracy disappears and interpreter-Tracy emerges.

Responding to the change in configuration and the introduction of another 
‘agent’ (Peter) to use Barad’s terminology, Rickard takes up the remote 
and repositions the camera as best he can. In doing so, he once more 
self-amputates while simultaneously taking on an extra appendage, the 
remote. Once more the materiality of the meeting shifts and the remote 
and Rickard work together with the camera. It is perhaps careless to call 
the remote an appendage. It is not merely this. The camera, which Rickard 
is not even touching is equally tied to him in this moment. His eyes take 
on the camera’s lens and its way of seeing. Rickard is not only taking on 
the camera’s way of seeing but the monitor’s way of showing. Moreover, 
Rickard is taking on deaf ways of seeing. He is in this moment, technology, 
deaf and hearing all at once.

Rickard becomes this because he knows that Peter is deaf and will be 
signing and needs to be seen by Axel. The materialities of the technology, 
deafness, and being deaf in video meetings come to the fore. Equally so the 
complex and partially redundant assemblage of different video meeting 
technologies in the meeting room in Falun. Rickard checks that the image is 
ok by looking at the monitor to his left that shows the image from a camera 
not connected to the video meeting system and therefore not transmitting 
a signal. He moves the camera position with the remote so that Peter is 
fully visible on the left-hand monitor (that shows the image from the dis-
connected camera). On that monitor everyone is visible. However, in doing 
so he takes himself out of the image once more. The dis-connected camera 
is not a part of the meeting if function is considered alone but it is a part 
of this as Rickard and the rest of the group use the camera view displayed 
on the monitor through-out the meeting in a number of ways. Sitting in 
Stockholm during this meeting, I can not possibly know how they used 
this monitor, but I did see Rickard glancing to his left while pointing the 
remote at the monitor which displayed Axel and camera with which the 
group in Falun entered Stockholm. This was to his right - where the remote 
pointed. As in Video meeting #63 (Vitalities:192) where Nan and René also 
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used the monitor to the left to guide their button-presses on the remote 
and composition of the image, Rickard had brought in redundant parts of 
the video meeting equipment in ways that changed how the video meeting 
emerged.

Being in video meeting #70
With Video meeting #59 in mind, I turn to another Nyhetstecken editorial 

Image 62. 
Axel as seen 
during Video 
meeting 
#70 from 
the Falun 
side. Falun, 
20.12.2012.



  |  287MATERIALITIES

Im
age 63. A sketch of Video m

eeting #70 as seen from
 the back of the room

. Falun, 20.12.2012.
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meeting, Video meeting #70. This video meeting was similar to Video 
meeting #59 in some ways - the people taking part were the same, the 
configuration of most of the editorial team members in Falun and only Axel 
in Stockholm, and the same agenda - to discuss the week’s programming. I 
was, this time around, in Falun so able to see the alternative side of things 
to Video meeting #59 (see Image 62).

Axel had configured the image of him which Stockholm would receive and 
although Rickard has done his best to position the camera, he is still only 
partially visible. There is still a lot of space between each person sitting 
around the table. I know from previous comments from SVT Teckenspråk 
employees that this is something people prefer. As one employee mentioned 
during a meeting with only hearing colleagues and therefore less pressure 
on them to be seen:

So nice that we can, you know... if there is someone deaf in Stockholm 
we	huddle	close-	have	to	sit	together.	Organised	(inaudible)...	breathing	
difficulties	(the	group	laugh).

Vad skönt att vi liksom kan- kunna... sitter det någon döv i Stockholm vi gör 
så (gest och ljud) ihopbyggda- fick vi sitta ihop... Ordnat tur- (inaudible) -en... 
Andnings svårigheter. (skratt).

This joke can be interpreted in many ways. For the purposes of this thesis 
it is less a direct comment on deafness or the difficulties of communicating 
in sign language, more a remark on the materialities of video meetings in 
Swedish and Swedish Sign Language. It was an expression of dissatisfaction 
with the video meeting setup in Falun and the configurations and re-
configurations of language, video meeting technology, furniture, lighting, 
and people that unfolded. SVT Teckenspråk employees preferred not to 
have to sit close all squeezed up and on top of each other but were aware 
that it was necessary and helped them communicate with colleagues during 
video meetings. In the case of Video meeting #70 (and #59), it would have 
helped make everyone visible for Axel in Stockholm to a certain extent. Is 
this the materiality of being in a video meeting or is it perhaps a way of 
being that contends with the video meeting - its technology, its deafness, 
its hearing and interpreter-needs? 6

In Video meeting #70, as in Video meeting #59, Axel decides to work 
with the image Rickard had managed to compose using the remote and 
changing the angle and zoom of the camera. Perhaps tired of having to 
make clear the material consequences of holding meetings via video with 

6 See Alterities for a further discussion on this.
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interpreters and in Swedish and Swedish Sign Language, he decides at 
some point to make do. That Rickard is no longer visible here is a trade off. 
Peter and Jenny need to be visible if they are going to participate because 
they are deaf and sign. Another colleague, Rob, is also outside the camera’s 
reach. Furtherest to the left during the Nyhetstecken meeting, Rob, had 
sat down beside Rickard, the team leader and opposite his deaf colleagues 
who he could see and make eye contact with. Rob was in the meeting and 
participating with his colleagues - all except for Axel in Stockholm. We had 
seen Rob enter the room - he was a blurred human-shaped figure who had 
walked past the camera. He had possibly even been missing a head given 
the downwards angle and zoom of the camera. I recognised him though 
and if Axel had been looking at the screen, he too would have noticed he 
was there. Rob was invisible to us in Stockholm but he did exist. He was 
a memory - a memory we held of someone having walked into the room, 
past the video camera but still displayed for a moment on the monitor 
in Stockholm before receding into the space outside the camera’s reach. 
However, he was also a member of the Nyhetstecken team and there as 
a part of the editorial team but not ‘in sight’. He was a behind-the-scenes 
person and this translated into the way in which he enacted video meetings. 
As it was, Axel may not even have been aware that Rob had come in and 
sat down. Especially if he had been looking away from the monitor at that 
precise moment. Whatever the case, Axel did not even seem to notice that 
he was not visible. Either that or he had weighed up the costs of having Rob 
move so he was visible, zooming out the camera so that he was visible and 
subsequently shrinking the figures on the screen in Stockholm until they 
were small figurines instead of reasonably sized visual representations.

While Rob might have been with his colleagues in Falun in the sense that 
he was sitting beside them in the same room, visible and tangible albeit not 
entering into discussion, he was not with Axel. Whether intentionally or 
not, by sitting outside of the camera’s view, Rob set himself apart from the 
rest of the meeting participants in Falun and especially Axel in Stockholm. 
From a perspective centred on materiality, Rob’s acts are not about 
participation. Rob could still have participated and ‘been visible’ during the 
meeting if he had spoken and his words been translated into sign language 
by the interpreters. Yet because the discussion was not directly about his 
work within the Nyhetstecken team, and possibly because he preferred not 
to take part in meeting discussions, Rob became invisible and immaterial. 
He ceased to matter as far as Stockholm and Axel were concerned. He was  
of course neither. Rob was in the video meeting, he was part of its human 
appendages and yet not as far as Axel, in Stockholm could determine.  
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As far as Video meeting #70 goes (and Video meeting #59), the configuring 
and reconfiguring of the camera, furniture and people was not able to 
accommodate the needs placed on them by communication in sign language 
(Axel’s needs more specifically although the needs of the interpreter are 
also in play). As a result, not all of the meeting participants were visible 
to the person (Axel) in Stockholm. Rob disappears (as do I for the group 
in Falun - the surreptitious observer in the corner of the room) hidden 
behind Axel’s broad shoulders. Rickard flits in and out of the meeting with 
Stockholm as he moves forward and back in his chair, shifting position 
every now and then to get comfortable, write notes and look at the monitor. 
Being in a video meeting then, is not about being seen or being able to 
see - and then we realise that this is not being in a video meeting. This is 
being hearing in a video meeting! These comings and goings are usual in 
video meetings. Being in a video meeting in Video meeting #59 then seems 
to be something that  changes and has a multiplicity of forms which are 
embodied through the different action and intra-actions that occur.

More than merely matter
As Barad’s brittlestar example shows, being visible is in itself materiality 
enacted. The brittlestar changes its materiality through focusing and 
refocusing its crystal lenses depending on the light, predators and the 
organisms it encounters. It makes itself visible in numerous ways in cohort 
with others. It is not passive and waiting for input. It is an eye, a being, “a 
living optics topologically enfolding bits of the environment within itself 
and expelling parts of itself to the environment” in a dynamic, material 
discursive practice (Barad 2007:370). So too with video meetings. Rickard, 
Axel and most of the Nyhetstecken editorial members are incorporating 
their bodies with the camera, its lens and the monitor on which their 
image is displayed (both in Falun and in Stockholm). Video meetings are 
as brittlestars made up of many other brittlestars that take on different 
forms, shapes, expressions, focusing and re-focusing as colleagues enter 
and engage with others, withdraw, and re-engage. These changes are 
embodied in the ways in which people and technologies intra-act during 
video meetings. The materiality of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk is 
understood as an intra-action of matter - where matter is a substance in its 
intra-active becoming (Barad 2007:151). Being deaf, being hearing, being 
interpreter and many more ways of being are enacted and become with 
alongside the c0-creation of worlds.

Conceiving of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk as dynamic, ongoing 
reconfigurations of the boundaries of human and non-human (read as: 
technology, deaf, hearing, interpreter) and underscoring the material-
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discursive dynamics of intra-activity, is not just a wilful exercise in being 
theoretically abstract. It is a significant step in understanding human and 
computer relationalities as more than interacting with an object that has 
defined properties and understood as an interface. It is not even about 
making the object and the human equal in their relations with one another 
or showing that the machine too has agency and material effects. It is about 
understanding that what is object and what is human are not fixed and 
that they go into one another. The jacquard loom weavers were not simply 
working with the machine’s physical form through their bodily interactions, 
and the dancer in the Dress Room was not just responding to an inanimate 
object’s stimuli. As Vallgårda (2014) and Ferneaus et al. (2012) hint at, 
these interactions are in fact intra-actions and human and machine become 
part of a larger interaction. Thereby, the human and machine intra-act. It 
is not only this going on that is noticeable. It is also the ways in which being 
and worlds are made and re-made. As with the brittlestar, what is a part of 
one entity and forming its bounds changes through and with every intra-
action. The jacquard loom is not just about the comprehensibility of the 
physical form or even whole body interaction. The Dress Room is not just 
a design experiment to test how space is a part of interaction. Although all 
these elements are at play, the materiality of video meeting intra-actions 
is about how things come into multiple, parallel, seemingly incompatible 
ways of being. These ways of being are constantly re-figured dynamically 
and in relation to the goings-on that take form only to loose it and become 
something else. These ways of being become apparent in fleeting moments 
through the ways in which intra-actions materialise.

The distance between this kind of analysis and those of cognitivist 
researchers on human-computer interaction (and even Suchman’s (1987) 
situated plans and actions)  is vast. So vast that it might be difficult for 
some to understand the significance of beginning to understand human-
computer interaction as simply ‘intra-actions’ (not even human-computer 
intra-actions). Those however, who have begun to realise that human-
computer intra-actions are re-configurations (Suchman 2007) might 
however see the relevance of taking one step further into the realm of 
“post-human, quantum entanglements” à la Barad (2008). The distinction 
between understanding human-computer interactions as reconfigured 
interactions (Suchman 2007) and Barad-Haraway hybrid understandings 
which instead figure them as re-figurations and intra-actions is wafer-thin. 
Suchman (2007) works on presenting reconfigurable human-computer 
intra-actions and indeed uses Barad’s theories (2003). While Suchman’s 
(2007) re-configuration places an emphasis on changes in relations, these 
relations were still necessarily understood as between computer and 
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human.  What it meant to be either human or computer was reconfigurable 
through both human and non-human agency, yet these two categories were 
essentially treated as different from each other. Barad and her emphasis 
on materialisation and its processes makes it easier to instead argue for 
a theoretical approach that, through its focus on materialisation and the 
indeterminacy of being, allows for these categories to be dismantled and 
conceived of as impermanent, fluctuating, and in themselves reconfigurable 
through the intra-actions that they are themselves a part. The challenge is 
to show how materialities allows us to understand processes of becoming 
with using empirical examples.

In the next chapter, Alterities, I re-examine the brittlestar and processes 
of materialisation to address the equally hefty issue of why these 
materialisations matter. While the theories of feminist theorists such 
as Barad, Haraway and even Suchman can occasionally be critiqued in 
more pragmatic circles for being obtuse, conceptualising video meetings 
as dynamic, ongoing reconfigurations the boundaries of human and non-
human (read as: technology, deaf, hearing, interpreter) and underscoring 
the material-discursive dynamics of intra-activity, cuts to the heart of the 
issue - difference and how technology makes it.



XII
ALTERITIES
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In the previous chapter, material intra-actions between technologies and 
peoples in their broader settings were shown as playing a part in how 
categories such as deaf, hearing and interpreter (and also researcher) are 
produced and strengthened. These categories can in a sense be understood 
as emerging from their contexts but in actual fact they do exist beyond 
these moments of intra-actions in ways that go against the feminist 
notions of becoming with (cf. Haraway 2008). Material intra-actions do 
not crystallise these categories and they are still understood as constantly 
shifting and under negotiation and yet it is hard to deny that these different 
ways of being are not with us already as we enter the meeting room. This 
fact argues for a different analytical approach than the one taken in this 
thesis. Would it not be more constructive to start with the concept of roles, 
categories and identities? In this chapter, I show why I have chosen to 
bypass and even deny discussions that take categories of being as their 
starting point and instead focussed on the emergent entanglements that 
feminist frameworks derived from Haraway (2008) and Barad (2007) 
render. In short, by moving away from definitions and typologies of deaf, 
hearing, interpreter etc. and treating these as emergent, not necessarily 
a priori ways of being, I can instead focus on the differences between 
what are essentially fluid categories rather than fix and make them 
static. This making of difference is what this final chapter on Alterities 
addresses. Through this concept of alterity, the work and processes of 
creating difference emerge and the intentions and agendas that cross these 
processes and divert intentional work come to the fore. More specifically, 
the work the hearing, deaf and interpreter employees at SVT Teckenspråk 
engage in during video meetings and within the organisation through 
exercising the dual-language policy, sees one technology co-creating ways 
of being in conjunction with the organisation. This way of being both deaf 
and hearing and in a sense equally accommodated and lending accessibility 
to both deaf and hearing in their place of work is then challenged during 
video meetings. During a video meeting, the video meeting technology 
counteracts and subverts the way of being where deaf and hearing are 
afforded equal access to information through support for both languages 
- Swedish and Swedish sign language in workplace communication. This 
contradiction by video meeting technology also stands in direct contrast 
to rhetorics on video technology as empowering for deaf employees who 
communicate through visual means.

Different ways of being are multiple - being deaf, being hearing, being 
the researcher and interpreter. Even these categories of being have many 
expressions, forms and materialities which take on other characteristics 
as contexts, agents, materialities and worlds themselves are brought into 



  |  295  |  295ALTERITIES

being. These variations are important and through their making and re-
making differences are born and re-born. Difference, otherness, othering 
and alterity are all key components of the anthropological theoretical 
canon. This final chapter aims to translate this into human-computer 
interaction research contexts. Instead of just looking at how people use 
technology, this entire thesis has instead focussed on how people and 
technologies make each other and the worlds they become part of. It is 
now time to address that in this making of worldly matter, differences are 
also co-created. These differences are as multifarious as the ways of being 
described in the previous chapter.

So far, I have touched upon the act of holding video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk (Vitalities), how they relate to who people become through 
these acts (Subjectivities), regardless of mediation, and have hopefully 
shown how these meeting practices are entangled and need to be considered 
in any understanding of video meetings (Vitalities). This is what I would 
characterise as a traditional way of analysing video meetings. In line with 
this, Suchman defines successful interaction as:

interaction [which] succeeds to the extent that it does, due 
not simply to the abilities of any one participant to construct 
meaningfulness but also to the possibility of mutually constituting 
intelligibility, in and through the interaction (2007:12)

In Materialities, I argued that while this view of interaction is indeed 
foundational and that rather than ‘situated in the world’ these interactions 
are ‘part of the world (Barad 2008:376). The materialities of these 
processes of meaning making are central. Following on from this, I argued 
for the notion of intra-activity through addressing this inherent materiality 
and processes of materialisation that take place in the dynamic intra-
activity of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. After reading this far, it 
should be clear that technology is more than its material aspects - it is 
in the intra-action of materialities that it becomes with. Technological 
artefacts such as video meeting technologies mediate our communications 
but to understand them as such is to misunderstand. Technologies are 
not mediations (Haraway 2008:249). Technologies and people are made 
when they become intertwined in actions. This final chapter in this thesis, 
continues in this vein and looks at how difference is co-created through 
these material-discursive intra-actions.

It begins by examining how ways of being in their moment of their 
becoming with also figure and re-figure difference. I do this by revisiting 
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and re-figuring Video meeting #70 but also through brief comparisons 
with other video meetings already mentioned in Materialities.

Co-creating difference
Difference (or alterity as it is mostly referred to for this particular handling 
of the topic 1) is not about defining and distinguishing. It is not about 
saying, “...you do not belong because you are not like us”. Difference at SVT 
Teckenspråk is about what happens when despite working towards being 
together, telling stories about being together, and meeting together, people 
are pushed apart. Through the concept of alterity and its companion term, 
mimesis, the goings on of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk become 
significant for what it means to be deaf, hearing and interpreter. It is not 
only the intra-activity of the video meeting which is significant but also 
how the technology plays a part in the making of alterity. Furthermore 
the way in which the version of alterity metamorphoses during video 
meetings in concert with what it means to be deaf, hearing, and interpreter 
is significant.

Taussig’s (1993) work on alterity and mimesis and how he specifically 
addresses the interplay between togetherness and difference in his 
discussion on the Guna people, from the San Blas Archipelago of Panama 
as they were when first encountered by explorers. While at first glance, 
Taussig’s dialectical framework may seem an ill-fit for feminist perspectives 
and notions of intra-activity, with some tweaks the dialectic softens and 
merges into a workable tool for reveals processes of alterity and how 
these materialise. I apply this to a small segment of a video meeting at 
SVT Teckenspråk and ask how it perhaps differs or resembles the events 
that unfold according to both Taussig (ibid.) and his sources. While the 
Guna adoption of Western material culture in their spirit world might 
at first seem difficult to parallel at SVT Teckenspråk, a consideration for 
Taussig (ibid.) reveals how alterity can actually be instigated by technology 
- a non-human - and that the human forms of mimesis and alterity have 
other meanings than Taussig (ibid.) perhaps would have guessed. In 
short focussing on alterity and its processes reveals that the technology 
underlines a difference which the people at SVT Teckenspråk actually work 
hard to overcome.

1	 The	term,	alterity	is	derived	from	the	work	of	Taussig	on	mimesis	and	alterity.	Briefly	mentioned	
in	Suchman	(2007:274),	it	has	been	an	influential	work	of	anthropological	theory	that	ultimately	informed	
my	analysis.	Despite	 this,	Taussig’s	 theories	are	not	 the	 focus	of	 this	chapter	although	 the	example	of	
Marsh-Darien	expedition	is	a	key	tool	that	guides	my	explanation	of	alterity.	Those	of	Barad’s	theoretical	
framework	(2008)	takes	priority	and	yet,	the	term	alterity	remains	in	reference	to	this	theoretical	journey	
and	also	for	aesthetic	reasons	-	the	‘-ties’	in	every	chapter	name.
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The Talking Machine
As Taussig (1993) himself writes, alterity can not be understood without 
its partner concept, mimesis. According to Taussig, mimesis and alterity 
form a relationship within fields of representation out of which identity 
emerges (1993:133). Taussig characterises mimesis as a “trick of dancing 
between the very same and the very different...mimesis regisers sameness 
and difference, of being like, and being Other” (1993:129). Alterity, on 
the other hand, is the work of building relations to stabilise the unstable 
back and forth of mimesis and thereby arrive in a state of sameness (ibid.). 
Alterity is about remaining resolutely the same and ‘themselves’ in the face 
of a ‘world of forceful change’. For Taussig this ‘self’ concerns the Guna 
and the ‘assemblage of Guna life’ (1993:132). This assemblage is made up 

Image 64. The Talking Machine (a victrola) (Source: Taussig, M. 1993:195).
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of configurations of Guna traditions and world views as well as the souls of 
Western commodities that inhabit the spirit world (ibid.).

To illustrate this, Taussig (1993) relates an encounter with technology 
deep in the Panamanian jungle during the 1940s. He does this through 
a re-telling of events that occurred during the Marsh-Darien Expedition 
through the Amazons in 1924. According to Taussig (ibid.), Marsh took 
a number of ‘talking machines’ or victrolas on this expedition. These 
victrolas, famously depicted in the His Master’s Voice logo, or Talking 
Machines, as Taussig (1993) calls them, were wind up phonographs. On 
one occasion during his infamous search for the ‘white Indian’ Marsh 
relates how this foreign technology became a central actor in the making 
of alterity. It was during the evening and Marsh pulled out the victrola and 
started playing a record. The ‘music box’ diverted what Marsh felt were 
hostile Guna attentions from the explorers and onto the instrument. The 
Guna present were apparently overcome by curiosity and examined the 
victrola, touching and feeling it. In these moments, Marsh writes, “They 
[the Guna] were no longer our enemies, though perhaps not our friends” 
(Marsh 1934:81 as cited in Taussig 1993:194). The victrola became “a 
new cultural zone for white and Indian social interaction for discovering 
strangeness and confirming sameness”, as Taussig puts it (1993:195). On 
one occasion, Marsh even interacted with a Guna chief’s daughter, teaching 
her how to dance to the music. Seeing this interaction, her father, the chief, 
promptly offered him her hand in marriage saying that Marsh would then 
become Guna once and for all with access to many tribes and places. Marsh 
refused and the spell of sameness and cast through the unity of a shared 
experience was broken.

The way Taussig tells it, the victrola is the instrument that brings together 
and takes part in building this sameness before the ultimate stroke of alterity. 
This rhetoric on technology as unifying resonates with the marketing 
rhetorics that accompanied the victrola and those which even today are 
packaged with new technologies. These rhetorics show technological 
innovations as bringing together diverse people in moments of shared 
unity. I am reminded explicitly of Genevieve Bell and her problematisation 
of Intel’s early depictions of multi-generational families sitting on beige 
couches in front of multimedia and technologies - difference united in the 
present of technologies that mediate and blur these generational, cultural 
and social divides. Who are these people? Do they even exist? Bell asks. 2

2	 From	Bell’s	Keynote	Presentation	at	Australian	Anthropological	Society	Annual	Meeting	2012,	
Brisbane, Australia.
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In Vitalities, Subjectivities, and in more detail in Materialities, I have 
worked to find ‘these people’ - the deaf, the hearing and the interpreters 
at SVT Teckenspråk. I have furthermore found that these people are not 
always identifiable in the same way. The lessons of Haraway and Barad also 
explained through-out 3, underscore that what it means to be deaf, hearing, 
interpreter, and even technology is dynamic. There are no fixed definitions 
of any of these and that they are, as such, ways of being that emerge through 
processes of materialisation and world-making. It is here, there is some 
tension between Taussig and feminist theories of intra-action. And yet, 
the example of the Talking Machine proves useful when considering video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk and can be interpreted through a feminist 
framework. In order to do this, we need to deviate Taussig’s zig-zagging 
journey from alterity to a liminal state to mimesis and finally to alterity 
again, turning it into the kind of topological ongoing re-configurings that 
Barad propounds (2008:141, 160, 177ff).

Returning first to Marsh and Taussig (1993:193ff.), the dance, the offer of 
the chief’s daughter’s hand in marriage and the interaction between Marsh 
and the chief, all belong to what I understand as Taussig’s mimesis - the 
processual side of alterity - and the part that holds the most promise from 
my perspective. Alterity, on the other hand seems to be produced at the 
moment when Marsh, refuses the chief’s offer and his resolve to never 
become Guna is solidified. Marsh is other, has been othered and through 
his refusal. His refusal is an act of othering and the Guna with whom he 
was temporarily tied in a moment of fleeting togetherness are now set apart 
as not like him. The implied finality of alterity is highly problematic but it 
does indicate that either Taussig or Marsh have set the boundary of this 
interaction to that moment. This makes for a nice example but lacks nuance. 
So, if instead, we take the notion of alterity and the processual side in order 
to consider it from within the framework of Barad’s conceptualisation 
of difference as part of topological re-configurings (explained through 
the brittlestar example). Can a better understanding of what is going on 
(cf. Materialities and Vitalities), how difference occurs,  why it makes a 
difference, and perhaps even who makes the difference be reached? While 
answering these questions fully requires another thesis, I open up the 
discussion by identifying one instance where these processes are in play 
and how difference at SVT Teckenspråk emerges. I end by suggesting that 
such a focus is a worthy future area of research - one ripe for queer theory 
to tackle (see Conclusion).

Revisiting the brittlestar
3	 See	Histories	and	Materialities	especially	but	also	the	section	on	Theory.
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In his work on mimesis and alterity, Taussig (1993) defines alterity as one 
state in an alternating journey back and forth between moments when we 
identify as the same and those when we distinguish our difference from 
others. It is a fluctuation between two distinct states. Familiar now with the 
notion of reconfigurations, this approach to human-computer interaction 
seems logical. To assume that what is human and what is non-human (or 
technology) fluctuates and how the two become the same or different is but 
an extension of this logic. However, given the example of the brittlestar and 
Barad’s quantum entanglements, such an assumption becomes somewhat 
problematic. As Haraway writes,

“... people can stop looking for some single defining difference 
between them and everybody else and understand that they are 
in rich and largely uncharted material-semiotic, flesh-to-flesh, 
and face-to-face connections with a host of significant others.” 
(2008:235)

Instead of treating alterity as a state that is opposite and distinct from 
mimesis, I propose an understanding that employs Haraway’s (2008) and 
Barad’s (2007) diffractive methodologies and which uses the example of 
the brittlestar to re-figure alterity as a process rather than a state. I then 
use the concept of alterity to show how differences come into being and 
become entangled with ways of being.

There are many differences that are made in material-discursive moments 
of intra-activity.  Re-visiting the brittlestar example gives some insight 
into how Barad understands difference and why the concept of alterity 
understood as a process can be valuable. According to her notion of Barad 
and Haraway discuss this making a difference in terms of diffractive 
methodology (Haraway 2008; Barad 2007:71ff, 369ff). Diffractive 
methodology is more than simply zeroing in on differences. It is about 
handling the differential relationalities that materialise during intra-
actions, requiring responses that are meaningful. From this perspective, 
difference is materialised in the material-discursive practices that also 
bring into being deaf, hearing, interpreter, and even researcher. The 
brittlestar distinguishes ‘self’ from ‘other’ and acts upon this and yet, this 
does not mean that these categories are fixed, Barad explains (2007:376). 
Using this diffractive methodology, new examinations of video meetings 
at SVT Teckenspråk illustrate how difference has many different forms. 
Locating these different forms of difference is a challenge, one that I only 
begin to take on in this thesis.
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Video Meeting #70 re-visited
These two concepts - mimesis and alterity are useful to a certain extent when 
it comes to communications at SVT in Swedish Sign Language and Swedish 
mediated by video and interpreters - a type of communication which is a 
daily occurrence. This is definitely the case at SVT Teckenspråk where not 
only is dancing between difference and sameness a daily exercise, but it is 
one that makes up what it means to work at SVT Teckenspråk. However, 
the focus in my work is more about the processes and the relations that 
work make up alterity rather than the final state of sameness or difference. 
These states exist in a variety of forms and formulations and in this case 
will be shown to be desired ways of being or an ideal. They can however 
also be used as strategic formulations, rhetorics and as a tool for arguing 
political, economic and social agendas. 4 For the purpose of this chapter, I 
limit this discussion to one that focusses on just one aspect of articulations 
of sameness - “the dual language environment” (den teckenspråkiga 
miljön).

No longer with a sole focus on materialities, lets revisit Video meeting 
#70. Once more we enter the now familiar meeting rooms in Egnellska 
huset, the new house, in Falun (Stora Stöten) and the tiny, cramped 
meeting room in Stockholm. I am sitting in on a Nyhetstecken meeting. It 
is just before Christmas and I am this time, in Falun. It is a sunny winter’s 
afternoon and although it is only around two o’clock in the afternoon, the 
sun is already setting. The light in the large meeting room where I am 
located, is atmospheric and evocative (see Image 65). Mood-lighting is, 
however, not optimal for a video meeting. We are waiting for the rest of 
the team to arrive so we can begin the meeting. Looking around the newly 
decorated meeting room a clean white interior and an arbitrarily placed 
shelf full of trendy, designerly, knick-knacks - cute dogs, random books 
and of course, the ubiquitous Dalecarlian horse strikes a stark contrast 
with the disorganised jumble of mismatched furniture and technological 
debris I know Axel is surrounded by in Stockholm. 5 The meeting starts 
late and it ends the same way by going over time. Despite this or perhaps 
because of it, Video meeting #70 is still a rather relaxed and jovial meeting. 
Unlike Marsh’s evening of music, there is no hostility or dramatic refusals 
of marriage and yet, there is no ‘very same’ and as I will explain, difference 
emerges.

4	 This	view	is	something	I	have	addressed	briefly	in	the	introduction	where	I	point	out	that	this	
notion	of	video	as	empowering	is	ever-present	in	rhetorics	of	technology	and	disability.	In	the	chapter	on	
Histories,	I	hint	at	how	video	meeting	and	procurement	is	tied	to	organisational	politics,	economics.	These	
rhetorics	and	broader	socio-political	and	economic	factors	underlie	the	goings	on	in	video	meetings.	
5 I have been in the Stockholm meeting room for Nyhetstecken meetings. See Materialities, 
Video meeting #59.
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Image 65. The afternoon sun reflecting in the glass windows and setting the 
knick-knacks on the designerly bookshelves inStora stöten in relief. Unfortunately, 
the same sunlight potentially sets the Nyhetstecken team in Falun in relief as far 
as Axel in Stockholm is concerned.
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The meeting begins for us in Falun, with Rickard picking up the remote 
browsing through the different favourites listed in the directory and looking 
at the monitor to dial Stockholm. Once he exits the directory menu, you 
can see the meeting room in Stockholm which is at that moment, empty. 
Soon though Axel comes into the room in Stockholm. First he is just a 
black silhouette moving towards the table. Axel puts down his notebook 
and drink, then turns on the light. Suddenly he is visible. Rickard sees this 
and puts down the remote and waves so that Axel notices him. Axel waves 
back then immediately exits the room. He returns some moments later 
and begins his familiar routine of adjusting the camera to suit the meeting 
setup.

He first adjusts the view we in Falun see of him. He zooms in so that he 
takes up most of the relatively tiny television screen and asks Rickard if it 
is ok. Rickard signs that it is good and that maybe he can move it slightly 
so that he is centred. Rickard waits until Axel has finished adjusting things 
then gets up and turns on the lights. He then leaves the room and a couple 
of minutes go by before he returns. Peter, who is deaf, joins us after a bit 
and sits down on the other side of the table to Rickard. Peter has sat in this 
position before (Video meeting #59) and can now see what Rickard, the 
editorial team leader and meeting chair, signs (that is, if Rickard is even 
going to be signing during this meeting). It seems however that they are 
waiting for the interpreter and two other team members to arrive. Axel 
asks Rickard if he can adjust what is seen on his screen by moving the 
camera on our end.  Peter, who has the remote follows Axel’s instructions 
to zoom out a little, then a little more, and a bit more to finally shift the 
angle of the camera to one side (Axel gestures for us to move it towards our 
right) so that everyone is visible. This accomplished, Peter signs, “Is that 
better?”. Axel answers, “Yep, it’s ok.” A couple of seconds later, Rickard 
turns to me and asks me to move more towards the centre of the room so 
that Axel can see me too. “Aha. Ok.”, I answer. I move my seat to the right 
about 60 centimetres and wave hi. That was an easy fix and I am now a part 
of the meeting.

Rob arrives finally and sits in a seat to the left of Rickard, completely out of 
view of the camera, thus invisible to Axel - just as in Video meeting #59. No 
one makes a move to change the angle of the camera though. Rob likes to 
sit out of frame and as hearing he does not need to be seen. The interpreters 
can simply relay what he says and as long as they are in frame, he has 
an excuse to avoid being seen. We (the reader, the Nyhetstecken editorial 
team, and I) already know that Rob is not fluent in sign language (either 
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in understanding nor signing) and an interpreter needs to be present so 
the meeting can still not get underway. Rickard and I discuss whether the 
interpreters have perhaps forgotten about the meeting. They are usually 
on time. In fact, I had seen their schedule earlier when trying to organise 
interviews and interpreters for the interviews so I knew that the meeting 
had been booked. Rickard goes to check. He walks out of Stora Stöten and 
downstairs to see if there is anyone available. Rob, Peter, and Axel remain 
behind. Axel is reading his notes, Rob too and Peter is texting someone 
on his phone. No one is looking at anyone else, signing or talking. Rickard 
comes back some moments later with the last team member, Jenny, as well 
as the interpreters, Hanna and Karin, who will be taking turns translating 
this meeting.

Like Tracy in Video meeting #59, Karin and Hanna sit centre-stage - 
right in the middle of the table with the deaf team members, Jenny and 
Peter to their right and the hearing members, Rickard and Rob, to their 
left. They can see Axel on the monitor directly in front of them. Axel can 
also, hopefully, see them. I am sitting right behind Hanna and Karin so 
have a perfect view of Axel but not really of what the interpreters sign as 
they have their backs to me. The meeting gets underway and I notice that 
Peter is not really looking either at the interpreters or at Rickard, or even 
at Axel for the most part. He seems to have temporarily checked out of the 
meeting and is texting someone again, this time more surreptitiously with 
his phone slightly under the table. Rob is not looking at the monitor or any 
of his fellow editorial members either. Yet, unlike Peter, he can follow the 
meeting by just listening so is most likely keeping up. Jenny looks slightly 
as if she is watching a tennis match - glancing from left to right, from Axel 
who is up high on the raised monitor to her right, back to the interpreters 
who are on her left. She is also glancing at the other monitor in the far left 
corner of the room. On that monitor she can see what the interpreters are 
signing, as it shows the group in Falun. Looking at this monitor instead 
of at the interpreters sitting right beside her might just save her from 
whiplash! 6 On the other hand, the image is rather small - smaller than 
the image of Axel in Stockholm and much further away. The white table 
in the meeting room taking up most of the image. With the image of the 
interpreters located at the top of the screen, maybe between twenty and 
forty centimetres big, it must be difficult to see the details of what is being 
signed. Their hands can not be more than five to ten centimetres large 
and are almost three metres away from Jenny. Their faces are not much 
larger either. The SVT Teckenspråk employees seem to ‘make do’ however 

6	 This	was	also	a	strategy	that	Anna	used	in	Video	meeting	#67,	as	mentioned	briefly	in	
Materialities:275..
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and shortly after this, the group begins discussing the main topic for the 
meeting - new recruitment and the job requirements.

This meeting too, illustrates the materialisation processes that are at play 
in how deafness, hearing and interpreter ways of being are enacted during 
video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. Accepting that these materialities are 
present and materialise and morph into their various forms through-out 
the meeting, I will move on and instead make a case for a video mediated 
meeting as a lens through which to discuss the deaf, hearing, interpreter 
and technological choreographies. These choreographies play out during 
the material-discursive practices of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, 
highlighting how alterity emerges, dissipates, and re-emerges. Keeping 
this in mind then, what does this part of the meeting tell us about alterity - 
that is the processes of making difference?

This moment in a video meeting at SVT Teckenspråk shows a number 
of moments where different differences become apparent and how the 
editorial team members work, not to overcome or become same, but to 
accommodate and thereby accept these and while co-creating a sense of 
belonging. 7 In the vignette presented above, Axel’s alterations could be 
interpreted slightly differently from the way I interpreted them in the 
previous chapter, Materialities (286). What if they were understood as 
being not so much about materialising ways of being deaf, in Stockholm 
but as Axel working to create the group in Falun as a part of his world - 
as same in a certain sense. They are all part of the same editorial team 
and the machine that is SVT Teckenspråk (and even SVT) so on that level 
there is already a kind of sameness. The difference is in location and also 
profession. Axel is based in Stockholm and a video journalist producing web 
content. The rest of the team are in Falun, working together to broadcast 
news in Swedish sign language on the television and the internet. There 
is a kind of difference in the work Axel does compared to the others at 
Nyhetstecken. Despite this, they unite in the video meeting moment. The 
video meeting system - all its components - is the Talking Machine that 
brings together two different bodies (Stockholm and Falun). 8 Axel is, 
through his directions that materialise in our movements in Falun, a part 
of the Nyhetstecken team.

7	 Note	 that	 this	 belonging	 is	 not	 always	 equated	 with	 sameness.	 One	 of	 the	 important	
characteristics	of	SVT	Teckenspråk	is	that	through	including	differences	such	as	deafness	in	their	dual-
language	 environment	 policy,	 a	 new	 definition	 of	 difference	 emerges	 and	 struggling	 for	 sameness	 is	
temporarily	sidelined.
8	 The	video	meeting	is	of	course,	not	the	only	technology	to	bring	together	these	groups.	The	
organisation	of	SVT	and	its	structure	links	these	two	groups	-	the	video	journalist	and	the	Nyhetstecken	
editorial	have	been	grouped	under	the	same	administrative	umbrella.
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Dancing	with	difference	in	video	meetings	at	SVT	Teckenspråk
In this Nyhetstecken meeting, we are dancing, not to music but to ways of 
being  - how video meeting technology, its cameras, remotes and so on are 
in that moment, that configuration. This video meeting technology is not 
framed in the way Taussig (1993:193ff.) or even Marsh (1934 in Taussig 
1993), framed the victrola - as an object around which human action and 
interaction is centred. After Suchman (2007), this video meeting is a part 
of the reconfigurations and figurations (Haraway 2008). The metaphor of 
dancing can be taken almost literally. The remote and Rickard’s grabbing 
and throwing of it, the button pressing, and their joint concourse with the 
camera, monitor and Axel is a coming together of different components 
to create an image of the team in Falun that works for Axel. Peter’s signed 
question “Is that better”, his move to take the remote and glance at the 
monitor and Axel make up yet another sequence in the dance. Yet it is 
not just a dance between different people - deaf and hearing - around 
technology in the way Marsh (1934 in Taussig 1993) depicted the encounter 
between Guna, white explorer and victrola.

This work that Axel and his colleagues engage in before every video meeting 
and particularly where Axel ropes in various members of the Falun team 
to help - Rickard and Peter in this case - is part of video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk. There is no mimesis here. No-one is striving to reach a 
point of sameness in any other sense than being in the meeting together 
- but still being different as deaf, hearing, and interpreter. The hearing 
are not becoming deaf or trying to be deaf and the deaf are not trying to 
be hearing. The interpreters are hearing but more than hearing because 
they can communicate in sign language and understand deafness and deaf 
visualities perhaps more-so than some of the other hearing in Nyhetstecken. 
This was possibly even the case when the chief asked Marsh to marry his 
daughter. Was he really implying that Marsh would then become Guna or 
is this conclusion a product of white hubris? Was the Guna chief perhaps 
simply inviting him, a white man, to access the spirit world but yet always 
remain a white man. The difference stays, but is made into another kind 
of difference through a process of distinguishing Guna from non-Guna. 
Such an interpretation fits well with video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk 
as they were between 2010-2012. We could of course entertain the 
question of whether video meetings should or should not offer deaf people 
to enter hearing worlds or vice versa. This is in fact how the victrola is 
depicted in Taussig’s re-telling of Marsh’s adventures (1993:193ff.). It is 
also how media innovations and the future of technology is marketed, as 
Bell (2012 9) points out. This ‘offer of marriage’ as becoming same, is at 

9 See footnote 2, Alterities:298.



  |  307  |  307ALTERITIES

the foundation of  the rhetorics of technology, especially video meeting 
technology. These rhetorics tells us tales of how meetings will be seamless 
experiences where the distances between geographies will disappear and 
become imperceptible. Distance and being in different locations can be 
understood in terms of difference. Similarly, technology can claim to bring 
deaf and hearing together, presuming that difference will simultaneously 
be negated. However, what instead happens in practice is that distance and 
deafness are held apart as separate, albeit changing and co-created, ways 
of being. In some ways, the technology adds not to the distance, but to the 
differences that already exist rather than eradicate them. This is certainly 
the case at SVT Teckenspråk. Video meeting #70, where Axel is forced to 
position everyone in relation to the camera so they are visible both for him, 
the interpreter and the rest of his deaf colleagues in the group but there are 
also instances where how people use the technology emphasises difference.

Emerging difference
It is not only the technology that is a partner in this dance, however. The 
multiple ways of being deaf, hearing, interpreter and researcher are also 
partners. The excerpt from Video meeting #70 in this chapter serves to 
illustrate how video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk are not about reaching 
sameness but about co-creating a difference which is then metamorphosed 
through processes of alterity to form other differences. 

One of these ‘differences’ emerges particularly in the moments when Peter 
is not looking at either the monitor to see what Axel might be signing, or at 
the interpreters to see what Rickard may have said be interpreted. Equally 
‘distant’, Rob is not looking at the monitor or anyone else in the group 
either. Jenny is glancing from left to right; from Axel to the interpreters, and 
presumably following what is being discussed. The technology, immutable 
at this point in the meeting except for the occasional blurring and almost 
imperceptible pixelation of the image on the monitor. Rickard is taking 
part as hearing with an understanding of deafness and the interpreter too. 
At this point, the technology has indeed become an object around which 
a group of people, the Nyhetstecken team have gathered to hold a video 
meeting. There is no mimesis - no struggle to become the same despite 
differences. The differences remain but have been incorporated into the way 
in which the video meeting is carried out. In line with the SVT Teckenspråk 
philosophy on a dual language workplace, the meeting is carried on as such. 
Those white multi-generational people that make up a family sitting on the 
same beige couch watching the very same television program that appeals 
to them all are in the room. But rather than establishing a sameness, what 
becomes apparent is what it means to be deaf, hearing and interpreter 
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during video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, a dual-language workplace.

SVT Teckenspråk’s dual-language policy works to maintain the difference 
between deaf and hearing through supporting communication in Swedish 
sign language. An extreme alternative would be to demand that all deaf 
employees speak Swedish, write and read Swedish and act as if they were 
hearing. Equally extreme and impossible, all hearing employees would be 
compelled to stop speaking, learn to sign and work in Swedish sign language. 
A middle ground is to recognise and accommodate both languages. With 
their in-house interpreters and courses in Swedish sign language for all 
staff, being deaf is a difference and framed as such largely because the 
majority of employees are hearing. Difference though it may be, it is not one 
that matters in the same way it might in an organisation that did not allow 
or support communication in sign language. While this is not to say that 
SVT Teckenspråk is the perfect dual-language environment and deafness 
is equal to hearing, the recognition of the difference without demands that 
it become the same as a hearing way of being is key. Interestingly enough, 
it is this distinction which makes apparent the processes of alterity in this 
particular example.

Axel, Rickard, and Peter work together with the video meeting technology, 
co-creating a dual-language meeting (a meeting that supports sign language 
communication but also communication in Swedish). Jenny plays her part 
in this through not demanding that the interpreters sit somewhere more 
convenient for her and instead accommodates how the video meeting 
means that Axel needs to see everyone and be seen by everyone signing. 
Rob, as hearing, embraces a video meeting in two languages and sees it 
as opportunity or reason to not sit in sight of either Axel or the camera. 
The video meeting technology has been bent into a configuration that 
also  works. The actions of all involved - technology, deaf, hearing and 
interpreter - embody being in the video meeting in different ways. Peter 
is being deaf differently from Jenny and even Axel. Rob is being hearing 
differently from Rickard, and both are different from the interpreters. This 
is difference is only apparent once you consider the implications of what 
it means to not be ‘looking’ for deaf people and the associated material-
discursive practices. 

Axel is being deaf in yet a different way from Peter and yet both could say 
to be empowered (differently). Axel, particularly, works hard to become 
a part of the group and orchestrates the people in Falun so that he sees 
them all. In the moment of doing this, he is still underlining that he is 
not a part of the larger group in Falun. Being in another location works to 



  |  309  |  309ALTERITIES

differentiate him from the rest of those in Falun. Especially as he is alone 
in Stockholm. Part of holding video meetings is working to forget this 
distance and to establish the group as ‘together”. By asking us to move and 
sit in view, Axel and all involved move to incorporate ourselves in relation 
to him and to be seen and thus be part of the same video meeting. He is, 
through working to include people in his line of sight both becoming one of 
them in that he is part of the team; but also making sure all his colleagues 
are included in the meeting - at least from his point of view. He is looking 
to show that he understands what both those in Falun need to see of him in 
order to successfully communicate in Swedish and Swedish Sign Language 
and to hold a fruitful discussion about the Nyhetstecken editorial’s work.  
He is working to establish himself as part of the group even though he is 
in another location. He is also making clear that he is deaf and needs to 
see people in a way that a hearing member of the team would not need to 
do, even if they were located in Stockholm. Through his directions, Axel 
is distinguishing his deaf self in Stockholm from the hearing, deaf and 
interpreter others in Falun. He also, through asking me to move, draws me 
in these relationalities of differences.

Jenny, who is looking offers an alternative example of how being deaf is 
different from being hearing in a video meeting - one already examined 
in previous chapters. Always needing to look, deaf people can not look 
away. Hearing people can look away from the monitor, they can multi-
task, checking their phone while listening to what is being said and can 
still follow the conversation. Jenny, who wants to follow the conversation 
is required to make that extra effort, to engage in a completely other way. 
This need to see, be seen and the constant pressure of having to pay full 
attention was part of being deaf and taking part in video meetings. It not 
only emerged in the ways in which deaf people and interpreters used the 
video meeting technology, but also in how they themselves analysed it. In 
one interview, deaf SVT Teckenspråk employee, Jack, commented on this 
and its consequences for him.

Jack:	...Then	you	[a	deaf	person]	get	really	tired	of	sitting	there	and	then	
you may as well- it is-you can do something else at the same time. Sitting 
and	making	notes	or	checking	your	phone	or	whatever	cause	you	can’t	
bear	to	sit	there	and	pay	attention	the	whole-
Karin:	(corrects	Hanna’s	translation)	They	can	do	that	[hearing	people].	I	
can	not	look	away	for	a	single	second	for	then	I	can’t	follow	what	is	being	
said.
Jack: If I miss something then I have to ask someone else, “What did 
they	say?”	And	then	I	miss	the	next	thing	AS	WELL!	So,	so,	then	I	am	
way	 behind	 and	 have	 to	 interrupt	 and	 ask,	 “Excuse	me,	what	 do	 you	
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mean?” Hearing can do it all at the same time as they do something else.
Timo: And then... I mean I am deaf... I mean if you think about culture- 
meetings then. if you have them- We have to maintain eye contact all the 
time	and	that	everyone	has	to	sit	 in	 the	correct	position	and	 if	hearing	
want	to	say	something	then	they	need	to	put	up	their	hand	and	such	like.	
And then you know, “Aha, he wants to say something.” And then you 
know who is talking too. I get a better idea of what is going on. But at 
those	bigger	meetings	I	mean,	everyone	just	talks.	So	I	can’t	keep	up	at	
all during those ones- who is saying stuff...

Jack: ...Då blir man jättetrött av att sitta och då kan man nästan- är så- att man 
göra annat under tiden. Sitter och antecknar eller tittar i mobilen eller vad som 
helst för man orkar inte sitta och hänga med hela-
Karin: (corrects Hannas translation) De kan ju göra det. Jag kan inte titta bort en 
sekund för då missar jag allting och då hänger jag inte med.
Jack: Har jag missat en sak måste jag kolla med nån annan “Vad sa de för 
nånting?” Och då har jag missat det de säger nu OCKSÅ. Så så att då är jag ju 
långt efter och då måste jag avbryta och säga “Ursäkta vad menar du?” Hörande 
kan ta in det liksom samtidigt. Som de gör annat.
Timo: Och sen... asså som att jag är själva döv då så... asså om man tänker på 
kultur- mötena då. Om man har dem- Att vi måste ju hålla ögonkontakt hela tiden 
och att så alla sitter på rätta platserna och om hörande vill säga så räcker ju de 
upp handen och så. Och då vet man, Ah han vill säga någonting. Och då vet jag 
ju också vem som pratar. Jag har bättre koll på det. Men på de störra mötena 
asså då bara kör de ju. Så det... jag hänger inte alls med på dem- vem som säger 
någonting.

Although Timo and Jack are referring to the original, chaotic house 
meeting, the logic still holds for Jenny, who also had to constantly maintain 
eye contact and pay attention during the Nyhetstecken meeting, despite 
the awkward head-turning it required. This is in itself interesting and 
taking a material perspective on video meetings in Swedish Sign Language 
allows us here to offer a critique of general technological rhetorics on how 
video is empowering and enabling for deaf communities. It definitely is, 
to some extent but it also disables in that there is now no choice for them 
to be outside the frame. Hearing employees can, however, choose to be 
‘invisible’ and still participate in the meeting. Interpreters, like their deaf 
colleagues cannot and yet the distinction here is that they are taking on a 
role as an interpreter in a meeting while deaf employees are having their 
deafness underscored through a technology that is supposedly crucial for 
them to communicate (if we think back to the Editor-in-Chief’s letter, 
Introduction:12ff.).

In this moment being hearing is definitely a benefit and being deaf is 
not. Being deaf becomes a disability or a way of being that relies on the 
visual in this setting - a video meeting - where all other senses apart from 
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hearing and seeing are excluded. The video meeting then, theoretically 
includes both hearing and deaf as it accommodates these senses. Yet 
because hearing can use both audio and video channels, they are in a way 
better able to participate. This undermines some of the rhetoric on video 
meetings as empowering for the deaf. A video meeting that empowered 
deaf and made communication in sign language equal to that of spoken 
Swedish might actually offer only an audio channel to those who were not 
deaf. Each person involved in the meeting would then have only one way 
of taking in information. It would be impossible to interpret as the nature 
of interpretation requires interpreters to both see signs and speak them.  
To say that technology, and specifically video meeting technology can 
empower and making equal then, is a pie-crust promise. Taking away the 
video channel from hearing video meeting participants would be seen as 
giving them a handicap - quite literally.

Both Peter and Rob are not looking at the monitor or what is going on. This 
has completely different meanings for deaf versus hearing but it is also a 
way of them showing their lack of participation at the moment. This in itself 
marks an essential difference that technology only serves to underscore. It 
is a difference that the dual language policy works to counteract in some 
measure, but with varying degrees of success. Peter is being deaf in one 
way - the way where he decides himself when to look at the monitor and his 
colleague and when to not. When to look at his phone and when to follow 
the meeting. Some would say he is enacting an empowered deafness. It 
is a different kind of power that he is exercising than that which Axel 
employees in his orchestrations of the group and technology. While Axel 
strives for a togetherness, Peter does this only in spasms. Initially, when 
Axel and Rickard are moving the camera and reconfiguring the technology, 
then later when he glances at the monitor or takes part in the discussion. 
Those moments when he is not looking at either his colleagues or the 
monitor are moments when he becomes a deaf person who is not following 
the discussion. This choice would not be so remarkable were it not for the 
entrenched need to see in order to communicate in sign language. This in 
itself is a significant difference - one that technology does little to alleviate. 10

This is in itself interesting and taking a material perspective on video 
meetings in Swedish Sign Language allows us here to offer a critique of 
general technological rhetorics on how video is empowering and enabling 
for deaf communities. While video meeting technology does mean that 

10	 It	is	perhaps	here	that	technology	might	actually	try	and	empower	the	deaf.	Rather	than	interpreting	what	they	
say	into	spoken	word	and	then	call	that	empowering,	designing	a	technology	that	helps	deaf	people,	not	be	understood	by	
hearing, but not always be obliged to look in order to understand. This is a technology that would minimise this difference, 
would it not?
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travelling to talk to someone is not necessary, it also disables in that there 
is now no choice for them to be outside the frame. Hearing employees 
can, however, choose to be ‘invisible’ and still participate in the meeting. 
Interpreters, like their deaf colleagues cannot and yet the distinction here 
is that they are taking on a role as an interpreter in a meeting while deaf 
employees are having their disabilities underscored through a technology 
that is supposedly enabling. Video meeting technology becomes a disabling 
technology in the SVT Teckenspråk context.

If we now consider Rob and how he enters the room and quickly positions 
himself out of view. By sitting out of view and not looking at the monitor, 
Rob is opting out of the proceedings too in some ways. He is phased by 
being in the video frame and visible on the screen and being hearing unlike 
Rickard, who is in view and looking at his colleagues or taking notes. There 
are any number of reasons for Rob’s actions, all of which are difficult to 
extract either through participant observation or interview methods (and 
none of which are relevant to this discussion). The key observation here 
however is that for all intents and purposes the only participants in the 
video meeting with Axel in Stockholm, are the those that sign and are 
forced to sit in the camera’s view. It matters where people place themselves 
in relation to the camera, the microphone and each other. This is true 
even for meetings with only hearing but it is doubly so in meetings in sign 
language as well. In these meetings, the choice or act of sitting out of frame 
and view becomes something more than stepping back from the discussion 
or not wanting to be seen. It becomes much more. While ‘invisible’ meeting 
participants can then choose whether to actively participate or not much 
more easily than in face-to-face meetings. For a hearing person, the choice 
to sit outside the view of the camera is one that can be easily overlooked 
- they are always able to talk and thus be translated by the translator. If a 
deaf employee chooses to sit out of view the consequences for their ability 
to communicate and participate in the meeting are much more serious. 
Their signing will not be seen by the person in Stockholm and the translator 
might be forced to re-sign what they sign. Either that or they consciously 
sit out of frame in order not to need to participate.

I as an ethnographer do a similar thing to Rob and have my own 
legitimate(?) reasons. I sat myself at the back of the room, behind and 
outside the peripheral vision of all in the meeting. I did this based on 
my own assumptions that I was not considered to be participating in the 
meeting or a part of the team. I have positioned myself without regard for 
following the sign language conversation. I can follow the spoken Swedish 
instead. This puts me in the same category as Rob, Rickard and the 
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interpreters as hearing and sets me apart from the deaf people in the group. 
If I were to say something the interpreters would relay that but I choose 
not to speak during the video meeting and have once more differentiated 
myself. Not only is this difference made through my position and my lack 
of contribution to the discussion, but also by my incessant note-taking and 
drawing as well as the interspersed films and photos I take. I am not a part 
of the meeting, the team, the deaf or even the hearing and I am definitely 
not part of the work of television production. Axel and Rickard ask me to 
move more towards the centre of the room so that I can be seen by Axel too. 
I am now a part of a meeting that has both deaf and hearing participants.  I 
worked to difference  myself but Axel had instead seen me as a part of the 
group in Falun.

Neither Rob nor I suffer from not being visible and failing to look at the 
monitor. We can both take part in the video meeting. Peter, on the other 
hand, can not. Sitting out of frame is in a way, undermining the dual 
language workplace or making dual language workplace about double 
privilege for hearing. Given that deaf employees can not choose to sit out of 
frame and must either sit and be seen, constantly looking at what is going 
on (like Jenny and Axel) or decide that they will not follow the discussion 
always (like Peter),  video meetings in both languages still privilege hearing 
who can choose not to look at their colleagues or the screen and still 
follow the discussion. While this is common practice for hearing in video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, as I have shown, this illustrates that far 
from video meetings are not so much empowering as they are underlining 
the differences between deaf and hearing. These are the very differences 
that SVT Teckenspråk work hard to accept and support.

The limitations of the camera, the small monitors and the less than real 
scale pictures of people work against this. The technology in effect works 
against the work of the people who are making an effort to work together. 
So, although working to be included as part of the meeting, he is revealing 
the circumstances that actually set him apart - deafness and being in 
another location. If he were, however, not to even bother asking people to 
sit in positions and configurations that are optimal for his needs, he would 
not even be able to follow the meeting and therefore would be excluded 
in a more practical way - a way that his colleagues could not overlook 
as he would fail to be able to answer questions, would not understand 
conversations and therefore not be able to contribute in the way a member 
of the editorial team is required to as a SVT Teckenspråk employee. It is 
therefore, better to make the effort early in the proceedings to be seen and 
be able to see everyone. This allows the editorial team to later overlook or 
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see through the differences that location and hearing/deafness make.

The examples of use where video meeting technology and the SVT 
Teckenspråk employees interactions with it reveal that differences were 
plentiful during my fieldwork and did not come as a surprise to the people 
who worked at SVT and used video meetings almost daily. This continuous 
and routine use of video began to, over time, define what it meant to be deaf, 
hearing and interpreter at SVT Teckenspråk. This segment of a meeting 
is a clear example of how video meetings and their reconfigurations are 
not only moments when materialities of being emerge but when they 
were also rife with processes of  alterity. Deaf meeting participants have 
to sit in relation to the camera and be seen, unlike hearing but like the 
interpreters. This in itself was a constant reminder that deaf and hearing 
are different. Axel worked towards minimising this difference through 
involving his colleagues in his efforts to have everyone visible. Yet some 
preferred not to be a part of this (Rob and the ethnographer, in this 
example). The inequality in how people could participate in video meetings 
and the requirements and conditions placed on their participation were 
often given as reasons for needing a new and more deaf-oriented video 
meeting system. The current video meeting system and the technology 
that comprises it, was undoubtedly designed by hearing engineers working 
from their own understandings of how visual communication in meetings 
and using a spoken language comes about. Voice-steered cameras and 
prominent microphones and their functionality, behaviour, and design 
all hint at this, but unobtrusive cameras placed in elevated positions, far 
from those holding the meeting and with lenses suited to landscapes, wide-
angle shots, and relatively poor software-based ways of compensating for 
bad lighting are just a few of the reminders of this hearing bias - a bias 
that materialises this during video meetings with deaf employees at SVT 
Teckenspråk. 11

In this meeting, some of us are setting ourselves apart through a variety of 
strategies - sitting out of sight, not looking at what is going on, distancing 
ourselves from the group. However, there is an underlying sense of 
belonging to an editorial team and being employed by the same organisation 
that is founded on a public service ideology that its employees are proud 
of. Once this initial dance of setting up a video meeting is completed and 
the discussion gets underway, the differences underlined during the start 
disperse and a sense of group unity and shared purpose emerges (or re-

11 It was not only the video meeting technology that created difference here. Something which has had little 
attention in this thesis, which is focussed on video meeting and the video meeting technology, is the technology of 
interpretation	and	its	 tendency	to	create	difference.	 I	am	also	hinting	at	 the	temporal	and	spatial	nature	of	alterity	here	-	
something which I have not yet addressed but which could be of future interest
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emerges depending on point of view).

Co-opting difference
SVT Teckenspråk prides itself on being a dual language workplace and 
acknowledging the differences being deaf entails for people. This initiative 
is generally framed as a move towards workplace equality. Equality is of 
course, not synonymous with sameness (as in being the same), but it does 
imply that all are able to participate under the same conditions to the same 
degree. Interpreters and courses in sign language as well as a number of 
sign language fluent co-workers helps SVT Teckenspråk move towards 
this goal. The video meeting system, however makes the differences in 
communication styles, language and culture even more apparent, working 
simultaneously for and against equality in the workplace. While video 
meeting systems and visual communication are essential for work in sign 
language at SVT Teckenspråk, it could also be argued that these same 
video meetings put deaf employees in unequal standing to their hearing 
colleagues. Needing to sit in a certain place while hearing employees can 
sit wherever they want to, further privileges the hearing. So too does the 
need to constantly see what is going on and be seen. Hearing employees 
can choose to sit outside of the camera’s reach but what would happen if a 
deaf employee did so? We would see them creating a deaf employee who 
is not interested in participating, in the same way Rob was perhaps seen. 
But without the ambiguity of possible listening to a discussion despite not 
looking around them, the deaf person is definitely not participating. This 
would not be as easy to overlook as it is in the case of a hearing person, 
checking their phone for a few minutes, taking notes, or sitting out of frame.

To go back to Taussig (1993), my interpretation is that his conceptualisations 
of both mimesis and alterity imply the presence of a conscious purpose and 
effort to be. While there might be a certain degree of subconscious effort 
to be(long) and a shared purpose of creating and broadcasting television 
content in Swedish Sign Language at SVT Teckenspråk, this being I observed 
at SVT is multiple and not just ‘Guna’ in the conservative one-dimensional 
sense that Marsh (and by default, Taussig) depicts it. Purpose in my case, is 
more about working together and towards a shared understanding. It is not 
about setting deaf against hearing, interpreter against deaf or team leader 
against their subordinates - not for the SVT staff in this particular video 
meeting moment. There is definitely no clear desire to achieve sameness 
on a deaf versus hearing level or for these groups and categories to ‘stay 
the same’ as in Taussig. While it is easy to argue that Axel is taking part in 
a kind of mimesis in the beginning of the video meetings, it is less easy to 
identify the processes of alterity. These are not concerted efforts by human 
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or machine but subtle relationalities between ways of being deaf, hearing, 
interpreter, researcher and technology. These processes co-exist even as 
people are working with each other and technologies to belonging through 
accepting difference.

While the implications of processes of alterity are undoubtedly multiple, 
one result of this analysis is to show how regarding difference in human 
intra-actions with technology can work to critique of the rhetorics of 
technology and provoke controversial design frameworks. Firstly, in video 
meeting participants feel distant and separate from each other - deaf, 
hearing, researcher and interpreters alike. While ways of being materialise 
during video meetings, shift and reform, there are never moments when all 
come together as one. They perform the labour of configuring themselves 
through outlining the difference between hearing and deaf and interpreter 
needs as far as placement goes, then they work in the meeting to overcome 
these differences. The technology does not do this work although it 
is working with the SVT employees. However, it can be argued that 
technology itself is the most obstructive member of the team during video 
meetings. The restrictions of the camera and its range, the way in which 
the image is displayed on a monitor and the quality of the image, work hard 
against this effort made to overcome both distance and two languages. 
Despite this, Nyhetstecken becomes a editorial team made up of  many 
different ways of being that merge together in video meetings, even with 
a team member hundreds of kilometres away. This togetherness though 
is once more dispelled when the ideal of a dual-language workplace is not 
realised and the differences in how we communicate are underscored by 
the technological restrictions.  It is perhaps here that technology design 
might actually try and empower the deaf, working to disrupt some of the 
differences. Rather than interpreting what they say into spoken word and 
then call that empowering, designing a technology that helps deaf people, 
not be understood by hearing, but by making it so that they are not always 
obliged to look in order to understand. This is a technology that would 
minimise this difference, would it not?
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Throughout my years researching at SVT and studying at the Royal 
Institute of Technology (KTH), I have struggled to map anthropological 
logics onto those that dominate the field of human-computer interaction 
- predominantly those that deal with design. While trying to make sense 
of my setting, I have in actual fact gradually worked towards developing a 
theoretical framework for an anthropological human-computer interaction 
of sorts. It is a field of research where human-non-human becomings with 
are understood and factored in. A field which works to prevent the ‘norm’ 
or ‘institutionalised’ understandings of worlds from taking precedence. In 
this anthropological human-computer interaction other ways of becoming 
are understood in their own right rather than as deviants from the norm, 
or alternate social systems that exist only in the sense that they challenge 
or differ from a perceived majority. A utopian vision of what studies on 
peoples relations with technology might be, although there is arguably no 
need for utopias. 1

I have here, presented a very specific and curated version of video meetings 
at SVT Teckenspråk for political means. This position means reinterpreting 
and examining basic concepts such as meetings, technology, and re-
examining practice theory and performativity. 

By now it should be clear that the theoretical perspective of this thesis and 
indeed my general research is founded upon on theorists who emphasise 
the constant reforming, dynamic, and symbiotic relationships between 
people, animals, technology and their surrounds. In this particular study 
these goings on involve SVT employees (people), the technological artefacts 
(things), the organisation (relations) and the notion of video meetings 
(relations becoming with). Collectively the people are deaf (with Swedish 
Sign Language as their first language), hearing (with Swedish as their first 
language), deaf or hearing (with both Swedish and Swedish Sign Language 
skills to varying degrees), and interpreters (who are not native in Swedish 
Sign Language but are professionally proficient). For the purpose of this 
thesis suffice to say that web cameras, cables, television screens and the 
actual hardware and software needed for video meetings can collectively be 
referred to as video meeting technology (see Technology). The organisation 
is both a context through which to understand these goings on and an 
active component of the processes of ‘becoming with’ (see Organisation). 
Together and situated in organisational, meetings, technologies, alternative 
visualities, histories, materialities, and lived experiences (see Vitalities) 
‘become with’ each other and form temporary relationships and worldings. 
It is these ‘worldings’ that this thesis has captured and perversely set in 

1	 See	discussion	on	the	final	page	of	this	conclusion.
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stone. The paradox is that through discussing technology, its meanings and 
its use and how these are inextricably interwoven with people in their daily 
work-lives, and ever evolving, I give permanence to impermanent goings 
on. Conversely, through putting these temporary happenings and fleeting 
relations down on paper, I am adding to and taking away from future ways 
in which these relations will be formed, changed and co-created.

I began this thesis by asking the question of how video meetings are carried 
out then quickly moved on to wonder how these related to what it means to 
be deaf. Are video meetings relevant and how does this relevance manifest 
itself in the ways in which the SVT Teckenspråk employees used and talked 
about video meetings? The question of relevance is easy to answer. This 
thesis had not come into being if they were not relevant. The relevance 
seems so apparent in retrospect that I have assumed that it will be so to all 
and proceeded to present them as intertwined - just as they appeared in 
the field. The video technology becomes a means of communication that 
is particularly relevant for deaf employees at SVT Teckenspråk. They need 
the visual communication channel, as the Editor-in-Chief first explained in 
her letter. Video meetings become tied to and indicative of a way of being 
deaf at SVT Teckenspråk and within them new ways of being deaf emerge 
that defy and undermine the initial notion of deafness.

What it means to hold a meeting via video; people’s past, present, and 
future understandings of video meeting technology; and the setting in 
which they are situated (a public service television organisation), have all 
emerged as fundamental to video meeting practices at SVT Teckenspråk. 
Furthermore, these practices are about much more than simply using video 
meeting technology to hold meetings. The practice of video meetings at SVT 
Teckenspråk is of a performative nature - people and technology become 
something, together. Even the video meeting itself becomes something 
more than mere act or function; it gains meaning, significance and 
import as a space in which communication in two languages is supported 
by technology and interpreter (although to varying degrees and varying 
success). These meanings, significance and becomings are tied in histories, 
contemporaneous events, and projected futures in ways which mean 
that what seems to be interactions between humans and video meeting 
technology during video meetings, emerges as complex intra-action. Video 
meetings, the evoked histories, the people, and the technology become 
reconfigurations and performances of deafness (as well as other ways of 
being which have not however, been the focus of this thesis).

The final two chapters, Materialities and Alterities, make up my major 
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findings. In these chapters, I cut to the heart of my research and answer 
the difficult question of ‘how’,

...do performances of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, 
involving people, technologies, and organisations, play into 
human-technology intra-actions the materialisation of difference 
as analytical and political categories? (see Introduction:16)

My original research question formulated this ‘how’ slightly differently and 
without reference to either intra-actions of performativity - these are things 
I have shown to be at play in video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. The 
initial question intimated the importance of practice (which is examined 
in Vitalities). The ways in which people use video meeting technology are 
contextualised and situated. A practice-based understanding is a necessary 
first step towards a subsequent, performative approach. Video meetings 
as practice builds upon the haunting of actions by shared understandings 
and histories. It uncovers situated understandings of how video meeting 
technology is used, how video meetings are carried out, and how these 
practices change when video meetings are held in Swedish, Swedish Sign 
Language, and using interpreters. The performative emerges when these 
practices are complemented by processes of the co-creation of meaning 
herein encompassed by the notion of ‘becoming with’. I am now talking 
about intra-actions rather than interactions because by this point, I can, 
without hesitation, say that the ways in which people use technology are 
embedded within contexts and situations that involve organisations, 
histories, meeting practices. I can also state that these parts are all involved 
in the same performative processes of ‘becoming with’ that the deaf 
employees at SVT Teckenspråk, their hearing and interpreter colleagues, 
and the video meeting technology are going through. Furthermore, I have 
tied these theoretical conceptualisations of performativity to detailed 
empirical examples, anchoring what might be understood as a rather 
fanciful flight of theory, to concrete and experienced worlds - to the 
vitalities of video meetings. These results are significant on their own but 
their relevance for human-computer interaction might still evade some.

What	the	f#?*!k	is	an	implication	for	design?
Anthropology and human-computer interaction seem like a perfect match. 
Anthropologists interested in technology and its socio-cultural lives have 
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been a part of this interdisciplinary field of study for decades. 2  3 Yet, and 
in spite of Dourish’s treatise on the value of ethnography (2006), demands 
are still placed on non-designers to conjure up “implications for design”.  
Dourish attributes this to a mismatch in analytic and methodological 
concerns and in anthropological terms, this boils down to different ‘culture’. 
I write this with a twinkle in my eye, because culture itself is a contentious 
concept among anthropologists, and rather than end the discussion 
here, I think it is necessary to point out the situatedness of the notion of 
‘implications for design’ - hence the heading. This expletive heading is 
in reference to an article by social anthropologist, Alneng (2010) which 
points to the social, cultural, and consensus making processes involved in 
defining entities, concepts, and in his case, Vietnam. 4 Alneng argues that 
Vietnam means and is different for different people, in different settings 
and for different purposes. The Vietnam of American cultural memory and 
tourist imaginaries differs radically from that of Vietnamese people living 
in Hanoi. However, Hanoi inhabitants recognise and even nurture the 
American tourist imaginary for political, economic, and strategic reasons. 
The same logics apply to video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk. I have shown 
that video meetings have historical meanings that are formed in discourse 
primarily and the telling of these histories is a part of defining their meaning 
for a specific purpose, in a specific setting, for a specific audience - me, 
the external researcher initially ignorant of the journey SVT Teckenspråk 
employees have made from Dövas TV to their current offices in Stockholm 
and Falun. Their purpose is informative but also instructive. Through 
sharing these stories of video meetings I was informed and instructed on 
what it meant to be deaf and an employee at SVT Teckenspråk. This shared 
socio-cultural understanding of video meeting and its import colours the 
ways in which people interact in video meetings often in imperceptible 
ways. The title of this section is not, however, “What the f#?*!k are video 
meetings”, it is about implications for design.

Having given an example of the socio-cultural meanings in the SVT context, 
it is easier to understand how this can be applied to anthropological 

2	 This	is	a	reference	to	a	panel	presentation	I	made	early	on	in	my	doctoral	studies	that	addressed	
the	 social	 lives	 of	 technology	 using	 Arjun	 Appadurai’s	 (1986)	 conceptual	 framework	 to	 understand	
technology’s	agency,	power	and	politics	The	paper	was	entitled:	Cupitt,	R.	2012	The	situated	social	lives	of	
video	communication	technologies	-	how,	when	and	why	they	matter.	Presented	at Australian Anthropology 
Society Conference,	Brisbane,	Australia,	October	2012	When	it	comes	to	technology,	focussing	on	social	
lives	can	help	awake	interest	in	technology	among	anthropological	publics.
3	 Julian	Orr,	Jeanette	Blomberg,	Lucy	Suchman	and	David	Hakken	are	four,	well-known	examples	
of	anthropologists	who	pioneered	anthropological	studies	of	technology	and	who	began	anthropological	
studies	into	what	would	become	classified	as	human-computer	interactions	as	early	as	the	1990s.
4	 Alneng’s	article,	“What	the	fuck	is	a	Vietnam?”	referred	to	a	comment	he	received	during	his	
fieldwork	in	Vietnam	and	in	response	to	his	questions	on	what	made	up	Vietnam	and	the	shared	imaginary	
of	Vietnam	according	to	his	interlocutors.
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research on human-computer interaction versus other disciplinary 
approaches to the topic. The issue here is that my concern is with people 
- employees at SVT Teckenspråk and the ways in which they interact with 
technology. I am making both a significant contribution to anthropological 
understandings of deafness and science and technology studies simply 
by presenting in depth analyses of empirical examples on the vitalities 
of video meetings, and especially their materialities and alterities. Some 
would argue that this is an implication - not for design but an implication 
for organisational policy, communication strategies and management. On 
another level, the humanities scholar in me sees the inert value in sharing 
knowledge of other worlds and ways of being - the implication is irrelevant. 

This latter satisfaction with simply creating knowledge stands at odds with 
current trends in both social science and human-computer interaction 
research. Therefore, while I underline that implications are socio-cultural, 
agreed upon and shared, I strategically choose for profit and gain 5, like 
the Vietnamese who re-created the Vietnam remembered and perceived by 
American ex-servicemen and tourists, to re-create the human-computer 
interaction notion of implications for design and return to the second 
part of my research question (slightly reformulated in accordance with 
the shift from practice to performativity I have already argued for), “What 
implications do these performances and knowledges they co-create have 
for the design of technological artefacts?” (Introduction:16).

This is the eternal question - perhaps an unanswerable question - or at 
least one which will engender various answers depending on the answerer. 
In this thesis, I have argued, for an interpretative framework in which the 
pasts, presents, and futures, as well as everyday organisational processes 
are necessary to understanding the use of video meeting technology and 
tied to the ways in which deafness and alterity materialise. Video meetings, 
deafness, working at SVT Teckenspråk, and its materialities are described 
through-out this thesis as significant for the way in which technology is 
used. I have also recounted how underlying perceptions about technology, 
work, and different ways of being are integral to material-discursive 
practices and ways of being. Furthermore, these ways of being which only 
materialise through intra-actions and are subjective, diffract, and dynamic 
are exactly those types of design considerations that are difficult to elicit 
through interviews, questionnaires, and asking ‘the user’ what they want. 
Such difficulties are key arguments for the inclusion of ethnographic 
inquiries into matters of human-computer intra-action. As this thesis 
shows, ethnographic inquiries are not only about the collection of ‘data’ 

5	 A	doctoral	degree	being	my	possible	reward.
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but about the ways in which a researcher writes about that data, how they 
use a particular theoretical lens through which they interpret that data and 
present it in written form. There is no truth or objective truth at least in these 
kinds of inquiries and while the arguments about their value will never be 
resolved, the purpose of this particular anthropological excursion has been 
to relate another way of being and offer opportunities for this way of being 
to be understood. It is a work of interpretation and even translation in 
some sense and I have worked to translate deaf worlds at SVT Teckenspråk 
into something that can be understood by those interested in technology 
and human encounters with it. This approach is offered as a complement 
to more traditional, quantitative (and positivist) accounts that put 
forward equally subjective interpretations of data as truths - whether this 
subjectivity is acknowledged or not. A critique of such positivist accounts of 
human-computer interaction (and it is interaction they discuss, not intra-
action) lies at the heart of the more radical approaches in the research field 
of human-computer interactions - be it articulated through theory, design 
experimentation, or simply an unacknowledged part of ‘design thinking’.

From my perspective, implications for design are a bonus. The most crucial 
implication of this research involves sharing what it means to be deaf (albeit 
my interpretation of what it means) with those who have never encountered 
deaf people and their worlds. The implication of my research is to show 
how we (researchers, designers, people in general) “talk the talk but have 
not yet begun walking the walk”. Policies, popular culture, art, literature, 
and infrastructures all claim to have a grasp of diversity and difference 
and yet all seem unable to actually act upon this knowledge. This thesis is 
another beginning to this struggle to make the world safe for difference. 
For example, acknowledging and communicating the importance and 
characteristics of a socio-cultural understanding of deafness rather than 
deafness as solely a disability in the earlier chapters of this thesis, I make 
a start on changing the ways in which the hearing see deaf people. It is 
a first attempt (directed at a limited academic audience), to change the 
way hearing people think about deafness. I then transfer this knowledge 
into a specific context of video meeting technology use and argue that 
adopting an intra-active theory of human and technology encounters, is 
about changing the way in which design is thought. In essence this is the 
final mission of this thesis - to influence design frameworks and design 
thinking rather than weighing in with concrete, direct implications for 
video meeting technology components. It is also here that I begin to act 
queer.
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Design provocations
Rather than talk about implications for design, the task of ethnographers 
engaged in research that intersects with design and applied research is 
more to elicit design provocations. By this I mean that anthropologists who 
explore other worlds and record them empirically are perfectly positioned 
to convey worlds that are beyond the designer’s own experience and 
imagination. Like other popular approaches in design such as speculative 
design, an anthropologically design provocation opens up new vistas that 
can potentially inform design decisions. Why speculate on the magic of 
other worlds and ways of being when there are a multitude of different ways 
of being and alternate worlds already in existence and being inhabited by 
people. Taking such a stance is queer in many ways. It requires designers 
ignore and overturn seemingly normal ways of understanding the world be 
they hetero-normative or other. In this case, the normal is hearing, and the 
queer is all gradations of difference in deafness.

Queering design frameworks is the last part of this thesis and more in the 
style of a direction future research can take rather than a definitive ‘solution’ 
but it is still a key contribution to both anthropological studies on deafness, 
science and technology studies, and human-computer interaction. It is also 
an angle that emerged only after I had interpreted, analysed the empirical 
data gathered at SVT Teckenspråk. The rational behind this queer agenda 
is hidden in the discovered problem 6 with video meetings in Swedish and 
Swedish sign language, at SVT and with interpreters present.

Before I began writing this thesis, my research problem appeared to be 
one of a number of concrete issues. Had I chosen a different theoretical 
framework and a method other than ethnography, this thesis would have 
addressed something along the lines of why video meeting equipment 
was not used as often as it might be (or should be in accordance with 
the corporate rhetoric of it being time saving, efficient, and good for 
the environment). This was in fact a central question of the project that 
initially funded my work. 7 Another pertinent research question could 
also have been why communication via video meeting technology was 
often difficult and prone to misunderstandings. This might have been the 
question I chose to examine had not the SVT employees been such experts 
in communication themselves. There are several more questions that I 
could have addressed. Instead, the ethnographic research I have conducted 
and the field-site I chose, led to  a much more serious issue that underlies 
all possible problems. This problem is that technology others people and 

6	 This	problem	which	I	discovered	is,	as	I	later	point	out,	one	result	of	this	research	project.
7	 Drivers	and	Barriers	for	Mediated	Meetings.	See	previous	footnote	4,	Introduction:7.
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creates ways of being in the world that stand in direct opposition to the 
ways in which the SVT employees themselves see their world.

As is so often the case, anthropology offers more problems rather than 
solutions but I argue, that understanding what is actually at the core of 
a multitude of problems is a significant move towards rising to the meet 
these problems head on. Through offering a crucial, debilitating, and 
disabling problem - the creation of difference through video meetings - 
other researchers (myself included) and designers can then move on 
and address this, potentially through queering design, what it means 
to be hearing, and technology in general. I will argue in this concluding 
section that this is a valid and critical alternative to studies that focus on 
the ‘why’, ‘who’, ‘what’, and their particular and impenetrable matters 
of desire, motivation, identity, perception and mutual understanding. 
Humans thrive on the shiftiness of all these matters and my philosophy 
is that conventional ‘problems’ and their formulation often offer false 
clarity - a subjective understanding posing as objective, factual, and 
superficially bolstered by rigorous scientific method. Furthermore, to 
solve these would be to take away the bread and butter, the life-politic of 
people and the non-humans that intertwine with them. Instead, a focus 
on when the contradictions occur and what they are founded in, such as 
when video meetings result in technology making difference and disability 
where humans electively see none. Or when another group of people who 
are actually already included and ‘abled’ 8 through the social relations with 
colleagues, organisations, and their actions become excluded and disabled 
through entanglements with technologies. The issue becomes, not that 
intra-actions with technology and people create deafness (that is a given, 
just as it is accepted that ‘hearing’, ‘interpreter’, ‘SVT employee’  and other 
ways of being materialise), but that the technology creates a way of being 
deaf which runs counter to the ways in which the employees at SVT - deaf 
and hearing - understand it. It is the alterity which re-enforces a norm - the 
hearing norm of the designer perhaps, or the organization, or maybe even 
the norm perpetuated by popular culture, the welfare state and/or society 
at large.

There are numerous ways to address this underlying problem of conflicts 
between the materialities of technology and humans. Design movements 
such as participatory design, designing for vulnerable peoples, and a 
design-thinking inspired by feminist philosophies are respectful ways of 

8	 I	have	written	‘abled’	rather	than	‘enabled’	primarily	because	the	latter	implies	a	previous	state	
of	disability	which	I	have	studiously	avoided	to	accept	as	the	initial	state	of	deaf	people	at	SVT	Teckenspråk	
in	this	thesis.
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approaching it and acknowledge the difficulties of designing technologies, 
landscapes, and worlds that do not reproduce prejudice, bolster the 
privileged, and further exclude those not perceived as privileged. These are 
in line with ideologies that understand that we all live in the same world 
and that we do our best to live together. It reminds me of Haraway’s (2013) 
goal of partial recuperation, and I question whether this is going far enough 
- especially if creating change is on the agenda. The very recognition of 
difference and working to re-include and encapsulate it in dominant ways 
of being is essentially a further exclusion through denial of the different 
ways right to exist independently. It becomes one more patronising gesture 
from those who have no need for recuperation, a gesture of magnanimous 
charity, and an added blow to those already discriminated against. It is a 
heartfelt but ineffectual apology - a recognition that the land and worlds 
inhabited belonged to others, but still a stubborn refusal to give them up. 
I am thinking here of indigenous Australian’s who sit in seminars and at 
conferences, hear speakers acknowledge that the land on which they stand 
belonged to the local indigenous people who are different - have an other 
way of being. The speaker offers thanks and recognition to the vague body 
of ‘others’ and ‘ancestors’ seemingly not seeing the local indigenous person 
in the audience and the silence that follows this homage is filled with the 
unspoken, “... but I will still never give it back.” Or perhaps even a weak, 
“...but I am powerless to give it back”. The same unwillingness to give 
up control, or work towards change by fully committing to support and 
promote another way of being applies in design. Technologies are designed 
to help those who are different be understood in the terms of those who 
are in power - like sign to speech tools and sign to text. These refuse to 
commit to a deaf way of being and once more ask the deaf to conform and 
be understood according to hearing logics.

In demanding full commitment to a deaf way of being, I am asking 
designers to ‘go native’ - the worst epitaph an anthropologist could ever 
receive. I can not say I have gone fully native myself but I have committed 
to defending deaf ways of being and especially deaf visuality and arguing 
the deafness is much more than disability or minority. My understandings 
still fall short as I am the outsider and may never fully experience what it 
means to be deaf (or work at SVT Teckenspråk). I do understand video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk however, and it is this understanding and 
the communication of it in thesis-form that I commit to entirely in order 
to reach my ethical and political goals (see Methodology:50). Change on 
a societal scale is beyond my reach, I restrict myself to the smaller goal of 
queering video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk - that is, to abolish deafness 
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as something other than the norm 9 in meetings held by SVT employees 
who are deaf and hearing, interpreter and editorial staff.

Commitment to this agenda is still riddled with conundrums. By defining 
the employees at SVT Teckenspråk as those excluded in the design of 
video meeting technologies am it could be argued that I am reinforcing 
the view that deaf SVT employees are the extraneous, the different, the 
abnormal when it comes to design processes. In fact, when I presented 
my results to the SVT Teckenspråk employees, their first response was 
that they hoped my conclusion would be that there was a critical need for 
more deaf designers. Rather than have hearing designers learning to think 
and understand deaf worlds, a more critical first step was to have the deaf 
themselves design and build systems that are tailored for their needs. I was 
perturbed that I had not previously come to that conclusion on my own. A 
nagging doubt set in until I remembered my agenda - to work for hearing 
designers to understand deaf worlds. I am not interested in furthering the 
colonial programs with their well-meant agendas of empowerment that 
ultimately re-affirm a paternalism that further disables through its concern 
and regulated care. My [queer] role as researcher is to establish alterity 
and point out the inequalities present in the act of defining otherness, 
then to challenge the presumed otherness of these ways of being. A third 
step, when it comes to video meeting technology and deafness, is to tackle 
the issue of design through protesting the problem of hearing privilege. 
Such protest which is in a sense part of processes of empowerment can 
begin with the origin of video technology and the lack of intentional design 
for communication in sign language and deaf visualities.  Omitting deaf 
requirements for video meetings is easily rationalised during the design 
phase as exceptional circumstances, uncommon, and therefore able to be 
overlooked. This reasoning coming from hearing designers travels beyond 
the design phase and impacts the use of video meeting technology and, 
as shown by the arguments put forward in Alterities, hammers the final 
nail in the coffin of the dual-language ideology at SVT Teckenspråk and 
marginalises the deaf.

I am then, definitely asking the designer to go native and commit to putting 
difference first. To demand that designers do so, is an attempt to upset 
and disrupt, rather than present a well-measured, recuperative response 
to technologically reproduced inequalities. There are overwhelming logics, 
rationalities, and well-established arguments deployed time and time 

9	 It	is	worth	mentioning	here	that	‘norm’	is	not	related	to	mean	or	average	in	the	sense	I	refer	to	it.	
The	norm	relates	to	normativity	and	the	moral,	ethical,	and	cultural	value-judgements	people	and	societies	
collectively	 (and	 individually)	hold.	Hearing	might	be	a	statistical	norm,	yet	 there	 is	no	 reason	why	 this	
implies	it	should	be	a	social	norm.
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again to justify maintaining the status quo. Still, I demand that video 
meeting technology be designed for deaf ways of seeing. I ask, “why not 
make hearing people communicate the way deaf people do?”; “What 
makes hearing people’s way of using video meetings the way other than 
statistics and clear majority politics? Why is it irrational to design this 
way?”; and “why does it seem that there is a fear to design specifically for 
those who are different?” Designing for those who are different does not 
mean designing a device or system that translates their difference into 
understandable, mainstream terms. Once more I am thinking specifically 
of those ‘innovations’ that translate signs into spoken word and therefore 
force deaf ways of being into hearing worlds - once more (Gollner, Bieling, 
& Joost 2012; Pryor & Azodi 2016). Design a video meeting system that 
is specifically meant to cater for sign language alone. Make this system 
and then deploy it in a dual-language environment like SVT Teckenspråk. 
Based on the alterity that materialises during video meetings currently 
held at SVT Teckenspråk and examined in the discussion chapter on 
Alterities, this might actually mean that video meeting technology would 
support the shared goal of a dual-language workplace at SVT Teckenspråk 
through prioritising deafness. Those who are deaf might then stand on 
equal footing in some respects during video meetings. They will never be 
able to join in casual chit-chat among their hearing colleagues standing 
at the coffee machine, waiting for their coffee - not unless there is an 
interpreter present or their colleagues happen to sign as well. However, 
during meetings, being deaf will no longer be disabling to the same extent 
or create disparity between the ways in which video meetings are held and 
the dual-language goals shared by hearing and deaf SVT employees alike.

There is one caveat, however. I have shown in this thick description 
of video technology and deafness at SVT Teckenspråk that supporting 
hearing modes of communication alone, undermines the work employees 
at SVT are doing to achieve a more equal workplace. Instead of supporting 
the ‘dual-language’ ideology at SVT Teckenspråk, video meetings 
support a hearing modality. If, however, a design took only deaf needs or 
interpreters’ needs into consideration rather than the entire assemblage, 
then these systems would ultimately fail in including and reinforcing 
the work of a dual-language workplace. Even a technology that supports 
deaf only would undermine the language ideology at SVT. While I am not 
sure that this would be a terrible thing, especially given that the rest of 
the workplace, not to mention the world favours hearing ways of being, it 
does not strictly support a dual-language workplace. Luckily, this thesis 
focuses on deaf ways of being rather than dual-language ways of being. 
There is a distinction and it is once more about partial recuperations. It is 
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not far-fetched to critique the dual-language policy and demand more - a 
sign language workplace, for instance. Returning however, to the critique 
of video meeting technology and the mission of making a difference, 
prioritising deaf ways of being at SVT Teckenspråk requires video meeting 
technology designed for the deaf.

Some would argue that these demands are unrealistic, that I have lost all 
touch with reality, but whose reality? Market realities? Hearing realities? 
Organisational realities? It is just this type of ‘reason’ that queer theory 
seeks to call into question and effect change through it’s strategic denial of 
perceived norms. A refusal to work within these supposed frame of logic 
offers radical potential for change. A usual argument for not taking on 
designing for what is essentially a small group especially when it comes to 
video meetings for the deaf, is economics. The deaf population is relatively 
small. According to Sveriges dövas riksförbund (SDR) there are only 8 
000-10 000 people born who were born deaf and approximately  30 000 
Swedish sign language users in Sweden. 10 The market share is relatively 
low and profits would be slim. Add to that the reported trend for deaf 
children to be given cochlear implants that allow them to hear, and the 
incompatibility of designing for a dwindling population with market logics 
are even more compelling. Following such reasoning is eerily familiar 
and for anthropologists and those politically active in issues of minority 
cultures, they smack of yet another attempt to explain the lack of services 
and support for marginalised communities, to support moves towards 
assimilation, and the eventual eradication of a different culture - all without 
the negative associations of genocide, war, or extermination. The results, 
however are the same.

These are issues much larger than the one under discussion here - video 
meetings at SVT Teckenspråk - and yet these discourses are related and 
are potential arguments that emerge in response to my call for designers to 
commit to designing for deaf worlds. The issue would be less apt if technology 
and its innovations were not lauded as empowering, emancipatory, 
enabling, and as a means to increased accessibility. These are however, the 
ways in which technology is usually framed when it comes to technology 
intended for use by the deaf (often lumped into a category of ‘disabled’ in 
these contexts). The real question then is not about majorities, realities, 
and rationalities, but about futures. The futures that these technologies 
promise are contingent on the fact that deaf people conform even further to 
hearing ways of being. The deaf employees at SVT Teckenspråk will become 

10	 The	Swedish	National	Association	of	 the	Deaf	http://www.sdr.org/item/319-hur-manga-dova-
finns-det	Last	Accessed:	2016.08.28
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empowered so long as they ignored the fact that their deaf colleagues are 
off screen and invisible to them. They will be enabled as long as the camera 
is focussed and zoomed in on them and the interpreters. They will have 
increased access if the image is of a good enough quality that both signs 
and facial expressions can be perceived. However, both Materialities and 
Alterities have shown that these measures only go half-way in ‘enabling’ 
the deaf to the same extent as hearing employees.

It may only be a matter of degree - deaf employees are enabled because they 
can communicate with their colleagues over long distances and in their 
first language via video meeting technology. But they are still not equal to 
their hearing colleagues. It is a small distinction and but an important one 
when understood in relation to the patronising rhetorics of technology as 
creating better futures - so long as they conform to hearing futures. My 
radical demand stems from this subtle distinction and is linked to a version 
of the future where deaf ways of being are in full focus. Technological 
visions of the futures seem to support this. They aim to empower, enable 
while also offering freedom from disability. They promise equal access and 
futures where those who can not hear, can not walk, or can not see are 
able to act in the worlds of those who can. These are all utopian visions 
that inform design and first appear seemingly benevolent but as the case 
of video meetings at SVT Teckenspråk, this goodwill demands the blind 
live in the world of those who see, those without legs learn to walk, and 
the deaf act as if they were hearing. For some, there is no injustice in this. 
Why would not a deaf person wish to hear and become a part of the larger 
world? I hope that this question is by now a rhetorical one and that I have 
successfully argued for the fact that being deaf is not only a physicality but 
is social, cultural, and a way of being that is held important to being in the 
world. Even if I have not argued this point convincingly enough (or the 
reader still disagrees), I have most definitely shown how the benevolence 
and goodwill of designers (to make communication across distances and 
different abled-states possible) and enabling abilities of technology (to 
make communication across distances and different abled-states possible) 
can misfire when difference is not considered at the design stage (see 
Materialities and Alterities).

Judging by the lack of research on video meetings in sign language and 
between those with other capabilities than hearing populations, video 
technology was not designed specifically with the deaf in mind. That 
video is useful and a boon for the deaf and those who communicate in 
sign language is a lucky, added bonus (as the smart phone example from 
my introduction shows). Video meeting technology is also a vital tool for 
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carrying out work at SVT Teckenspråk, even in its current, imperfect form - 
as the Editor-in-Chief pointed out. This lucky bonus and obvious need, has 
then been capitalised upon in the rhetorics of technology as empowering 
- that is, helping ‘us’ (the collective, homogeneous human mass) - reach 
out better world - our utopia. Once more, who has had a say in defining 
this utopia, this future reality? Who is it that hides behind the collective 
‘our’? This assumed universality and unity is perhaps a common trait 
of utopia as a concept. It is a concept which has a tendency to become 
homogenised and regarded as above ethics. 11 Bardzell, citing Brodsky and 
Kauder Nalebuff’s “The Feminist Utopia Project” (2015) as an example, 
proposes an alternative understanding in which many different utopian 
visions (co-)exist(?) and that they can become tools to help designers to 
imagine alternative ways of thinking. It is in line with this goal that my 
queer anthropology of video meeting technology at SVT Teckenspråk sits. 
Yet I stubbornly go further. There is no need to imagine alternative ways 
of thinking when there are a multitude ways of being (which includes 
thinking) already out there - ways of being that are ignored and actively 
discriminated against. There is no need to create a utopian vision in order 
to imagine alternatives. All that is required to look around, see, and begin 
understand how other people live, what they think, what they believe 
and give it the respect it is due.  Then, to dare to give over control. Forget 
imagining a utopia and start first by creating technologies that work for 
those who are different, have different ways of seeing and ways of being. 
This is how, I argue, technology will ultimately be able to make a difference 
rather than simply make difference.

11	 This	became	apparent	during	a	lively	discussion	on	the	theme	of	utopia	at	Critical	Alternatives	
in	Aarhus,	 2015.	 Shaowen	 Bardzell,	 alongside	Andy	 Dearden	 and	 Pelle	 Ehn	 presented	 a	 preliminary	
argument	in	defence	of	utopias.	All	three	presented	different	perspectives	on	the	concept,	not	necessarily	
compatible,	 and	 the	 discussion	 evoked	 comments	 ranging	 from	 statements	 such	 as,	 “...utopias	 are	
detrimental	to	Science...”	to	advisory	remarks	on	how	the	key	to	utopias	is	that	they	must	never	be	reached	
(Frieder	Nake)
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