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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis discusses the potential consequences of applying the 
philosophy of Mark C. Taylor to the field of Human-Computer Interaction 
(HCI).  

The first part of the thesis comprises a study focusing on two discursive 
trends in contemporary HCI, materiality and the self, and how these 
discourses describe interaction. Through a qualitative, inductive content 
analysis of 171 HCI research articles, a number of themes are identified in 
the literature and, it is argued, construct a dominant perspective of 
materiality, the self, and interaction. Examples that differ from the 
dominant discourse are also discussed as alternative perspectives for each 
of the three focal areas. 

The second part of the thesis comprises an analysis of Mark C. Taylor’s 
philosophical project which enables a number of philosophical positions 
on materiality, the self, and interaction to be identified. These positions 
are suggested to be variations and rereadings of themes found in 
Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy. These variations emerge as Taylor 
approaches Nietzsche through poststructuralism and complexity theory, 
and it is argued that the apparent heterogeneity of Taylor’s project can be 
understood as a more coherent position when interpreted in relation to 
Nietzsche’s philosophy. 

Based on the findings of the two literature studies, the thesis then 
discusses the possible consequences for HCI, if Taylor’s philosophy were 
to be applied as a theoretical framework. The thesis argues that Taylor’s 
philosophy describes the interaction between humans and computers  as 
an existential process, which contrasts with the dominant HCI discourse; 
that this view can be related to and provide a theoretical foundation for 
the alternative discourses in HCI; and that it can contribute to developing 
HCI. 

 
Keywords: Human-Computer Interaction, Materiality, The self, 
Interaction, HCI theory, Mark C. Taylor, Poststructuralism, 
Postmodernism, Philosophy, Complexity theory, Existential practices, 
Friedrich Nietzsche. 
  



SAMMANFATTNING 
 

Denna avhandling syftar till att diskutera de möjliga konsekvenserna av 
att applicera Mark C. Taylors filosofi inom fältet Människa-
Datorinteraktion (MDI).  

Den första delen av avhandlingen utgörs av en studie som fokuserar på 
två diskursiva trender inom MDI, materialitet och självet, och hur dessa 
diskurser beskriver interaktion. Genom en kvalitativ, induktiv 
innehållsanalys av 171 forskningsartiklar inom MDI-fältet identifieras ett 
antal teman som kan sägas utgöra dominerande perspektiv i 
framställningen av de tre fokusområdena. Studien identifierar också 
exempel på alternativa perspektiv som kontrasterar mot den vedertagna 
bilden av materialitet, självet samt interaktion inom MDI. 

Den andra delen av avhandlingen utgörs av en analys där Mark C. 
Taylors filosofiska projekt utforskas med syfte att identifiera filosofiska 
positioner som kan fungera som teoretiska resurser för en fördjupad 
förståelse av de tre fokusområdena. Genom en jämförelse mellan dessa 
positioner och filosofiska teman hos Friedrich Nietzsche framträder en 
bild där Taylors positioner kan sägas utgöra variationer och omläsningar 
av Nietzsches texter i relation till mer sentida teoretiska ansatser. 
Analysen syftar till att påvisa att Taylors projekt, som vid första anblicken 
kan tyckas utgöras av en rad skiftande och ibland motsägelsefulla 
filosofiska framställningar utan inre sammanhang, i själva verket kan 
förstås som en mer sammanhängande teoretisk position om den läses i 
relation till Nietzsches filosofi. 

Med utgångspunkt i de två litteraturstudierna diskuteras slutligen 
möjliga konsekvenser av att använda Taylors filosofi som teoretiskt 
ramverk inom MDI och följande slutsatser presenteras: att Taylors 
filosofi erbjuder ett perspektiv på interaktionen mellan människor och 
datorer som betonar interaktion som en identitetsskapande, existentiell 
process vilket skiljer sig från det dominerande perspektivet inom MDI; 
att Taylors filosofi kan relateras till och utgöra ett teoretiskt fundament 
för de alternativa MDI-diskurser som tidigare identifierats, samt att en 
sådan process kan bidra till en vidareutveckling av teoribildningen inom 
MDI. 
 



Nyckelord: Människa-Datorinteraktion, Materialitet, Självet, 
Interaktion, MDI teori, Mark C. Taylor, Poststrukturalism, 
Postmodernism, Filosofi, Komplexitetsteori, Existentiella praktiker, 
Friedrich Nietzsche. 
  



  



PREFACE 
 

The process that has led to this thesis started more than 20 years ago. 
When I was studying theology in the early 1990s, I had the good fortune 
to attend Professor Bengt Kristensson Uggla’s seminars on Michel 
Foucault. They had an enormous influence on my view of what 
philosophy is and how it can be used. We were a small group of students 
for whom Bengt opened the doors to the world of philosophy and 
challenged us to make it our own. It was during this period that I was first 
introduced to the philosophy of Mark C. Taylor, and I have been 
returning to his books regularly ever since, without ever really having the 
time to explore his texts as much as I wanted to. When I was offered a 
PhD position at KTH, I saw it as an opportunity to once again revisit 
Taylor’s philosophy and see whether it could be used as a theoretical 
resource for gaining new insights into the complex relationship between 
humans and computers. The idea of bringing Taylor and HCI together has 
taken me on a fascinating journey during which I have struggled, not only 
with following the diverse and complex philosophical trails in the 
literature, but also with my lack of prior knowledge of HCI before starting 
the journey. Encountering the world of HCI has been an exciting 
experience, and while my approach to the field may not be the most usual 
one, I hope that it offers the reader a fruitful starting point for a 
conversation on the relationship between HCI and philosophy. 

A PhD thesis is not an individual achievement. During my time as a 
PhD student, I have had countless meetings and conversations with 
colleagues, friends and foes, supporters and critics, people who have 
brought new pieces to the puzzle; I have stumbled upon ideas and been 
unexpectedly challenged by people and texts in ways that have made me 
continuously rethink and restructure the project. All of these encounters 
have contributed to the thesis and for this I am sincerely grateful. While it 
is impossible to mention every single person who has had an impact on 
my work, there are some people that I would specifically like to mention. 

First of all, I would like to thank my supervisors, Ann Lantz and Anders 
Hedman, who have believed in my vision from the very beginning, 
celebrated with me when things have gone well, and encouraged me to 
continue in times of trouble. Without you I would not have come this far. 



I would also like to thank Bengt Kristensson Uggla for encouraging me to 
pursue my dream of achieving a PhD and for remaining an important 
sparring partner; Peter Kemp, who generously offered to read and 
comment on earlier versions of the manuscript which gave me new 
perspectives on Taylor’s philosophy; Cecilia Håkansson, who was my co-
supervisor during the first two years and Mattias Höjer at the Center for 
Sustainable Communications, where I started my PhD; Henrik Artman 
and Åke Walldius for always being willing to answer my never-ending 
questions about HCI; my colleagues at the MID department, especially 
my fellow PhDs Rebekah Cupitt, Cecilia Teljas, and Christiane Grünloh; 
and my dear friend Michael Shrimpton, who, after almost 30 years of 
friendship and discussions, can still surprise me with new perspectives on 
both philosophy and life. 

I am also grateful to Mark C. Taylor for continuously challenging my 
thinking and for contributing to the thesis by generously allowing me to 
bombard him with questions over dinners and through emails. 

Finally, my thoughts go to my family: To my father who would have 
been so proud to see this text, to my mother who remains my biggest fan 
and to my brother Mattias and his family, whose open arms and friendly 
home are indescribably important to me; to my wife Monica, for 
supporting me and for not freaking out when I told her that I was going to 
abandon a rewarding career in management consulting and instead go 
back to academia; and lastly, to my son Oscar, for being my biggest 
adventure and for teaching me so much about life. Oscar, if you ever read 
this text and wonder what the thesis is about and how I could spend six 
years writing it, I’ll give you a pointer: it is all about the opportunities that 
lie in the gaps. Or, in the words of Leonard Cohen: “There is a crack in 
everything. That’s how the light gets in.” So, do not be afraid of absence. 
Do not avoid the gaps. 
 
 
 
Uppsala, August 2016 

Henrik Åhman 

  



CONTENT 
 
 
 
 
 

SECTION I: INTRODUCTION 

1. Purpose, research questions and disposition ......................................... 1 

2. Initial comments on HCI ........................................................................ 3 
2.1 Demarcating the domain .............................................................. 3 

2.1.1 The role of theory ............................................................. 4 
2.1.2 Defining poststructuralism ............................................. 6 
2.1.3 Focal areas ........................................................................ 9 

3. Initial comments on Mark C. Taylor ................................................... 10 
3.1 A biographical sketch ................................................................... 11 

3.1.1 Setting the stage: Identity and difference ..................... 11 
3.1.2 Exploring difference: Negation and deconstruction .... 12 
3.1.3 Complexity theory: Revisiting theology ....................... 12 
3.1.4 The role of death in Taylor’s philosophy ...................... 14 

3.2 Why Mark C. Taylor? ................................................................... 18 

4. Method .................................................................................................. 20 
4.1 Identifying the literature ............................................................ 20 

4.1.1 Data sources ................................................................... 21 
4.1.2 Search procedure ........................................................... 21 
4.1.3 Search results ................................................................. 23 

4.2 Analyzing the literature .............................................................. 23 
4.2.1 The HCI research literature .......................................... 23 
4.2.2 Mark C. Taylor’s philosophical project ......................... 24 

 

 



SECTION II: HUMAN COMPUTER INTERACTION 

5. Materiality ............................................................................................. 34 
5.1 Previous attempts at organizing the materiality discourse ....... 35 

5.1.1 Materiality as a design challenge .................................. 35 
5.1.2 Materiality as a design resource .................................... 36 

5.2 The ontological question ............................................................. 38 
5.3 The design perspective ................................................................ 42 
5.4 The use perspective ..................................................................... 45 
5.5 Alternative perspectives .............................................................. 48 
5.6 Summary ...................................................................................... 50 
5.7 Comments on recent developments ........................................... 50 

6. The self................................................................................................... 53 
6.1 The instrumental self .................................................................. 53 

6.1.1 External goal .................................................................. 53 
6.1.2 Behavioral change .......................................................... 54 

6.2 The communicative self .............................................................. 56 
6.2.1 The representation of the self ........................................ 56 
6.2.2 The role of culture .......................................................... 58 

6.3 The emotional self ....................................................................... 60 
6.3.1 Measuring emotions ...................................................... 61 
6.3.2 The role of emotions in interaction ............................... 61 

6.4 The playful self ............................................................................. 64 
6.5 But what about the other selves? ................................................ 66 
6.6 The stable, coherent, individual self ........................................... 67 
6.7 Alternative perspectives .............................................................. 69 
6.8 Summary ....................................................................................... 71 

7. Interaction ............................................................................................. 72 
7.1 Type of interaction ...................................................................... 72 

7.1.1 Interacting with computers ........................................... 72 
7.1.2 Interacting through computers ..................................... 75 

7.2 The interaction context ............................................................... 78 
7.2.1 Stand-alone .................................................................... 78 
7.2.2 Contextual approaches ................................................. 80 



7.2.3 Temporal contexts ......................................................... 83 
7.3 The effects of interaction ............................................................ 85 

7.3.1 Behavior ......................................................................... 86 
7.3.2 User experience.............................................................. 86 
7.3.3 Reflection ....................................................................... 87 
7.3.4 Relational ....................................................................... 88 
7.3.5 Identity construction ..................................................... 89 

7.4 But what about the other approaches to interaction? ................ 91 
7.5 Summary ..................................................................................... 94 

 

 
SECTION III: MARK C. TAYLOR’S PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT 

8. Materiality ............................................................................................. 96 
8.1 Introducing Taylor’s view on materiality ................................... 96 
8.2 Materiality as provocation .......................................................... 99 
8.3 Materiality within the domain of the body ............................... 101 

8.3.1 Carnivalesque play ....................................................... 102 
8.3.2 Transgression ............................................................... 103 

8.4 Materiality within the language domain .................................. 106 
8.4.1 The death of the transcendent referent ...................... 106 
8.4.2 The semiotic landscape ............................................... 109 
8.4.3 Materiality as alterity.................................................... 111 
8.4.4 The entanglement of material and information .......... 114 
8.4.5 Temporal change .......................................................... 116 

8.5 Summary .................................................................................... 119 

9. The self ................................................................................................ 120 
9.1 The Cartesian cogito ................................................................. 120 
9.2 Critique against the Cartesian cogito ........................................ 123 

9.2.1 Friedrich Nietzsche ...................................................... 123 
9.2.2 St. Augustine ................................................................ 124 
9.2.3 Martin Luther .............................................................. 126 
9.2.4 Immanuel Kant ............................................................ 128 
9.2.5 G. W. F. Hegel ............................................................... 131 



9.2.6 Sören Kierkegaard ....................................................... 134 
9.2.7 Jacques Derrida ........................................................... 137 

9.3 The self according to Taylor ...................................................... 139 
9.3.1 Language as foundation of selfhood ........................... 139 
9.3.2 The body as a system of signs ...................................... 140 
9.3.3 Actual or potential? ...................................................... 144 

9.4 The Nietzschean roots of Taylor’s view of selfhood ................. 145 
9.4.1 Reflexivity ..................................................................... 146 
9.4.2 At the intersection of Apollonian and Dionysian 
 forces ............................................................................. 147 
9.4.3 Transgression as a road to selfhood ............................ 148 
9.4.4 The linguistic self ......................................................... 149 
9.4.5 The self as solitary or relational? ................................ 150 

9.5 Summary .................................................................................... 156 

10. Interaction ........................................................................................... 158 
10.1 Shifting emphasis ...................................................................... 158 

10.1.1 Preface: Identity and difference .................................. 159 
10.1.2 Difference as negation ................................................. 161 
10.1.3 Difference as third species ........................................... 165 
10.1.4 Difference as creative relation between identity 
 and difference ............................................................... 169 
10.1.5 From Nietzsche to Nietzsche ....................................... 175 

10.2 Interaction as a differential play of signs ................................. 176 
10.2.1 Mutual influence .......................................................... 177 
10.2.2 Multiple connections rather than binary opposites ... 177 
10.2.3 Information screening ................................................. 179 

10.3 Summary .................................................................................... 180 

 

 
SECTION IV: DISCUSSION 

11. Materiality: A semiotic landscape ...................................................... 182 

12. The self: A semiotic node in a relational web .................................... 188 



13. Interaction: An existential practice .................................................... 191 
13.1 From agency to structural influences........................................ 191 
13.2 From essentials to differentials ................................................. 195 
13.3 From tasks to existential hermeneutics .................................... 197 
13.4 Computers as existential arena .................................................199 

 

 
SECTION V: POST-PROJECT REFLECTIONS 

14. Questions and results ......................................................................... 204 

15. The Nietzschean connection .............................................................. 207 

16. Reflections on the methodological choices ....................................... 209 
16.1 Choice of data sources .............................................................. 209 
16.2 Validity and generalizability ..................................................... 210 

17. Future research .................................................................................... 212 
17.1 The definition of religion ........................................................... 212 
17.2 Ethics .......................................................................................... 214 
17.3 Taylor’s critique of poststructuralism ....................................... 215 
17.4 Phenomenology in HCI ..............................................................216 

18. Concluding remarks ............................................................................ 217 
 
 

Bibliography ...............................................................................................219 
 
  





 

 

 

SECTION I: INTRODUCTION      |     1 

SECTION I: INTRODUCTION 
 

Theory is core to all research domains. The way researchers theoretically 
frame their subject areas affects the basic conditions for research, and 
therefore also the research outcome. Thus, to consider the theoretical 
underpinnings of one’s research environment is a central task to any 
researcher. These underpinnings emerge through a conversation between 
the research domain and a number of surrounding theoretical 
approaches, ideological frameworks and philosophical traditions. My 
thesis is an attempt to contribute to this conversation by exploring a 
certain strand of philosophy that draws heavily upon poststructuralism, 
and examine its potential consequences for the field of Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI). 

1 PURPOSE, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND DISPOSITION 

The overall purpose of my thesis is to explore how the philosophy of Mark 
C. Taylor can contribute to a development of HCI. In order to demarcate 
the area in a way that makes it possible to investigate within the limited 
scope of a PhD thesis, I have chosen to study two discursive trends in HCI 
and compare philosophical themes in these trends with philosophical 
themes found in Taylor’s writings. I thus hope to be able to present two 
rather different accounts of themes that are core to HCI, and to suggest 
how a change in theoretical framing can offer new perspectives on the 
relationship between humans and computers. 

The two discursive trends that I have chosen to focus upon in this 
thesis have emerged around the terms materiality and the self; two terms 
that have become increasingly frequent in HCI research and can be 
argued to constitute two established ways of talking about certain aspects 
of the computer and the human. By identifying dominant as well as 
alternative themes in these discourses, I will try to answer the following 
questions: 

1. How are the terms materiality and the self described in HCI 
research literature and how do these two discursive trends 
describe interaction? 
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2. How are materiality, the self, and interaction described in Mark 
C. Taylor’s philosophical project? 

3. What would the implications be for HCI if Taylor’s understanding 
of materiality, the self, and interaction were to be applied as 
theoretical framework? 

 
The disposition of the thesis follows these questions. After an initial 
demarcation of the studied fields and a methodological discussion in 
Section I, the results of the analysis of the two trends materiality and the 
self and their respective perspectives on interaction are presented in 
Section II. Section III constitutes an attempt to explore and identify 
Taylor’s philosophical positions on materiality, the self, and interaction. 
Section IV comprises a discussion on the potential consequences of 
applying Taylor’s theories to HCI, and the thesis is then concluded with 
reflections on the project as a whole in Section V. 

While my ambition with this project is to contribute to HCI theory, I 
also hope to contribute to the growing research corpus that focuses on 
Mark C. Taylor. Given the complexity of Taylor’s philosophy, I do not 
suggest that this thesis offers a final analysis of his entire project. Instead, 
I want to illustrate how an application of his theories to particular topics 
in the HCI domain can reveal important philosophical resources in his 
project. Exploring Taylor’s writings will take us on a journey through the 
history of philosophy, and while the limitations of a project like this make 
an in-depth analysis of all the resources that Taylor utilizes impossible, I 
nevertheless hope to be able to offer the reader an overview of certain 
points of reference that Taylor uses to understand the conditions of our 
contemporary world. Four of the more frequent points of reference that 
Taylor uses are G. W. F. Hegel, Sören Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, 
and Jacques Derrida, and these will be discussed frequently in the thesis. 
There is, of course, an enormous amount of literature analyzing these 
four philosophers which one could consult in a study like this. However, 
since my purpose is not to evaluate Taylor’s interpretations of these 
thinkers or to position his interpretations in relation to those of other 
scholars, I will not engage with this corpus except for when discussing 
Taylor’s reading of Nietzsche. Since I will try and show that the apparent 
heterogeneity of Taylor’s project can be understood as a more coherent 
position if read as a constructive encounter with the challenges that 
Nietzsche poses, I will sometimes refer to works by renowned Nietzsche 
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scholars that can help illustrate different aspects of Taylor’s approach to 
this complex thinker. 

This thesis can be read in several different ways, depending on the 
perspective of the reader.  Ideally, the reader will engage with the entire 
text and follow the chapters in order as the different themes are 
introduced and discussed. Since the text contains a number of theoretical 
threads and arguments that are being constructed and built upon through 
the text, this would provide the most fruitful reading. However, since this 
thesis aims at addressing two rather different academic communities, the 
text can also be read from their respective horizons. 

The reader who is mainly interested in understanding how Taylor’s 
philosophy speaks to the HCI community could focus on sections I 
(excluding chapter 3 and 4.2.2), II, IV and V. This will offer a basic view 
of Taylor’s philosophy and how it can be related to HCI, but without the 
many detailed discussions on the complexities, historical references, and 
interpretations of Taylor’s work that are analyzed in section III. 

The reader who comes to this text with the purpose of learning more 
about poststructuralism in general and Taylor’s philosophy in particular 
would be recommended to first focus on chapters 3 and 4.2.2 for an 
introduction to Taylor’s works and then go on to section III for a detailed 
discussion on his perspective on materiality, the self, and interaction. 
Even though these three areas necessarily exclude certain themes in 
Taylor’s philosophy, they nevertheless constitute a fruitful opening to 
several of the most important questions that Taylor has explored over the 
years. 

2 INITIAL COMMENTS ON HCI 

Since the thesis aims at discussing philosophical assumption within HCI, 
a few remarks regarding the demarcation of HCI as a field need to be 
made. 

2.1 DEMARCATING THE DOMAIN 

Defining and demarcating the domain of HCI is difficult, perhaps even 
impossible, due to its complex history as a domain that has grown out of 
an interplay between industry, state and academia. As Jonathan Grudin 
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has shown (Grudin, 2012), HCI has historically evolved in relation to a 
number of adjacent disciplines focusing on the relationship between 
humans and technology. Thus, no clear distinctions can be made between 
HCI and e.g. Human Factors or different Information Science stances. 
Grudin suggests that we can view these research areas in a broad or a 
narrow sense. In a broad sense, Human-Computer Interaction would 
include Human Factors, Computer Science, Information Systems and 
Library & Information Science, while the more narrow term Computer-
Human Interaction would describe computer science, ACM SIGCHI and 
the CHI conference. 

When I have done my literature searches, I have approached HCI in 
what might be called a semi-narrow fashion, focusing primarily on the 
CHI section of the ACM Digital Library but also including Google 
Scholar-material that claims to discuss the relationship between humans 
and technology within an HCI context. The contribution of my study is, 
however, not limited to a CHI context only. The findings discussed in 
section IV relate to a more general discussion on the relationship between 
humans and computers, and therefore, I hope that my analysis of Taylor’s 
theories can contribute to the larger HCI community as well as offer a 
bridge between HCI and other academic disciplines. 

2.1.1 The role of theory 

It is often said that, historically, HCI has gone through different phases 
during which different theoretical perspectives have been dominant. 
Grudin has described the development of HCI in five stages; (1) engineers 
interacting with hardware in the 1950s, (2) software programmers 
interacting with software in the 1960s and 70s, (3) users interacting with 
the desktop beginning in the 1970s, (4) the cognitive models introduced 
in the 1980s, and (5) the increased realization of contextual factors in the 
1990s (Grudin, 1990). Grudin claims that, in a sense, the computer has 
developed from an enclosed system to a more decentralized function that 
is situated in everyday reality, something that he discusses in terms of the 
computer “reaching out”. Similar descriptions have been presented by 
Bødker (2006, 2015) and Harrison, Tatar and Sengers (2007). While 
Bødker’s three waves of HCI consist of (1) human factors and cognitive 
science, (2) an increased focus on work environment, and (3) an 
emphasis on diverse types of interaction in an extended context beyond 
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the professional environment, Harrison et al. argue that the history of 
HCI has been characterized by the three paradigms (1) human factors, (2) 
cognitive science, and (3) phenomenology. Like Grudin, both of these 
accounts describe the history of HCI as a process from ergonomics and 
physical interaction through cognitive models to a realization of an 
increasingly complex context of use. This process has recently been 
discussed by Yvonne Rodgers who, in her book HCI theory: classical, 
modern, and contemporary, describes a similar processual flow from 
centralized to decentralized; from theoretical, universal modelling to 
contextual, situated use. So, while there are variations in emphasis, these 
accounts all describe HCI as having been strongly influenced, not only by 
the rapid developments in technology, but also by theoretical approaches 
originating in other domains. Summarizing the situation, Rogers suggests 
that HCI is theoretically “multifarious” (Rogers, 2012, p. 6) and argues 
that the theoretical challenges that contemporary HCI faces is not that 
there is a lack of theory in our domain, but rather that HCI is 
characterized by “a profusion of new theories” (Rogers, 2012, p. 87) 
resulting in anything but a firm foundation for scholarly work. She claims 
that, due to this overflow, there is an urgent need for further attention to 
the theoretical underpinnings of our domain. This has been emphasized 
by other scholars as well, for example Barnard, May, Duke and Duce who 
claim that “[c]ontinuing with this strategy into the next millennium will 
inevitably lead to an increased number of theories of different form and 
content” (Barnard, May, Duke, & Duce, 2000, p. 223). To counter this 
process, they call for explorations of “the vital connective tissue that binds 
together different topics within a level of analysis and which binds one 
level of analysis to another” (Barnard et al., 2000, p. 223). Similar 
propositions have been made by Harper, Rodden, Rogers and Sellen 
(2008), Kostakos (2015), Kuutti (2010), and Obrist, Wright, Kuutti, 
Rogers, Höök, Pyla and Frechin (2013). 

Initiating a work on HCI theory, it is also necessary to pose the 
fundamental question: what is a theory? Within the philosophy of 
science, there is a broad variety of understandings as to what constitutes a 
theory. Describing this extensive historical discussion in detail is far too 
much for a single PhD thesis, let alone an introductory chapter in a PhD 
thesis. However, saying a few words on the subject is important in order 
to position my own research. 
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A condensed, but for my purpose, valuable discussion on theory can be 
found in Shirley Gregor’s article The nature of theory in Information 
Systems (Gregor, 2006). Gregor claims that within the Information 
Systems domain (IS), there are primarily five types of theories: theories 
that aim at analyzing and describing a phenomenon; theories that add to 
these descriptions by explaining causality relations of different degrees; 
theories that predict future events; theories that combine explanation 
with prediction; and theories that prescribe certain methods or other 
recommendations to be followed when constructing an artifact. The last 
theory type is especially characteristic to IS, in that a “characteristic that 
distinguishes IS from other fields is that it concerns the use of artifacts in 
human-machine systems.” (Gregor, 2006, p. 613) She further remarks 
that IS is “a discipline that is at the intersection of knowledge of the 
properties of physical objects (machines) and knowledge of human 
behavior.” (Gregor, 2006, p. 613) This could be said about HCI as well. 
Our discipline is characterized by the study of what takes place at the 
intersection between human beings and computers, and has a strong 
focus on artifacts. Considering these similarities, it is not surprising that 
similar taxonomies have been suggested within HCI as well. For example, 
Rogers  (2012, p. 16-17) mentions Bederson and Schneiderman who argue 
that there are five types of theories in HCI: descriptive, explanatory, 
predictive, prescriptive, and generative. Rogers herself also adds four 
other possible types: informative, ethnographic, conceptual, and critical. 

The theories I have identified in the HCI research articles and later 
analyzed represent all theory types in Gregor’s taxonomy, whereas my 
own theoretical contribution can be said to relate more to the first two 
levels of the taxonomy (theories for analyzing/describing phenomena and 
theories for explaining relations between the components in the 
descriptions) and how they can be related to theories of a broader scope, 
so called grand theories. 

2.1.2 Defining poststructuralism 

Taylor’s theoretical perspective, which I have wanted to explore in this 
project, is grounded in poststructuralism but has increasingly been 
complemented with insights from complexity theory. While I will address 
Taylor’s description of complexity theory later in the thesis (see 10.1.4), a 
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few initial words on poststructuralism is needed in order to situate the 
study.  

Poststructuralism originated in a reaction against some of the claims 
made by the structuralist movement in the 1960s. During a conference at 
Johns Hopkins University in 1966, a number of internationally renowned 
thinkers such as Roland Barthes, Jean Hyppolite, and Jacques Lacan 
gathered to discuss the structuralist movement that had become 
increasingly important in Europe. On the last day of the conference, the 
then relatively unknown Jacques Derrida took the stage and delivered his 
speech Structure, sign, and play in the discourse of the human sciences 
(Derrida, 2007). Derrida offered a critique of some of the core claims of 
structuralism. He especially focused on what constitutes the foundation 
for a structure. Derrida suggested that every structure is dependent upon 
a solid, external foundation that can function like an anchor to the 
structure. Just like an anchor does not secure a boat as long as it lies in 
the boat but only when it is positioned outside the boat, the anchor of a 
structure cannot lie within the structure itself. Thus, the structure is 
always in need of completion from something other than the structure. 
Simple as this suggestion might be, it had radical consequences for the 
validity of the theoretical foundation of structuralism, and especially to its 
claim to offer stable truths in terms of structural analyses. In his speech, 
which has often come to be acknowledged as the birth of 
poststructuralism, Derrida did not suggest that we reject the idea of 
systems as such, but that we acknowledge that systems are always 
conditioned by something elusive that lies outside the system and that 
therefore, a structural analysis is by necessity always incomplete, 
unfinished, and unstable.  

Structure, sign, and play in the discourse of the human sciences 
illustrates some of the most fundamental ideas that have come to 
characterize the diverse movement called poststructuralism. 
Poststructuralism accepts the structuralists’ suggestion that meaning 
occurs in the tension between signs in a linguistic system rather than in a 
referential representation of essential entities, but it rejects 
structuralism’s suggestion that the knowledge emerging from a structural 
analysis is universal and ahistorical, instead arguing that knowledge, 
truth and meaning are always local, contextual and temporal. As Bengt 
Kristensson Uggla has argued, the relationship between structuralism 
and poststructuralism is one of both continuity and discontinuity, and 
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thus, rather than a rejection of structuralism, poststructuralism offers “an 
opening, a dynamization, historicizing, and pluralization of the concept of 
structure” (Uggla, 1994, p. 21 [my translation]). 

The fact that poststructuralism is characterized by its relations to 
another philosophical movement, and as such is defined by its boundaries 
rather than by its core1, makes it especially difficult to define. In this 
thesis, I will use the term poststructuralism to refer to a philosophical 
movement grounded in both an acceptance and a critique of 
structuralism, characterized by: 

1. The idea that language (in a broad sense) conditions human 
existence and perception, and thus, that nothing is pure or free 
from ideological, social, or cultural influences. 

2. The idea that meaning occurs in a play between signs rather than 
in a representational relationship between a sign and an essence. 
This means that language is not a labelling tool, but something 
constructive through which we produce truth rather than find 
truth. 

3. The idea that structures govern human action, which positions 
poststructuralism within a critical tradition challenging the 
Enlightenment idea of the human being as an autonomous 
subject. This means that there is a strong focus on things that lie 
beyond consciousness, e.g. culture and ideologies, and how these 
condition human existence. 

4. The idea that, while a structural approach is necessary in order 
not to reify the modern philosophical project, every structure is 
incomplete and final explanations are therefore impossible. 

 
Even though poststructuralism and postmodernism 2 has been used in 
HCI before (e.g. J. Bardzell, 2009; J. Bardzell & Bardzell, 2008a; 

                                                 
1 This resembles the claims made by many poststructuralists that knowledge is defined by its limits 
rather than by its core. So, in a way, its origin functions as an example of its own theoretical 
foundation (cf. Williams, 2005) 
2  Poststructuralism and postmodernism are sometimes used as interchangeable terms by 
commentators in contemporary debate. However, despite the fact that there are similarities 
between them, it is vital that we treat them as separate phenomena. While poststructuralism 
originates in a critique of structuralism, postmodernism originates in a critique of modernism, 
which means that they are characterized by different kinds of questions and challenges. This thesis 
focuses primarily on poststructuralism, even though, as will be apparent later in the thesis, Taylor 
often discusses postmodernism and relates it to the existential conditions for life after the death of 
God. 
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Dourish, 2010; Persson, Åhman, Yngling, & Gulliksen, 2014; Turkle, 
1996, 1997), a thorough analysis of HCI from the perspective of these 
philosophical approaches is still lacking (Blythe, Bardzell, Bardzell, & 
Blackwell, 2008). The practice of using philosophical theories in HCI has 
been recognized as an increasingly important part of enhancing and 
deepening our understanding of the interaction between humans and 
computers (J. Bardzell & Bardzell, 2015; Fällman, 2007, 2011). I would 
argue, however, that much of the use of philosophy in HCI (with some 
exceptions, e.g. Hedman, 2004; Svanæs, 2000) has so far been relatively 
brief and has lacked the thorough, in-depth analysis needed to explore 
and critique the theoretical assumptions underlying our domain. 
Therefore, this thesis will be as much an exploration into the sometimes 
obscure world of poststructuralist philosophy as a reflection on HCI. 

2.1.3 Focal areas 

At a fundamental level, Human-Computer Interaction consists of three 
components: the human, the computer, and the interaction between 
them. These three are the basic topics in HCI and therefore, my intention 
is to explore theories that can inform our understanding of these 
cornerstones. The question then is, how do you approach such a vast 
research area? In an effort to demarcate the thesis project but still grasp 
all three components, I have chosen to study two contemporary 
discursive trends in HCI research, namely the discourse on materiality 
and the discourse on the self. These are used in the thesis as 
representations of what Jeffrey Bardzell has called “the twin anchors of 
interaction” (J. Bardzell, 2009, p. 2357), i.e. the computer and the 
human. There are several reasons why I have chosen to focus my study on 
these particular discourses: 

Materiality – In general, any research that focuses on artifacts builds 
on certain assumptions regarding the building blocks that constitute 
these artifacts. In HCI, the discussions about these assumptions have 
recently, to a large extent, taken place in relation to the term materiality, 
establishing this as a strong discourse in contemporary HCI (Dourish & 
Mazmanian, 2013; Fernaeus & Sundström, 2012; Gross, Bardzell, & 
Bardzell, 2014 [online 2013]; Rosner, Blanchette, Buechley, Dourish, & 
Mazmanian, 2012). Robles and Wiberg call this development a material 
turn (Robles & Wiberg, 2010) while Fernaeus and Sundström use the 
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concept material move (Fernaeus & Sundström, 2012). This increasing 
interest in materiality offers a potentially useful lens that can be 
informative when studying how researchers in HCI describe the 
computer.  

The Self – Traditionally, the human in HCI has been conceptualized 
in terms of user (J. Bardzell, 2009; Cooper & Bowers, 1995). There are, 
however, also other ways of conceptualizing the human, e.g. in terms of 
the self, a word that, according to the Oxford Dictionary of English, points 
to “a person’s essential being that distinguishes them from others” 
(Stevenson, 2010, p. 1613). The self can thus be argued to be a word that 
is used specifically to tell us something about what characterizes a certain 
human being. Interestingly enough, over the past 15 years, the use of the 
word self has increased significantly in parts of the HCI community, e.g. 
in CHI papers, which indicates a possible shift in the way we 
conceptualize and talk about the human in HCI. While it may not be as 
acknowledged as the materiality discourse in terms of being an 
established trend, the self is an increasingly important discourse in HCI, 
which makes it interesting to study as a representation of the human in 
HCI. 

After having identified core themes in the discourses on materiality 
and the self respectively, I investigate how interaction is described in this 
corpus, thus exploring all three components of HCI. 

The demarcation described above means that this investigation is not 
to be considered an all-encompassing or a unified theory of how to 
understand the interaction between humans and computers. Instead, it 
should be understood as an explorative study that aims at contributing to 
an ongoing discussion on some of the topics that are core to our domain, 
performed through the lens of two discursive trends in contemporary 
HCI. 

3 INITIAL COMMENTS ON MARK C. TAYLOR 

While Mark C. Taylor has been widely acknowledged in the field of 
theology, his theories have not been discussed in relation to HCI research 
before. Therefore, an initial biographical sketch and some words on the 
potential relevance of Taylor’s philosophy to HCI may be of value to the 
reader at this point in the thesis. 
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3.1 A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Taylor’s writings can be described as having developed through three 
main phases and while this process will be discussed further in various 
place in the thesis, sketching an initial, brief overview is important in 
order to get an understanding of the themes with which he has been 
struggling, and which constitute the conditions of possibility for his 
philosophical project3 as well as this thesis. 

3.1.1 Setting the stage: Identity and difference 

Mark C. Taylor started his academic journey in the 1960s, studying 
religion at Wesleyan University, a topic he then continued to explore at 
Harvard, where he completed his PhD in 1973. He has often discussed the 
role that the student revolts of the 1960s had upon his thinking. From 
Taylor’s perspective, the 1968 conflict between the students and the state 
was a reenactment of the age-old philosophical question of how the 
individual relates to the group or the structure, or as René Descartes 
would put it, res cogito to res extensa. In his early studies of Sören 
Kierkegaard and G. W. F. Hegel, Kierkegaard's Pseudonymous 
Authorship: A Study of Time and the Self (Taylor, 1975) and Journeys to 
selfhood: Hegel and Kierkegaard (Taylor, 2000), Taylor attempts to 
explore different approaches to the struggle between the individual and 
the system, a task that has remained a core theme throughout his entire 
philosophical project. 

                                                 
3 Taylor himself does not like the idea of discussing his work in terms of a project. He argues that 
the term project implies that there is a planned, in advance defined direction, which is something 
that he denies having had. In my conversations with Taylor, he has described his explorations as 
something that has unfolded over time and that is best depicted in the words of Hegel: “The owl of 
Minerva begins its flight only with the onset of dusk.” (Hegel, 1991, p. 23) Thus, he accepts that 
retrospectively, one can find patterns, threads and directions in his authorship, but he opposes the 
concept of project since, to him, it has certain associations to planned, rational activities. Despite 
this, I have chosen to use the term project in this thesis, since I approach his philosophy as one 
body of literature (albeit contradictory and diverse). However, it is important to state that this 
does not mean that I consider Taylor’s work constituted by a number of rationally planned moves 
and investigations, but that I use the word project in a more open way than Taylor does. 
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3.1.2 Exploring difference: Negation and deconstruction4 

In the late 1980s through the early 1990s, Taylor started focusing more 
on difference as such than on the relation between identity and 
difference. In a series of books, such as Erring: A postmodern a/theology 
(Taylor, 1987b), Altarity (Taylor, 1987a), Tears (Taylor, 1990), and Nots 
(Taylor, 1993), he explored difference as negation of identity, especially 
through the lens of poststructuralism and Derridean deconstruction. In 
these books, the main question asked was how to save difference from 
oppressive identity and totalizing systems. Taylor argues that, in the 
Western ontotheological 5 tradition, there has been a constant striving 
towards unity, identity, and presence. While this striving apparently 
promotes desirable qualities, it also tends to result in oppression of 
otherness. The paradigmatic example of this is the Holocaust, which 
Taylor (as many others in this philosophical tradition do) sees as a logical 
consequence of modernity’s emphasis on unity. This means that the 
question of difference is not merely a theoretical or philosophical 
problem, but one that has practical and ethical implications in our 
everyday world. Taylor’s answer to the problem of ontotheology’s 
tendency to oppress otherness is often formulated in terms of distancing 
oneself from the system. Negating identity and corrupting the structure 
by provocation and transgression becomes the way by which otherness 
can be protected and oppressive unity resisted. This view is later 
developed into what in 10.1.3 is called difference as third species. 

3.1.3 Complexity theory: Revisiting theology 

However, in the late 1990s, Taylor got increasingly convinced that not all 
systems are totalizing and repressive of difference, and that there must be 
a way to formulate a philosophical framework where difference can exist 
within a system without becoming repressed or reduced to identity. 
During this process, Taylor started exploring different aspects of 
complexity theory (e.g. works by Henri Atlan, Stuart Kauffman, John 
Holland, and Stuart Gell-Mann) in order to find such an alternative 

                                                 
4 As will be discussed in 10.1, this phase can be divided into two different stages in which Taylor 
explicitly focuses on difference: one where difference is seen as negation of identity and one where 
difference is seen as a substantialization of the difference between identity and difference. 
5 See footnote 17. 
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position to the question of the relation between identity and difference. 
These explorations resulted in several books such as The picture in 
question: Mark Tansey and the ends of representation (Taylor, 1999b), 
The moment of complexity: Emerging network culture (Taylor, 2003), 
Confidence games: Money and markets in a world without redemption 
(Taylor, 2004), After God (Taylor, 2007a), and Speed limits: Where time 
went and why there is so little left (Taylor, 2014b). In these books he uses 
theories on complex adaptive systems to analyze as diverse phenomena as 
art, financial systems, theology, technology, and environmental systems. 
To Taylor, complexity theory offers a model according to which difference 
is not only possible within systems, but in fact also necessary in order for 
the system to survive. Drawing on Gregory Bateson’s famous words that 
information is “a difference which makes a difference” (Bateson, 1987, p. 
321), Taylor argues that if homogeneity entirely erases heterogeneity, the 
signifying system comes to a halt. Just as with information, a complex 
system is dependent upon internal differences that can function as 
creative dynamic. Thus, the creative moment is not externally imposed, 
but internally generated. This framework allows Taylor to reread 
poststructuralism and Derridean deconstruction in a way that takes it 
beyond the dead-end of negation. 

The encounter with complexity theory and the realization that this 
approach makes it possible to envision systems in which difference has a 
creative function has led Taylor back to theology through a struggle with 
practical and ethical challenges. Looking at contemporary societies, 
Taylor has identified a number of challenges that are related to systems 
and how they work. Religious fundamentalism, political extremism, 
economic instabilities and the imminent environmental crisis all 
constitute systemic threats on a global scale. The future for self and world 
depend on our ability to solve these problems. According to Taylor, 
complexity theory can help us understand the dynamics involved in these 
systems and also how the different systems relate to each other. He 
argues that these different domains are not isolated silos, but 
intercommunicative systems. Fundamentalist approaches affect the 
political systems which influence the financial systems, which in turn 
affect the environment. Other perspectives and relations are, however, 
also true; changes in the environment affect the financial systems which 
in turn create inequalities and insecurities that tend to foster 
fundamentalist positions in culture, politics and religion. So, one can say 
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that in recent works, such as After God and Speed limits, societal 
challenges have moved Taylor more explicitly back to religion, theology 
and ethics, even though these topics have always been present under the 
surface of his explorations into other domains. 

So, when approaching Taylor’s work, one has to be aware of the 
multitude of theoretical positions that are to be found in it. His thinking 
has evolved as his conversations with other philosophers have led him 
into new theoretical territories, but also as a direct consequence of 
changes in his private life6 as well as societal changes at a global level. 
There are continuities, primarily illustrated in the continuous struggle 
with the fundamental questions to Western philosophy emanating from 
Nietzsche’s critical approach and with the question of identity and 
difference as played out in the tension between Hegel and Kierkegaard, 
but there are also disruptions, especially in terms of the answers that 
Taylor proposes to the Nietzschean challenges; answers that shift 
throughout his three phases. Therefore, to understand Taylor’s 
philosophy requires attention to both the continuities and the disruptions 
of his project. 

3.1.4 The role of death in Taylor’s philosophy 

To anyone writing about Taylor, death is a topic that is impossible to 
avoid. Throughout his academic career, death has been constantly 
present as both an explicit and an implicit theme. Several of his books, 
such as Grave matters (Taylor & Lammerts, 2002), Mystic bones (Taylor, 
2007b), and Field notes from elsewhere: Reflections on dying and living 
(Taylor, 2009) focus explicitly on death and the role that death plays for 
the living. He often talks about his ghosts (e.g. Hegel, Kierkegaard, and 
Nietzsche) and how they haunt him, his thinking, and his writing. In 
other books, the theme of death is more implicit but nevertheless central 
to his argumentation. For example, in the first chapter of the book Hiding 
(Taylor, 1997), Taylor explores psoriasis in a meditation over skin and 
layering with the purpose of addressing the question of whether there is a 

                                                 
6 In some of his later books, e.g. Speed limits and Field notes from elsewhere, a growing concern 
for the future of this planet is explicitly linked to his own existential experiences of illness and 
death as well as his becoming a grandparent. The perspective of his philosophy shifts from a 
provocative stance during his early works to what can be seen as a more mature approach to 
questions concerning our responsibilities for future generations. 
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core to the human body and thus, to life. The way that psoriasis works 
comes to symbolize the ambiguity of life and death. Since psoriasis 
regenerates a person’s skin every three days instead of every fourteen to 
eighteen days, which is the normal regeneration cycle for human skin, the 
disease has a creative vitality that strikes back at the human. Too much 
regenerative life actually leads to disease, and in the end, to death. 
Another example of this frequently recurring theme of health and disease, 
life and death is Taylor’s writings about diabetes. Taylor himself suffers 
from diabetes and has written about how autoimmune diseases such as 
diabetes affect life (Taylor, 1993). The way that these diseases function is 
that the body’s defense system, which is supposed to guarantee life and 
well-being for the individual, starts attacking the individual’s own body. 
Thus, just like with psoriasis, the very thing that was supposed to bring 
health and life, instead brings illness and sometimes even death.  

Over the years, Taylor has reflected upon the important role that death 
has played in his personal life since early childhood. At the age of 11, he 
discovered that he had had a sister and a brother of whom he did not 
know anything. His sister had died at birth and his brother was severely 
handicapped and lived at an institution until his death at the age of 7. In 
several of his books (Taylor, 2009; Taylor & Lammerts, 2002), Taylor has 
described how the deaths of his siblings had never been discussed in the 
family and how this silence became a strong message in itself. The 
absence of his siblings was as present as anything and, in fact, seems to 
constitute the very foundation upon which his own philosophical 
explorations has unfolded, and the reason for his lifelong struggle with 
themes like absence, difference, alterity, and nots. 

Death is, however, not only a physical phenomenon but also an 
important philosophical theme. According to Taylor, death haunts the 
entire Western philosophical tradition, which has emphasized presence 
as the primary quality of existence. To be is to be present; therefore, to be 
absent is to be non-existent, i.e. dead. While this strand of thought has 
been dominating the philosophical discourse for the past 2500 years, it 
has also been challenged and questioned by a sub-strand of thinkers, 
especially during the 20th century by people like Heidegger, Foucault, and 
Derrida. In Taylor’s writings, Nietzsche’s assault on modernity often 
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recurs as the climax of this critique of presence.7 Nietzsche argues that, 
far from offering a stable foundation, the Enlightenment’s substitution of 
rationality for religion has revealed an uncertainty at the center of human 
existence. In The Gay Science (Nietzsche, 2008), Nietzsche describes how 
a madman comes to a marketplace and asks if anyone knows where God 
is. He then shouts:  

 
“I will tell you! We have killed him - you and I! We are 
all his murderers. But how did we do this? How were 
we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to 
wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing 
when we unchained this earth from its sun? Where is it 
moving to now? Where are we moving to? Away from 
all suns? Are we not continually falling? And 
backwards, sidewards, forwards, in all directions? Is 
there still an up and a down? Aren't we straying as 
though through an infinite nothing? Isn't empty space 
breathing at us? Hasn't it got colder? Isn't night and 
more night coming again and again? Don't lanterns 
have to be lit in the morning? Do we still hear nothing 
of the noise of the grave-diggers who are burying God? 
Do we still smell nothing of the divine decomposition? - 
Gods, too, decompose! God is dead! God remains dead! 
And we have killed him! How can we console ourselves, 
the murderers of all murderers! The holiest and the 
mightiest thing the world has ever possessed has bled to 
death under our knives: who will wipe this blood from 
us? With what water could we clean ourselves? What 
festivals of atonement, what holy games will we have to 
invent for ourselves?” (Nietzsche, 2008, pp. 119-120) 

 

                                                 
7 The fact that Taylor’s extensive engagement with the question of death is deeply rooted in 
Nietzsche’s challenges to modernity is one of the reasons why I suggest that a fruitful way of 
approaching Taylor’s philosophy is to see it as a conversation with Nietzsche, rather than as a 
product of an oscillation between Hegel and Kierkegaard. This choice should not be interpreted as 
a denial of the importance of Hegel and Kierkegaard to Taylor, but to emphasize that the picture is 
not complete without Nietzsche, and that, in fact, Nietzsche should be seen as the key to his entire 
project. 
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In this account, the death of God actually suggests a loss of foundations in 
terms of certainty, which, seen from a Cartesian perspective according to 
which certainty is the litmus-test of existence (Descartes, 1997), equals 
death. Thus, the death of God harbors the death of humankind. However, 
this death is an ambiguous one. While life after the death of God has lost 
its roots in a stable system of referential significance and thus is a life of 
anxiety and uncertainty, it also opens the door to a creative play of signs, 
a topic which is further developed by Jacques Derrida through his 
concept différance. The differential play of signs constitutes the condition 
of possibility for meaning and significance, and thus, death is more than a 
negation of life; it is an opening8, a repositioning of creativity and in that 
sense, it can be argued to constitute the primary (and perhaps the only) 
place for existential as well as practical hope in Taylor’s philosophy.9 In a 
reflection over his relationship to his home in Stone Hill, Taylor writes: “I 
returned to Stone Hill to learn how to die and, by learning how to die, 
learn how to live anew” (Taylor, 2014a, p. 9), indicating that life and 
death are always entangled and imply each other. Considering the central 
role that death has in Taylor’s philosophy, it could well function as the 
core theme of this thesis, but given the research questions that I am 
trying to answer and the area that I am trying to explore, I have chosen 
not to emphasize death as such, but to instead engage the role that death 
plays indirectly through the question of difference. 

                                                 
8 See also the cover photos of Tears (the ambiguity of the term “tears” is also indicative in this 
context; it can refer to both the fluid resulting from crying and wounds, i.e. openings) and 
Altarity, both of which depict cracks, openings, and rifts that cause absence in the surfaces. The 
cover photo of Altarity (the painting Doubting Thomas by Mark Tansey) depicts a woman who 
has stopped her car on a road. A man has left the car and is now kneeling in front of a crack that 
runs across the road. The man is sticking his hand down into the crack in a gesture reminiscent of 
the biblical Thomas who stuck his fingers into the wounds of Jesus in order to convince himself of 
the presence of the crucified man. While there are many different interpretations of Tansey’s 
painting, a common reading is that the man’s gesture is a search for certainty of what is in what is 
not. The crack seems to be a source of knowledge. 
9 The role of hope in Taylor’s philosophy is debated. During a seminar at the Stockholm School of 
Theology in May 10th 2016, Taylor stated that he does not believe that there is any hope for the 
world. Humanity is on the road to perdition and the challenge is how to handle this gloomy 
forecast rather than how to avoid it. The role of religion is not to offer hope, but to offer a way of 
living without hope. However, at the same time, Taylor’s suggestions concerning the creative 
dynamics of death as difference, his engagement with complexity theory, and his strong emphasis 
on the openness of complex adaptive systems constitute, as far as I can see, opportunities for 
something like hope. This hope, however, lies beyond any unproblematic, individual voluntary 
action. To the degree that we want to look for hope, we should be searching for it in systemic 
disruption that is made possible by the openness of structures, i.e. by death.  
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3.2 WHY MARK C. TAYLOR? 

There are several reasons why Mark C. Taylor is an interesting theorist to 
use when analyzing HCI from a poststructuralist perspective. First, Taylor 
is a thinker who is well established within poststructuralist theory even 
though he has lately criticized poststructuralism for what he considers to 
be an inability to properly understand the nature of systems (see e.g. 
Taylor, 2003, 2007a), and he has written extensively on 
poststructuralism with a special focus on Derridean theories. Second, he 
has a strong focus on the historical roots of poststructuralism, analyzing 
philosophical threads going back via Nietzsche, Descartes, Martin Luther 
and others, to St. Augustine in the 4th century and perhaps even further 
back. This gives his theories a historical foundation that addresses the 
lack of historical context that, according to some scholars, characterizes 
poststructuralism (for a discussion on the relationship between 
poststructuralism and history, see e.g. Attridge, Bennington, & Young, 
1989; Hutcheon, 1989; Lewis, 2000; Rorty, 1983). Furthermore, 
contextualizing poststructuralism in relation to the history of ideas also 
connects his theories to other adjacent disciplines such as the history of 
art, literature, and media theory, indicating a fundamental cross-
disciplinary relevance. Taylor’s work is, however, not only historically 
grounded, but is also characterized by a curiosity and interest in recent 
developments in science and technology, especially evident in his 
experiments with new technologies in education and his focus on 
complexity theory, novel technologies and network culture. Lastly, and 
perhaps most importantly, as a philosopher of religion, Taylor has an 
unusual framework for interpreting the conditions of humankind. This 
particular perspective differentiates him from several other influential 
poststructuralists and will be core to this thesis. It is important to state, 
however, from the very beginning, that from Taylor’s perspective, religion 
has very little to do with institutionalized belief. Instead, religion is a 
dynamic that is core to human existence and that has to do with 
understanding oneself, one’s relation to other people, and one’s role in 
history. 10  Taylor defines religion as “an emergent, complex, adaptive 
                                                 
10  “From my point of view there is a religious dimension to all of culture, and part of the 
interpretive task is to tease that out, to try to discern where that tacit religion is. So, religion for me 
is most interesting where it is least obvious. It is not in the institutional or ecclesiastical aspects 
but the cultural dimension where the issues that are theological and religious in one way are now 
being wrestled with.” (Taylor, in Fitch 1999, p. 377) 
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network of symbols, myths, and rituals that, on the one hand, figure 
schemata of feeling, thinking, and acting in ways that lend life meaning 
and purpose and, on the other disrupt, dislocate, and disfigure every 
stabilizing structure” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 12). Religion thus has both a 
preserving, stabilizing aspect and a disruptive, destabilizing aspect, and is 
intimately related to both individuals and society. Furthermore, Taylor 
argues that, “[t]o function religiously, symbolic networks must address 
theological, anthropological, and cosmological issues. These three 
dimensions of experience are articulated in the interrelated figures of 
God, self, and world or their functional equivalents” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 
22). To Taylor, this definition of religion means that research on the 
religious and existential11 aspects of human life cannot be limited to the 
religious institutions. Instead, we have to look elsewhere for these core 
existential mechanisms: “Always a matter of surprise, religion is, I 
believe, most interesting where it is least obvious. Thus, I deliberately 
avoid the space of church, synagogue, and mosque in order to have time 
for art, literature, economics, science, and technology.” (Taylor, 1999a, p. 
1)  

So, this indicates that the project of understanding HCI research 
through Taylor’s theories will (1) relate HCI, not only to 
poststructuralism, but also to the bigger picture of the history of ideas, (2) 

                                                 
11 Existential, in this context, implies something that is not limited to the philosophical movement 
known as “existentialism”. This point has been elaborated on by Bengt Kristensson Uggla, who 
discusses the difference between “existential philosophy” and “existentialism” in his PhD thesis 
Kommunikation på bristningsgränsen: En studie i Paul Ricoeurs project. In a quote from 
Ricoeur he describes existential philosophy as a philosophy that focuses on the experiences of “the 
concrete human”, addressing themes like “friendship, death, history, the body, guilt, challenges, 
confidence, suicide” (Kristensson Uggla 1999, p. 66). This indicates that existential philosophy is 
characterized by an interest in a number of themes that are core to human existence rather than 
certain theories concerning these themes, such as e.g. the idea that every individual possesses a 
free will, which characterizes the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre. Using the word existential in 
this broad sense is well established, not only within theologically flavored philosophy, such as 
what we find in Kristensson Uggla’s thesis, but also in other research domains. For example, in the 
context of Art Studies, Seymour Simmons III investigates how artists explore existential questions 
such as “Who am I?” and “What is the meaning of life, of love, of tragic loss, of death?” (Simmons 
III, 2006, p. 41); within psychology, Hartman defines existential questions as “questions about the 
fundamental conditions of human life and existence at large” which emanate “from a desire to 
interpret, understand and ultimately find a meaning of and purpose in life.” (quoted in Adamson 
et al., 1999, p. 22); within the health care domain, Längle and Probst count “the transitory 
character of life, coping with the approach of death and parting, enduring illness and suffering, 
being confronted with the question of the meaning of life” (Längle & Probst, 2000 p. 193) as 
typical existential questions. When I use the term existential, I adhere to this more general, 
inclusive interpretation where the word points to a number of topics critical to human existence, 
such as those mentioned above. 
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position these philosophical theories in relation to other fields within the 
social sciences and the humanities, and (3) emphasize the existential 
aspects of the relations between humans and computers. The specific 
blend of poststructuralism, existential perspectives and contemporary, 
technological societies is what makes Taylor’s scholarship especially 
interesting to use as interpretative framework in this thesis. 

4 METHOD 

This thesis has a strong textual focus in that it uses articles and books as 
its primary empirical data. Text, however, is anything but a homogeneous 
phenomenon available for investigation through one single method only. 
There are many different kinds of texts which demands different kinds of 
approaches. Below, I will describe some of the methodological challenges 
involved in studying HCI research as well as the philosophy of Mark C. 
Taylor, and how I have chosen to approach this diverse material. 

4.1 IDENTIFYING THE LITERATURE 

The first challenge was to identify which HCI articles and which of 
Taylor’s texts to use in my study. Starting with Taylor, deciding on what 
material to use has been a difficult task. Taylor is a very productive author 
who has published more than 25 books, contributed to almost 90 other 
books, and published 150 articles (The center on capitalism and society). 
Thus, it is an extensive corpus to try and cover, and while I have worked 
with all of his books during the process and have referenced 20 of them in 
this thesis, I have focused primarily on six books that can be said to 
constitute the cornerstones of his philosophical explorations and which 
address materiality, the self, and interaction: Journeys to selfhood: Hegel 
and Kierkegaard (Taylor, 2000), Erring: A postmodern A/theology 
(Taylor, 1987b), Altarity (Taylor, 1987a), The picture in question: Mark 
Tansey and the ends of representation (Taylor, 1999b), The moment of 
complexity: Emerging network culture (Taylor, 2003), and After God 
(Taylor, 2007a). 

My approach to identifying the HCI material has been somewhat 
different, following a more structured search process, which I will 
describe below. 
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4.1.1 Data sources 

As was mentioned in 2.1, I have used what might be called a semi-narrow 
demarcation of HCI, and my literature searches have therefore primarily 
been focused on the CHI conference material accessed through the ACM 
Digital Library. To this material, I added literature found in Google 
Scholar through searches in which I combined the main search terms 
(“materiality” and “the self”) with different variations of Human-
Computer Interaction (e.g. Human Computer Interaction, “Human-
Computer Interaction”, and HCI). In some cases I have also added extra 
literature that lies outside of the two discourses. I have not done so to 
suggest that this literature is part of the discourses, but to clarify certain 
arguments being made in the articles within the discourses.  

4.1.2 Search procedure 

I have chosen to focus only on the specific main search terms, i.e. 
“materiality” and “the self”, rather than to also include synonyms or 
supposedly adjacent terms in the search process. For example, in the 
review of the materiality discourse in HCI, I have not included additional 
terms such as “material” or “material properties” in the literature search 
since this would deviate from the purpose of the review. In this case, my 
focus is on the contemporary discourse using the term materiality within 
HCI research rather than performing a literature review of all possible 
aspects of the phenomenon of materials. As the review proceeded, it 
became clear that some traces led from materiality to material or material 
properties, but not all. Including such additional terms would be to 
assume that these terms actually represent aspects of the materiality 
discourse, which would be to pre-empt the results of the review.  

The reason why I have chosen to study words rather than the 
phenomena that are supposed to exist behind the words is that I am 
interested in the way we use language to construct and organize 
knowledge. Through the way we use individual words, combine them with 
other words, and situate them in a larger linguistic context, we shape our 
understanding of the words and the phenomena to which they are 
supposed to refer. If we take the self as example, it will be evident later 
(see 6.5) that there are some aspects of the human in HCI that are not 
captured in my results. One such aspect is the human body, which is 
almost absent in my analysis. Does this mean that I have overlooked 
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these perspectives in the literature or is this perhaps an indication that 
the study approach is too narrow, since it de facto does not cover all 
possible aspects of the human in HCI? I would strongly argue that the 
absence of bodily aspects of the human in my study of the self is neither a 
result of an inadequate analysis nor an indication that another study 
approach would have been better. On the contrary, these missing aspects 
say something important about the discourse on the self, namely that the 
word self is seldom used to depict the human body. And this, in turn, says 
something important about our perspective on what constitutes a human 
being. If, as Oxford Dictionary of English suggests, the word self is used 
to describe “a person’s essential being that distinguishes them from 
others” (Stevenson, 2010, p. 1613), it is quite surprising that when we 
discuss bodily aspects of the human, we do not use the word self. One can 
wonder if this is a remnant of a Platonic or Cartesian take on the old 
dichotomy between mind and body in which we prioritize mind over 
body. One can also wonder how this absence of bodily aspects in the self 
discourse relates to the strong currents of research on bodily aspects of 
human life that exist in contemporary HCI. How come the body is absent 
in the discourse that is supposed to depict the most essential qualities of 
the human? And, given that this is a growing discourse, what does this 
say about the direction of our domain when it comes to conceptualizing 
the human? These questions will not be answered now, but they are 
mentioned here as illustrations of the motivations behind this kind of 
study. So, one must distinguish between (1) a literature analysis that 
investigates a certain phenomenon by studying discussions where terms 
are used that can be said to represent the phenomenon, and (2) a 
literature analysis that focuses on how a specific term is used. My analysis 
is of the latter kind. 
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4.1.3 Search results 

The first literature search was conducted in December 2013 and focused 
on the search term “materiality”. The search resulted in 113 articles. After 
an initial relevance screening in which I excluded articles where the 
search term only occurred in the reference lists or in marginal comments, 
82 articles were reviewed. The second literature search was conducted in 
February 2015 and focused on the search term “the self” which resulted in 
126 articles. After an initial relevance screening like the one previously 
made in relation to the materiality discourse, 90 articles were reviewed. 
One article was found in both discourses, which means that the total 
number of analyzed articles is 171. 

4.2 ANALYZING THE LITERATURE 

Identifying the literature constitutes only the initial challenge in a project 
like this. An even more urgent and difficult question is what methods and 
approaches to use when engaging with the texts, analyzing them and 
drawing conclusions from them. Due to the differences between the two 
corpora that constitutes the data in this thesis – HCI research and 
Taylor’s philosophical project – I have chosen two different approaches. 

4.2.1 The HCI research literature 

At a general level, analyzing discursive trends is an attempt to identify 
core themes in a selection of texts, to describe the themes in a structured 
manner and to suggest interpretations by analyzing and critiquing the 
texts. Despite the simplicity implied in such a brief description, working 
with texts has a number of specific challenges. One of the challenges is 
how to define what the individual texts actually say and how to relate this 
to the content of the other texts. This has been especially challenging in 
the case of the HCI research literature, since these articles constitute a 
very diverse corpus representing many different theoretical positions, 
approaches, and research environments. Analyzing this material, I have 
used a qualitative, inductive content analysis in line what the approach 
described by Thomas (2006) and Elo and Kyngäs (2008). Through an 
iterative close reading of the material, guided by questions such as “How 
is the search term described?”, “What characteristics are mentioned in 
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relation to the search term?”, and “In which context does the text situate 
the search term?”, specific text segments in each article were identified 
and coded with key terms. This resulted in a high number of key terms, 
many of which were redundant. After having reduced redundancy 
through a clustering of the key terms, a number of main themes emerged, 
from which the final categories where then formulated. 

Another challenge is to decide to what extend one should include 
contextual factors and author’s intent in the analysis of the text. Does it 
matter when the text was written, by whom it was written, and under 
what circumstances it was written? One could say that, since those factors 
have an impact on the creation of the text, any attempt at a deep 
understanding of the text needs to include contextual, historical and 
authorial aspects. However, one can also approach the text as a relatively 
free-standing object that deserves attention in its own right and can 
therefore be said to constitute an entity of analysis in itself, an approach 
often taken within the tradition of discourse analysis. When reviewing the 
HCI literature, I have not performed any deep contextual or historical 
analyses of the individual articles, but have focused on the texts 
themselves as interfaces to the research field. One could argue that this 
gives a somewhat skewed picture of the research field and that the 
outcome might have been another, had I instead chosen to interview a 
number of renowned scholars in the field. Such objections certainly have 
valid points. Interviewing the scholars behind the texts would probably 
have given a different, or at least a more diverse, picture of their research. 
However, since articles constitute one of the main interfaces between a 
scholar and the larger scientific audience, I have chosen these interfaces 
as representations of the field itself. Contextual analysis is therefore not 
in focus here. 

4.2.2 Mark C. Taylor’s philosophical project 

In the case of my explorations into Taylor’s philosophical project, the 
approach has been somewhat different, both in the choice of method for 
identifying the philosophical threads that run through these complex 
texts, and when it comes to the question of what role we should grant 
author’s intent and contextual factors in the analysis of his work. Since 
my approach has been motivated by the nature of Taylor’s own 
philosophical method as well as his literary style, a brief introduction to 
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these two aspects of the corpus may be useful to the reader, even though 
the following section may seem a bit too extensive for a standard method 
chapter. 

Thinking authorship after Hegel 

According to Taylor, the concept “author” is not an obvious one. 
Authorship has often been interpreted in romantic terms as a single 
person writing a text that is considered to be an expression of the author’s 
own creative intention. Taylor claims that this perspective is grounded in 
and dependent on belief in the autonomous subject. As the idea of the 
autonomous subject has been questioned, so has the idea of author’s 
intent. Taylor describes the era of subjectivity as ending with the 
speculative philosophy of Hegel in general and his discussion on absolute 
subjectivity in particular. 12  According to Taylor, Hegel’s absolute 
subjectivity means that the subject is absolutely self-related which, in 
turn, resembles Descartes’ discussion of the cogito. However, this 
absolute self-relation also introduces a tension in the subject, because it 
suggests a distance within the individual. If it is possible to relate to 
oneself, that indicates that the self is not absolutely present or absolutely 
unified. If we can take a step back from ourselves and observe and reflect 
on ourselves as conscious subjects, then this means that the subject 
cannot be regarded as a single identity but instead should be understood 
as something composite. Self-reflexivity indicates a distance and thus a 
non-presence in the subject. This is an idea that Taylor describes in the 
following way: “Insofar as the object of consciousness is the self itself, 
self-knowledge inevitably entails self-recollection […] When thought 
turns on itself, recollection enables the self to become present to itself by 
comprehending, gathering together, and unifying the three modalities of 
the present” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 44). 

According to Taylor, Hegel’s speculative philosophy is not the only 
relevant critique directed to the idea of an autonomous, unified subject. 
He also mentions Sigmund Freud’s insights into the complex constitution 
of human beings as a challenge to the idea of the homogenous subject 

                                                 
12 Taylor’s view on the subject will be more thoroughly discussed in chapter 9, but it is important 
to touch upon some core themes here, since they have an impact on our understanding of Taylor’s 
authorship.  
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(Taylor, 1987b). According to Freud, rationality and consciousness are 
not the only explanations to people’s behavior. Instead, people are being 
influenced by culture and by so many repressed, unconscious drives that 
it is virtually impossible to say which part of a human should be described 
as the subject and which parts should be defined as coming from the 
outside. Thus, we once again see tensions in the subject. Another 
devastating critique against the autonomous subject and individual 
rationality comes from Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s claim that most of 
our actions are governed by carnal drives, and above all, by a will to 
power, also challenges the idea of a conscious subject able to reflect on 
itself and an objective outside world. 

So Taylor identifies several different problems with the idea of a 
unified subject who creates texts with full intentionality and he therefore 
tries to find other ways of understanding authorship and creative 
processes in a way that is disconnected from the autonomous subject. 

In his book The moment of complexity, Taylor discusses theorists who 
claim that there are similarities between biological and cultural 
evolutionary processes, e.g. the Nobel laureate in Physics, Murray Gell-
Mann. Gell-Mann discusses something he calls cultural DNA, which is by 
some called memes and described as the cultural equivalent to genes. 
Taylor relates this discussion to the question of consciousness and the 
status of the subject as it has been described after Hegel by quoting the 
biologist Richard Dawkins: “Just as genes propagate themselves in the 
gene pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or eggs, so memes 
propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via 
a process, which, in a broad sense, can be called imitation” (Taylor, 2003, 
p. 217). What is described here is a situation where the individual human 
being is not the originator of its own cultural expressions, i.e. its 
thoughts. Instead, the individual subject is described as a mirror that 
reflects information structures, informational formations. From this 
perspective, authorship is something else than an active, autonomous 
subject creating original texts through intentional, conscious processes. 
Instead, authorship is to reflect cultural and informational threads as a 
(more or less) passive mirror, which means that the author is a product of 
information rather than the origin of information. 

A consequence of this philosophical assumption concerning the 
relationship between an author and his or her text is the fact that the 
person writing the text (known as the author) does not always (or perhaps 
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ever) know the full meaning of the text. Texts are always characterized by 
an abundance of meaning. One example of how this idea informs Taylor’s 
philosophical analyses is his discussion regarding Jacques Derrida’s 
“Dear John letter” (Taylor, 1993, pp. 29-34)13. This letter, which originally 
appeared as a preface to Of an apocalyptic tone newly adopted in 
philosophy (Derrida, 1982b), is written by Derrida to John Leavey Jr., 
one of Derrida’s translators. When analyzing the letter, Taylor, however, 
argues that this level of interpretation might not be the only one relevant; 
there might be more to the story. He suggests that since Jack is the 
diminutive form of John, and Jack is the English equivalent to Jacques, 
maybe on some level, Derrida is writing this letter to himself. This 
suggestion is, of course, highly speculative, but nevertheless it is an 
interesting example of Taylor’s insistence that authors do not have full 
control over the meaning of the texts produced. Texts are always 
unfinished and characterized by an abundance of meaning.  

Another example is when Taylor, in Altarity, discusses Sören 
Kierkegaard’s longing for his mother. When Kierkegaard cries out 
“Mother!”, Taylor sees an associative connection to the English word 
“more” (the Danish word for mother, “mor” sounds like the English word 
“more”) and claims that the “child’s cry for ‘Mor’ is the cry for an 
impossible ‘more’.” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 156) This kind of etymological, 
suggestive, associative analysis is symptomatic of Taylors’ literary style.14 
Throughout his production, Taylors’ philosophical analyses are often 
based on following etymological traces which is an indication that he 
considers the words to contain more information than the author can ever 
foresee or intend. He thus often works on a discursive level when 
analyzing other philosopher’s works. 
  

                                                 
13 This is, of course, not an analysis of Taylor’s own function as an author, but nevertheless shows 
important perspectives of his view of authorship. 
14 There is a close connection between Taylor’s literary style and the distinction between poiesis 
and theoria that he identifies in Kierkegaard’s writings (Taylor, 2000; see also Faber and 
Fackenthal, 2013, p. 47). According to Taylor, Kierkegaard, through his texts, creates an open 
space where an individual’s movement from despair to realized selfhood can take place. This space 
is called poiesis and differs from theoria which has a more rigid structure and does not allow for 
the same kind of transformative creative interpretations. Taylor’s associative writing can be seen 
as a way to create a similar interpretative space were an abundance of meaning always resists final 
interpretations. 
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Taylor as author 

Given these perspectives, how should we understand Taylor in relation to 
his own function as an author? On several occasions, Taylor reflects upon 
his own writing and relates it to memes and the assumption of 
intertextuality that follows from these ideas. For example, in the 2000 re-
edition of Journeys to selfhood, Taylor writes an updated foreword where 
he contemplates on the text and what he sees in it 25 years after its 
original publication: “More was implied by the italicized if than I realized 
at the time” (Taylor, 2000, p. xv). This might seem like an innocent 
comment, but in the light of what we have seen concerning his view on 
the relationship between the author’s intentions on the one hand and the 
text on the other hand, this can be understood in terms of the memes 
dynamics. Another example is when Taylor, in the foreword to the book 
Erring, writes: “If authorship is never original but is always a play that is 
an interplay, then clearly ‘I’ did not write this text. Or at least ‘I’ alone did 
not write it. […] If, as some critics have argued recently, the author is an 
‘institution,’ then institutions can, in some sense, ‘author.’ ” (Taylor, 
1987b, p. xi) A third example is in The moment of complexity where he 
states that: “I, Mark C. Taylor, am not writing this book. Yet the book is 
being written. It is as if I were the screen through which the words of 
others flow and on which they are displayed.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 196) 

As is evident from the examples above, Taylor acknowledges the fact 
that a person formulating an utterance is not in full intentional control of 
the formulation, but is always radically influenced by previous writers, 
speakers etc. This view of the author’s debt to previous authors is, for 
sure, not unique. Most authors would probably acknowledge the fact that 
they are influenced by many other writers. However, what is a bit unusual 
with Taylor’s perspective is his insistence that “ ’I’ did not write this text.” 
(Taylor, 1987b, p. xi) Placing the “I” within brackets as he does in the 
quotation from Erring indicates a philosophical critique of the Cartesian 
subject. The “I” that did not write this text is not the physical person 
Mark C. Taylor, because he never denies the existence of a biological 
creature who physically writes the texts in question. Instead, the brackets 
indicate that what is questioned here is the idea that the Mark C. Taylor 
who wrote the text is an autonomous, unified subject along the lines of 
the arguments from Descartes. Instead, Taylor suggests that we could see 
the author as an institution or as a screen onto which the words of others 
are displayed, an argument that resembles a discussion in Michel 
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Foucault’s Archeology of knowledge (Foucault, 1972) where Foucault 
argues that the author is not a person but a function. Foucault does not 
deny the fact that most often, a text can be attributed to one specific, 
physical person who has produced text materially on a piece of paper. 
However, he denies the claim that this person is a homogenous subject 
whose thoughts are original and an expression of an individual’s creative 
force. Thus, his critique is directed to the romantic concept of authorship 
that arose during the 19th century (Ong, 2002). It is to this critical 
tradition that Taylor adheres, which is also evident in his foreword to The 
moment of complexity:  “A work is never the creation of a solitary 
individual but is always the product of a ‘colony of writers’ whose 
thoughts and words circulate through the author.” (Taylor, 2003, p. xi)  

The conviction that text is always intertextual is, to Taylor, not just a 
philosophical statement but also something that methodologically 
informs his own writing in at least three ways.15 

First, several of his books contain large amounts of quotations from 
other writers, sometimes giving his work a collage-like character which 
adds to the complexity of interpreting the material. Taylor’s own theories 
are seldom explicitly stated in his work, but rather emerge through the 
encounter with and interpretations of other people’s texts, i.e. through a 
conversation which other thinkers. This is an enactment of the 
intertextual conviction as well as a strong belief in the impossibility of 
separating theory from practice. To Taylor, writing about 
poststructuralism without engaging in a poststructuralist literary practice 
is impossible, which has been emphasized by Brannon Hancock: “Taylor 
cannot, as Altizer suggests, ‘address himself solely to the theoretical or 
cognitive problems of theology,’ simply because theory is inseparable 
from practice […] Taylor’s theory of a/theology, which is the praxis of 
erring, is necessarily active. His thinking, and by necessary extension his 
writing, is always a doing. It must, in the first instance, be embodied and 
performed to be(come) anything at all.” (B. Hancock, 2004, p. 77) 

                                                 
15 In her extensive study The Fragment: Towards a History and Poetics of a Performative Genre, 
Camelia Elias claims that Taylor’s literary style can be understood as a baroque strategy that 
strives for repetition and embellishment rather than originality. According to Elias, Taylor’s texts 
are “thematizations of their own method, but in a labyrinthine way” (Elias, 2004, p. 162) where 
the literary fragment “is an agent, an enabling category with operative functions” (Elias, 2004, p. 
160) that “annuls any claim to authenticity” (Elias, 2004, p. 162). Therefore, in Taylor’s texts, “the 
pursuit of form is both the nature and the function of writing” (Elias, 2004, p. 162), indicating the 
close connection between his philosophical theories and his literary style.  
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Second, this intertextual approach is not just evident on a micro level in 
the frequent use of references and quotations, but can also be suggested 
to characterize his entire philosophical project at a more general level, 
namely through the research direction he has chosen: to address 
philosophical questions by exploring other people’s theories, illuminating 
them by placing texts in relation to other texts. One could argue that it is 
part of Taylor’s job as an academic scholar to study philosophers, 
theologians, artists and others in an attempt to understand and interpret 
their work, and that we should not necessarily assume that this says 
anything about his philosophy. However, reading Taylor, it is soon 
evident that his philosophical explorations are not just results of an 
academic job requirement, but is part of a personal struggle to 
understand life and world through acting out the intertextual conviction 
that meaning emerges at the intersection between different texts. In The 
moment of complexity he describes how his thoughts and his writings are 
results of a combinatorial play and argues that “[t]hinking is impossible 
without implicit or explicit conversations with the living as well as the 
dead.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 197) That this combinatory play is not only an 
academic exercise but is a quest in which he himself is intimately involved 
becomes obvious in Field notes from elsewhere, where he relates the 
philosophical topics of his enquiries to his own childhood and suggests 
interpretations as to why his books have focused on thinkers who explore 
concepts such as alterity, absence, and otherness, indicating that his work 
is anything but a distant observation of other people’s material. 

Third, as will be evident in section III, Taylor’s perspective is strongly 
focused on European and American thinkers. While he is a harsh critic of 
Western thinking, he can nevertheless be said to be an integral part of 
this tradition. His philosophical resources are mainly those that have 
been fundamental to the Western philosophical tradition such as Plato, 
Martin Luther, G. W. F. Hegel, Sören Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, 
Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida. Philosophers from other parts of 
the world are almost entirely absent in his books, which is very 
interesting. This can partly be described as a consequence of his 
deconstructive methodology. Just as Derrida argues that the text needs to 
be deconstructed from within, Taylor’s work seems to suggest that the 
Western philosophical tradition needs to be deconstructed from within, 
which leads to a strong focus on the very tradition that he seeks to 
challenge. This leads to a bigger question of who can say what, which, in 
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turn, relates to the question of identity politics. Does a Western thinker 
like Taylor have to go to postcolonial philosophy in order not to keep 
repeating the dominating move of Western philosophy, or can he use 
Western philosophy as a resource for a reflexive, critical project? Does 
one have to study Asian or African philosophers in order to discover the 
weaknesses of 19th century European thinkers? According to Taylor, the 
answer is no. He argues that “[t]he economy of domination carries with it 
the seeds of its own negation” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 29), and that therefore, 
the problems of Eurocentric modernity can be detected within itself. So, 
what can be seen as blindness to other traditions, can thus equally well be 
interpreted as methodological consequences of a certain theoretical 
position. 

Methodological consequences for how to approach Taylor’s material 

Studying the philosophical conversations that emerge from these 
combinatory plays, we face the same problems as anyone who tries to 
listen in on a conversation from afar – what is being said and who says 
what? Identifying Taylor’s voice in his extensive philosophical 
explorations is a challenge. 

On the one hand we have Taylor’s critique of the author’s intent, his 
discussions on memes and the radical intertextuality of his texts, all of 
which indicate that his books are to be seen as disparate threads without 
any inner coherence stemming from possible connections to a historical 
person. On the other hand we have his insistence that his authorship is to 
be understood in terms of a personal as well as philosophical exploration 
in order to understand life and world, which indicates that his texts are, 
after all, organized and structured around one historical person. I have 
chosen to emphasize the latter rather than the former and to approach his 
texts as part of one single project, however unstable, diverse and 
contradictory that project might sometimes appear to be. 
Hermeneutically, this means that as a ground rule, individual texts need 
to be interpreted in light of the context of Taylor’s philosophical project. 
Sometimes, however, focusing on individual words or texts can be an 
important strategy in order to illustrate directions, developments or 
tensions that can contribute to our understanding of Taylor’s philosophy. 

The conversational approach of Taylor’s writings does not only pose 
methodological challenges, however, but can also present a possible way 
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forward in interpreting the material. If his philosophical explorations are 
to be seen as part of a conversation, identifying the questions and the 
thinkers that challenge him in this conversation is core to understanding 
his writings. For example, in Journeys to selfhood, he describes his own 
thinking as “oscillating between Hegel and Kierkegaard” (Taylor, 2000, p. 
xv), in The picture in question he discusses the influence that Mark 
Tansey’s art has had on his understanding of the relationship between 
visual art and poststructural linguistics, and it is evident that his long-
lasting friendship with Jacques Derrida has contributed to his thinking by 
offering interpretative frameworks that he first embraced (e.g. in Erring), 
but of which he later became critical (e.g. in The moment of complexity). 
Although these thinkers have obviously had an enormous influence on 
Taylor’s work, I have chosen to emphasize another conversational 
perspective. My reading has been informed by the assumption that 
Taylor’s work can be understood as an engagement with the challenges 
presented by Friedrich Nietzsche more than a century ago. Using 
Nietzsche’s challenges as an interpretative lens has made it possible to 
identify core themes and inner structures in Taylor’s writings that 
otherwise sometimes remain obscure. Interpreting Taylor in relation to 
Nietzsche is not uncommon (see e.g. Manolopoulos, 2013; Murphy & 
McClendon, 1989). However, these interpretations often discuss Taylor as 
a “death of God-theologian”, suggesting that his critique of the Western 
metaphysical16 tradition is to be understood as an unambiguous support 
for Nietzsche’s position17. However, as I will try to show in this thesis, 
Taylor’s philosophical project might be better understood as both a 
creative response to Nietzsche’s challenges and as a quest for the new 
foundation that Nietzsche’s madman calls for. Interpreting Taylor’s 
project as a conversation with and rereading of Nietzsche rather than as 
an unproblematized continuation of his theories will also enable us to 
                                                 
16 The critique of Western metaphysics is a central concern in poststructuralist philosophy. To 
Taylor, metaphysics has to do with a philosophical tradition that focuses on presence as the 
primary quality. This interpretation of metaphysics is in line with Derrida’s position; in Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak’s foreword to Derrida’s Of grammatology, she claims that Derrida uses the 
word metaphysics “as shorthand for any science of presence” (Derrida, 1997, p. xxi). To Taylor, 
there is an intimate link between the Western metaphysical tradition with its focus on ontological 
presence and a theological assumption regarding God as the ultimate foundation for existence. 
Thus, Taylor often uses the term ontotheology when describing this strand of thought. The term 
ontotheology was coined by Immanuel Kant in his Critique of pure reason (Kant, 2007, p. 525) 
and has been extensively discussed by e.g. Martin Heidegger (see, e.g. Thomson, 2000). 
17 Nietzsche’s critique of metaphysics is complex. For a discussion on different interpretations of 
Nietzsche’s position, see Gemes, 1992. 
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bridge the gap between Taylor’s early writings where references to 
Nietzsche are explicit and frequent and his later writings, where such 
references are of a different kind. 

So, to conclude, Taylor’s philosophical and methodological 
intertextuality is something that poses complex challenges to my 
research, but also something that offers a potential interpretative 
framework by which a deeper understanding of his authorship can be 
reached. 
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SECTION II:  
HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION 
 

After this introduction, it is now time to dig down into the HCI research 
papers. This section will be structured in three chapters according to the 
three focal areas, beginning with materiality.  

5 MATERIALITY 

According to Gross, Bardzell and Bardzell (2014 [online 2013]), all HCI 
research has some form of material dimension. However, as noted earlier, 
materiality has emerged as a more explicitly formulated topic within HCI 
during the last decade (Jung, Blevis, & Stolterman, 2010), and, according 
to some, offer “a new way of seeing” (Wiberg et al., 2013, p. 57) that could 
have radical implications for our field. Several scholars have attempted to 
summarize and conceptualize this growing corpus. In the following, I will 
briefly describe two such attempts and then go on to suggest a different 
categorization of the materiality discourse; one that I argue illuminates 
topics that are neglected in the previous models. Before doing that, 
however, I want to say a few introductory words on the specific challenges 
we face when trying to conceptualize materiality in HCI. 

Exploring the connection between material and materiality, Rosner, 
Blanchette, Buechley, Dourish and Mazmanian argue that, at a very 
general level, a material can be described as “the ingredients with which 
forms are rendered and environments are assembled” (Rosner et al., 
2012, p. 2788). Many articles approach materiality as a word that 
describes the way a computer or an artifact is constituted, often with 
specific focus on its physical characteristics (Hornecker, 2006; Oja & 
Galliers, 2011; Schmid, Rümelin, & Richter, 2013; Stienstra, Alonso, 
Wensveen, & Kuenen, 2012). Such a definition may hold for many 
different crafts and academic disciplines investigating artifacts and their 
connection to people and use, but it is uncertain whether the definition is 
adequate to describe the complex materiality with which HCI deals. The 
computer, understood in a very broad sense, consists of both physical, 
tangible components, e.g. a keyboard, a touch screen, or a harddrive, and 
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logical, intangible components, e.g. “code, algorithms, pixels” (Bertelsen 
& Pold, 2004, p. 26). Reducing the computer to its physical components 
only would strip the computer of its most essential characteristic, i.e. 
computation (Coelho, Sadi, Maes, Oxman, & Berzowska, 2007). So, if we 
are to consider the computer as that upon which HCI research focuses in 
the materiality discourse, we need to acknowledge that this material 
consists of both physical and non-physical components. The complexity 
of this combination of physical and non-physical components presents 
additional challenges to any researcher who tries to conceptualize 
materiality within HCI. How are we to understand the concept of 
materiality if one of the key ingredients in the investigated material is 
non-physical and intangible; in a sense immaterial? That is the core 
challenge facing HCI materiality research today, which will be evident 
when we now first turn to two previous conceptualizations of the 
materiality discourse. 

5.1 PREVIOUS ATTEMPTS AT ORGANIZING THE MATERIALITY 
DISCOURSE 

The models described below are two of the most comprehensive attempts 
to organize the materiality discourse within HCI. While they are similar 
in the sense that they are both firmly rooted in a design-oriented HCI 
tradition, they approach the discourse from different analytical 
perspectives; one chronological and one conceptual. 

5.1.1 Materiality as a design challenge 

Describing HCI’s interest in materiality in terms of a distinct historical 
process is difficult since the time span is quite limited and several topics 
and approaches have been present simultaneously in the debate. 
Therefore, the literature often tends to describe the research in terms of 
themes rather than in terms of sequential paradigms or eras. However, 
identifying a chronological dimension of the discussion can aid in 
clarifying the topic. Robles and Wiberg have made such an attempt in the 
article Texturing the material turn in interaction design (Robles & 
Wiberg, 2010) by describing the growing interest in materiality within 
HCI as originating in ubiquitous computing. By decoupling computation 
from the desktop computer and arguing that digital processes could 
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incarnate in just about any material setting, a new understanding of 
materiality was suggested. Robles and Wiberg argue that this strand of 
thought runs the risk of emphasizing the gap between digital and 
physical, thereby creating an “aesthetic of disappearance” (Robles & 
Wiberg, 2010, p. 138). Research then started focusing on tangible 
interaction, where metaphors, graspable media and toolkits where used 
in an attempt to bridge the digital gap. This strategy does not however, 
according to Robles and Wiberg, succeed in bridging the gap in a 
fundamental way, since the division between digital and material is still 
strictly upheld: “tangible computing inadvertently invests in maintaining 
the separation in order that they might cross the divide.” (Robles & 
Wiberg, 2010, p. 138) Therefore, the discussion on materiality has 
increasingly focused on approaches that do not try and bridge the gap 
between digital and material, but instead try to understand the digital 
itself as a material that may or may not have certain qualities or 
properties. This historical account, as any such condensed description, 
runs the risk of reducing the complexity of the topic. However, an 
important distinction is illustrated in Robles and Wiberg’s description, 
namely the shift from (1) describing the digital as something qualitatively 
different from the material, which is the case in the two strands that the 
authors call ubiquitous computing and tangible interaction, to (2) 
describing the digital as a material in itself. Thus, all three phases are 
described in ontological terms even though the analysis grows out of the 
challenges experienced by the designer and thus has a more pragmatic 
character than is normally the case in discussions on ontology. 

5.1.2 Materiality as a design resource 

Another model is the one presented by Gross et al. (2014 [online 2013]) 
in the article Structures, forms, and stuff: the materiality and medium of 
interaction. This model is conceptual rather than chronological and 
presents three views of materiality that are influential in current HCI. The 
first view is the focus on tangible user interfaces which constitutes a 
physical perspective on materiality. Focus lies on exploring how to 
present intangible information in tangible form and how to allow for 
physical manipulation of that information. Second, from a design 
perspective, the question of materiality is closely related to what can be 
used as building blocks in a design process. This leads to including non-
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physical materials such as computation in the concept of materiality, 
either as a distinct, metaphysical category which becomes visible through 
its material representations or as part of an irreducible, combinational 
whole consisting of both computational structures and physical materials. 
The third view is found in more recent HCI literature where there is an 
increasing focus on traditional crafts as a framework through which to 
interpret the design of interactive artifacts and its communicative 
dimensions, thus emphasizing materiality as an important ingredient in 
expressive practices. Common to all three approaches is that materiality 
is primarily described as a design resource. 

While these two models describe the materiality discourse in HCI from 
a broad range of perspectives and succeed in illuminating several core 
aspects of the topic, they also leave out some important perspectives that 
exist in the discursive trend of materiality. For example, Robles and 
Wiberg are primarily focused on the design aspect of HCI and what 
impact materiality has on the creation of different artifacts. While this 
focus reveals interesting aspects of materiality through illustrating some 
of the challenges that designers have faced throughout the history of HCI, 
such as the aesthetics of disappearance, it also tends to narrow the scope 
of the description. In this approach, the role of the user is limited to 
providing information and inspiration to the design process, thus 
downplaying the important question of how the user actually controls, 
appropriates, customizes, or interacts with the artifact and how that can 
inform our understanding of materiality beyond the design task. This is 
also the case in Gross et al., where we see detailed discussions on how to 
design with the digital material, but a similar lack of emphasis on the use 
aspects of materiality. Admittedly, in the section on tangible user 
interfaces, Gross et al. discuss how users will be able to experience the 
materiality of the artifacts in terms of affordance, functionalism, and 
efficiency etc. However, in this case, emphasis is still on the design phase, 
focusing on how the designer plans for a certain kind of interaction with 
the material, rather than how the artifact is actually used, appropriated 
and experienced by the user. Furthermore, the user is also absent in the 
approach they call metaphysical materiality even though, as we will see 
below, the user is very much present in much of the HCI literature that 
discusses this kind of materiality (Dourish & Mazmanian, 2013; Gaver et 
al., 2010; Jung, Stolterman, Ryan, Thompson, & Siegel, 2008; Thieme et 
al., 2011). The absence of a strong use perspective is also evident when it 
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comes to their account of the crafts approach to materiality. They discuss 
the communicative dimension of traditional crafts but only in terms of 
the design process and how the designer is situated in a communicative 
tradition. However, since crafts is not just a specific form of production, 
but something that is deeply rooted in social and cultural practices of use 
(something that several studies have pointed to, e.g. Akah & Bardzell, 
2010; Fernaeus, Jonsson, & Tholander, 2012; Massimi, Odom, Banks, & 
Kirk, 2011), investigating how the artifacts produced through craft 
traditions are understood, used and appropriated by individuals and 
society would seem an important aspect of this kind of materiality 
discourse. 

So, these models are characterized by a strong design focus which 
tends to marginalize the actual use of technology. In the following, I will 
discuss the findings of my analysis of the materiality discourse. After an 
initial overview of the different answers to the ontological question of 
what materiality is, I will discuss how materiality is described in literature 
focusing on design and use respectively, and I will try to illustrate how 
differently materiality is used as analytical lens in these two approaches. 

5.2 THE ONTOLOGICAL QUESTION 

The materiality discussions in HCI mainly focus on two areas. The first 
area concerns the importance of the physical aspects of technology. One 
of the early representatives of this research strand is Ishii and Ullmer’s 
seminal paper on tangible bits in which they suggest that the realm of 
physicality offers specific opportunities for interaction. In this paper, 
which is referenced by many researchers in the materiality discourse, the 
authors emphasize “the richness of human senses and skills people have 
developed through a lifetime of interaction with the physical world” (Ishii 
& Ullmer, 1997, p. 240). This line of thinking has taken many different 
directions in HCI research. For example, Jacucci and Wagner have 
explored the importance of physical materials for collective creativity, 
describing “the impossibility of replicating the richness of materiality in 
virtual environments” (Jacucci & Wagner, 2007, p. 81), Massimi and 
Baecker and Massimi, Odom, Banks and Kirk discuss the importance of 
physical objects in processes related to grieving and explore how these 
processes are altered as we move into a digital society (Massimi & 
Baecker, 2011; Massimi et al., 2011) while Gaver, Blythe, Boucher, Jarvis, 
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Bowers and Wright, when reflecting upon the experiences of designing 
and introducing their artifact The Prayer Companion into an English 
convent, argue that “the materiality has been pivotal to its appropriation 
by the nuns” (Gaver et al., 2010, p. 2056). Worth noting are also the 
explorations into ephemeral interfaces where researchers use transient 
physical substances such as soap bubbles in order to design interfaces 
that are tangible, yet do not offer the stability and monumentality that we 
normally associate with the word materiality (Döring, Sylvester, & 
Schmidt, 2013; Sylvester, Döring, & Schmidt, 2010). Some researchers 
have focused on the social situatedness of the physical material and how 
artifacts relate to traditions and social practices. For example, Goodman 
and Rosner have explored social practices such as book binding, knitting, 
and gardening, focusing on how these practices are fundamentally 
conditioned by the physical materials involved (Goodman & Rosner, 
2011; Rosner, 2012). Many others also discuss the physicality of artifacts 
(e.g. Döring, Sylvester, & Schmidt, 2012; Fernaeus et al., 2012; Jung & 
Stolterman, 2011; Ylirisku et al., 2013). Much of this research indirectly 
relates to the strong tradition of phenomenological research in HCI that, 
in one way or another, emphasizes the lived experience of human beings. 
After Winograd and Flores’ early explorations of HCI from a 
phenomenological perspective, (Winograd & Flores, 1986), researchers 
like Svanaes (2000), Fällman (2003), and Dourish (2004) have laid a 
substantial groundwork for a plethora of HCI literature which focuses on 
questions that emphasize the physical dimension of human existence. 
Often, this research positions itself in contrast to what is seen as a 
Cartesian neglect of the human body in some of the cognitive approaches 
in HCI. Interestingly enough, however, while there are clear theoretical 
connections between the materiality discourse and the phenomenological 
strand in HCI, there are also subtle differences, e.g. in terminology. While 
questions concerning the human body are important in the materiality 
discourse, the term materiality is primarily used to refer to the nature of 
computers and not to the physical dimensions of human existence. Thus, 
the literature analyzed in this section focuses mainly on the materiality of 
computers rather than the bodily existence of human beings, interrelated 
as these topics might be. 

The second main area in the materiality discourse focuses on the 
question of how the intangible character of code alters the conditions for 
materiality and how we can “think of code as a design material” (Lindell, 
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2012b, p. 1) and develop an understanding of “code, algorithms, pixels” 
(Bertelsen & Pold, 2004, p. 26) as a digital material. One of the most 
common themes in this discussion is the question of whether or not the 
code, the digital material, has properties. This is, to a large extent, a 
discussion on ontology even though many of the articles do not stop at 
discussing ontological questions, but also relate them to potential 
implications for design practices (Rosner, Ikemiya, Kim, & Koch, 2013; 
Schiphorst, 2009; Vallgårda & Sokoler, 2009). Some proponents argue 
that the digital material is so flexible that you can consider it being 
without properties (e.g. Döring et al., 2012; Löwgren & Stolterman, 
2004). An interesting note to make is that the challenge of understanding 
and conceptualizing materials without properties or with very fluid 
properties is not a new phenomenon that has occurred as a result of 
digital technology. Similar issues have been discussed since at least the 
mid 1900’s in relation to the challenges facing designers and architects 
working with aluminum and plastic (Doordan, 2003). Drawing on a view 
of the digital as a material without properties, there is a considerable 
amount of literature discussing the need to compensate for this lack of 
properties within the digital material by focusing on adding tangible 
qualities to the digital material (Döring, Beckhaus, & Schmidt, 2009; 
Döring et al., 2012; Hoggan, Brewster, & Johnston, 2008; Ishii & Ullmer, 
1997; Israel, Mauderli, & Greslin, 2013; Parkes, LeClerc, & Ishii, 2006; 
Schilit, Golovchinsky, & Price, 1998). The idea that the digital material is 
without properties has lately been seriously questioned and much of the 
recently published articles on materiality within HCI claim that the digital 
material can be argued to have certain properties or qualities. What these 
properties are supposed to be varies considerably. Some see the 
properties as a genuine part of the digital material, e.g. Sundström and 
Höök who suggest that the digital material itself has a “feel” (Sundström 
& Höök, 2010, p. 463) to it, and Fernaeus and Sundström (2012) who 
discuss the hand-shaking procedure of Bluetooth technology as a 
property of the digital material. Others claim that the properties emerge 
in relation to the materials in which the digital worlds are being 
manifested (Bergström et al., 2010; Hayles, 1993; Ingold, 2007; Kumar & 
Parikh, 2013; Rosner, 2012). For example, Vallgårda and Redström have 
suggested the concept of computational composites, arguing that 
“computational technology is a material, which we have to combine with 
other materials in order for it to become a material we can use in design.” 
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(Vallgårda & Redström, 2007, p. 514) Some suggest that since the digital 
can only be experienced indirectly through physical, material 
representation, physical materiality is a key aspect of any digital 
environment (Dourish & Mazmanian, 2013; Liu & Donath, 2006; Qi 
Wang, Ding, Lu, & Gu, 2012). A related idea is that it is through the 
scarcity of material resources that the digital is experienced; cut power 
and the digital material suffers, indicating that the digital is always 
entangled with physical substance and the resources supplied by it 
(Blanchette, 2011; Dourish & Mazmanian, 2013; Pierce & Paulos, 2013).  

Robles and Wiberg try to avoid these ideas of materiality being a 
representation of digital information, and argue that “[w]e have come to 
believe distinguishing between the digital and physical no longer makes 
sense” (Robles & Wiberg, 2011) and that one should instead focus on the 
appearance of the finished artifact as such. They suggest the term texture 
and argue that by approaching materiality as texture they emphasize 
“how a single composition is crafted from physical and digital materials. 
Texture is a term that makes no ontological distinction between the 
digital and the real.” (Robles & Wiberg, 2010, p. 142) Similar ideas have 
been suggested by Reinhard and Loke who argue that the development of 
computers result in “the boundaries between bodies, machines and 
environment are being called into question” (Reinhardt & Loke, 2013, p. 
135). Fors and Wiberg have further elaborated on the dissolution of the 
boundary between the digital and the real, suggesting that “there is no 
simple, easily drawn line between things and people” (Fors & Wiberg, 
2010, p. 11), and emphasize that this position has ethical consequences: 
“This kind of appreciation opens up for an ongoing ethical dwelling of 
what kind of processes and practices, inhabitants and cities we like to be.” 
(Fors & Wiberg, 2010, p. 10) Fors has further elaborated on these ethical 
perspectives by discussing materiality in relation to feminism (Fors, 
2011). So, while there are different interpretations of materiality, most of 
the literature in the materiality discourse treats the term as something 
that refers to a material. This material can be either physical or non-
physical, it can be understood as something that is flexible to a degree 
that it might even be considered having no properties at all, or it can be 
understood as a material that does have certain properties even though 
these might be difficult to identify. After this initial overview, I will now 
discuss how materiality is described in literature focusing on design and 
use respectively. 
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5.3 THE DESIGN PERSPECTIVE 

In design oriented HCI literature, there is a strong focus on viewing the 
different components of an artifact (tangible as well as intangible) as a 
material resource. This literature is characterized by a somewhat 
instrumental, pragmatic perspective on materiality in which the goal is to 
understand and use materiality in order to create better design (Blevis, 
Lim, & Stolterman, 2006; Jung & Stolterman, 2011). Often, materiality is 
described as something that can enhance the user’s interaction 
experience (Schiphorst, 2009) or that can draw the user into explorative, 
hermeneutic processes of aesthetic interaction (Khot, Mueller, & Hjorth, 
2013; Schiphorst, Motamedi, & Jaffe, 2007). However, there are also 
articles that suggest that materiality offers specific affordances that the 
designer can use to determine certain kinds of interaction effects. For 
example, in commenting on the results from an empirical study of 
innovation processes in multidisciplinary contexts, Schutz et al. argue 
that “the use of various IT material affordances can either help amplify 
the positive effects of heterogeneous teams or dampen the negative 
effects.” (Schutz, Kim, Yoo, & Pavlou, 2009, p. 8) This suggests a 
perspective where the designer determines the effect of materiality, rather 
than one where users appropriate materiality. Another such suggestion 
comes from Stienstra, Alonso, Wensveen and Kuenen, who claim that “by 
carefully designing the interactive materiality, people can be invited 
towards behavior that impacts their emotions in a way intended by the 
designer.” (Stienstra et al., 2012, p. 26) 

One of the main questions that design oriented literature addresses is 
how a designer should go about to gain knowledge of this material 
resource (Fernaeus & Sundström, 2012; Gaver et al., 2010; Mathew, 
MacTavish, Donovan, & Boer, 2010; Ozenc, Kim, Zimmerman, Oney, & 
Myers, 2010; Sundström & Höök, 2010; Sundström et al., 2011; 
Tholander, Normark, & Rossitto, 2012), and in this process, researchers 
have recently started drawing on knowledge and experience from 
traditional crafts in an attempt to understand how to best utilize the 
building blocks with which an interaction designer has to work (Buechley 
& Perner-Wilson, 2012; Fernaeus et al., 2012; Lindell, 2012a; Rosner, 
2012; Vallgårda & Redström, 2007). While some of this literature 
emphasizes the fact that the crafts tradition is closely related to cultural 
and social practices in which the users are situated and that the user must 
therefore be an indispensable part of any analysis relating materiality to 
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the crafts tradition (Akah & Bardzell, 2010; Fernaeus et al., 2012), the 
main focus lies on the designer and the design process. A recurring theme 
in the discussion on knowledge of the material is Donald Schön’s idea 
that materials talk back to the designer and that a designer needs to be 
competent in engaging in this conversation with the material (Fernaeus & 
Sundström, 2012; Lindell, 2012a; Schön, 1983; Tholander et al., 2012). 
However, while this conversation might be relatively straight forward in 
traditional design domains such as architecture or industrial design, it is 
more complex when applied to the material focused upon in HCI. 
According to Lindell, “[d]esigners can no longer rely on a design process 
based on the known interaction idioms. This impedes the design process 
because the non-interactive material - sketches, scenarios, storyboards - 
does not provide designers the essential talk-backs needed to be able to 
make reliable assessments of the design characteristics.” (Lindell, 2012b, 
p. 1) Similarly, Belenguer, Lundén, Laaksolhati and Sundström suggest 
that an immaterial material like radio communication “does not match 
our intuitive, albeit somewhat naive, understanding of how it works”, 
which has a complicating impact on the design process (Belenguer, 
Lundén, Laaksolhati, & Sundström, 2012, p. 205), while Ozenc, Kim, 
Zimmerman, Oney and Myers have pointed out that “designers cannot 
easily play with the material of software, making development of tacit 
knowledge much more difficult” (Ozenc et al., 2010, p. 2513). Instead, 
designers are dependent upon developers to engage with the material, 
which means that the designer is moved to the periphery of the 
conversation. As a result, there have been suggestions to try to bridge this 
gap between the designer and the digital material through different kinds 
of mediating tools. Ozenc et al. suggest the use of boundary objects 
through which the developer can “become the voice of the software, 
allowing the conversation with material to also include the transfer of the 
concept from design to development; making the transfer a co-creative 
endeavor.” (Ozenc et al., 2010, p. 2515) Similarly, Sundström, Taylor, 
Grufberg, Wirström, Belenguer and Lundén have suggested the use of 
what they call inspirational bits, which are simple but fully working 
systems that can “offer the basic elements of a technology in a shape that 
allows all members of a design team to look at it, feel it and experience it 
over time and space – exposing all or some of the properties of the 
technology as a material.” (Sundström et al., 2011, p. 1563) So, from this 
perspective, the challenge that faces a designer encountering the 



      

 

 

44     |      SECTION II: HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION 
 

materiality of computers is mainly epistemological and can be addressed 
through the use of mediating tools. 

However, the gap between the designer and the software is not the only 
complicating factor facing a designer working with the materiality of 
computers. Computers also have a unique characteristic in that software 
“continues to change with the development of new hardware, new 
software components, and new programming languages and 
environments” (Ozenc et al., 2010, p. 2513) or, as Sundström et al. 
describe it, computing technology “is a material that evolves over both 
space and time.” (Sundström et al., 2011, p. 1563) Tholander, Normark 
and Rossitto have developed similar ideas by drawing on perspectives 
discussed by Lucy Suchman (Suchman, 2007), according to whom 
“agency is not an attribute of either humans or non-humans, but rather 
effects of outcomes, generated through specific configurations of human 
and non-human entities” (Tholander et al., 2012, p. 2500). This suggests 
that it is impossible to identify properties of a material as isolated, stand-
alone qualities, and that materiality therefore needs to be approached as 
something that emerges temporally as humans engage with it. Relating 
this to the work of Katherine Hayles (1999) and ideas from distributed 
cognition, Tholander et al. concludes that agency offers a “ground to 
better understand how materials talk back to designers, and hence, the 
role materials play in the design process” (Tholander et al., 2012, p. 
2501). It is worth noting that while Suchman’s original research focuses 
on use of technology, Tholander et al. apply her model to the design 
process. This contextually conditioned, malleable, and evanescent 
character of materiality suggests that we can never define the absolute 
and final properties of a digital material, an idea that comes close to 
Löwgren and Stolterman’s claim that the digital material can be described 
as a material without properties (Löwgren & Stolterman, 2004).  

So, in this literature, we see the two different answers to the ontological 
question mentioned in the previous section. The first answer is that 
materiality refers to a material that has certain properties that might be 
hidden from the designer but that can be unveiled through different kinds 
of mediating tools and procedures. The second answer is that materiality 
refers to a material that does not have any absolute properties that can be 
finally identified in the design process, but that these properties change 
with the context. Regardless of the obvious differences between these 
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answers, however, they both suggest that the word materiality refers to 
potential properties of a material that can be used in design. 

5.4 THE USE PERSPECTIVE 

The design perspective, however, is not the only approach to materiality 
in HCI. Fuchsberger, Murer and Tscheligi argue that, while designers and 
users are engaged in a mutual influential process, “designers are 
impressed by the materials in a very different way than users, as they for 
example are inspired and/or constrained by the potential for crafting 
them. The users are influenced by the materials (or interaction gestalt, or 
interactive artifact), which direct them to reach a goal, be it efficient 
performance and/or having positive user experiences” (Fuchsberger, 
Murer, & Tscheligi, 2013, p. 2860). This suggests that there are two 
different (albeit related) readings of materiality; one in design and one in 
use. While much HCI research approaches materiality from a design 
perspective, there are numerous examples of researchers who discuss 
materiality as a use phenomenon (e.g. Dourish & Mazmanian, 2013; 
Feinberg, 2013; Glöss, 2012; Jacucci & Wagner, 2007; Jung & 
Stolterman, 2011; Khot et al., 2013; Löwgren, 2007; Odom, Sellen, 
Harper, & Thereska, 2012; Pierce, 2009; Pierce, Strengers, Sengers, & 
Bødker, 2013; Thieme et al., 2011; Ylirisku et al., 2013). This research 
often focuses on the conditions for interaction that materiality offers, i.e. 
it suggests that materiality provides tools and arenas where we can 
explore interactive possibilities. One example is Khot, Mueller and 
Hjorth’s study of the potential role that 3D-printing can have for exercise 
habits and other patterns of physical activity (Khot et al., 2013). By 
measuring the user’s heart rate during exercise, a graphical model of the 
heart rate is generated. This model can then be modified and printed in a 
3D-printer which results in small aesthetic, physical objects symbolizing 
the heart rate of the user. The authors claim that “[s]ince the design of the 
material artifact is based on the received heartbeat pattern of a physical 
activity, the user might get inspired to do exercise differently and to try 
out new forms of physical activity for creating newer 3D models.” (Khot et 
al., 2013, p. 3) Another example of how materiality affects the use of 
technology is Thieme, Wallace, Thomas, Le Chen, Krämer and Olivier, 
who describe an artifact that they call the Lovers’ box (Thieme et al., 
2011). The purpose of the artifact is to mediate communication between 
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lovers, and the designers have intentionally chosen to combine the digital 
technology with traditional materials such as wood and leather with the 
expressed motivation that these materials and the antique design of the 
boxes have romantic connotations and therefore would encourage 
romantic communication. Also, they argue that the design of the boxes 
has been inspired by the idea that an artifact’s open-endedness has “the 
potential to challenge individuals to resolve their inherent ambiguity 
through sense-making processes” (Thieme et al., 2011, p. 284). 
Concluding their five week experiment, during which five couples used 
the Lovers’ box, the authors argue that “[t]he materiality and physicality 
of technological artefacts has an important bearing on their interpretation 
and acceptance” (Thieme et al., 2011, p. 291). 

The fact that materiality provides conditions for interaction also 
means, however, that it provides resistance and limitations, and that 
these are as characteristic to the artifact as its possibilities and flexibility. 
For example, in their study of electronic whiteboards, Klokmose and 
Bertelsen argue that “[w]hile portable workspaces could be an advantage, 
it is worth drawing attention to the way in which limitations, context 
dependency, and discontinuity are important features of the whiteboards, 
as we know them.” (Klokmose & Bertelsen, 2013, p. 51) In a study of how 
musical composers use music software as part of their artistic practice, 
Bertelsen, Berinbjerg and Pold describe how artists “often point to the 
resistance of the material as an expression of the struggle in which they 
engage when producing art.” (Bertelsen, Breinbjerg, & Pold, 2007, p. 238) 
According to the authors, this situation does not change as composers 
move from a physical to a digital context: “the composers play the 
software as an instrument […] exploring its material dimensions and 
resistance.” (Bertelsen et al., 2007, p. 238) The authors further argue that 
software “is materialized from the low level of code and algorithms, to the 
interface, its metaphors and interaction, and to the sound, music and 
perhaps visuals that are produced as artistic output and how they connect 
to artistic, musical traditions” (Bertelsen et al., 2007, p. 238), which 
means that the possibilities and limitations of materiality are not only 
applicable to the physical components of a computer, but also to the 
actual code.  

In the materiality discourse, there are many researchers who want to 
emphasize that use of technology is not necessarily to be understood as 
something functional or instrumental. For example, Hallnäs and 
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Redström (2002) suggest that we need to shift focus from viewing 
computers as something that we use functionally to viewing computers in 
terms of presence: “Unlike a description based on a general notion of use, 
this definition in terms of presence is related to a particular meaning 
given to a specific unique thing.” (Hallnäs & Redström, 2002, p. 108) This 
is not to say that we do not use artifacts, but that this use is existential 
rather than functional: “We may also think of a phone not in terms of an 
interaction model based on the notion of phoning, but instead in terms of 
an artifact with certain expressions, made from a certain kind of 
(technical) material, that people use to build their everyday lives.” 
(Hallnäs & Redström, 2002, p. 113) Thus, the material form of digital 
artifacts is something that should be interpreted as part of “the lifeworld” 
(Hallnäs & Redström, 2002, p. 106), an idea that is also discussed by 
Wang, Ding, Lu and Gu in relation to watching online TV (Qi Wang et al., 
2012). An interesting paper that discusses materiality as part of an 
existential context is Massimi and Baecker’s article Dealing with Death in 
Design (Massimi & Baecker, 2011), in which the authors claim that 
materiality is an important resource in the processes relating to 
experiences of death (see also Kirk & Banks, 2008). They do not analyze 
the artifact’s materiality in terms of properties (whether defined by the 
designer in the design process or by the user through customization and 
appropriation), but in terms of references to and memories of a dead 
loved one. So while this research emphasizes the importance of 
physicality, it also extends the concept of materiality beyond the 
properties of a particular material towards potential symbolic 
dimensions. The authors show how otherwise heterogeneous objects can 
be connected on a symbolic level through the memorial acts of an 
individual grieving a loved one. Hence, in this context, the connections 
between different material objects is not something that can be defined by 
a designer but something that needs to be reinvented by the user in a 
continuous existential process of appropriation. Realizing this ongoing 
re-appropriation of the material object is, however, a challenge of which 
the designer needs to be aware. Massimi and colleagues have further 
elaborated on this complex relationship between digital and physical 
materiality on the one hand and questions regarding the end of life on the 
other in the article Matters of life and death, suggesting that this is an 
important and often overlooked theme in HCI research (Massimi et al., 
2011). 
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5.5 ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES 

While the articles above emphasize the user’s role in relation to 
materiality, they still describe materiality as referring to a material. There 
are, however, also those who want to steer away from relating materiality 
to a particular substance. One scholar who explicitly disregards the 
notion of substance in relation to digital materiality and focuses on the 
more dynamic characteristics is Leonardi who uses a tripartite definition 
on materiality found in the Oxford English Dictionary, and which 
differentiates between materiality as matter, practical instantiation, and 
significance (Leonardi, 2010). According to Leonardi, the first definition 
(matter) is irrelevant for analyzing digital technology. Quoting Suchman’s 
discussion on the nature of a hammer, where she argues that “[a]lthough 
the durable materiality of the hammer supports the statement that it 
exists before and after the moments of use, it is nonetheless clear that its 
status as a hammer rests on its incorporation into the practices of some 
form of carpentry” (Suchman, quoted in Leonardi, 2010), Leonardi claims 
that what makes an artifact material is not its physical matter, but the fact 
that the artifact is related to culturally and socially established practices 
which provide “capabilities that afford or constrain actions” (Leonardi, 
2010). This positions materiality close to the other two definitions found 
in the Oxford English Dictionary, i.e. manifestations of abstract ideas and 
as carriers of meaning. “These alternative, relational definitions move 
materiality ‘out of the artifact’ and into the space of interaction between 
people and artifacts” (Leonardi, 2010), which resembles Bertelsen et al.’s 
claim that “software is materialized when somebody uses it, when it is 
interpreted and interacted with.” (Bertelsen, Breinbjerg, & Pold, 2009, p. 
199) Similarly, Jung and Stolterman argue that, “[w]hile form is about 
design considerations with its three conceptual dimensions of material, 
shape and making, materiality is more about the relationship between 
people (user) and the material artifact in terms of how it is used out in the 
world.” (Jung & Stolterman, 2012, p. 648)18 This relationship has two 
main aspects: meaning, which is a subjective interpretation of the 
significance of an artifact in an individual’s life, and ecology, which has to 
do with the way the artifact interacts with “other artifacts, their contexts, 
and their environments” (Jung & Stolterman, 2012, p. 649). This 
                                                 
18 See also their earlier article Material probe: Exploring materiality of digital artifacts (Jung & 
Stolterman, 2011), where a slightly different model is presented. 
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resembles Sundström et al.’s claim that computing technology “is a 
material that evolves over both space and time” (Sundström et al., 2011, 
p. 1563), or as Bergström, Clark, Frigo, Mazé, Redström and Vallgårda 
write, these technologies are “becoming materials” (Bergström et al., 
2010, p. 155). But in fact, Jung and Stolterman, just as Leonardi, take it 
one step further by focusing on relationships rather than artifacts, which 
means that materiality can neither be understood by studying the 
components and properties of an artifact in a design lab, nor by studying 
how users customize and alter the material form of the designed artifact 
in the wild. Instead, materiality refers to the dimension of meaning that 
emerges as a user encounters a digital artifact. The authors go so far as to 
suggest that the relationship that constitutes materiality is not even to be 
found in the interaction between a particular artifact and a particular 
user, but between “the intrinsic value of a design and the value of 
something else” (Jung & Stolterman, 2012, p. 649 [my italics]), thus 
moving materiality yet one step further away from the idea of a material 
with certain properties, towards depicting materiality as a kind of second 
order, cultural dimension of the relation between a material and a 
context. Similar ideas have been proposed by Bannon, who defines the 
materiality of objects as “the central role of material artefacts in human 
culture” (Bannon, 2005, p. 141) and Kettley and Smyth who argue that 
“'[m]ateriality' has come to mean not only a physical instantiation, but 
also increasingly a ‘relevance requiring careful consideration’ ” (Kettley & 
Smyth, 2004, p. 38). 

While the perspectives of Leonardi and Jung and Stolterman might not 
be dominating in the materiality discourse, they have a lot in common 
with other established approaches in HCI. For example, they resonate 
with themes characterized as belonging to the third paradigm of HCI 
(Harrison et al., 2007), such as the construction of meaning, the 
importance of values in relation to artifacts, and the strong emphasis on 
the complexity of the local context with which the artifact is entangled. 
Thus, interpreting materiality as something other than a substance does 
not negate previous approaches in HCI but should instead be seen as 
complementing the perspective in line with the third paradigm. 
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5.6 SUMMARY 

So, while there is a dominant view interpreting materiality as pointing 
towards the properties that a material may or may not have, there is also 
an alternative view according to which materiality is a temporal, 
emerging, relational meaning that lies beyond the actual artifact. The 
former view is frequent in design oriented HCI, whereas the latter 
perspective is more often found in research focusing on technology use. 
Given the fact that much of the literature in the materiality discourse 
approaches the topic from a design perspective, it is not surprising that 
the alternative view is often partially neglected in analyses of this 
discourse. However, I suggest that it is important that we acknowledge 
this alternative perspective since it emphasizes the historically important 
dual focus of HCI as both a construction discipline with connections to 
computer science and design theory and a user oriented discipline 
drawing on theories and methods from the social sciences and the 
humanities. Furthermore, this alternative perspective constitutes a 
theoretical position that can be used as a bridge to Taylor’s philosophy, 
which will be further discussed in chapter 11. 

5.7 COMMENTS ON RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 

Since my first literature search was conducted in 2013, there have been a 
large number of articles on materiality in HCI. While I have only been 
able to briefly look at this material, the topics covered in these articles 
seem to be as diverse as those in the literature analyzed previously in this 
chapter, and to some extent, the newer literature seems to emphasize and 
develop already established interpretations of materiality. I cannot go 
back and redo my literature search and analysis to include this literature 
as well, but I do want to mention two themes in the more recent 
materiality discourse that I consider particularly interesting 
developments of the alternative strands of materiality being discussed 
above.  

One approach that has been increasingly explored in the recent 
materiality discourse is to study materiality as something emerging 
through interaction rather than as a number of properties of the material 
as such. For example, in the article Interaction, new materials & 
computing: Beyond the disappearing computer, towards material 
interactions, Wiberg identifies three risks involved in the strong focus on 
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the ontological nature of the material: “over-privileging the authenticity 
of the non-computational world” (Wiberg, 2016, p. 1202), “abandoning 
some of the intellectual gains made through earlier critiques of 
representation” (Wiberg, 2016, p. 1203), and “generating prototypes but 
not concepts” (Wiberg, 2016, p. 1204). He argues that a more productive 
way forward is to shift focus from ontological questions regarding the 
properties of a material to questions regarding how materiality emerges 
in and through interaction. This would provide a return to questions 
regarding use of technology, rather than get stuck in ontological 
discussions, and he concludes his article proclaiming “The computer is 
dead. Long live interaction!” (Wiberg, 2016, p. 1205) Interestingly 
enough, Wiberg argues that his suggestions are not just beneficial for 
internal HCI discussions on design and use, but that this model can be 
used as “a way of using computing to do philosophy and social theory” 
(Wiberg, 2016, p. 1204) and to “think about eternal questions of nature 
and the social world” (Wiberg, 2016, p. 1205). Thus, he points towards 
potentials that are similar to the ones that I identify in this thesis through 
my exploration of Taylor’s philosophy. Döring has also suggested a 
similar development of the materiality research in HCI. In her article The 
Interaction material profile: Understanding and inspiring how physical 
materials shape interaction she argues that, despite HCI’s interest in 
materiality, “we still lack a structure for an interaction material profile 
that encompasses quantifiable properties of a material as well as 
interpreted and experienced material aspects as they occur when 
embedded into human practices.” (Döring, 2016, p. 2448) She introduces 
the Interaction Material Profile which aims at identifying both the 
general aspects of a material and the application-specific aspects of a 
material. Thus, this model has a dual focus, identifying properties of a 
material as well as properties that emerge through interaction. Another 
example of an interaction approach to materiality is Giaccardi and 
Karana who, in their article Foundations of materials experience: An 
approach for HCI, propose an increased attention to the relationship 
between materiality and social and cultural practices. They argue that 
such practices “develop within the situated experience of materials” 
(Giaccardi & Karana, 2015, p. 2448) and that therefore, there is a need for 
studying not only the ontological aspects of materiality, but also “the 
properties, embodiments and arrangements through which they can be 
experienced and performed” (Giaccardi & Karana, 2015, p. 2448). 
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The second approach that has been further developed in the materiality 
discourse and that I want to mention here is an increased attention to the 
temporality and imperfection of materiality. One article developing these 
aspects of materiality is Expanding on Wabi-Sabi as a design resource in 
HCI, where Tsaknaki and Fernaeus explore the Japanese concept Wabi-
Sabi, “a philosophy that embraces three basic realities of the material 
world: ‘nothing lasts’, ‘nothing is finished’, and ‘nothing is perfect’ ” 
(Tsaknaki & Fernaeus, 2016, p. 5970). Through an analysis of four 
interactive artifacts, the authors discover aspects of Wabi-Sabi in all of 
them and suggest three design principles according to which a designer 
that strives to draw on this concept should embrace impermanent 
materials and media, unfinished designs, and limitations of technology. 
In many ways, this reflects ideas previously suggested in the materiality 
discourse (e.g. Bertelsen et al., 2007; Leonardi, 2010), and it also suggests 
possible connections to Taylor’s emphasis on gaps, cracks, and fissures. 
Ikemiya and Rosner explore similar themes in their article Broken 
Probes: Toward the design of worn media. The authors study how 
manifestations of wear and breakage contribute to a deepened 
understanding of the historic layers of materiality. They also connect to 
the concept Wabi-Sabi and emphasize “imperfection, impermanence, and 
incompleteness” (Ikemiya & Rosner, 2014, p. 682), arguing that the 
participants in their study “used the breakage to inspire creative curation 
and critical reflection” (Ikemiya & Rosner, 2014, p. 682). This conclusion 
reflects some of Taylor’s discussions on how the gaps and fissures 
constitute creative possibilities (see 3.1.4). 

So, there have been interesting developments in the materiality 
discourse since I performed my literature review. At least some of these 
developments can be regarded as variations and further developments of 
the themes I found, and I suggest that my studies of Taylor’s view of 
materiality and interaction can provide theoretical resources to relate 
these materiality perspectives to a philosophical framework. 
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6 THE SELF 

As we saw in the introduction, the use of the term the self in HCI research 
has increased over the last decade. Since the self is a term that indicates 
what genuinely characterizes a particular person as opposed to what is 
adventitious, this increase can be suggested to imply a rising interest in 
the nature of the actual, concrete, individual human. In the analysis of 
this discursive trend, I have identified four main characteristics related to 
the self: instrumentality, communication, emotionality, and playfulness. 
While there are articles that merge several of these characteristics, I will 
argue they are nevertheless clearly identifiable as distinct perspectives of 
the self. 

6.1 THE INSTRUMENTAL SELF 

The first category of articles describes the self as a rational being who 
uses technology instrumentally in order to achieve a certain goal. Since at 
least Lucy Suchman’s work in the 1980s, much research has described the 
process through which the self reaches or tries to reach a particular goal 
as a socially and contextually conditioned, flexible process rather than as 
a transparent, logic path rooted in a clear and predefined plan (Suchman, 
2007). This does not change the fact, however, that one of the most 
common descriptions of the self in HCI literature is that of an individual 
who uses technology rationally and instrumentally towards a predefined 
goal. 

6.1.1 External goal 

A lot of this literature describes the goal as something that is external to 
the self. For example, Hancock, Toma and Ellison (2007) have 
investigated the level of deception in online dating profiles (see also Fiore 
& Donath, 2004; Toma, Hancock, & Ellison, 2008). According to the 
authors, the process of initiating romantic relationships has always been 
characterized by a certain engineering tendency in that the self-
presentation often is shaped in a way that will attract a potential romantic 
partner. However, a common view is that online dating is particularly 
exposed to deceptive strategies when it comes to self-presentation. In an 
attempt to investigate these alleged deceptions, the authors recruited 80 
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people who were already using online dating sites, and compared their 
online presentations with their actual, physical appearances. The results 
show that deception is frequent but that “the magnitude of the deceptions 
is usually small” (J. T. Hancock et al., 2007, p. 449), implying that the 
online self is usually a relatively fair representation of the actual self. 
This, in turn, suggests that the self is something else than its online 
representation, indicating a definite demarcation between the actual self 
and the online self where the former can affect the latter, but not 
necessarily the other way around. Furthermore, they argue that this 
deception is both intentional and strategic, and that deception is balanced 
by “anticipated face-to-face interaction” (J. T. Hancock et al., 2007, p. 
452). Thus, the self is suggested to be acting rationally, balancing the risk 
of being exposed as a liar against the potential positive outcomes in terms 
of a possible romantic relationship. In short, the self is described as a 
demarcated entity with rational characteristics which are put to use in 
strategic manipulation of entities that are external to the self. 

Another example is the study made by Nov, Naaman and Ye (2008) 
where they analyze the role of different motivators in tagging content on 
Flickr. They argue that this activity is highly influenced by an 
instrumental rationality through which the user wants to achieve certain 
goals in relation to certain social contexts. 

Other examples of researchers who have emphasized the instrumental 
interaction in online environments are Pilcer and Thatcher (2013) who 
analyze Facebook behavior as career management. Thus, despite the 
social aspects of the technologies used in the examples above, these 
articles describe the self as a rational, demarcated subject acting 
instrumentally towards an external object. 

6.1.2 Behavioral change 

Not all literature describes the instrumental act as an act where the self 
has a potentially changing impact on an external object. Instead, a lot of 
the articles describe the self as involved in an interaction where the own 
self is the object (Choe, Lee, Lee, Pratt, & Kientz, 2014; Khovanskaya, 
Baumer, Cosley, Voida, & Gay, 2013; Moraveji, Akasaka, Pea, & Fogg, 
2011; Schiphorst, 2011; Scott, Barreto, Quintal, & Oakley, 2011; Qiao 
Wang, Turaga, Coleman, & Ingalls, 2014; Zaczynski & Whitehead, 2014). 
This is especially evident in the literature focusing on behavioral change, 
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often relating to questions of health and bodily fitness (Gao & Mandryk, 
2012; Grimes & Harper, 2008; Lee & Dey, 2014; Mamykina, Mynatt, & 
Kaufman, 2006; Meyer, Simske, Siek, Gurrin, & Hermens, 2014; Zhou, 
Sun, & Yang, 2014). For example, Maitland and Chalmers (2010) analyze 
technology designed to help rehabilitating cardiac patients change their 
behavior through increased awareness and a subsequent self-reflection. 
While the authors acknowledge that some change in physical activity is 
possible through enforced rehabilitation programs, they suggest that 
extending this change to other forms of health-related activities 
presupposes cognitively based motivation. Self-monitorial technology 
may be one tool by which such knowledge can be gained. Furthermore, 
not only do they argue that knowledge is an effective tool by which to 
initiate change; they also argue that basing behavioral change on 
knowledge and self-awareness is highly ethical and addresses the 
patient’s psychosocial needs: “Facilitating the ability to retake control of 
one’s life is fundamental to the process of cardiac rehabilitation. We 
therefore suggest that designing explicitly to support the self-
determination of behavioural change will not only increase the likelihood 
of the technology being adopted, but will also complement psychosocial 
aspects of cardiac rehabilitation that are often overlooked in favour of 
physiological and behavioural outcomes” (Maitland & Chalmers, 2010, p. 
1219). Granting the self a freedom to choose based on well-grounded 
information is thus at the core of this research and reveals a belief in a 
rational self that is possible of (1) knowing what is best for itself and (2) 
acting upon it. Thus, the self is described as a rationally driven creature 
that can make an “informed choice”, gain “control over one’s life”, and 
practice “self-determination” (Maitland & Chalmers, 2010, p. 1219), 
leaving questions regarding the connection between cardiac rehabilitation 
and things such as emotional bindings, substance abuse, and existential 
anxiety, unaddressed. Thus, despite the author’s claim that they include 
dimensions often overlooked in research, behavioral change is primarily 
described in reductive terms as a matter of gaining information. 

While this example mainly focuses on behavioral change as a result of 
an individual self interacting with technology, there is a lot of literature 
situating this process of change in a social context, arguing that 
behavioral change occurs when a self relates to other selves through 
technology rather than when a self interacts individually with technology. 
For example, Laschke, Hassenzahl, Diefenbach and Tippkämper (2011) 
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describe a kind of persuasive technology designed to have people save 
water in order to protect the environment. Similarly to the approach of 
Maitland and Chalmers (2010), Laschke et al. argue that the individual’s 
control over the goal setting is a core ingredient in a successful behavioral 
change. However, while this product aims at behavioral change of an 
individual self through increasing knowledge and self-awareness, the idea 
is to bring about this awareness through comparing one’s own behavior 
with the behavior of others. Thus, the competitiveness of the self is seen 
as a powerful resource for change: “Through its fuzzy, ambient feedback 
participants were encouraged to set personal goals, to compare 
themselves to others, and to monitor their progress. This could even 
result in competition.” (Laschke et al., 2011, p. 642) This approach thus 
emphasizes the social aspects of the instrumental self, indicating that an 
important part of the behavior of the self is relational. Another 
perspective on the social self in relation to behavioral change is the one 
Gabrielli, Sabatino, Munoz, Marchesoni and Mayora present in their 
article BeeParking: Feedback interfaces for collective behavior change, 
in which they present a feedback device aimed at improving the shared 
use of limited resources. They focus on how the behavior of individual 
selves influence the collective and how behavior can be shaped to better 
match the needs of the group, thus emphasizing the social aspects of 
individual behavior (Gabrielli, Sabatino, Munoz, Marchesoni, & Mayora, 
2011). 

6.2 THE COMMUNICATIVE SELF  

The second category of articles develops this theme in another direction 
and describes the self as a social being who uses technology for 
communicative purposes, to establish a connection with other selves. 
Naturally, much of this literature focuses on social media such as 
Facebook and Twitter, but also other kinds of online communities. 

6.2.1 The representation of the self 

One often discussed theme within this strand of research is how online 
profiles relate to the self (e.g. Vasalou, Joinson, & Pitt, 2007). Previously, 
we saw how Hancock et al. (2007) examined the degree to which actual 
selves are being accurately represented in online environments. We also 
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noted that this research often assumes that instrumental motives are core 
to these kinds of representations and that therefore, there may be 
discrepancies between the self and the online self, a perspective that is 
shared by many other researchers (e.g. Ducheneaut, Wen, Yee, & Wadley, 
2009; Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006; Nov et al., 2008; Pilcer & Thatcher, 
2013; Shami, Ehrlich, Gay, & Hancock, 2009). 

However, this approach to the relationship between the self and its 
online representation is not the only one. For example, Nie and Sundar 
(2013) argue that online representations are less motivated by an urge to 
make a certain impression on others than an interest in self-reflexively 
articulating one’s own identity to oneself (for similar discussions, see also 
Helmes, O’Hara, Vilar, & Taylor, 2011; Marathe & Sundar, 2011; Odom, 
Zimmerman, & Forlizzi, 2011). There are also examples of research 
exploring the unconscious levels of online representations, thus steering 
away from a focus on instrumental, rational behavior and instead 
emphasizing the idea that online selves often unconsciously reflect 
accurate aspects of the self. One such article is De Choudhury, Counts and 
Horvitz (2013) where the authors suggest that postings in social media 
are representations of the inner state of the self regardless of whether the 
self is conscious of that state of not. In order to understand the 
connection between online postings and postpartum depression, they 
conducted a statistical analysis of Twitter posts by 376 women, focusing 
on ”patterns of posting, linguistic style, and emotional expression” (De 
Choudhury et al., 2013, p. 3267). It is important to note that the study is 
not limited to searching for explicit mentioning of depression which 
would fall under the category of instrumentally flavored, conscious 
representation of the self like we saw in Hancock, Toma and Ellison 
(2007) and Nov, Naaman and Ye (2008). Instead, the authors propose 
that it is possible to draw indirect conclusions from the connections 
between the self and a wide range of online behavior, such as linguistic 
style, frequency of posting, and number of online followers. For example, 
they draw on previous research where “the frequency of use of first-
person pronouns has been found to be a correlate of depression” (De 
Choudhury et al., 2013, p. 3268) and argue that “[w]hether in the form of 
explicit commentary, patterns of posting, or in the subtleties of language 
used, social media posts bear the potential to offer evidence as to how a 
person is affected by life events.” (De Choudhury et al., 2013, p. 3267) The 
purpose of the study is not only, however, to map out the connections 
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between posted online patterns and the current status of the self, but also 
to develop tools for prognosticating future statuses of the self. Through 
analyzing the relations between prenatal and postnatal posting patterns, 
the authors define four main measures (engagement, ego-network, 
emotion, and linguistic style) with the help of which they claim to be able 
to predict with a 71% accuracy the risk that individual women who are 
about to give birth will exhibit extreme changes in the early postnatal 
period. Since these changes have previously been identified as connected 
to depression, the authors suggest that their model could be used as a 
predictive tool for identifying individuals with increased risk of suffering 
from postpartum depression. 

So this research indicates that the online representation of the self says 
something, not only about the selves that we are, but also about the selves 
that we will become. 

6.2.2 The role of culture 

A lot of literature discussing the communicative self stresses that the self 
that interacts in online environments is not an isolated being, but a 
cultural and social creature who is informed by traditions and norms, 
which in turn affects the interaction. For example, Zhao and Jiang (2011) 
have studied differences in how American and Chinese users present 
themselves via profile pictures on social networking sites. Drawing on the 
bicultural self theory, according to which contemporary Chinese 
individuals are a combination of a social-oriented self “rooted in a 
traditional Chinese conceptualization” (C. Zhao & Jiang, 2011, p. 1130) 
and an individual-oriented self that has “emerged and developed under 
Western influences, along with modernization” (C. Zhao & Jiang, 2011, p. 
1130), the authors anticipated that this tension would be evident in the 
way that Chinese users choose to present their profile images. Thus, they 
anticipated that Chinese users, in line with the collective character of 
traditional culture, would “be more likely to use group photos in their 
profile picture” (C. Zhao & Jiang, 2011, p. 1130), while at the same time, 
in line with the emerging  individualism in contemporary China, they 
would be more likely to use the customization opportunities of new 
technology. However, contrary to expectations, the Chinese users studied 
did not present any group photos at all whereas the American users did, 
despite the traditional emphasis on individualism in the culture of the 
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latter. When it comes to customization, the authors found that Chinese 
users tended to use customization opportunities and present a more 
“polished” version of themselves far more than their American 
equivalents. The reasons for these differences are not entirely clear. On 
the one hand, the results contradict “the western-individualism, eastern-
collectivism theory” (C. Zhao & Jiang, 2011, p. 1131), indicating that 
traditional cultural assumptions may miss the mark as explanatory 
framework for this kind of online practice. On the other hand, however, 
the results still show considerable differences in how individuals from 
different national cultures present themselves through profile images. So, 
this research concludes that online self-presentation is not just an 
individually motivated action, but something that is highly informed by 
cultural norms and societal practices, even though these may be subject 
to constant renegotiation. Similar conclusions regarding the differences 
between Western and Chinese users’ online practices have been drawn by 
other researchers as well (Liao, Pan, Zhou, & Ma, 2010; Scissors, Shami, 
Ishihara, Rohall, & Saito, 2011). 

Jiang, de Bruijn and De Angeli (2009) also discuss how culture informs 
online interaction, but focus on the recipients of online communication, 
thus emphasizing that cultural norms do not only have an impact on the 
self’s online expression, but also on how that expression is being 
perceived by other selves. They argue that “people from different cultural 
backgrounds rely on different cues when forming impressions of others.” 
(Jiang et al., 2009, p. 684) Seen from the recipient side of 
communication, this article confirms the findings in Zhao and Jiang’s 
article; that the communicative self is firmly situated in and colored by 
cultural frameworks.  

In this context it is important to emphasize that cultural norms and 
their impact on the self are not only relevant in relation to national or 
regional cultures. Raban, Danan, Ronen and Guy (2012) have studied 
impression formation within a corporate setting, and suggest that there 
are practices and norms crosscutting national boundaries and that these 
corporate culture practices can be equally important to study in order to 
understand people’s online behavior. Another interpretation of culture is 
discussed by Pfeil, Arjan and Zaphiris (2009) who have shown that 
different age groups represent themselves online in different ways. 
Teenagers tend to be informal, emotional and use more self-references in 
their representations on MySpace than older people, who tend to be more 
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formal and official. So, while the definition of culture differs throughout 
this strand of literature, the claim is the same; the individual self is 
situated in a context that influences the communicative behavior of the 
self. 

Another aspect of the role of culture is the level of trust that exists 
within a particular community and how that affects interaction. For 
example, Yarosh (2013) has explored trust from a perspective of trying to 
translate the already functioning face-to-face social contexts of Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) and Narcotic Anonymous (NA) to online environments. 
In twelve-step programs such as AA and NA, anonymity is a core 
principle. The idea is that anyone should feel free to join a group and 
share experiences around his or her substance use without the risk of 
being identified and perhaps publicly stigmatized as a consequence of 
one’s struggle with addiction. Trying to translate the face-to-face context 
of AA and NA to an online environment brings challenges to this 
established social agreement of the importance of anonymity. Can one 
really trust the principle of anonymity being maintained when moving 
into an online context? This challenge has two components according to 
the respondents in Yarosh’s study. First, there is a question concerning 
technology itself. Can we trust technology as such to function according to 
expectations, e.g. can we trust that “cloud storage of personal data” 
(Yarosh, 2013, p. 3417) does not leak information to people outside of the 
trusted community? Second, there is a question of whether we can trust 
the way other people behave in their encounter with technology. For 
example, one respondent suggests that “[e]ven if there are rules that you 
don’t post other people’s names, you know somebody will at some point. 
So what happens then?” (Yarosh, 2013, p. 3417) So, as the self encounters 
a world of technology, the trust that is built into already established social 
interactive frameworks faces new challenges. In order to translate face-to-
face interaction to online environments, the self needs to trust not only 
technology but also the way in which other people handle this translation. 

6.3 THE EMOTIONAL SELF 

The third category of research focuses on emotions and affections. In this 
literature, emotions are described as fundamental to the self and as 
something that influences the actions of the self, implying that emotions 
is something that needs to be understood and addressed by HCI research. 
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6.3.1 Measuring emotions 

A main theme in this category concerns the possibilities of capturing and 
describing emotions (e.g. Cardoso, Romão, & Correia, 2013; Huisman, 
van Hout, van Dijk, van der Geest, & Heylen, 2013; Pollak, Adams, & Gay, 
2011). Some suggest that this can be done without the user’s help. For 
example, Epp, Lippold and Mandryk argue that interactive systems often 
have usability problems due to their limited ability to recognize the 
context of the user and adapt accordingly and that the result of this 
inability is that interactive systems tend to “provide inappropriate 
feedback, interrupt the user at the wrong time, and increase frustration” 
(Epp, Lippold, & Mandryk, 2011, p. 715). This problem needs to be 
addressed on two different levels. First, a set of mechanisms for 
recognizing the user’s context needs to be developed, and second, the 
system needs to be programmed so that it can adapt to this contextual 
data. In their article, Epp et al. address the first challenge, and suggest 
that one problem that has characterized context-aware systems is that 
they tend to be invasive and costly. Therefore, instead of developing 
systems that can capture contextual data concerning e.g. location, which 
might be both invasive and costly, an alternative might be to develop 
systems that recognize the emotional status of the user since this might 
give sufficient data for a proper (and in fact perhaps even more adequate) 
adaption of the system. The method explored in the article is to analyze 
keyboard input patterns and identify connections between these patterns 
and the emotional status of the user. Through their study, the authors 
were able to model “six emotional states, including confidence, hesitance, 
nervousness, relaxation, sadness, and tiredness, with accuracies ranging 
from 77.4% to 87.8%.” (Epp et al., 2011, p. 716) This work suggests (1) 
that there is a clear connection between emotions and keystroke 
dynamics, thus in Cartesian terms relating res cogito to res extensa, and 
(2) that emotions are an important part of the self and something that 
needs to be accounted for when analyzing the interaction between the self 
and computers. 

6.3.2 The role of emotions in interaction 

Much of the research on how emotions relate to digital artifacts has 
focused on positive aspects of emotions, how emotions influence user 
experience, and how emotions can be utilized as resources  (e.g. Cairns, 
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Pandab, & Power, 2014; Conci, Pianesi, & Zancanaro, 2009; Harbich & 
Auer, 2005; Karapanos, Zimmerman, Forlizzi, & Martens, 2009; 
Salminen et al., 2008). Sas and Whittaker (2013) however, focus on the 
negative role that emotions may have and discuss the question of how to 
handle digital possessions that are no longer wanted and that affect the 
self negatively. Their study focuses on interviews with 24 people who 
have gone through a romantic breakup. The respondents were asked 
questions regarding the emotional connections between their digital 
belongings and their former romantic partners and how this connection 
has changed after the relationship has ended. The digital possessions 
mentioned in the study were of many different kinds, e.g. records of 
conversations, contact information, relationship status signals in social 
media, photos, videos, music, and they had primarily played either a 
communicative or a symbolic role in the relationships. As the 
relationships ended, the respondents applied different strategies of 
detaching themselves from their former romantic partners. While many 
respondents wanted to erase as much as possible that could evoke 
memories of the relationship and thus activate negative emotions, the 
nature of digital possessions prevented implementation of a clean-slate 
strategy. For example, one respondent described how “Facebook doesn’t 
help because he can still contact my family even if I don’t speak to him. 
He could get in contact with my little sister or auntie on Facebook. That 
hindered [moving on] because every time I thought I had got to the point 
of moving on, something would happen that would take me back to 
square one.” (Sas & Whittaker, 2013, p. 1826) So, this article illustrates 
that our entanglement with technology creates historical sediments which 
is not only positive but also challenging and upsetting, and that these 
sediments affect the self when interacting with digital possessions. 
Considering the increase of social media use one could probably suggest 
that this problem is something that will increase in significance in the 
future. 

Based on the insights into how important emotions are to the self, a lot 
of research has discussed the possibilities of exploiting the positive sides 
of emotions in relation to technology in order to reach certain 
instrumental goals. For example, Meschtscherjakov, Wilfinger and 
Tscheligi have investigated the emotional attachment to mobile phones 
and argue that “mobile attachment emerges when the mobile phone 
becomes part of the user’s self concept” (Meschtscherjakov, Wilfinger, & 
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Tscheligi, 2014, p. 2317), thus indicating that emotional attachment is not 
only about momentary sensations, but has a connection to more 
fundamental levels of the identity of the self.  Under the heading Mobile 
Attachment Causes, the authors present three main aspects of what 
causes mobile attachment. First, they argue that self-empowerment is an 
important part of developing an attachment to a mobile phone. Self-
empowerment is closely linked to the question of utility in the sense that 
technology is seen as a tool by which we can master certain situations and 
achieve specific goals. The authors discuss whether it is possible to 
develop a strong emotional attachment to a piece of technology that does 
not function well, and suggest that it is “very unlikely that a person still 
experiences a strong attachment to his or her mobile phone when it no 
longer works properly.” (Meschtscherjakov et al., 2014, p. 2320) Related 
to this, they argue that attachment has both a cognitive and an emotional 
component, and that one without the other will not result in strong bonds 
to technology. This illustrates an important point that is not always 
acknowledged or discussed in the research literature; that there are links 
between the different selves, in this case between the emotional self and 
the instrumental self, something that I will return to in my discussion. 
Second, the way a mobile phone enriches the self is an important part of 
developing emotional attachment to it. Self enrichment is described in the 
article as consisting of four components: (1) Past Self Enrichment where 
the mobile phone reminds the self of past experiences which mirrors 
parts of the discussion from the article by Sas and Whittaker, albeit from 
a more positive perspective. (2) Private Self Enrichment which means 
that the mobile phone functions as both an extension of the self in terms 
of reflecting who the person is and as an ideal image of who the person 
wants to be. (3) Public Self Enrichment through which the individual 
signals affiliation to a specific group. (4) Closely related to the previous 
category, Collective Self Enrichment also describes how the mobile phone 
links the self to a group, but on a more symbolic, ideological level showing 
that the self has internalized certain norms and values promoted within a 
specific group. Third, the way a mobile phone gratifies the self has 
consequences for the emotional attachment to the artifact. This 
gratification can be achieved “through any combination of sensorial 
pleasures experienced during interaction” (Meschtscherjakov et al., 2014, 
p. 2322). 
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As is evident from this brief summary, these articles discuss many 
different aspects of emotional attachment, and also its complex 
entanglement with other characteristics of the self, such as the 
instrumental self. However, despite the complexity and diversity of this 
picture, the message is clear: emotions are core to the way the self relates 
to technology and this aspect of the self can be utilized for reaching 
specific goals. 

6.4 THE PLAYFUL SELF 

The fourth category of research discusses the self as a playful creature. In 
this context, play is not the same as gaming. Many of the articles on 
gaming include the aspect of playfulness, but there are others who focus 
more on e.g. social (Wohn, Lee, Sung, & Bjornrud, 2010) or explorative 
(J. Bardzell, Bardzell, Zhang, & Pace, 2014) aspects of gaming. The core 
characteristic of playfulness as I use the term here is that it is non-
utilitarian, i.e. there is no external teleology motivating the interaction in 
which the self is involved. Instead, the interaction is its own purpose, and 
to the extent that there is a teleology involved, it is internally related, even 
though there are examples of articles where playfulness is used 
instrumentally to achieve a particular goal (e.g. Lindley, Harper, & Sellen, 
2008). The playful self is characterized by such things as emotional 
engagement (Lindtner, Mainwaring, Dourish, & Wang, 2009), fun, 
enjoyment and immersion (Gonzales, Finley, & Duncan, 2009; Hwang, 
Holtzman, & Resnick, 2011; Mekler, Bopp, Tuch, & Opwis, 2014). Even 
though playfulness as such is characterized by a fundamental non-
utilitarian purposelessness, it is not to be understood as something 
superficial that is without consequences for the self. For example, Birk 
and Mandryk (2013) discuss how play relates to both the idealized self 
and the real self, and argue that what takes place in the playful game 
affects the individual’s self-perception and cognitive self-reflection. 

This theme is further developed by Mekler, Bopp, Tuch and Opwis, 
who performed a review of 87 quantitative studies focusing on game 
enjoyment in an effort to summarize the field’s perspective on this theme. 
They define game enjoyment as “the positive cognitive and affective 
appraisal of the game experience” (Mekler et al., 2014, p. 927), thus in a 
way mirroring the discussions by Meschtscherjakov et al. (2014) and 
Hassenzahl (2004) about technology attachment being a product of both 
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cognitive and emotional components. They further argue that the 
enjoyment that the player experiences is not a random momentary 
sensation, but is dependent on the compatibility between the activity of 
play and the needs and values of the self. For example, they found that 
several articles reported that players experienced a sense of guilt when 
playing games that contained storylines or actions that contradicted the 
moral convictions of the player. Thus, games which contained violence 
and torture were often described as less enjoyable. This indicates that 
play is not some sort of superficial escapism separated from a supposedly 
real life. Instead, play is something that is intimately related to the 
fundamental constitution of the self. Trying to express this connection 
between enjoyment and the self’s identity, they cite the suggestion made 
by Lazzaro to call game enjoyment serious fun (Lazzaro, 2008), thus 
relating fun to deeper aspects of the self, such as values, thoughts and 
feelings. 

The fact that play is intimately linked to the core of the self is also 
emphasized by Seay and Kraut (2007) in their study of negative effects of 
gaming. According to the authors, the powerful dynamics of play can 
draw the individual into situations and emotional modes that have 
negative consequences for the self. These consequences can be physical 
(e.g. dry eyes and carpal tunnel syndrome), emotional (e.g. depression 
and low self-esteem) or social (e.g. isolation and detachment from 
families and friends) and are often result of too much use, what the 
authors call problematic use. Contrary to previous studies emphasizing 
player motivations such as escapism being important factors in 
developing problematic use, Seay and Kraut show that the main factor 
determining whether a player will develop problematic use or not is the 
ability of the gamer to self-regulate. Self-regulation is described as a 
rational, self-reflexive ability to see one’s own behavior (self-monitoring), 
compare that behavior to different external standards such as to the 
behavior of other people (self-evaluation), and to administrate 
consequences based on that evaluation, for example to cancel going to the 
movies as a punishment for playing too much (self-consequation). Thus, 
Seay and Kraut present rational, reflexive cognition as an important 
control institution that can organize drives, pleasures, escapism etc., and 
thereby function as a safeguard for the well-being of the self. This seems 
to imply that the instrumental, rational self and the playful self are 
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involved in a conflict of interest in which the authors favor instrumental 
rationality over playfulness. 

6.5 BUT WHAT ABOUT THE OTHER SELVES? 

Looking at these four selves, it is obvious that they do not capture all 
aspects of the human in HCI. One of the most striking examples of a self 
that is missing from this account is the embodied self. As Harrison et al. 
(2007) have pointed out, the body has always been important in HCI, but 
it has received a renewed attention through the phenomenological 
approaches of the third paradigm, and the interest in bodily aspects of 
human life have not decreased in the recent decade. From the embodied 
interaction of Dourish’s Where the action is (Dourish, 2004), through 
Klemmer, Hartmann and Takayama’s How Bodies Matter: Five Themes 
for Interaction Design (Klemmer, Hartmann, & Takayama, 2006), to the 
somaesthetics approach found in recent research by Höök and others 
(e.g. Höök, Jonsson, Ståhl, & Mercurio, 2016), the body and embodied 
interaction remain strong currents in HCI. There are also interesting – 
albeit a bit more peripheral – examples of literature in which the human 
body is understood in relation to linguistics. For example, Donna 
Haraway argues that “bodies as objects of knowledge are material-
semiotic generative nodes” (Haraway, 1991, p. 200), an idea that has been 
more closely related to the field of HCI by Lucy Suchman (2007, p. 261). 
However, important as these perspectives are in HCI, they are almost 
absent from the discourse on the self. With some exceptions (e.g. Epp et 
al., 2011; Giraud, Courgeon, Tardieu, Roatis, & Maitre, 2014; Schiphorst, 
2011; Qiao Wang et al., 2014), the body does not constitute a strong 
analytical component in the discourse on the self. As I noted in the 
introduction, Oxford English Dictionary defines the word self as a term 
that describes “[t]hat which in a person is really and intrinsically he (in 
contradistinction to what is adventitious)”. Given this logic of a 
qualitative referentiality between the word self and the defining 
characteristics of an individual human being, it is quite surprising that 
when HCI researchers discuss bodily aspects of the human, they do not 
use the word self. Does this imply a modern version of the old Cartesian 
dichotomy between mind and body in which the mind is considered more 
characteristic of what defines a human being than the body? Or, perhaps 
the discrepancy between the overall description of the human within HCI 
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and the perspective offered in the discourse on the self can be explained 
by the historical origins of this discourse in early research focusing on 
online environments. Much of this research aimed at exploring the 
potentials of an abstract, intangible cyberspace, and as a consequence, the 
body was not always acknowledged as part of the analytical framework. 
Sometimes it was even seen as a limitation from which digital technology 
could break free. 

Given that this is a growing discourse and that references to the self are 
becoming increasingly common in HCI research, what does the absence 
of the body in this discourse say about the direction of our domain when 
it comes to conceptualizing the human? Will this discourse become a 
refuge for researchers interested in non-bodily aspects of the human; a 
reserve that can exist parallel to strands focusing on the physical body as 
characteristic of the human? Or does the increasing importance of 
references to the self in HCI research indicate a coming shift in our 
domain leading away from the bodily aspects acknowledged in the third 
paradigm towards something else? Suggesting an answer to those 
questions is outside the scope of this discussion, but what is important in 
this context is that the absence of an embodied self is not a result of a 
poor analysis, but is a consequence of the way HCI researchers use the 
word self; When researchers talk about the body, they do not refer to it as 
the self, or conversely, when they talk about the self, they do not include 
bodily aspects of human life. The same applies to other aspects of the 
human that are absent from this categorization; while they may be 
important perspectives of the human in parts of HCI, they are not 
discussed in terms of the self and thus are not part of this discursive 
trend.  

6.6 THE STABLE, COHERENT, INDIVIDUAL SELF 

The four selves described above are different in many ways. However, 
despite these differences, they have some important characteristics in 
common, three of which I will briefly describe below. 

First, throughout the literature, the self is portrayed as a fairly stable 
entity. While change can occur, such change is most often not described 
as something that occurs on a fundamental, ontological level. For 
example, change can occur through interaction, but that is either 
emotional (Gerling, Miller, Mandryk, Birk, & Smeddinck, 2014; Panger, 
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2014; Toma, 2010), cognitive (Fox, Bailenson, & Tricase, 2013; Vasalou et 
al., 2007) or behavioral (Fox et al., 2013; Laschke et al., 2011; Maitland & 
Chalmers, 2010; Yarosh, 2013). To the extent that the self can be 
suggested to be something more than its thoughts, feelings and actions, 
the literature does not recognize this. Some might argue that those three 
aspects are the vital components of a self and that therefore the self is 
reducible to these criteria, but it suffices to consider a person who is 
temporarily unconscious and therefore unable to think, feel or act, to 
realize that such a reductionist definition of the self is highly problematic. 

Second, the self is portrayed as a relatively coherent entity. There are 
articles that to some degree acknowledge the complexity of the self, but in 
these articles, the complexity is often related to things like societal roles 
(Farnham & Churchill, 2011; Ozenc & Farnham, 2011; X. Zhao, Schwanda 
Sosik, & Cosley, 2012) or to different phases in the interaction with 
technology (Karapanos et al., 2009; X. Zhao et al., 2013) rather than to 
the actual ontological constitution of the self. Also, there are some articles 
discussing people’s experience of conflicting drives, e.g. someone who 
both wants to eat chocolate and lose weight or someone who is committed 
to keep sober but who realizes that biological and chemical drives work 
against this decision (Kehr, Hassenzahl, Laschke, & Diefenbach, 2012; 
Yarosh, 2013), but these contradictory forces are seldom acknowledged as 
constitutive to the self. Instead they are considered an exception from the 
norm; a problematic condition that needs to be overcome, rather than 
something ontologically characteristic. 

Third, the self is portrayed as constituted separate from other selves. 
While other people can affect the self, the self as such is not a result of 
these relations. Even in the communicative approach with its emphasis 
on the interaction between self and other, the self is described as 
fundamentally delimited from the object of its communication. Some of 
these articles describe the communicative process more or less in terms of 
information transmission (De Choudhury et al., 2013; J. T. Hancock et 
al., 2007; Ozenc & Farnham, 2011; Raban et al., 2012; C. Zhao & Jiang, 
2011) whereas others confirm the reciprocity of this process and argue 
that what is taking place is actually an information exchange where the 
original sender is also a receiver and where some sort of relation is 
established between the two parties  (Riegelsberger, Vasalou, Bonhard, & 
Adams, 2006; Romero & Markopoulos, 2005; Wohn et al., 2010; X. Zhao 
et al., 2012). However, in both of these approaches, the separation 
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between subject and object remains firm and communication is nothing 
that directly impacts the ontology of the self. There are, however, articles 
discussing the online self and how it is constituted through interaction 
with technology, but in those articles, a clear distinction is made between 
these online selves which are often related to professional roles, and some 
kind of authentic, actual self (Raban et al., 2012). Even in the cases where 
the articles suggest a close and direct relation between an online self and 
an actual self where the latter can be affected by the former, the actual 
self is still described as a pre-existing entity that is in no need of the 
online self for its constitution (Fox et al., 2013). Any impact of the online 
self upon the real self is seen as purely additional to the self. An exception 
from this individualistic approach is the research on how culture shapes 
the self (e.g. Jiang et al., 2009; C. Zhao & Jiang, 2011). In these articles, 
the self is described as situated in relational networks. However, it is not 
clear whether the influence of these networks on the self is on a 
behavioral level or an ontological level. That is, is the self a product of its 
surrounding culture to a degree where we can say that it is ontologically 
relational or does culture merely influence the way an already existing self 
communicates? 

6.7 ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVES 

There are HCI researchers within the self discourse who have tried to 
explore alternative aspects of the self. An early attempt was Sherry 
Turkle’s studies of virtual reality (Turkle, 1994, 1996, 1997). These studies 
explicitly drew on postmodern philosophy but even though they have 
often been discussed and quoted in HCI (e.g. J. Bardzell & Bardzell, 
2008b; Suchman, 2007), there are few explicit traces of that influence in 
the articles reviewed in this chapter. There are also other, more recent 
researchers who have explored these aspects. Some of the articles 
discussing the complexity of the self in terms of professional or societal 
roles do so in a way that tends to blur the boundaries between roles and 
ontology to an extent that suggests that interaction can actually change or 
even constitute the ontology of the self, even though this is seldom 
explicitly claimed in the texts (Akah & Bardzell, 2010; McCarthy & 
Wright, 2005; Nóbrega & Correia, 2011; Park & Zimmerman, 2010; 
Petrelli, Van den Hoven, & Whittaker, 2009; Zimmerman, 2009). Others 
have taken it even further. Bardzell, Bardzell, Zhang and Pace (2014) have 
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explicitly used Foucault’s notion of the care of the self to understand the 
hermeneutic shaping of the self by the self that takes place in the online 
environment Second Life. They argue that the interaction enables the 
individual to explore new sides of herself, which is not only an 
epistemological process, but also something ontological in that it actually 
changes the identity of the self. Another article that problematizes the self 
through Foucault’s theoretical framework is Leshed and Sengers, who 
discuss technological productivity tools such as online calendars in terms 
of technologies of the self, suggesting that people do not only use these 
tools to “organize what they do, but also who they are” (Leshed & Sengers, 
2011, p. 912). 

Another strand of research indirectly problematizing the self is the one 
focusing on ageing and illness. For example, in recent research on 
dementia, the self is being described not as a given individual entity, but 
as something malleable, historical and social for which interpersonal 
relationships are described as “sites where self is maintained and 
constructed” (Wallace, Thieme, Wood, Schofield, & Olivier, 2012, p. 
2629) “through reflection, storytelling and dialogue” (Wallace et al., 2013, 
p. 2617), thus suggesting that the self is radically relational at an 
ontological level (see also Eriksson, Artman, & Swartling, 2013). Sun et al. 
emphasize that the self’s relation to technology is not only determined by 
the biological identity of the self, but is a more complex composition of 
biological factors, values, ideologies, and historical layers of experience, 
thus contradicting reductionist models of explanations (Sun, Ding, 
Lindtner, Lu, & Gu, 2014). Sas et al. discuss the role that autobiographical 
memories play in maintaining a sense of the self’s identity, indicating that 
the self is a construct rather than something given (Sas et al., 2013), a 
theme that is explored outside the ageing and illness context by 
Andronico, Marti and Martinelli, who emphasize “the importance of 
storytelling in the creation of the self” (Andronico, Marti, & Martinelli, 
2007). While this does not necessarily imply a fragmented self on an 
ontological level, it nevertheless points to the constructive aspects of the 
self. There are also those who, from a more general perspective, have 
argued for the need to study and question HCI’s assumptions regarding 
the self in order to develop our field further (J. Bardzell, 2009; J. Bardzell 
& Bardzell, 2008a; Schmidt, 1997). 

So there are examples of HCI research that approaches the self from 
alternative positions that can be seen as part of a subject-critical 
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tradition. However, while these examples are important to both 
acknowledge and use as resources for further exploration of the self in 
HCI, they nevertheless constitute a relatively peripheral phenomena and I 
would argue that the HCI discourse on the self still mainly draws upon 
what can be called a modern view of the self emphasizing qualities like 
stability, coherence and individuality. 

6.8 SUMMARY 

So, the HCI research literature analyzed in this chapter can be categorized 
as presenting four different selves: the instrumental self, the 
communicative self, the emotional self, and the playful self. These 
perspectives sometimes blend in the literature, but they are nevertheless 
clearly identifiable as different aspects of the self. Despite the differences 
between these four categories, there are some qualities that all of these 
selves share: stability, coherency, and individuality. Thus, the 
paradigmatic self described in this discursive trend is a coherent 
individual whose identity and core characteristics precede interaction and 
who remains relatively unchanged after the interaction has ended, all of 
which suggests a clear, qualitative distinction between the self and the 
external entities with which it interacts. 
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7 INTERACTION 

After having analyzed the two discursive trends materiality and the self, I 
will now focus on how interaction is described within these two trends. I 
have identified three main themes in relation to which the discussions in 
the literature revolve: the type of interaction, the context, and the effect 
that the interaction has.19 

7.1 TYPE OF INTERACTION 

The literature describes two main perspectives on the relations between 
humans and computers: either humans interact with computers, which is 
a common perspective within the materiality discourse, or humans 
interact through computers, which is more common in the self 
discourse.20 

7.1.1 Interacting with computers 

Considering the fact that the literature analyzed originates from within 
the field of HCI, it comes as no surprise that many of the articles describe 
interaction as something that takes place between a human and a 
computer. Here, interaction is thus understood as something that occurs 
with technology rather than through technology. 

Interaction as use 

Much of this literature uses the term interaction as depicting a general, 
unspecified use of technology; an approach that is especially evident in 
the materiality discourse. A lot of this literature describes interacting with 

                                                 
19 Similarly to what we have seen in the case of materiality and the self, there is both a dominant 
and an alternative perspective when it comes to interaction. For structural reasons and contrary to 
what I have done in the previous two chapters, I have chosen not to describe these alternative 
perspectives in a separate section in this chapter. Instead, I will discuss them in relation to each 
aspect of interaction. Both the dominant and the alternative perspectives are then summarized in 
the end, so the reader who wants to get a quick overview of the dominant and the alternative 
perspectives respectively can find such an overview in 7.5. 
20 This is in line with what many other researchers in HCI suggest. See, for example, Susanne 
Bødker’s Through the interface: A human activity approach to user interface design (Bødker, 
1987). 
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technology in terms of intentional control of a system, e.g. computer 
games (Birk & Mandryk, 2013; Gerling et al., 2014), mobile phones 
(Hoggan et al., 2008), interactive art (Gonzales et al., 2009), or different 
kinds of experimental designs (Ishii & Ullmer, 1997; Parkes et al., 2006). 
In this research, interaction is something active that requires the user’s 
conscious agency. Furthermore, interaction is something demarcated in 
the sense that it is an observable activity with a distinct beginning and a 
distinct end. However, as will be evident below, there are other 
approaches that open up to a broader understanding of what it means to 
interact with computers. 

Living with computers 

Interaction is not always as intentional as is suggested in the articles 
mentioned above. Some of the literature approaches interaction as a more 
passive, latent relationship between a person and technology; as 
something that is a part of one’s life. For example, Hallnäs and Redström 
(2002) argue that ubiquitous computing requires that we complement 
our traditional understanding of interaction as efficient use with an 
understanding of interaction as presence or dwelling. According to the 
authors, one problem with understanding interaction as use is that it veils 
the diversity of our lived experience with technology. They claim that a 
seemingly coherent product such as a mobile phone can be many things 
in our lives, e.g. “a “talking-loudly-to-yourself”-device”, a “flirting-
device”, a “check-that-nothing-has-happened-device”, or a “walking-
companion” (Hallnäs & Redström, 2002, p. 119). So, paradoxically, a use 
paradigm in design risks not giving due attention to the way we actually 
use the artifacts. Another example is that a big portion of our interaction 
with a mobile phone consists of waiting and not speaking or listening. But 
how is this act of waiting that is such a significant aspect of technology’s 
role in our lives accounted for in the design of the artifact if the design 
process focuses on efficient use? The authors suggest that one way of 
capturing this diversity of interaction is to frame artifacts as something 
expressive, since this will acknowledge the dimension of meaning and 
presence that technology has in our lives. 

Similar approaches can be found in much of the research on how 
people get attached to technology (e.g. Conci et al., 2009; Karapanos et 
al., 2009; Meschtscherjakov et al., 2014). From different perspectives, 
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these articles describe interaction as something that is more entangled 
with everyday life than what seems to be the case if one focuses on the 
demarcated, observable, conscious case of actively using a particular 
artifact.  

Symbolic dimensions in computers 

Another strand of research focuses on interaction between the user and 
the symbolic dimension of the technological artifact rather than between 
the user and the artifact itself as a neutral tool. For example, Odom, 
Sellen, Harper and Thereska (2012) have investigated how the transition 
from local file storage to cloud storage affects the interaction with 
symbolically charged media content such as music files, photos, financial 
documents etc. They argue that the different materiality of the storage 
spaces influences the way we relate to our digital belongings and that 
moving from the physical to the digital has introduced a new set of 
fundamental questions concerning location and ownership, all of which 
can add stress to the individual. This stress is especially evident when the 
move concerns material with symbolic value. Thus, interacting with this 
media, be it on a local computer or a cloud storage, is not only about 
interacting with a file, but with an emotional content. 

Sas and Whittaker (2013) also discuss the symbolic capital inherent in 
artifacts and information traces. They point to the fact that as we interact 
with an artifact over time, it becomes imbued with symbolic meaning, 
and that it is often impossible to erase these symbolic sediments and go 
back to relating to the artifact in a neutral, clean-slate manner. While 
some of these sediments are resources that can have a positive impact on 
the user, others are more ambiguous and have a negative impact on the 
user, e.g. sediments related to former romantic partners. As a 
consequence, the authors suggest that designers should consider these 
symbolic dimensions of technology and explore technical solutions that 
can help people control the impact that such aggregated symbolic value 
has on their well-being. Thus, the authors present a perspective according 
to which interaction is not only something that takes place between a user 
and an artifact, but also indirectly between the user and any emotions, 
memories, hopes and disappointments that have become related to the 
artifact through previous use. 
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A more radical aspect of loss and broken relationships is death. Massimi 
et al. have studied the impact of death on the symbolic value of 
technology on the basis that “[a]rtifacts represent key elements of 
[people’s] identity as well as familial history and heritage” (Massimi et al., 
2011, p. 990). Thus, when a person dies, the role of the artifact as a 
symbolic representation of the individual human and his or her 
relationships with other humans changes, which creates a design context 
characterized by emotionally charged relations to technology. This 
context has been partially neglected in HCI, and there have been 
suggestions that HCI should focus on developing systems that is 
particularly designed to address this very specific situation. Massimi and 
Baecker (2011) have proposed three possible areas to consider when 
designing for the bereaved: tools for communication between the 
bereaved and other people during the period of mourning, tools for 
coping with one’s new situation as a bereaved, and technologies that can 
support the maintenance of media and materials related to the deceased 
with a realization “that the upkeep and maintenance of the collection can 
be a treasured activity and not necessarily an unwanted burden worth 
automating” (Massimi & Baecker, 2011, p. 1008). While the two first 
areas are primarily focused on providing good means for solving specific 
tasks, the third one discusses interaction as something that takes place 
between the user and the symbolic dimensions of technological artifacts. 
Similarly, Kirk and Banks (2008) discuss how the meaning of an artifact 
is being transformed after the death of the owner, and they suggest the 
development of technology heirlooms, which are described as artifacts 
specifically designed to outlive its owners and to function as a memorial 
for those persons. 

7.1.2 Interacting through computers 

While the previously discussed research has focused on interaction with 
computers, there is also a lot of research that describes interaction as an 
act performed through computers. This approach is especially evident in 
the discourse on the self.  
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Interaction as communication 

In these articles, interaction is often understood as equivalent to 
communication.21 What is especially interesting to note is that when the 
term interaction is used to refer to communication with another person 
through technology, the user’s engagement with technology as such 
during the communicative act is not discussed in terms of interaction, but 
in terms of use. So, to some degree, the research that focuses on 
communication tends to adopt a more simplistic view of the actual 
engagement with the mediating technology.  

Another distinction that is often made in this strand of research, 
especially in the articles focusing on online environments, is the one 
between verbal, direct communication between two or more parties on 
the one hand, and indirect communicative actions such as creating an 
online profile on the other hand. The former is often described as 
interaction whereas the latter is not. For example, when Ellison, Heino 
and Gibbs (2006) discuss impression management in online dating 
environments, they make a qualitative distinction between the act of 
creating one’s online profile and the more direct verbal interaction with 
others online or offline. The same distinctions can be seen in many other 
articles focusing on online communication (e.g. Ducheneaut et al., 2009; 
J. T. Hancock et al., 2007; Pfeil et al., 2009; Toma et al., 2008), and from 
a discourse perspective, this use of terminology reveals something 
important about the definition of interaction; indirect, communicative 
acts are defined as action but not interaction. 

There are, however, articles that do not make these kinds of 
distinctions. For example, Zhao et al. (2012) have studied how romantic 
partners communicate through Facebook and they interpret online 
interaction as a broader phenomenon. They describe how practices in 
online environments, such as status updates, relationship information, 
and sharing of photographs are all interactive moments that open up 
people’s private lives to a broader audience. This means that the users 
face a situation where things that they are accustomed to thinking of as 

                                                 
21 A rather surprising result from the analysis was that, despite the strong communication focus in 
this strand of research, no references were made to video mediated communication in the sense of 
e.g. organized mediated meetings. Instead, focus lies on email and text messages, online 
environments, and social media. In fact, video mediated communication is an area of research that 
is basically absent from the materiality discourse as well as the discourse on the self. 
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mere demographic facts become communication in the online 
environment. Thus, action becomes interaction. 

Accurate representation or symbolic capital? 

Interacting through computers (whether it is understood in a narrow or a 
broad sense) is often described as a task where one uses technology to 
create an accurate and transparent representation of oneself in order to 
present it to an audience. The cited articles above on online communities 
belong to this category of accurate representations, as do e.g. (Pilcer & 
Thatcher, 2013; Raban et al., 2012; Shami et al., 2009; Vasalou et al., 
2007). 

There is, however, another kind of interaction through computers. In 
much of the research on virtual worlds, the mediation tool is not 
primarily the technology as such, but the symbolic representations made 
possible by technology. For example, the practice of using avatars in 
virtual worlds adds an extra level of representative symbolic capital which 
the user can utilize in communication. An early example of this is, of 
course, Sherry Turkle’s work from the 1990s (Turkle, 1994) but there are 
also more recent researchers focusing on this (J. Bardzell et al., 2014; 
Ducheneaut et al., 2009). In their study Intimate Interactions: Online 
Representation and Software of the Self, Bardzell and Bardzell (2008b) 
discuss how avatars are not only representations of the self in a mimesis 
fashion, but actually also adds extra dimensions to the interaction in that 
they are “themselves constituted from symbols and rhetorical forms” (J. 
Bardzell & Bardzell, 2008b, p. 13). The authors suggest that by interacting 
through the avatar, the users of the system get access to rich symbolic 
resources that enhance the interaction beyond any one-to-one 
correspondence between the user and its online representation. So, there 
is a difference in perspective; while some emphasize technology as the 
tool for interaction, others emphasize the symbolic resources as the tool 
for interaction. 

These two approaches to interaction (accurate representation or 
symbolic representation) lead to different outcomes. The accuracy model 
aims at presenting a clear, unambiguous and representative description 
in order to decrease the risk of misinterpretation and disappointments in 
the event of a future face-to-face meeting. The symbolic model, however, 
utilizes the abundance of hermeneutic resources available in avatar 
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creation. This abundance does not only invite the user’s counterpart to a 
hermeneutic domain, but also the user him- or herself or herself. Thus, 
the avatars tend to encourage self-reflection and, as a consequence, 
contribute to explorative identity construction. This has been discussed 
extensively by Bardzell et al. (2014) who studied how people in the virtual 
world Second Life consciously created avatars that differed from how they 
perceived themselves in real life. The users then experienced how the 
symbolic resources of these avatars placed them in intimate situations 
where they had not been before, which resulted in them discovering new 
aspects of themselves. This made them reflect on their own identity and 
how their previous self-perceptions might need to be modified based on 
the discoveries they made through their avatars. The authors conclude 
that “the avatar is always already both part of the felt experience of 
selfhood and also a simulated and separate extension of that experienced 
self” (J. Bardzell et al., 2014, p. 3950). 

7.2 THE INTERACTION CONTEXT  

Another important aspect of interaction is the role of the context in 
relation to interaction. Does the context influence interaction, and if so – 
how? 

7.2.1 Stand-alone 

Much of the literature describes interaction without paying any specific 
attention to context, which is quite surprising, considering the enormous 
impact of contextual approaches within HCI during the last 20 years (see 
also, Räsänen & Nyce, 2006). 

One category of research in which the context is of little importance is 
that of experimental design such as Glume (Parkes et al., 2006), whisper 
(Schiphorst, 2011), or AffectCam (Sas et al., 2013). There are good 
grounds for the lack of contextual analyses in these projects. Some of the 
research approaches are so focused on exploring new technological 
possibilities that the designs are impossible to situate in a real-life 
context. As pointed out by Sundström and Höök, this kind of context-free 
exploration can have its place in the initial stage of the design process in 
order to come up with unorthodox ideas, as they did with their design 
FriendSense (Sundström & Höök, 2010). However, they then used their 
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insights from FriendSense and moved on to a more traditional user-
centered design process and created ArtSense, which was contextually 
situated from the very beginning. 

So, in a way, the lack of contextual analyses comes with the territory of 
novel design since you cannot always investigate the practices around 
interaction with such novel artifacts. However, what is important to 
acknowledge is that this lack does not only characterize experimental 
design cases with no specific context of use like those mentioned above. 
In Giraud, Courgeon, Tardieu, Roatis and Maitre, for example,  (Giraud et 
al., 2014), a system for 3D-augmenting of medical images is presented. 
Despite the fact that this system is designed for a medical context, which 
is a well-known, relatively easily defined context in which emotionally 
charged questions of health and illness, life and death are ever-present 
and have a fundamental impact on the user’s experience of technology, 
none of this is addressed in the research. Neither is the important 
question of hierarchical power in the relationship between patient and 
doctor, something that also influences interaction and communication in 
the medical context. Likewise, when Marathe and Sundar (2011) 
investigate some of the numerous opportunities to customize artifacts, 
they partly neglect the contextual factors informing this practice. Despite 
the social and cultural setting that the authors are exploring (mobile 
phones, websites etc.) and their claim that customization is a way of 
communicating a sense of self to others, they do not perform any in-depth 
analysis of how this customization is informed by the social context in 
which the technology is situated. Instead, they describe customization as 
mainly an act of personal agency through which the user expresses his or 
her identity, leaving questions concerning shared values, co-creation of 
meaning, aesthetic ideals, and gender norms unanswered. 

Even in the literature focusing on such a context-defined interaction as 
gaming or online communities, there is research that approaches 
interaction as a stand-alone phenomenon. For example, in De Cohudhury 
et al. (2013), the researchers analyze social media posting as a way of 
identifying both the current and the future emotional status of the user. 
However, no specific consideration is given to the specific context of 
social media. How does this particular communication channel affect the 
messages posted? Does it influence the writing style? Does it influence the 
content? Does the publicness of social media affect the choice of what one 
posts? How do routines and established practices around social media 
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affect the expression of the user? There are a number of contextual issues 
here that are not explicitly addressed, giving the impression that social 
media practices occurs in a vacuum where the user interacts with 
technology uncontaminated by social and cultural influences. 

7.2.2 Contextual approaches 

Most articles, however, draw on the extensive tradition of contextual 
enquiries in HCI and see interaction as contextually situated. However, 
the definitions of what this context is and how it affects interaction differ 
a lot in the literature. 

Technical 

One context that affects interaction is the technological context. What 
surrounding technologies are there and how are these technologies 
related to the artifact with which the user interacts? Jung, Stolterman, 
Ryan, Thompson and Siegel (2008) have discussed this in terms of 
ecologies of artifacts. Their article contains extensive discussions on 
context in terms of social structures, environmental issues etc., but what 
is especially relevant to mention here is their discussion on the 
technological network as a context of interaction. For example, they 
mention the fact that most people have a lot of digital artifacts at home, 
and there is usually a comparison between the different artifacts where 
one is seen as central access point while others are seen as more 
peripheral items. This structure affects the way we interpret and interact 
with these devices: “As many of digital artifacts are used as a group in 
connection with others, individual artifacts sometimes tend to be 
considered as parts of a higher system instead of separate independent 
ones. Accordingly, their role or importance is perceived comparative to 
each other.” (Jung et al., 2008, p. 205) 

Löwgren (2007) also uses the concept of ecologies and argues that we 
as humans move “through shifting ecologies of people, physical objects, 
and digital media”, thus positioning technology in relation to a variety of 
structural contexts, suggesting that our interactions are situated in 
different types of ecologies that affect each other and therefore also our 
interactions. 
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Work environment 

Another context that can influence interaction is one’s professional 
environment, i.e. the work context. For example Raban et al. (2012) have 
investigated impression management in corporate settings and argue that 
corporate culture affects the practice of indicating professional expertise 
in online systems in at least two ways which is evident in their analysis of 
possible explanations for the low degree of individuation in the system 
tagging. First, at a social level, self-presentation is influenced by the 
perceived expectations in the work environment. Even though there are 
individuating tags available in the system, people tend not to use them 
because they do not think that that is how they are supposed to use the 
system. Second, at a technical level, there is a connection between a lack 
of individuality in self-presentation and the display order of the system 
descriptors. Since the individuating tags are displayed far down in the 
display order, these are in effect hidden from the users: “tag clouds are 
designed so that popular tags appear in large and bold font and are more 
prominent in the tag cloud than less popular tags. Is this a good practice 
when it comes to people tagging? Do we prefer to identify the maximum 
number of people based on large, bold, tags or do we want the tagging 
system to help us to identify the uniqueness of people, be it on a 
professional or personal basis?”(Raban et al., 2012, p. 577) So, the work 
context affects the way the individual interacts with technology. 

While many studies within HCI have focused on people’s immediate, 
physical work environment, that is not the only perspective in the 
materiality and self discourses respectively. Instead the work context is 
often approached as a matter of indirect influence. One such example is 
Pilcer and Thatcher (2013) who studied people’s Facebook behavior with 
the purpose of exploring the boundary practice through which people 
handle their different social networks. They concluded that people tend to 
adapt their Facebook postings according to what they expect their 
employer to want: “The belief that employers utilise Facebook to monitor 
employees is aligned with perceiving that Facebook can affect ones 
potential for promotion, career developments and possible dismissal or 
disciplinary action.”(Pilcer & Thatcher, 2013, p. 622) So, from this 
perspective, work has an indirect contextual impact on online interaction 
even though the interaction as such does not take place in what can be 
defined as a work environment. 
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Cultural and social practices 

Another context influencing the interaction is cultural and social 
practices, habits etc. For example, as was discussed in 6.2.2, Jiang et al. 
(2009) have studied how people perceive other people’s self-
presentations. They show that culture has an impact on the way we 
express ourselves online and that culture also affects how other people 
interpret and make sense of these expressions. So, both on the sender and 
the recipient side of the communicative flow, the cultural context has 
strong influences on the interaction with technology. Another study that 
investigates cultural and social contexts is Liao et al. (2010), in which the 
authors have focused on how users balance combinations of different 
cultural contexts. As the traditional Chinese national culture and the 
practices of online communities meet, the context within which 
interaction takes place becomes a place of negotiation between central 
control and grass-roots participation, illustrating both the stability and 
plasticity of social contextual influence. 

A more philosophical analysis is performed in Glöss (2012) who uses 
Heideggerian phenomenology and Bordieu’s habitus concept to analyze 
context as a web of practices and meaning in which the interaction is 
situated. She suggests that artifacts have functional as well as 
dispositional value, the latter being related to questions of meaning. She 
further argues that in the future, an artifact’s functional value will be 
taken for granted whereas the dispositional value will not and that 
therefore, focusing on the latter as interaction context will be key if we 
want to understand people’s interaction with technology. “Examining the 
way artifacts are integrated and functioning in cultural value systems can 
thereby contribute to a deeper and more holistic understanding of user’s 
behaviors and needs.” (Glöss, 2012, p. 755) 

The previous examples of cultural contexts have been more or less 
involuntary influences. The individual is born into a specific culture and 
even though the individual can choose to relate to that culture in different 
ways, it is fair to say that the context precedes him or her. However, there 
are also more voluntary cultural contexts that have an impact on 
interaction, for example cultural movements or subcultures. In their 
article Empowering products, Akah and Bardzell (2010) have explored 
the Steampunk movement. This DIY-movement draws upon Victorian 
and futuristic aesthetics, creating a subculture with shared artistic norms, 
ideals and values, which has impact on two stages in the interaction with 



 

 

 

SECTION II: HUMAN-COMPUTER INTERACTION      |     83 

the artifact. First, as people share pictures of their customized artifacts 
online, an aesthetic framework is established which creates the conditions 
for how you chose to customize your own artifact. Second, as the artifact 
has been customized, this customization affects the way the user interacts 
with it, altering both the functional and the aesthetic characteristics of the 
artifact. 

Another example of a cultural context that is entered voluntarily is 
online communities. Whether it is social media like Facebook, or virtual 
worlds such as Second Life, these contexts come with their own technical 
limitations as well as societal norms and values to which you need to 
relate in order to participate in the online interaction. 

7.2.3 Temporal contexts 

So far, we have mainly discussed context being interpreted in spatial 
terms as something that exists simultaneously with the interaction. 
However, there are also articles who discuss interaction as embedded in a 
temporal context by which it is influenced and through which it receives 
meaning. This context can consist of both past experiences and future 
expectations.  

For example, as has been discussed several times in the previous 
chapters, Sas and Whittaker (2013) discuss how past relationships affect 
current use of digital artifacts. Artifacts that have had a connection to the 
broken relationship, is being contaminated by these connections and 
considered upsetting by their users. Broadening the scope beyond the 
theme of broken relationships, this means that interaction with an 
artifact in general is affected by our everyday experiences. The artifact, 
and therefore also our interaction with it, is always embedded in a 
temporal, relational web of significance. This suggests that, in order to 
understand people’s interaction with technology, we need to look beyond 
the immediate contextual factors in the present to posing questions 
around temporal factors that can influence the interaction. Confirming 
this need for exploring interaction as embedded in an extended temporal 
context, Meschtscherjakov, Wilfinger and Tscheligi (2014) argue that the 
interaction with an artifact actually begins before the user even gets his or 
her hands on the artifact. Already when the user becomes aware of the 
artifact through e.g. advertisement, the interaction starts. So, in order to 
understand the user’s emotional connection to technology which in turn 
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affects interaction, we need to investigate conditions that lie outside of 
the present context. Another researcher discussing how the past impacts 
present interaction is Yarosh (2013), who has studied Twelve-step groups 
and argues that in this setting, trust is a key element in interaction. The 
article focuses on how to transfer Twelve-step groups to an online 
environment and finds that, in order for a user to be willing to interact 
online, the user needs to have trust, not only in technology but also in 
other people and their use of technology. Since this trust is something 
that aggregates over time, temporality is a key contextual factor in this 
article. 

But temporal contextuality is not only about past encounters. The 
future can also impact our interaction with technology, something that is 
discussed by Pilcer and Thatcher (2013), who studied how Facebook 
practices are informed by the will to make a positive impression on an 
employer. However, as is pointed out in the article, this does not only 
apply to one’s current employer but also to potential future employers. 
The users manage their online activities in an effort to increase their 
chances of becoming employed sometime in the future which means that 
not only the past but also the future can act as temporal context by which 
interaction is being affected. A more radical approach to the future as 
contextual framework is to situate interaction in relation to death. As we 
have previously seen, Massimi et al. (2011) discuss death as an influential 
theme in life and argue that the notion of death affects much of our 
actions, thoughts and emotions. In fact, they suggest that the end of life is 
such an important part of life that it should be specifically targeted as a 
design space in HCI (see also Massimi & Baecker, 2011). Likewise, Kirk 
and Banks (2008) suggest that interaction designers should focus on our 
thoughts about death and use it as a creative resource in order to design 
artifacts that outlive our physical selves. These artifacts, called technology 
heirlooms, are intended as memorials by which users can reflect and 
remember loved ones who have passed. Another article arguing for the 
need to explore long perspectives when working with temporal 
contextuality is From use to presence: on the expressions and aesthetics 
of everyday computational things (Hallnäs & Redström, 2002) where the 
authors propose the concept of dwelling. They argue that much of 
interaction design focuses on limited timespans like hours, minutes or 
even seconds. While this is appropriate for analyzing some types of 
interaction, it is insufficient for analyzing others. They suggest that we 
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complement our understanding of interaction as a demarcated activity of 
use with an understanding of interaction as dwelling, a model which 
would cover “days, weeks, or even years” (Hallnäs & Redström, 2002, p. 
117), thus extending the temporal context of interaction. 

One paper that explicitly positions interaction in a temporal context 
consisting of both the past and the future is Designing with traces 
(Rosner et al., 2013). Through a project focused on developing 
pedagogical design frameworks, the authors propose designing artifacts 
that can display material traces of previous interactions as well as suggest 
potential future actions, thus stating that interaction takes place in the 
tension between what has been and what will come: “Material traces 
inscribe possibilities for action and expose chains of provenance, such as 
histories of creation, use, and destruction” (Rosner et al., 2013, p. 1652). 
Through visualizing the temporality of the design material, the artifact 
can provide reflexive tools by which the user can gain a deeper 
understanding of his or her use of technology and thus be able to 
reposition this interaction going forward. 

Apart from these examples of research that focuses on how the 
individual user’s previous experiences affect interaction, there is a 
growing interest within HCI to explore how the design of digital 
technology is part of a longer tradition of creative practices (Buechley & 
Perner-Wilson, 2012; Fernaeus et al., 2012). This research emphasizes 
that all creative practices are surrounded by traditions, norms and values 
that shape the design process and therefore also the interaction with the 
designed artifact. Summarizing this perspective, Gross et al. suggest that 
“The craft view helps explore the communicational dimension of material 
interactions, foregrounding ways that all aspects of interaction—including 
design, everyday use, and even research—are rooted in tradition.” (Gross 
et al., 2014 [online 2013], p. 41) 

7.3 THE EFFECTS OF INTERACTION  

As was elaborated on in the beginning of this chapter, a core theme in the 
discussion on interaction within the discourse on materiality and the self 
respectively is that a user controls a system in order to achieve a certain 
external goal. Thus, agency lies with the user who has an impact on or 
through the artifact. However, a perspective that has not been explored so 
far is how this interaction affects the user.  
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7.3.1 Behavior 

One area where interaction is described as having an impact is user 
behavior (Stienstra et al., 2012). Just as we saw in 6.1.2, there are a lot of 
articles discussing how technology is designed in order to effectuate some 
sort of behavioral change. For example, interaction with technology can 
be suggested to help people change their behavior in ways that make it 
easier for them to manage serious diseases (Lee & Dey, 2014; Maitland & 
Chalmers, 2010; Mamykina et al., 2006; Zhou et al., 2014) or to establish 
an overall healthy life style in terms of wellbeing (Meyer et al., 2014). 
Interaction can also become a tool to change our habits in a more 
sustainable direction (Jung et al., 2010; Laschke et al., 2011) or to 
stimulate collective creativity (Jacucci & Wagner, 2007). While these 
systems have been explicitly designed to change a user’s behavior, there 
are other examples where technology has not been designed with the 
purpose of changing a user’s behavior, but that nevertheless does so 
indirectly. For example Bardzell et al. (2014) and Fox, Bailenson and 
Tricase (2013) have studied online intimacy and describe how 
engagement in certain online practices alters the user’s self-esteem, 
which then also changes the way the person behaves. Since behavioral 
change has already been discussed in 6.1.2, I will not elaborate further on 
this topic here, but instead move on to other interaction effects 
mentioned in the literature. 

7.3.2 User experience 

One of the most common effects of interaction on the self discussed in the 
literature is user experience, such as engagement, emotions, and 
enjoyment. Birk and Mandryk (2013) have studied how different types of 
game controllers affect the user experience among gamers. Not 
surprisingly, they find that the different game controllers have a 
significant effect on the user experience. However, the authors add 
another dimension of analysis in that they use “game-self as an additional 
level of PX evaluation to investigate the difference between how a play 
experience makes a player feel about the game and how the experience 
makes them feel about themselves.” (Birk & Mandryk, 2013, p. 693). 
Thus, they state the important fact that the experiential consequences of 
interaction do not only affect how we perceive the game, but also how we 
perceive ourselves. Another paper exploring this perspective is Gerling, 
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Miller, Mandryk, Birk and Smeddinck (2014). They have studied skill 
balancing in the context of multiplayer gaming and conclude that while 
an explicit balancing for differences in physical disability can be 
detrimental to the self-esteem of the disabled player, a hidden balancing 
can in fact increase self-esteem beyond the actual game context and thus 
contribute to empowering the individual. Thus, the experiential 
consequences of interaction can be permanent or at least long-lasting. 

Karapanos, Zimmerman, Forlizzi and Martens (2009) have also 
described user experience as a result of interaction, but focus on how this 
experience changes over time. They use Hassenzahl’s conceptualization of 
user experience as consisting of two main categories: goodness and 
beauty. According to Hassenzahl (2004), goodness covers functional and 
pragmatic aspects such as usefulness and usability whereas beauty covers 
aspects related to the user’s identity such as the ability of the artifact to 
function as a tool for self-expression. Karapanos et al. use these 
categories in order to study temporal aspects of user experience, and 
argue that the user goes through three phases in the interaction with the 
artifact: orientation, incorporation, and identification. These phases are 
in turn dependent on three underlying forces: familiarity, functional 
dependency, and social and emotional attachment. Their study showed 
that the user’s experience of an artifact is initially dependent upon 
functional aspects whereas it later becomes more related to non-
functional qualities such as identification and the authors therefore 
claims that “time is a significant factor altering the way individuals 
experience and evaluate products” (Karapanos et al., 2009, p. 736). 

7.3.3 Reflection 

Somewhat related to this is the literature focusing on reflection as a result 
of interaction. For example, Rosner, Ikemiya, Kim and Koch (2013) have 
explored the possibilities of utilizing design in order to stimulate 
reflection; primarily reflection of one’s interaction with the artifact, 
through what they call material traces. Material traces illuminates aspects 
of technology and our everyday interaction with it that are sometimes 
veiled. Things such as annotations in a text document or visible mistakes 
made in the production process are traces that situate the materiality of 
technology both spatially and temporally. These material traces constitute 
educational opportunities as well as resources for meaning creation in a 
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broad sense and the authors therefore argue that this analytic framework 
can be used as a pedagogical tool through which design students can 
explore the materiality and emotional resonance of technology. 

Another example of interaction as a tool for reflection is Vasalou, 
Joinson and Pitt (2007) who studied the difference between people who 
use online avatars that are similar to their own appearance and people 
whose avatars do not resemble the user. Their study showed that the first 
category of users reported increased self-awareness, defined as an ability 
to reflect on things like one’s attitudes, standards, emotional states, or 
social being as a result of interacting in online environments. Thus, 
interaction leads to reflection, something that is also emphasized by 
Hwang, Holtzman and Resnick (2011) and Schiphorst (2011). 

7.3.4 Relational 

Interaction can also have relational effects (e.g. Jiang et al., 2009; 
Romero & Markopoulos, 2005; Thieme et al., 2011; Wohn et al., 2010). 
This is, of course, a frequent theme in research on social media and 
online communities but there are also examples of research focusing on 
relational aspects of interaction in other contexts, e.g. family relations 
(Lindley et al., 2008), romantic relations (J. T. Hancock et al., 2007; 
Thieme et al., 2011), friendships (Sundström & Höök, 2010), and work 
relations (Raban et al., 2012). Most researchers discuss technology as one 
component among others in a communicative network through which 
relations are created, which means that in order to understand relations 
as interaction effect, one must combine the analysis of technology and 
technological practices with an analysis of social practices in general. The 
different social domains are entangled and the different logics of the 
respective domain can work as complementary in building relationships 
(Lindley et al., 2008) or as complicating the process (X. Zhao et al., 
2012). 

Despite the fact that relations are often described as being of central 
importance to the individual, the process of creating and maintaining 
these relations is mainly interpreted as external to the self in the sense 
that the user is not defined by or dependent upon its relations for its 
constitution. The relational effect of interaction is something that 
happens to a user who is already constituted as a self. 
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7.3.5 Identity construction 

As we have seen, most of the literature describes interaction as an 
interplay between an individual human being and either a computer or 
other human beings, where the user precedes interaction and where the 
effects of interaction are epiphenomenal to the self. There is, however, 
literature that describes interaction in existential terms as something that 
affects the ontology of the self. 

One of the first within HCI to discuss interaction’s ontological effects 
on the self was, of course, Sherry Turkle (e.g. Turkle, 1994, 1996) who 
used postmodern theories to explore online environments and how these 
allowed users to elaborate on their online identity. However, Turkle’s 
approach has been criticized for both theoretical and empirical reasons. 
One such critical voice is Robinson (2007) who argues that, from a 
theoretical perspective, postmodernism lacks an understanding of the 
role of social interaction for establishing and maintaining identity and 
that this lack makes postmodernism untenable for any solid analysis of 
social behavior. From an empirical perspective, much of the research of 
Turkle and others tended to focus on the limited demographic group of 
white, college-educated males that engaged in MUD’s during the 1990s. 
However, the technological scene has changed dramatically in at least two 
ways since then, something that needs to be acknowledged. First, the 
internet population of today is much more diverse than it was in the 
1990s, consisting of demographic groups that previously had only limited 
access to digital technology. Second, the nature of the online 
environments has changed and become more interactive and 
communicative, bringing it closer to traditional, offline socialization 
practices. With this in mind, Robinson suggests that symbolic 
interactionism might be a more relevant approach when interpreting 
today’s online environments. According to symbolic interactionism, the 
self is “empirical rather than essential” (Robinson, 2007, p. 94) and 
“generated out of interaction” (Robinson, 2007, p. 95), placing focus on 
socialization as a tool by which we create our identities. According to 
Robinson, the self can be described as consisting of an active I and a 
social me, the latter being created through the anticipation of the gaze of 
the “generalized other” (Robinson, 2007, p. 93). She exemplifies this by 
saying that the I creates a homepage which is embedded in a social 
network through which other users (generalized others) can interact with 
the I, thus creating the me. So, according to Robinson’s use of symbolic 
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interactionism, the process of self-ing is to all intents and purposes the 
same, whether it occurs online or offline. The different environments may 
have somewhat different technical preconditions for interaction but the 
core principles are still the same. Thus, she suggests that technology 
brings nothing fundamentally new to the table when it comes to the role 
that interaction has for the ontology of the self. However, her claim that 
interaction shapes and creates the self is still important in this context. 

There are other examples of similar approaches in HCI, focusing on 
interaction as a social construction of identity. For example, Odom, 
Zimmerman and Forlizzi (2011) have studied identity creation among 
teenagers, and they describe how identity is constructed through the use 
of external means such as photographs, customizations of mobile phones, 
avatars etc. Through interacting with these objects, teenagers confirm 
who they are, but more importantly, they explore who they want to 
become. The authors also argue that this identity construction is not 
taking place in a vacuum but is situated in a spatial, temporal and social 
context. Some of the teenagers were unable to experiment to the degree 
that they wanted, due to their parents not allowing certain kinds of 
expressions. However, in this regard, the online environment offers 
specific opportunities through which such resistance can be reduced or 
altogether avoided. When the identity construction moves from offline to 
online arenas, teenagers are able to customize the publicness of their self-
presentation through altering the privacy settings, thus targeting different 
audiences, e.g. in Facebook. Odom et al. recommend future research and 
design to focus on offering even greater possibilities of targeting one’s 
self-presentation to different audiences, emphasizing the opportunities 
inherent in the plasticity of the digital environment. However, the authors 
also identify a stabilizing tendency inherent in the online context which 
de facto resists this very plasticity. They discuss the fact that, while there 
may be many creative opportunities in possessing many different digital 
items, it is more uncertain how to dis-possess these things when they 
have served their purpose in the identity construction process. In a 
material context, dispossessing a picture or a trophy is an easy thing to 
do. In a digital context however, some of these digital entities are shared 
and co-curated, which complicates the task of leaving an old identity 
behind. In the words of the authors, this creates “an exacting history of 
who we are, leaving little space for romanticizing about the past and 
forgetting experiences we no longer wish to relive”. (Odom et al., 2011, p. 
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1499) So, on the one hand, the online environment offers teenagers an 
opportunity to freely experiment with their identity without having to be 
questioned or challenged by their parents. On the other hand however, 
this online environment tends to keep historic sediments of who the 
teenager used to be, thus counteracting the flexibility previously 
mentioned. Interestingly enough, this suggests that the online 
environment is both radical and preservative, both disruptive and 
stabilizing, a suggestion that offers a potential link to Taylor’s philosophy 
and which will be further developed in the next chapter. 

7.4 BUT WHAT ABOUT THE OTHER APPROACHES TO INTERACTION? 

Obviously, interaction is a core theme in HCI, and as such, most of the 
literature in the field discusses interaction in one way or the other, and 
the field presents a broad variety of interpretations of interaction. 
Therefore, it is inevitable that not all aspects of interaction that are to be 
found in HCI as a field are represented in the materiality discourse and 
the self discourse.  

One such theme that has become strong in HCI papers discussing 
interaction in recent years, but which is almost absent in the materiality 
discourse as well as the self discourse is “interaction as reconfiguration”, 
a theme that Lucy Suchman explores in Human-Machine 
Reconfigurations (Suchman, 2007). Suchman argues that the field of 
technoscience has been dominated by what she calls an Euro-American 
view that “to be human is to possess agency” (Suchman, 2007, p. 228), 
and goes on to state that many of the technological projects that she has 
studied “continue to restage the parochial and conservative forms of 
liberal humanism” (Suchman, 2007, p. 242). In her quest for tools that 
can offer contrasting perspectives, Suchman turns to Bruno Latour’s 
Actor Network Theory (ANT), according to which “agency is understood 
as a material-semiotic attribute not locatable in either humans or 
nonhumans.” (Suchman, 2007, p. 261) ANT thus tries to problematize the 
Euro-American assumption of an autonomous human being whose 
actions are based in the intentions of the individual human, replacing it 
with a notion of co-dependency between the human and the machine as 
far as agency goes. This means that human and non-human actors alike 
constitute a hybrid network in which the actors influence each other in a 
constantly changing system (Latour, 1996). While ANT is almost absent 
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from the self discourse, there are some papers in the materiality discourse 
that use ANT as analytical tool. For example, Fuchsberger et al. (2013) 
use ANT to discuss the connections between materials, designers, and 
users with the purpose of better understanding the active role of the 
material in the design process. They argue that the design process could 
be improved by “avoiding a priori assumptions about the role of the 
materials, the designer, or the user” (Fuchsberger et al., 2013, p. 2859) 
and instead focusing upon the activity caused by either of these actors. It 
is through its activity rather than its properties that the network should 
be analyzed. Similarly, Tholander et al. emphasize that “agency 
temporally emerges in practice, meaning that it is never decidedly known 
in advance but rather shifts depending on the particular configurations of 
actors and objects” (Tholander et al., 2012, p. 2507). They also frame the 
benefits of using ANT primarily in terms of improving the design process. 

While ANT is primarily used to analyze agency in networks, it also has 
important ontological consequences for the way we envision both humans 
and technology. Contrary to the agenda of liberal humanism criticized by 
Suchman, ANT suggests that “the entities involved do not precede their 
incorporation into such configurations in any simple way but emerge 
through their participation in various networks of relations” (Suchman, 
2007, p. 261), i.e. according to ANT, the network “configures ontologies” 
(Callon, 1999, p. 185). In this context, Suchman also draws upon theories 
by Karen Barad, who proposes the concept of intra-action instead of 
interaction: “[w]hereas the construct of interaction suggests two entities, 
given in advance, that come together and engage in some kind of 
exchange, intra-action underscores the sense in which subjects and 
objects emerge through their encounters with each other.” (Suchman, 
2007, p. 267) The components of a phenomenon “come about only 
through the “cut” effected through a particular apparatus of observation” 
(Suchman, 2007, p. 268), which illustrates the ontological dimension 
mentioned above. This line of thinking has been followed by Alex Taylor 
in his recent article After interaction. Taylor argues that, rather than 
creating interfaces with which humans can interact, what we have been 
doing in both research and design of technology is “assembling and 
reassembling human-machine hybrids” (A. Taylor, 2015, p. 50) and thus 
that, “[t]o imagine the human and machine as separate, mediated only by 
discrete interactions, belies how tightly interwoven things are” (A. Taylor, 
2015, p. 51), a conviction that is taken even further by Fors and Wiberg in 
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their claim that “there is not simple, easily drawn line between things and 
people.” (Fors & Wiberg, 2010, p. 11) This constructive process challenges 
the view that there are essential differences between humans and non-
humans, and Taylor argues that the differences that we might, after all, 
find are historically enacted and changing, rather than naturally given 
and stable. Even though Alex Taylor does not discuss ontology per se, his 
article echoes Suchman’s argumentation on interaction as 
reconfiguration. 

So, according to Suchman, we need to understand interaction as a 
process of mutual constitution of both human and non-human actors. 
However, she also claims that it is important to acknowledge that there 
are differences between actors in the network; that “mutualities, 
moreover, are not necessarily symmetries” (Suchman, 2007, p. 269) 
because “persons and artifacts do not constitute each other in the same 
way” (Suchman, 2007, p. 269). In a move that can be said to constitute 
an implicit critique of poststructuralism’s description of the world as a 
language game, she quotes Andrew Pickering’s suggestion that 
“[s]emiotically, these things can be made equivalent; in practice they are 
not” (Pickering, quoted in Suchman, 2007, p. 269). It is not entirely clear 
what constitutes these differences, but the reference to Pickering 
indicates that the differences are to be found in practical dimensions 
rather than theoretical or philosophical analyses. This seems to be 
confirmed when Suchman suggests that the preoccupation of 
technoscientific discourse with concepts like designer and user is an 
indication that, while technology has agency, there are “other actors 
standing just offstage for whom technologies act as delegates” (Suchman, 
2007, p. 270). While she emphatically states that this does not suggest a 
return to an Euro-American ideal of an autonomous subject, but that 
“persons just are those actants who configure material-semiotic networks, 
however much we may be simultaneously incorporated into and through 
them” (Suchman, 2007, p. 270), it is difficult to interpret this as anything 
else than a hierarchical relationship between humans and technology in 
which humans have some sort of dominating role towards technology. So, 
on the one hand, she seeks to deconstruct the traditional perspective of 
the interaction between humans and machines, but on the other hand she 
seems to confirm a relatively traditional description of this relationship. 
Suchman does not deny that there is a tension in this argumentation. On 
the contrary, she confirms the tension and argues that it is important to 
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work with these two different perspectives simultaneously in order to 
avoid reductionist interpretations of interaction, and she concludes that 
“we need a story that can tie humans and nonhumans together without 
erasing the culturally and historically constituted differences among 
them” (Suchman, 2007, p. 270). 

The “interaction as reconfiguration” approach constitutes a perspective 
on interaction that is quite different from what can be found in most of 
the articles in the materiality discourse and the self discourse 
respectively. While we saw examples of research that interpret interaction 
as a constructive process through which the self is constituted (which 
resembles some of the argumentations above), these examples do not 
frame interaction in terms of changing relations within systems and 
structures in the way that Suchman, Latour, and Barad do. As we will see 
in chapter 10, a systems view of interaction has strong similarities to 
Mark C. Taylor’s position on interaction, and for that reason, 
acknowledging that there is such a theoretical strand in HCI (albeit not in 
the discourses studied in this thesis) is important.  

7.5 SUMMARY 

So, within the discourses of materiality and the self, interaction is 
described as something that takes place either with technology or through 
technology. In the first case, interaction often means controlling a system 
in some way, indicating that the user and the computer are distinct 
entities with a clear hierarchical relationship where the user has an 
impact on technology, but not necessarily the other way around. This 
perspective is especially present in the materiality discourse. In the 
second case, interaction is described as something that takes place 
through technology as an activity where one uses computers to interact 
with another person, a perspective that is often found within the 
discourse on the self. 

There are, however, papers that present alternative perspectives, 
extending the view on interaction on at least three accounts. First, we 
have seen that there is a symbolic dimension of technology that can be 
utilized both in interaction with computers and interaction through 
computers. This emphasizes that interaction is more than just an 
encounter between a user and a technological artifact or another user. In 
fact, it extends the notion of interaction beyond a material, technical, 
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instrumental domain into a cultural realm of meaning, sense-making and 
existential orientation. Second, some articles problematize the notion of 
context by exploring its temporal dimensions. This means that context is 
not only something that affects the interaction momentarily, but 
something that situates the interaction in relation to one’s memories and 
past experiences as well as one’s future expectations, hopes and fears. 
Thus, in interaction we do not only engage with technology or other 
people, but also with our own historical sediments and future visions, 
emphasizing the complex historicity of the self. Third, some articles 
acknowledge the impact that interaction has on the user. The flow of 
influence does not only lead from the user to or through the computer, 
but also from the computer to the user, implying that interaction 
contributes to constructing the self. In other words, interaction is an 
existential event. Even though these themes may not be dominating the 
materiality discourse or the self discourse, they are, nevertheless 
important to acknowledge, since they constitute an opening towards 
some of the themes that we will now explore in Taylor’s writings. 
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SECTION III: MARK C. TAYLOR’S 

PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT 
 

After this overview of the research literature in HCI, I will now turn to the 
second component of this thesis: the philosophical project of Mark C. 
Taylor. What philosophical positions on materiality, the self, and 
interaction can be identified in his books? 

8 MATERIALITY 

In the following section, I will show how Taylor formulates a perspective 
of materiality through an interpretation of Julia Kristeva’s 
psychoanalytical myth in Powers of horror (Kristeva, 1982), and how his 
analysis of this text establishes the idea of materiality as a provoking force 
rather than a neutral substance. I will illustrate how Taylor uses 
Kristeva’s account to explore materiality in two domains: the human body 
and language. Lastly, I will introduce a theme that is further developed in 
chapter 10; how Taylor’s interpretation of materiality has developed from 
a carnal, provocative force inspired by Nietzsche to a more subtle 
provocation through challenging the Cartesian subject. 

8.1 INTRODUCING TAYLOR’S VIEW ON MATERIALITY 

In several of his books, e.g. Hiding and The picture in question, Taylor 
explores different forms of visual art such as painting, architecture and 
tattooing, and in this discussion materiality is a reoccurring theme. For 
example, in a section in Hiding he addresses the physical aspects of art, 
arguing that there is a tension between understanding the truth of art as 
something inherent to the artwork itself on the one hand, and 
understanding this truth as lying beyond the piece, thus indicating that 
there is a need for peeling away the physical layers of the artwork in order 
to find the truth of art on the other hand. In that context, Taylor discusses 
Hegel’s claim that art cannot reveal absolute truth, but that it in fact 
displaces “even the highest (reality) sensuously” (Taylor, 1997, p. 103) 
and that in the quest for truth one has to turn to philosophy instead of 
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art, because when “philosophically comprehended, truth is purified of all 
traces of materiality, which inevitably contaminates its clarity.” (Taylor, 
1997, p. 103-105) Taylor thus, through his interpretation of Hegel’s 
theories, describes the physical aspects of art as a form of materiality. 
This connection between the physical aspects of an artwork and the 
concept of materiality is also one of the key themes in the book The 
picture in question, where Taylor analyzes the artistry of Mark Tansey 
and suggests that parts of Tansey’s work are characterized by the 
conviction that “if the materiality of the work of art vanishes into a 
concept, paintings as such cannot be meaningful.” (Taylor, 1999b, p. 41) 
Regardless of Tansey’s own ideas concerning his artistry, it is indicative 
that Taylor chooses to discuss the physical aspects of Tansey’s art in 
terms of materiality.  

As is evident in the reference above to Hegel, materiality in terms of 
the physical aspect of art also creates a connection between materiality 
and the human body. This connection is a theme that Taylor explores in 
many of his books. For example, he describes the development of modern 
architecture (as represented by, e.g. Adolf Loos) in the following way: 
“The movement from ornament to form is marked by the “progress” from 
sensation to reason, materiality to immateriality, and sensual to Platonic 
love.” (Taylor, 1997, p. 182), indicating that sensations, materiality, and 
sensual love share some core qualities that stand in contrast to the 
immaterial abstractions of the Platonic tradition. Other examples where 
Taylor relates materiality to the human body are “…the apparent loss of 
the body and the eclipse of materiality are further symptoms of 
alienation…” (Taylor, 1997, p. 127), “the repression of the body and 
materiality” (Taylor, 2003, p. 106), “a techno-gnosticism in which bodily 
existence is left behind and materiality overcome” (Taylor & Lammerts, 
2002, p. 21) and “the materiality of scars and tattoos” (Taylor, 1993, p. 
201). These quotes illustrate the fact that to Taylor, materiality is not only 
something that relates to non-human materials such as a piece of 
artwork, but is also closely related to the human body, which is also 
evident in many of his discussions on incarnation, e.g. “the incarnation of 
the divine in materiality” (Taylor, 1997, p. 89), and “a love that is fully 
incarnate – a love that embraces materiality and carnality” (Taylor, 1993, 
p. 201). The fact that Taylor uses the concept incarnation reveals yet 
another aspect of materiality. Incarnation as a concept is thoroughly 
rooted in Christian theology since the First Council of Nicea in 325 and 



      

 

 

98     |      SECTION III: MARK C. TAYLOR’S PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT 
 

something that, etymologically, stems from the word carne (flesh). The 
question of incarnation has been debated in Christian theology for 2000 
years and has often been discussed as an idea that stands in contrast to 
Plato’s theory of forms. To anyone situated in a Greek context based on 
Plato’s worldview, the suggestion that an eternal, unchanging God would 
incarnate into a fragile and limited physical body, situated in the chaotic 
processes of human history would be highly offensive. Taylor’s use of the 
word incarnation can thus be suggested to be more than just a neutral 
description of an idea being instantiated in physical substance. It is also a 
statement that positions the description in relation to a traditional 
religious and philosophical debate where concepts like body, bodily 
functions and sensuous perception are opposed to a Platonic heritage 
with an emphasis on immaterial form.22  

So, to conclude, Taylor often relates materiality to physical substance, 
be it in form of an artwork or the human body. However, physical 
materiality does not indicate a neutral, present, essential reality, but is a 
provoking statement that needs to be understood in relation to a long 
history of philosophical and religious debates. Furthermore, in a 
discussion that will be revisited in 8.4.4, Taylor claims that “materiality 
and immateriality are not simply opposites but are interfaces or 
information processes” (Taylor, 1999a, p. 114) and that they are somehow 
entangled in a mutual dependency. Describing physical materiality as a 
simple, neutral, measurable quantity is thus far from accurate.  

In order to understand the complexity of materiality indicated above, I 
will follow two investigative paths in the rest of this chapter. First I will 
focus on Taylor’s own, etymological, associative description of the 
concept of “matter” and how he problematizes the idea of neutral, 
material substance through an exploration of Julia Kristeva’s Powers of 
horror (Kristeva, 1982). Based on Taylor’s interpretation of Kristeva’s 
description of the relationship between the domain of the body and the 
domain of language I will then explore these two domains and their 
connections to materiality. 

                                                 
22 According to Taylor, this emphasis of immaterial form over materiality does not end with Plato, 
but is a constantly recurring position in philosophy as well as literature, architecture, and art. One 
of the most recent versions of this is to be found in modernism as understood by art critic Clement 
Greenberg: “Anticipating Greenberg’s interpretation of representation, Plato charts a process of 
purification that culminates in the rational comprehension of absolute ideas, which are 
uncontaminated by any trace of materiality or sensibility.” (Taylor, 1999b, p. 8) 
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8.2 MATERIALITY AS PROVOCATION 

In his book Altarity, Taylor explores the concept alterity23 and how this 
has been described and understood by a number of well-known thinkers 
such as Hegel, Heidegger, Kristeva and Kierkegaard. In this context, he 
notes the etymological connection between the word matter and the Latin 
word for mother (mater) and argues that this suggests that there is an 
intimate and inseparable connection between matter and woman as 
mother. He then elaborates on this connection by using Julia Kristeva’s 
description of the subject’s constitution process as she describes it in the 
book Powers of horror (Kristeva, 1982). According to this description, no 
subject ever exists outside of the language, but the subject is established 
through the world of language, a world that constitutes the codes of 
society and culture. This language world is described as the world of men 
and is depicted as a contrast to the body of the mother that has previously 
constituted the world of the fetus. In order to become a subject, the 
individual human must then move from the world of the body to the 
world of language, which thus also is a movement from the mother to the 
father and from nature to culture. According to this view, to become a 
subject is to separate from the body of the mother and instead embrace 
the language of the father. 

This movement between body and language illustrates a bigger 
ideological structure that, according to Taylor, has influenced the entire 
Western philosophical tradition, and as this structure is important to the 
interpretation of Taylor in general and his view on materiality in 
particular, we need to have a closer look at it. Taylor argues that Western 
theology and its “intellectual twin” (Taylor, 1987b, p.9) philosophy, build 
on a dyadic structure where contrasting concepts are described as 
irreconcilable opposites and where, traditionally, one concept has been 
prioritized over the other. We can see how these poles historically have 
structured our society, e.g. through the separation of soul and body in 
Greek philosophy, the separation of male and female in patriarchal 
                                                 
23 Alterity could be described as “the state or quality of being other, or of not being the self” 
(Hazell, 2011, p. xvii). Over the last 40 years, studying this quality has become an important aspect 
in academic research. Treanor claims that the “question of the otherness of the other is no mere 
historical footnote; it is central to understanding ethical (the relation between the self and other 
human beings), socio-political (the relation to or between groups of persons), and theological (the 
relation between the self and God) questions.” (Treanor, 2006, p. 197) Taylor distinguishes 
between alterity and altarity. He claims that exchanging the e for an a adds a religious connotation 
of altar and sacrifice which gives this dynamic a specific existential kenosis-character. 
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societies, the separation of good and bad in the legal system, and the 
separation between God and world in the Christian church. Another, 
more concrete, example is presented in the book The moment of 
complexity, where Taylor analyzes the architect Le Corbusier’s works and 
argues that they reveal the same dyadic structure, now organized 
according to the categories Pre-Modernity and Modernity, or, in Le 
Corbusier’s terms “the Pack-Donkey’s Way” and “Man’s Way” (Taylor, 
2003, p. 26). In Le Corbusier’s modernist architecture, this structure is 
evident in the repression of body, matter, curves and feelings, while 
things like thoughts, ideas, straight lines and reason are emphasized. This 
dyadic structure (a structure that Taylor is not alone in discussing, see 
e.g. Taylor, 2007a, p. 105) is, according to Taylor, deriving from Plato’s 
separation between form and matter: “Plato insists of the original 
heterogeneity of form and matter” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 58). Ever since Plato 
formulated the idea that the world was created when the Demiurge 
structured the chaotic matter and gave it shape, there is a conflict 
between form and matter, where form is related to eternity, constancy, 
transcendence and identity, while matter is related to time, change, 
immanence and alterity. Looking at this ideological structure, it seems 
reasonable to suggest that when Taylor says that the woman as mother is 
matter, it is not primarily to the biological or physical substance that he 
points, but rather to the function that the woman has in Kristeva’s 
psychoanalytically flavored myth. The child’s repression of woman in an 
attempt to establish as an autonomous subject reflects Western 
metaphysics’ repression of alterity in an effort to establish present 
essence, something that, in turn, reflects the repression of materiality 
resulting from Platonic theory’s attempt to establish eternal form.24 

This attempt at repressing woman as mother is, however, destined to 
fail. Taylor reminds us, in the words of Freud, that everything repressed 
and silenced returns. The subject that has been separated from the body 
of the mother will always mourn the absent mother, which results in a 
constant presence of absence in the language domain. In the same way, 
we can say that materiality is the alteritarian absence constantly present 
in Western ontotheology as a parallel theme, the primary character of 

                                                 
24 While this theme of dyadic pairs follows Taylor throughout his authorship, there is an ambiguity 
as to what constitutes the creative dynamic in the structure. For a more in-depth discussion on 
this, see 10.1. 
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which is its function as destabilizer. The dream of unity, homogeneity, 
stability, form and eternity is and will, according to Taylor, forever be an 
unachievable Utopia. 

Thus, although Taylor frequently discusses materiality in terms of 
substance, he does not consider this substance neutral, but fundamentally 
provoking. Through his use of Kristeva’s psychoanalytical myth of the 
subject’s constitution process, Taylor establishes two domains within 
which this alteritarian materiality functions, the body and the language 
(which in a way mirrors the initial discussion above on the physical 
aspects of body and art). The following analysis will be structured 
according to these domains, beginning with the domain of the body. 

8.3 MATERIALITY WITHIN THE DOMAIN OF THE BODY 

In order to discuss the dynamics of alteritarian materiality within the 
domain of the body, we must begin with the Death of God and the 
subsequent fragmenting of the subject. This has already been touched 
upon in 3.1.4 and will be discussed in further detail in 9.2.1, but since 
Taylor’s approach to the materiality of the body is intimately linked to the 
concept the Death of God, a few introductory words on the topic are 
necessary. When the madman in Nietzsche’s book The Gay Science 
(Nietzsche, 2008, pp. 119-120) proclaims that God is dead, this event is 
situated in a context of critique against Enlightenment rationality. Earlier 
in the book, Nietzsche writes: “You sober people who feel armed against 
passion and phantastical conceptions and would like to make your 
emptiness a matter of pride and an ornament – you call yourself realists 
and insinuate that the world really is the way it appears to you […] But 
aren’t you too in your unveiled condition still most passionate and dark 
creatures…” (Nietzsche, 2008, p. 69) Thus, the process of killing God 
does not lead from a life of ungrounded, pre-modern superstition to a life 
of reason, rationality and stability. Instead, Nietzsche suggests that this 
process leads to unexpected discoveries. Far from being characterized by 
the distanced rationality of Enlightenment ideals, humankind in the wake 
of the death of God is exposed as being driven by carnal, dark passions. 
This realization constitutes the backdrop to Taylor’s analysis of bodily 
materiality. 
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8.3.1 Carnivalesque play 

When Taylor, in Erring, discusses life after the death of God, he uses a 
rich metaphorical language and describes how Dionysus, “God of wine 
and bearer of Bacchic delirium” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 103), invites humans to 
a new life in the form of a carnival. 25  This carnival is, first of all, 
characterized by a fundamental purposelessness, which means that it 
stands in direct contrast to the teleological structure of Western 
ontotheology. According to Taylor, Western thinking has been 
characterized by a utilitarian ideal ever since the Reformation. This 
utilitarian ideal has its roots in a theological teleology but has been spread 
and has taken different shapes in different domains. According to the 
utilitarian logic, human beings act in order to receive something in 
exchange for what is given. Within Lutheran theology this logic is 
illustrated in the receiving of forgiveness in exchange for faith, within 
political utilitarianism it concerns acting in a way that gives the most 
benefit possible to the biggest amount of people possible, within 
economic liberalism it is about return on investments. Regardless of 
whether utilitarianism is expressed in a religious, moral or economic 
setting, it presupposes a certain structure in human action, a structure 
where every action is performed in order to reach a certain result. In 
contrast to this perspective, Taylor presents the concept play. He draws 
on the linguistic dynamics that Derrida calls play of differences and 
argues that such a dynamic evades the utilitarian structure: “Play, which 
is always free and can never be bought, breaks the closed circuit of 
appropriation that characterizes utilitarian consumerism” (Taylor, 1987b, 
p. 159). Play takes place without any rational expectation for a certain 
outcome, and one can thus claim that play is unreasonable and irrational 
and is therefore to be understood as an expression of the existential 
conditions of human life after the death of God and the dissolution of the 
rational subject.26 Taylor actually goes so far as to suggest, in the words of 
Derrida, that this play can be seen as the actual “absence of the 
transcendental signified” (Derrida qouted in Taylor, 1987b, p. 159) and 
thus perhaps as the primary spearhead against Western ontotheology.  

                                                 
25 For a discussion on the connection between Nietzsche and the theme of carnival, see Mazour-
Matusevich, 2009. 
26 Taylor’s critique of the rational subject will be further discussed in 9.2. 
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Second, the carnival is characterized by a radical carnality where the body 
is not described as a neutral muscle mass or biological structure, but as a 
grotesque body with all its associations from the grotesque realism of 
Bakhtin (Mazour-Matusevich, 2009). Once again, this illustrates that the 
discussion concerns something else than a neutral biological body. The 
body that we meet in the play of carnival is rather the body as provocation 
directed towards the abstract and transcendental, i.e. a resistance to 
ontotheology, an alteritarian force. This body is being governed by 
passions and is far thus from the distanced, thinking and reflexive human 
being of Descartes’ meditations. 

8.3.2 Transgression 

As a consequence of Taylor’s emphasis on the grotesque body as 
provocation, the life that is characterized by alteritarian materiality is 
fundamentally liminal, which is to be seen as an approach that stands in 
sharp contrast to the identity philosophy of Plato. Instead of looking for 
an ontological presence, Taylor argues that people in the postmodern age 
(after the fall of the transcendent referent) are destined to live life at the 
edge, at the limit, i.e. in a transgressive dynamics: ”The grotesque body 
incarnates the liminality of the trace by disrupting every identity that is 
only itself and by upsetting all sense of propriety.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 162) 
It is important to realize that this indicates that what Taylor proposes is 
that the alteritarian materiality is not a clear-cut negation of identity 
philosophy, but an ambiguous liminal life where crossing the borders, i.e. 
transgression, is a core dynamic of creating identity and meaning. 

As we will see later in 9.3.2 and 9.4.3, the concept transgression is 
important to Taylor, both explicitly and implicitly. He returns over and 
over again to this transgressive function, but it can be of interest here to 
notice that the meaning of the term differs depending on the theorists 
that influence Taylor’s view and use of the concept transgression. 
Primarily, he draws on two sources for his use of transgression, 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, and it is in the tension between these two 
thinkers that we must elaborate on the meaning of the concept 
transgression. 

In the last chapter of Altarity, Taylor discusses Sören Kierkegaard’s 
account of the existential conditions of humankind and the challenge that 
each individual faces of moving from alienated group creature to 
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authentic individual, thereby restoring his or her relationship with God, 
i.e. the transcendent referent. The determining moment of this process is 
transgression. However, transgression in this context is not an 
unambiguous rejection of rules, norms and laws. Instead, it describes 
how a person who normally acknowledges the boundaries and shows 
respect for moral codes of conduct, in a certain situation, of free will 
chooses to transgress these boundaries with the purpose of reaching the 
transcendent referent through a process of individualization: “Abraham is 
an outlaw who freely acknowledges that the law he breaks is, nonetheless, 
binding.” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 349) Kierkegaard exemplifies this by 
elaborating on the Biblical story of Abraham choosing to transgress the 
prohibition of killing by being willing to sacrifice his own son. This act 
does not indicate a fundamental rejection of the law but rather that 
Abraham, in a certain situation, and for a higher cause, chooses to 
temporarily transgress them.27 So, Taylor concludes, “though these laws 
are partial and inadequate, they are nevertheless necessary and 
unavoidable.” (Taylor, 1993, p. 83) 

For Nietzsche, however, there is no fundamental acceptance of the 
laws. Instead, his transgression is about not acknowledging the 
boundaries, not accepting the generally accepted moral framework. By 
transgressing the boundaries, man gains control over his own situation, 
rises from the mass and becomes an übermensch. It is important to 
understand that this form of transgression is not about evilness, 
malevolence or some other vicious quality.28 Instead, this is a question of 
acting in accordance with one’s capacity as natural creature. To 
                                                 
27 There is a complexity in Kierkegaard’s view of transgression that should be mentioned. Taylor 
often emphasizes that the transgression that Kierkegaard describes is an account of an individual 
who, by his or her own free will, decides to transgress a boundary, e.g.  ”Abraham is an outlaw who 
freely acknowledges that the law he breaks is, nonetheless, binding.” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 349) At the 
same time, Kierkegaard has another perspective on transgression, something that Taylor discusses 
in the book Tears: ”such transgression might be inescapable and guilt therefore unavoidable.” 
(Taylor, 1990, p. 188) In the second quote, transgression is not described as a free choice, but as 
something inevitable. In order to understand how these two perspectives can coexist, we need to 
put them in relation to the distinction that Kierkegaard makes between the ethical person and the 
religious person. Taylor’s description in Tears concerns the inability of the ethical person to reach 
coherence between the universal ethical framework and the individual existence, something that 
he calls a problem of translation. The description in Altarity is, however, to be understood as the 
religious person’s actions in relation to God. Thus, what we see here are two different kinds of 
transgressions, where the voluntary transgression is the one most frequently discussed by Taylor. 
28  This perspective is emphasized by Taylor in his discussion on the heterological praxis of 
Batailles: ”Irreducibly liminal, transgression belongs neither to the realm of darkness nor of light.” 
(Taylor, 1987a, p. 346). For a discussion of Taylor’s use of Bataille within religious contexts, see 
Irwin, 1993. 
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Nietzsche, laws and boundaries are structures that have been formulated 
by civilization in order to suppress the intrinsic power of mankind. These 
laws are only an expression of civic control, of the will of the weak group 
to dominate the strong individual. Someone who transgresses these 
boundaries is therefore no criminal, but simply a person who acts in 
accordance with his or her nature. There is a certain amount of illusion 
when it comes to these boundaries or laws, an illusion of stability and 
security. When the new human being acts in accordance with his or her 
nature, the laws and boundaries are revealed as illusions and the person’s 
so called transgression is instead understood as a form of necessity. This 
further illustrates the difference between Kierkegaard’s and Nietzsche’s 
respective descriptions of transgression; where Kierkegaard describes a 
subject who, on the basis of his free will, transgresses boundaries, 
Nietzsche instead describes a person who acts in accordance with his 
instincts, thereby indicating that freedom in action is no more than 
partial.29 Thus, this has serious consequences for our understanding of 
the subject and the possibility of agency, a discussion that we will discuss 
further in the chapter on the self. 

So, we can see that Taylor discusses two different types of 
transgression. There are similarities between them, but in this context, it 
is important to acknowledge the differences between them and state that 
the person taking part in the carnival is a person characterized by 
Nietzschean transgression, where the refusal to acknowledge boundaries 
is not a temporary departure but an unavoidable dynamic in life: “Rather 
than a temporary deviation that is eventually overcome, this 
transgression is ceaseless. The endlessness of erring discloses its 
unavoidable purposelessness.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 157). The fact that 
Taylor’s view of transgression can be said to resemble Nietzsche’s rather 
than Kierkegaard’s definition (despite Taylor’s explicit interest for 
Kierkegaardian transgression) opens up for a deeper understanding of 
Taylor’s use of Derrida’s theory of différance 30 . The transgressive 
necessity that Nietzsche discusses gets its linguistic equivalent in 
Derrida’s differential logic, a discussion I will return to in 8.4.3. 

                                                 
29 Taylor further develops the idea of the inevitability of transgression in his later book The 
moment of complexity, where he describes this dynamic as an aspect by which we can understand 
the fundamental logic of the information society: ”Lines of separation become permeable 
membranes where transgression is not only possible but unavoidable.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 101) 
30 For a description of the concept différance, see 8.4.3. 
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As can be expected from its roots in Nietzschean and Bakthian theories, 
transgression is fundamentally provocative and inappropriate which is 
illustrated in Taylor’s own language, e.g. “The body as grotesque is the 
body that eats, drinks, shits, pisses, and fucks” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 162). 
This provocation is something that Taylor describes in positive terms: 
”Such soiled language is usually quite earthy”(Taylor, 1987b, p. 163). He 
sees provocation not as a straightforward erasing of structures and values 
but also as a creative opening: “it provokes by calling (vocare) forth 
(pro)” (Taylor, 1993, p. 42), and argues that “[t]hough undeniably 
destructive, such violation is also productive. By discharging what 
previously had been repressed, transgressive discourse releases creative 
energy” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 163). The fact that the dynamics of provocation 
is central to Taylor’s description of materiality and carnality once again 
illustrates that to Taylor, the interesting aspect of materiality is not the 
physical properties of matter, but its function, i.e. the function of 
provoking the Western philosophical heritage with its striving for 
transcendence, universality, unambiguousness, eternity, unchangeability. 
Materiality in this context is primarily a denunciation, not just of Plato, 
but of the entire Western philosophy of essence, peaking in modernity: 
”Against modernism’s preoccupation with purity, order, rules, reason, 
clarity, and function, surrealists set impurity, disorder, transgression, 
irrationality, and uselessness.” (Taylor, 1992, p. 235) 

8.4 MATERIALITY WITHIN THE LANGUAGE DOMAIN 

I will now move on to explore the function of alteritarian materiality 
within the language domain, and as was the case with carnal materiality, 
the language materiality has an intimate connection to the death of God.  

8.4.1 The death of the transcendent referent 

According to Taylor, the death of God is not only a theological process, 
but above all a linguistic matter: “Though religiously, theologically, and 
philosophically significant, the death of God is fundamentally a linguistic 
event. A god dies when a community loses ‘faith in One Master Signifier’ ” 
(Taylor, 1987a, p. 179). He argues that referential language, where a 
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certain sign31 is supposed to point to a specific object, on a fundamental 
level is based on and mirrors a theological assumption concerning God as 
the ultimate referent to which everything points. When the death of God 
is completed and the transcendent referent thus erased, the foundation 
for the entire referential language structure is also disintegrated. We are 
then left with a linguistic surface, a semiotic landscape, where each sign 
points to another sign and meaning is found in relationality rather than 
identity. This linguistic relationality is an old idea going back to the 
linguistic structuralism of Ferdinand de Saussure (Saussure, 1986). The 
ideas of Saussure have been transferred through the intellectual 
traditions of the 20th century and constituted an important part of such 
diverse disciplines as anthropology (e.g. Claude Lévi-Strauss) and 
psychoanalysis (e.g. Jacques Lacan). Not least important is his 
significance for poststructuralist theory, where his original ideas that 
signs receive their meaning from their relations to other signs rather than 
from self-relating identity or through referring to an external referent, 
still offer the primary framework for understanding language, albeit in 
modified form as has been discussed in 2.1.1. Taylor draws on this 
tradition of relational linguistics but tries to develop the understanding of 
it by combining the insights of structuralism and poststructuralism with 
complexity theory, something that gives his theories a somewhat unusual 
cross-disciplinary character. As will be evident in the following 
discussion, this combination of Saussurean thought with complexity 
theory has consequences for how we can understand the function of 
alteritarian materiality within the language domain. 

If we begin with Taylor’s description of the (previously described) two 
concept clusters that in their most fundamental shape can be argued to 
stem from Plato’s distinction between form and matter, we can conclude 
that there is a parallelism between the dyadic pairs form-matter on the 
one hand and signified-signifier (in Saussurean terminology) on the 
other. Just as Plato describes a relation where matter refers to a primary 
transcendental idea or form, Western ontotheology describes a relation 
where a secondary signifier refers to a primary signified. So, to Taylor, the 

                                                 
31 While Ferdinand de Saussure suggests that a sign is constituted by a signifier and a signified to 
which the signifier refers, Taylor often reduces this to a binary model consisting of a sign and an 
object to which the sign refers, which has been criticized by Brian Ingraffia (2015). Throughout the 
thesis, I will use Taylor’s terminology except for those instances where a direct reference to 
Saussure is made. 
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signifier or the sign has, in traditional Western philosophy, a referring 
function similar to what matter has for Plato (albeit not as negative). 
What happens when the transcendent referent is erased (or rather, 
contaminated) through the death of God is in large part a linguistic affair. 
The idea that behind the sign is a reality towards which the sign points, is 
thus replaced with a realization that we can never reach behind the signs. 
The most fundamental epistemological level is, from now on, constituted 
by signs, by a semiotic landscape. 32  This idea has been extensively 
explored within the philosophy of the late 20th century, and can be said to 
be summarized in the words of Derrida: “There is nothing outside the 
text.” (Derrida, 1988, p. 148) 

The fact that proponents of this linguistic philosophy claim that we can 
never reach behind the sign is, of course, not to be understood as a denial 
of an external reality like e.g. physical objects or the biological body. 
Instead, the critique is directed to the idea that there is an unambiguous 
correspondence between a certain sign and something specific towards 
which the sign is supposed to point. This argument has resulted in an 
extensive critique of the significance of authorship for the interpretation 
of linguistic formulations, something that I have already discussed in 
4.2.2. For example, Michel Foucault has strongly questioned the romantic 
assumption of the book being an expression of a writer’s creative 
consciousness, and he argues that we can never reach below “the manifest 
statement to find the half silent murmur of another discourse” (Foucault, 
                                                 
32 In fact, this is not only an epistemological affair to Taylor. When he discusses the consequences 
of the erasure of the transcendental referent, epistemology and ontology merge. He suggests that 
at the most basic level, life and matter are best described as information processes or 
communication systems, which means that the most fundamental building blocks of existence are 
characterized by a linguistic logic. For example, in Nots and About religion he discusses DNA and 
claims that matter and information are entangled in ways that make it impossible to decide where 
to draw the line between the two. So, matter and information are inextricably linked which means 
that ontology and epistemology merge in his theories. What is especially interesting in Taylor’s 
description is his insistence that it is when these processes fail that the most important results 
occur. In the last chapter of Nots, The betrayal of the body: Live not, Taylor argues that not only 
our conception but also our continued survival depends on a collapse of information processing 
and exemplifies this by describing communication meltdowns that occur in pregnancies and 
different auto-immune diseases. For example, he claims that: “For the fetal organism to develop, 
the mother’s immune response to the presence of a ‘foreign body’ must be turned off” (Taylor, 
1993, p. 251) and that therefore, the disturbance in linguistic processes (what we might call an 
alteritarian force that disrupts the proper identity of the sign) is fundamental to every person’s 
existence. Regardless of the medical accuracy of his accounts, it is evident that he considers the 
alteritarian dynamics of linguistics to constitute the fundamental building blocks in life which is a 
statement in opposition to Plato’s ideas: “Betrayal is not ideal: it is real, material, carnal. Before it 
can be thought, betrayal must be realized, materialized, incarnate. Incarnation is betrayal and 
betrayal is incarnate.” (Taylor, 1993, p. 215) 
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1972, p. 28). Taylor formulates a similar insight in the sentence: ”The 
secret is that there is no secret.”(Taylor, 1993, p. 45) 

As we are now to explore how the alteritarian materiality functions 
within the domain of language, such an exploration needs to be 
interpreted against the philosophical background discussed above. 
Therefore, the domain of language is, in this case, not a referring 
language in line with Western ontotheology but a relational play of signs 
erecting from the ruins of the death of God, which affects the conditions 
for discussing linguistic materiality. 

8.4.2 The semiotic landscape 

First, when it comes to the relationship between materiality and language 
as play of signs, we can conclude that if there is (as I have previously 
argued) a parallelism between the dyadic pairs form-matter and signified-
signifier, then this means that language itself is materiality in terms of 
ontological matter, material. 33  Language and the signs are the most 
fundamental building blocks in order to understand and orient in the 
world, an idea that has characterized Taylor’s work for four decades. 
Apart from his obvious fascination for texts and how texts receive their 
meaning through their relation to other texts, Taylor’s work has a strong 
visual focus which extends his analysis beyond strict linguistics towards 
the broader field of semiotics. He has written extensively about visual art, 
architecture, tattooing art and advertising. He has a strong interest for 
landscaping and has created several gardens with elaborate symbolic and 
visual character. He has written several books on the importance of art 
for philosophy, religion and culture, and he has had his own art 
exhibition on the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art. His area 
of interest is thus intimately linked to the surface of signs; it is in such 
semiotic landscapes that the really interesting aspects of life are to be 
found. 

Taylor’s fascination for semiotic landscapes is, however, not only 
obvious in his choice of subject areas or research areas, but also in the 

                                                 
33  See also Fredric Jameson, who discusses the connection between signifier/word and 
materiality: “…the proposition that meaning is not a one-to-one relationship between signifier and 
signified, between the materiality of language, between a word or a name, and its referent or 
concept.” (Jameson, 1985, p. 26) 
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graphic style of his own texts. He explores different paper qualities, 
textures and material structure, he combines text and photo, he plays 
with fonts and colors, and he has on several occasions emphasized his 
close cooperation with graphic designers when it comes to producing 
books (see e.g. the introduction to The moment of complexity, where he 
describes the creative process behind Hiding). In other words, the signs 
are not just unambiguous labels that he uses to describe a certain 
phenomenon, but something that constantly functions in relation to 
something else and thus always extends and supplements understanding 
and interpretation. The immediate context in which the texts are 
published is therefore not to be seen as irrelevant, but as a core part of the 
text itself. 

Thus, we can suggest yet another important aspect of Taylor’s view of 
language – he focuses on semiotics rather than linguistics. This means 
that we have to understand the concept language in a broad sense. To 
Taylor, language is all kinds of communicating formulations regardless of 
how they have emerged, and as we have seen in the introduction, the 
intention of the author is more or less irrelevant to Taylor when it comes 
to understanding a text. Information processes are, in many respects, 
impersonal and without conscious senders, e.g. biological processes, and 
Taylor argues that even these anonymous, impersonal and unconscious 
structures of signs could, and should, be understood as language.34 

So we can conclude that to Taylor, there is a very strong identification 
between language in a broad, semiotic sense of play of signs on the one 
hand, and the concept materiality on the other. You could go so far as to 
claim that language is the most fundamental material dimension 
accessible to us as human beings, and that we therefore have to look at 
this surface in order to find meaning. This perspective resembles 
Foucault’s discussion on the manifest utterance being the only domain 
within which meaning can be looked for. 

 
 
 

                                                 
34 I will therefore from now on refer to his analyses of signs as semiotic rather than linguistic 
except for those instances where there is a clear link to particular discussions where philosophers 
frame the discussion as concerning linguistics, e.g. in relation to Derrida’s concept différance. 
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8.4.3 Materiality as alterity 

But how is this compatible with Taylor’s previous argument concerning 
Kristeva’s subjectivity myth that resulted in an understanding of 
materiality as alterity? As we saw in that analysis, materiality as alterity 
should be described as function rather than as substance, which can be 
said to differ from the idea of the semiotic landscape as the ultimate 
constitutional arena of materiality as this can be argued to describe 
substance. This illustrates that Taylor’s view of materiality within the 
domain of language is broad and includes both these aspects.35 The first 
one is about materiality as matter and from this perspective language 
constitutes the only study area available, a statement that is to be 
understood both epistemologically and ontologically. The second one is 
about materiality as alterity which means that materiality also has a 
provoking, functional aspect, an idea that theoretically draws on Derrida’s 
concept différance. 

Différance is a term that Derrida has formulated to describe the play 
between binary opposites that we find if we search for causa sui. The 
concept has an ambiguity that is important in order to understand the 
mechanisms of the play of signs. Différance entails both a spatial 
connotation (differ) and a temporal connotation (defer) (Derrida, 1973, p. 
129-130; 1982a, p. 3-13). The spatial aspect of différance indicates that a 
sign receives its meaning through that which distinguishes it from other 
signs, a thought going back to the structural linguistics of Ferdinand de 
Saussure. The temporal aspect then adds a chronological perspective to 
the differential play of signs, which means that a sign does not only 

                                                 
35 A relevant question in this context is, given Taylor’s claim that this landscape is constituted by 
an entanglement of material and semiotics, would it not be more accurate to describe this 
landscape as material-semiotic rather than only semiotic? While there are strong arguments for 
such a suggestion, I have chosen not to use the term material-semiotic for three reasons: (1) The 
term material-semiotic is so closely related to Donna Haraway’s work that using it as a description 
of Taylor’s perspective might give the false impression that Taylor has merely appropriated ideas 
formulated by Haraway (even though there are instances where Taylor explicitly draws on 
Haraway’s theories, e.g. in some of his discussions on the connections between the body and 
semiotics in Hiding). (2) Since material-semiotic has been used by Suchman in a way that is not 
entirely compatible with Taylor’s perspective (see 7.4), using the term could lead the reader in the 
wrong direction. (3) Taylor’s discussions on what I call the semiotic landscape are based upon 
poststructural linguistic analyses and entirely dependent upon these models (such as the death of 
God as a linguistic event). Semiotics thus constitutes the starting-point and the lens through which 
Taylor reads materiality. Due to this prioritized position that the semiotic analysis holds 
throughout his philosophical project, I suggest that it is reasonable to discuss his view in terms of 
a semiotic landscape. 
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receive meaning through its difference to other signs existing 
synchronously in the linguistic structure, but also through the difference 
to signs that have existed before in the linguistic system as well as signs 
that will appear later. The consequence is that the meaning of a sign 
never exists as a present entity but only as a never completed process 
where the sign constantly awaits a new definition from the next sign in a 
future relationality. Différance then implies a definite end to the idea of a 
present essence towards which a sign can point. Différance is thereby 
linked to meaning, significance etc. Différance therefore functions as a 
provoking force that always transgresses the assumed unity of the original 
sign, thus challenging the core assumptions of Western metaphysics (for 
an extensive discussion on différance and its relation to Western 
metaphysics, see Derrida, 1997). Différance describes an absence whose 
evanescent traces constantly haunt the structures of presence in language 
and which thereby erodes the stability in referential language. Thus it has 
an important role in Derrida’s deconstruction of linguistic formations; it 
constitutes the place where a deeper meaning can be revealed. 

According to Taylor, alterity is about the absence that disrupts the 
belief in linguistic stability and referentiality so central to Western 
metaphysic.36 For example, we can recall Derrida’s “Dear John Letter” 
mentioned in the introduction. In that analysis, Taylor finds the most 
interesting perspective in what is not explicitly expressed which is both an 
example of a classic deconstruction of a text and an example of how 
Taylor relates absence to meaning and signification. 

Looking at Taylor’s account of Kristeva’s myth of the movement 
between body and language, he actually claims that alterity in the shape 
of the repressed mother always haunts language as something that 
precedes it but still is never present. Alterity is thus about constantly 
transient archaic languages and we can therefore relate this description to 
Derrida’s discussion on différance. Alterity can thus be suggested to 
constitute a kind of trace that can give us a new (and perhaps a deeper) 
perspective of the manifest utterance. 

In the light of the connection between alterity and différance it seems 
that Taylor’s view on materiality as function results in a tension in 

                                                 
36 This absence is, however, not an unambiguous absence, since this would bring us back to an 
essential identity philosophy where we structure the world according to a demarcation line 
between what exists and what does not exist. 
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relation to Foucault’s words that we should not “seek below the manifest 
the half silent murmur of another discourse” (Foucault, 1972, p. 28). To 
Taylor, the alteritarian materiality is not to be found in the manifest 
utterance even if this constitutes the only material available. Instead he 
argues that materiality is to be found beyond the manifest utterance, an 
idea that he illustrates through an elaboration of Levinas.37 

Now, if meaning and significance must be sought after in absence, in 
what is not present in the manifest utterance, one could question whether 
or not this is really about materiality, or if Taylor’s inclusion of the absent 
aspects of the play of signs instead positions him within a Platonic 
tradition where meaning and existence are to be found in transcendence 
rather than in immanence. However, I would argue that since Taylor’s 
emphasis on the unfinished, the incomplete and what is absent in the text 
does not suggest that meaning and significance are to be found in a stable 
transcendent referent but as a function of and within the semiotic system 
(albeit in the structural gaps), semiotic meaning does not lie beyond the 
signs but between the signs, which means that this function is immanent, 
albeit potential and intangible. Taylor’s materiality is then not about 
transcendence but potential immanence, and thus more about materiality 
than Platonic form. Taylor acknowledges that there is a risk for confusion 
between the semiotic landscape and a Platonic transcendence that denies 
its material substrate. He sees this risk especially threatening in the 
information theories of the late 20th century, citing Theodore Roszak: 
“Platonic dream survives, and no place more vividly than in the cult of 
information” (Roszak, quoted in Taylor, 2003, p. 105). According to 
Taylor, this type of neoplatonic information theory builds on a false, 
reductionist approach where we are forced to choose between matter and 
form, and where form is the prioritized quality. Such an approach 
inevitably leads back to traditional Western metaphysics, and Taylor 
therefore argues that we need to find an alternative approach, one that 
approaches the relationship between the material and the immaterial in 
terms of entanglement and networks. 

                                                 
37 It is important to acknowledge the difference in interpretation of “the said” between Taylor and 
Foucault. In the chapter on Levinas, Taylor describes “the said” as something that is an accurate 
description of reality: ”As a system of signs doubling beings,’ the said is purported to dispel 
duplicity by perfectly mirroring that which is.” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 198) Foucault, however, views 
the said as a construction of truth similar to that so heavily criticized by Nietzsche. Taylor’s 
hesitance to focusing on the manifest utterance could possibly be understood as a consequence of 
this difference. 
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8.4.4 The entanglement of material and information 

During the 1990s, Taylor gets increasingly convinced that Derrida’s 
rejection of systems, which is based on the assumption that systems 
necessarily totalize and reduce heterogeneity to homogeneity, is 
inadequate if we are to save alterity and difference.38 As Kierkegaard has 
taught him, a one-sided negation is actually a confirmation of the very 
thing that one tries to negate, and therefore, the only way of corrupting 
systems and saving otherness and alterity is by thinking the nature of 
systems in new ways. In the quest for such new ways, Taylor eventually 
encounters different forms of complexity theory and argues that these 
perspectives offer an alternative approach where dichotomies like 
material and immaterial are dissolved and considered entities involved in 
a relational process of mutual definition and creation: “What if 
matter/form, materiality/immateriality, substance/pattern, mind/body, 
and so on are not opposites, which confront each other, but are mutually 
implicated in such a way that each folds into the other like a Möbius strip, 
which never quite closes on itself?” (Taylor, 2003, p. 224) This new model 
offers a perspective according to which materiality is characterized by an 
entanglement with immateriality in a way that challenges the Cartesian 
dualism of mind and body which constitutes the foundation for modern 
subjectivity. Thus, while arguably more subtle, this interpretation of 
materiality is no less provocative than the one describing “the body that 
eats, drinks, shits, pisses, and fucks” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 162). As will be 
discussed in chapter 10, Taylor interprets this entanglement as the 
position in-between Kierkegaard and Hegel that he has been exploring 
since Journeys to selfhood: “While the logic of monism is both/and and 
the logic of dualism is either/or, the logic of complexity is neither/nor” 
(Taylor, 2007a, p. 40), which, applied to the problem mentioned above 
concerning the relationship between the material semiotic system and the 
alteritarian provocative function, indicates that meaning is to be sought 
after neither in physical material, nor in abstract information, but 
elsewhere in a semiotic landscape.39 

                                                 
38 For an in-depth account of this process, see 10.1. 
39 Two years after writing this chapter, Taylor published the book Recovering place: Reflections 
on Stone Hill (Taylor, 2014a). In that book, Taylor discusses this middle ground that I call a 
semiotic landscape, in terms of place. He argues that “[l]urking between mind and body, the 
material and the immaterial, place engenders desire that seeks contentment without satisfaction.” 
(Taylor, 2014a, p. 7) This seems to confirm my interpretation of his perspective on materiality and 
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While Taylor traces this space in-between (which to all intents and 
purposes corresponds to Nietzsche’s and Derrida’s differential play of 
signs) through the history of ideas and argues that it has always 
constituted one of most fundamental aspects of human existence, he 
suggests that the conditions for this play of signs have changed with the 
advent of computer technology. This does not, however, imply any kind of 
cyber-utopianism. On the contrary, Taylor is highly skeptical towards 
much of the utopian discourse surrounding digital technology because of 
its emphasis on abstract information and the maintaining of a Platonic 
separation between mind and body, information and material mentioned 
above. However, he argues that such discourse builds on a 
misunderstanding of what computer technology actually is. Rather than 
describing our condition in the digital age as one of entering a world of 
dematerialized information, he argues that we should understand the 
conditions of the digital age as a “complication of the relation between 
information and the so-called material conditions of life. As the line 
between the material and the informational becomes permeable, 
information processes become considerably more extensive.” (Taylor, 
2003, p. 106) This seems to suggest that the nature of the play of signs 
has been altered by the introduction of computers; the possibilities of 
entering the relational web increases and the rate of the play of signs 
accelerates. 40  Apart from his theoretical studies of these alterations, 
Taylor has also experimented with the technology as such and it can be 
suggested that these experiments illustrate the view of technology as 
something that is always an entanglement between abstract information 
and its material conditions. For example, in 1992, Taylor, together with 
Finnish philosopher Esa Saarinen, taught what is claimed to be the 
world’s first international tele-seminar. Their experiences have been 
documented in Imagologies: Media philosophy (Taylor & Saarinen, 
1994), a book that is characterized by an optimism regarding the 
possibilities of communication technologies for changing and improving 
the conditions for education: “By the end of the course, we were all 
persuaded of the social significance and educational potential of these 
new technologies” (Taylor, 2003, p. 9). Taylor, however, soon 

                                                                                                              
its link to a play of signs that is neither material nor immaterial, but in-between or perhaps 
elsewhere. 
40 As Taylor notes in Speed limits, this development is not necessarily positive, but brings many 
challenges to the individual as well as to society and the environment. 
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experienced the complexity facing this new technology through the 
entanglement of material and immaterial. In 1999, Taylor, together with 
investment banker Herbert A. Allen, founded Global Education Network 
(GEN). The purpose of this project was to bring affordable, high quality 
education in the liberal arts to people around the world; a utopian idea it 
may seem. After several years of trying to establish GEN, the founders 
closed down the project due to the problems they experienced when 
trying to get their experimental education accepted into the curriculums 
of traditional universities, and without such a mapping, the education 
would not become the relevant player they wanted it to be. These 
experiences, that no doubt have influenced Taylor’s view of technology, 
can be read as practical instantiations of the complex relationship 
between analog and digital, between the material and the immaterial, 
implying that the new always has to be related to the old. There is no 
possibility of leaving history and entering Utopia. 

8.4.5 Temporal change 

As became evident in the analysis above, the alteritarian materiality of the 
semiotic surface is, to Taylor, intimately related to Derrida’s concept 
différance. We also saw how Derrida defines différance not only as a 
spatial (differ) dynamic in terms of linguistic meaning but also as a 
temporal dynamic (defer), and it is therefore not surprising that Taylor 
also considers time an important ingredient in language materiality. If all 
signs receive their meaning through a continuous supplement of other 
signs, not just within the present linguistic system, but also in relation to 
past and future signs, then information, meaning and truth are 
unavoidably shifting and changeable. This changeability has serious 
consequences for Western philosophy which, since Plato, is characterized 
by a striving towards grounding law, morals and ontology in permanence, 
eternity and stable essence, a strive that Nietzsche calls “the desire for a 
world of the constant” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 317). Taylor’s description of 
the tension between the temporal dynamics of the play of signs and 
Western metaphysics resembles what Foucault calls logophobia. 
According to Foucault, discourse is characterized by a rebellious force in 
sharp contrast to the Platonic longing for stability and permanence. He 
describes how society organizes a number of control procedures in order 
to ”gain mastery over its [i.e. discourse’s] chance events, to evade its 
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ponderous, formidable materiality” (Foucault, 1993, p. 52). Interestingly 
enough, Foucault uses the word materiality in order to describe this 
transient, changing force threatening Platonic order. We also see that this 
changing force is not a directed, conscious change but rather has to do 
with chance and randomness. 

Taylor agrees with Foucault that the striving towards eternal values 
characteristic of Western metaphysics tends to result in a striving for 
dominance and control over change. He relates this pursuit to the 
Christian church’s teleological view of history which describes a directed 
historical development according to the model creation-fall-redemption. 
In cases where this particular pattern (creation-fall-redemption) cannot 
be identified, a similar tendency is, nevertheless, often evident according 
to Taylor. He argues that as human beings, we have a need to relate 
apparently disparate events to a larger meaningful pattern in order to 
counter feelings of randomness and their consequential feelings of 
powerlessness: “The aim of (hi)story is to silence the uncanny monster of 
the labyrinth by erasing, crossing out, X-ing out the mark of Chronos or 
the sign of death” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 62). Even in a post-Christian or 
humanistic, atheistic societies, this tendency is obvious. Taylor describes, 
for example, how the idea that Western culture has developed from the 
superstitions of pre-modern thinking to Enlightenment philosophy can be 
understood as a construction where disparate events are transferred into 
meaningful, narrative patterns towards which we as individuals can relate 
our experiences. To clarify the characteristics of this narrative view of 
history, he opposes it to what he calls the chronological view of history. 
This is a descriptive rather than a constructive approach which does not 
focus on causality and directed relationships to the extent that the 
narrative approach does. The chronological perspective is thus a model of 
history that does not fall prey to the age old need of identifying patterns 
and meaningful structures in life. One simply reports disparate 
occurrences instead of analyzing how these relate to each other. One 
example of this that Taylor mentions is the Annals of Saint Gall, which is 
a Medieval text reporting historical events without any attempt at 
explaining causal relations between the events (Taylor, 1987b, p. 62). This 
record should not be taken as an indication that these people did not at 
all look for causal relationships in terms of, e.g., prescribing bad weather 
from observing cloud patterns etc. Instead, Taylor’s analysis is a way of 
emphasizing the central role that creativity plays in our description of 
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historical events. What we unproblematically call a descriptive account of 
history is actually something normative, something that describes our 
explicit wish to find intelligible patterns rather than singular, random 
occurrences. 

The distinction between chronology and narrativity is not unique to 
Taylor. 41  What is interesting, however, is that Taylor discusses this 
narrativity in relation to the metaphysical tradition’s pursuit to establish 
unambiguous essence by repressing alterity. 42  When we, through 
narrativity, position actions and events in relation to a linear, 
homogenous historical process, we are not being neutral or objective in 
any sense of the word. Instead, we are trying to escape the threatening 
alterity by establishing clarity, homogeneity, unambiguity and security.43 
This process of cleansing represents on a micro level what, e.g., the 
Holocaust represents on a macro level; a quest for the erasure of 
everything that does not fit into the unified historical record. Taylor 
makes a very daring connection between the individual human being’s 
need for meaning on the one hand and the big disasters of the 20th 
century on the other. From this perspective, to accept the randomness 
and particularity of history becomes an ethical imperative similar to the 
battle cry of Jean-Francios Lyotard: ”Let us wage a war on totality; let us 
be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save 
the honor of the name.” (Lyotard, 1984, p. 82) 

The dynamics of alteritarian materiality within the domain of language 
thus boils down to two things. First, formulating signs does not mean that 
one is engaging in an activity that builds monuments able to resist the 
destructive passing of time, but rather that one engages in an activity that 
acknowledges the fact that the most fundamental characteristic of the 
sign is its transience and evanescence. A sign is always unstable and 
changing which effectively rules out all forms of foundationalism 
                                                 
41  See e.g. Svante Nordin’s book Från tradition till apokalyps: Historieskrivning och 
civilisationskritik i det moderna Europa (Nordin, 1989), where the author analyzes the origins of 
history writing and describes how the praxis of history writing is grounded in prevalent ideologies 
rather than an objective and neutral account of observed events.  
42  A similar account of the function of writing history can be found in Nietzsche’s On the 
advantage and disadvantage of history for life (Nietzsche, 1980). 
43 There is an interesting tension regarding Taylor’s approach to chronology. Whereas the early 
Taylor harshly criticizes the idea of directed historical processes, the later Taylor opens up for the 
idea of such processes. This should, however, neither be seen as a return to the idea of an 
autonomous, intentional subject acting rationally in the world nor as an acceptance of a 
teleological history in a theological sense. Instead, it should be understood as a result of Taylor’s 
encounter with complexity theory, something that will be further discusses in chapter 10. 
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(religious as well as secular or political). Second, the dynamics of 
alteritarian materiality within the domain of language is about accepting 
events as singular occurrences rather than as meaningful parts of a bigger 
development process. Some might argue that this represents a nihilism 
that results in ethical breakdown but as we have seen, it can be argued to 
be fundamentally ethical in that it functions as an antidote to 
foundationalism and oppressive unambiguity. Thus, there are strong 
ethical ingredients in Taylor’s view of the dynamics of alteritarian 
materiality within the domain of language. 

8.5 SUMMARY 

So, to summarize, materiality is above all about a Nietzschean, semiotic 
landscape that has as much (or perhaps more) to do with hermeneutics as 
with ontology. This means that there is no such thing as a neutral 
material that we can study isolated from its semiotic dimensions. A 
material is always constituted by components that have philosophical, 
religious, political, economic, emotional, and cultural meaning, which 
means that every study of materiality is necessarily also a study of these 
semiotic structures; material and information are always entangled. 

But semiotics is more fundamental to materiality than what a 
particular object’s participation in cultural contexts of production and 
consumption might suggest. The sheer existence of a material object has a 
semiotic dimension in that its particularity and temporality constitute a 
disruptive stance against the hopes for transcendence, universality, 
homogeneity, and eternity that has characterized Western thinking since 
Plato. Taylor argues that even if materiality is related to the question of 
physical matter, this is not a question of neutral, molecular state 
indicating ontological substance, but rather a semiotic dynamic that has 
to do with transgression and provocation, which, in turn, results in an 
ethical call in which materiality is described as a protest and resistance to 
a historically recurring pursuit for homogeneity. 

Finally, the semiotic landscape is no stable structure of defined 
meaning, but is characterized by a radical ambiguity in line with Derrida’s 
differ and a transience in line with his defer, which means that all 
meaning is diverse and temporary at best. 
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9 THE SELF 

In this section, I will describe how Taylor uses a number of the most 
prominent representatives of the Western philosophical tradition in order 
to deconstruct the notion of the self44 as it has been formulated within 
this very tradition and especially as it has become described in modernity. 
I will mainly follow Taylor’s description of the philosophical roots to 
selfhood found in After God since this is one of his most focused, 
condensed, and historically rooted explorations into this topic. Where 
relevant, I will add perspectives from Erring and Altarity, especially in 
relation to his discussions on Nietzsche and Derrida. 

After this initial account, I will illustrate how Taylor’s philosophy 
constitutes a continuation of Nietzsche’s critical approach to the self, but 
also how Taylor breaks with a mainstream Nietzschean tradition through 
a radical critique of the conclusions that Nietzsche draws from his 
analysis of the linguistic conditions of the self. While the articulation of 
this critique and how it influences Taylor’s understanding of the 
possibility of selfhood are results of both his increasing realization of the 
limitations of deconstruction and his encounter with complexity theory in 
the 1990s, the components of this account of selfhood are present in 
Taylor’s philosophy as early as in Journeys to selfhood. The tension 
between Taylor’s self and a mainstream interpretation of Nietzsche’s view 
of the self is thus not to be seen as a result of Taylor reevaluating his 
initial position, but rather something that has characterized his thinking 
from the very beginning. 

9.1 THE CARTESIAN COGITO 

According to Taylor, the era of the modern subject begins with René 
Descartes and his reversed Copernican move in which the human being is 
reinstated as the center of the universe in an epistemological sense. 
Driven by radical doubt, Descartes tries to find a solid ground for 
knowledge. Through an argumentation where he questions the validity of 
                                                 
44 Throughout his extensive explorations of the philosophical conditions of the self, Taylor uses the 
terms self and selfhood as practically interchangeable with the more philosophically flavored term 
subject. At times, subject is used to point more directly to the philosophical discussion in the wake 
of René Descartes, but to all intents and purposes, the terms are used interchangeably and I have 
therefore chosen the same approach in this text. 
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sensorial perception, he identifies the one thing that he cannot question: 
the fact that he doubts, i.e. his own reflexivity recognized through self-
consciousness (Descartes, 1997). Based on this conviction, he works his 
way back towards a position where knowledge about an external world is 
possible, but not because the possibility of bodily perception as such is 
given as a biological fact, but because of a logical argumentation leading 
from the consciousness of the subject via an ontological argument 
regarding the existence of a rational God to a conclusion that there is no 
reason to believe that perception deceives us. 

Even though subjectivity in terms of self-consciousness had been 
formulated earlier, it was Descartes who became the portal figure for 
modern subjectivity, and ever since, the definition of a human being has 
been closely related to consciousness. To be human is to be conscious, not 
only of an external reality, but primarily of one self. This self-
consciousness is described in terms of unmediated knowledge, i.e. a 
consciousness that is not dependent upon any external entity or force but 
is an immediate knowledge of the self as self. Descartes’ philosophy leads 
to a number of claims regarding the nature of the self. 

First, according to Descartes’ argumentation, peaking in the famous 
claim cogito ergo sum, the most fundamental defining character of the 
self is its ability to think and reflect. Cognitive processes is the foundation 
upon which the subject is constituted which means that cognition rather 
than e.g. emotions, instincts or desire is seen as the most authentic part of 
the modern subject. From this perspective, cognition becomes the 
primary source, not only for knowledge about self and world, but also for 
acting in the world which means that the actions of the self are 
interpreted as cognitively based, and since Descartes assumes that we are 
created in the image of a rational God, our cognition is fundamentally 
rational. Thus, the modern subject is a rational, thinking being. Hence, to 
be a self is to be a thinking being. Second, defining the self in terms of 
self-consciousness means that the foundation for the self lies in a 
reflexive move whereby the self recognizes itself as self rather than as 
other. This indicates that modern subjectivity is closely related to the idea 
of a unique, consistent identity, an identity which cannot be mistaken for 
anything or anyone else. In other words, in order for reflexive self-
consciousness to recognize the self, the self needs to be homogeneous 
rather than heterogeneous, unified rather than diverse, unambiguous 
rather than ambiguous. Hence, to be a self is to be one. Third, the 
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importance of the unified self implies not only that it is important to be 
oneself, but also that it is important not to be non-self, i.e. other. 
Therefore, modern subjectivity is dependent upon a demarcation in 
which the self differentiates itself from the other. This other against which 
the self has to establish distance is both internal and external. The 
internal aspect of this distancing means that the self tries to suppress the 
otherness within. Any instincts, thoughts, desires, or personality traits 
that do not harmonize with the unified picture that the self recognizes as 
self need to be suppressed or perhaps even erased in order to secure the 
identity of the subject. The external aspect means that the subject 
establishes itself by defining itself as different from other people, by 
distancing itself from other people. Hence, to be a self is to not be other. 
Fourth, Descartes’ subjectivity also indicates that presence is an 
important quality of the self. If the subject is to be able to acknowledge 
itself through a reflexive process, then the self needs to be present to 
itself. If unmediated consciousness is the foundation for all knowledge, 
then presence is an indispensable requirement for any entity of which the 
self is to be knowledgeable. Since the self itself is defined in and through 
self-consciousness, the self needs to be present to itself in order to 
become a self. Hence, to be a self is to be present. So, the modern subject 
in the wake of Descartes is defined as a present, rational thinking being 
that is non-contradictory and different from and demarcated from all 
other entities, people as well as things and animals. 

Even though Descartes himself saw God as an indispensable part of his 
philosophical argumentation, the consequences of Descartes’ insistence 
that any philosophical system needs to start with human cognition, 
opened the door to a flood of critique against the idea of a transcendent 
God. This critique eventually led to the scientific revolution, the 
Enlightenment and Western modernity. However, what is important is 
that, according to Taylor, Descartes’ move in which he positions the 
subject in the center of the universe does not actually subvert the reality 
of God, but rather inverts it: “Instead of simply denying the reality of 
God, the humanistic atheist transfers the attributes of the divine subject 
to the human self.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 25) So, the qualities that have 
characterized the transcendent God of Christendom (i.e. presence, unity, 
identity, autonomy) are transferred to the modern subject, and therefore, 
the critique that was previously directed at God becomes increasingly 
directed at the human being. 
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9.2 CRITIQUE AGAINST THE CARTESIAN COGITO 

The critique against the Cartesian cogito has been formulated by many 
different thinkers within many different philosophical schools or 
traditions. In the following exposé I will briefly present how Taylor uses 
some of the main thinkers within the Western philosophical tradition in 
order to challenge the idea of the modern subject. The thinkers discussed 
below are Friedrich Nietzsche, St. Augustine, Martin Luther, Immanuel 
Kant, G. W. F. Hegel, Sören Kierkegaard, and Jacques Derrida. 

9.2.1 Friedrich Nietzsche 

This realization is evident in much of Nietzsche’s writings, especially in 
his discussions on the death of God. When Nietzsche, in his book The Gay 
Science, describes how a madman runs around the marketplace shouting 
“Where is God? I’ll tell you. We have killed him – you and I! We are all his 
murderers” (Nietzsche, 2008, pp. 119-120), it can, at first glance, seem 
like the final triumph of the modern subject over pre-modern religious 
belief in a transcendent God. The madman describes how the modern 
subject has been able to “drink up the sea” and “wipe away the entire 
horizon” (Nietzsche, 2008, p. 120) with a sponge, thus describing in 
poetic terms what Descartes has elaborated on through his philosophical 
argumentations; humankind as the foundation for all things, i.e. 
humankind as causa sui. According to Enlightenment philosophers, this 
process of replacing God with the autonomous subject and superstition 
with science and rationality would lead to the liberation of all human 
beings. In the words of Kant, enlightenment means “mankind's exit from 
its self-incurred immaturity” (Kant, 1996, p. 58), and what better way to 
do this than slaying the transcendent God under whose domination 
humankind has lived for millennia? However, as the madman continues 
his raging outburst, it becomes clear that this revolt, in which humans 
have taken the place of God, is not entirely unproblematic. A creepy 
suspicion that perhaps humankind, through the killing of God, has 
unleashed unpredicted powers runs through much of The Gay Science, 
and Nietzsche has his madman ask “What were we doing when we 
unchained this earth from its sun?” (Nietzsche, 2008, p. 120) Instead of 
what one might expect, the situation in which humankind finds itself after 
revolting against the dusty dogmas of Christianity is a dark one. “Are we 
not continually falling? And backwards, sidewards, forwards, in all 
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directions? Is there still an up and a down? Aren't we straying as though 
through an infinite nothing? Isn't empty space breathing at us? Hasn't it 
got colder? Isn't night and more night coming again and again?” 
(Nietzsche, 2008, p. 120) Far from the optimistic hopes of Kant and other 
Enlightenment philosophers, Nietzsche’s madman points to the 
confusing, upsetting, relativistic and potentially destructive consequences 
of the death of God.  

This critique is not a reactionary defense of traditional religious belief 
but is in fact inherent in the actual killing of God. According to Taylor, the 
fact that humankind does not subvert God’s reality through a 
fundamental critique of the basic characteristics of God (presence, 
identity, unambiguity etc.) but only takes over the position previously 
held by God, means that any critique previously directed at God can now 
be directed at the human subject. 

Throughout his 30 yearlong research career, Taylor has been exploring 
these inherent gaps in the alleged firm and stable modern subject. In the 
following section, I will describe five of these explorations, where Taylor 
uses theories by St. Augustine, Luther, Kant, Hegel, and Derrida to 
scrutinize the idea of the autonomous subject. This will function as a 
backdrop for Taylor’s own conclusions regarding the nature of selfhood. 

9.2.2 St. Augustine 

The seeds to Nietzsche’s deconstruction of the Cartesian subject described 
above are actually to be found 1500 years earlier, in the writings of St. 
Augustine. According to Taylor, St. Augustine was not only the father of 
modern subjectivity, but also one of the first to realize that the road of 
subjective self-reflexivity leads to a realization of the complexity of the 
human subject; a complexity that is an implicit but nevertheless radical 
critique of the self-conscious subject of Descartes. 

In his book Confessions (Augustine, 2008), St. Augustine presents an 
autobiographical examination where the reader is invited to share his 
reflections on life, his inner thoughts, his aspirations, his emotional and 
religious highs and lows. His basic assumption regarding the subject is 
that “man is created in the image of God” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 38). To St. 
Augustine, this imago dei implies that whatever basic characters God is 
supposed to have, the same characters are evident in the individual 
human being as well. From this perspective, St. Augustine argues that 
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since God’s inner essence is triune relationality, humankind must also 
show some of that inwardly divided, relational character. In a formulation 
presaging the specular reflexivity of Hegel, St. Augustine claims that 
individual subjectivity builds on a triune structure where we “both exist, 
and know that we exist, and rejoice in this existence and this knowledge.” 
(Taylor, 1987b, p. 38) Thus, subjectivity is established through a series of 
reflexive moves through which the subject comes to reflect on itself. 

On a fundamental level, this reflexive process evolves around the act of 
presentation. The self presents itself to itself, thereby establishing its 
identity through self-consciousness, much like what we saw in Descartes’ 
meditations. However, according to Taylor, St. Augustine’s description of 
the reflexive process of self-presentation opens up for critique of the 
autonomous subject on at least three different accounts. These will be 
further developed later in the text, but it is important to mention them in 
this context as well in order to realize the historical roots of subject 
criticism. 

First, through its attempts at gaining self-consciousness, the reflexive 
subject makes itself an object for its own reflection, thereby introducing a 
division and a distance in what is supposed to be a unified, homogeneous 
entity. If the subject needs to objectify itself in order to realize its own 
subjectivity, then the subject is simultaneously both subject and object, 
both self and other, which suggests that the Cartesian attempt at 
establishing pure subjectivity through reflexive self-consciousness is a 
highly problematic project. We will see later how Hegel tries to handle 
this critique by incorporating reflexive relationality into the idea of 
absolute individuality. 

Second, the presentation of the self presupposes an identity that can be 
presented. However, according to St. Augustine, this identity is not a 
given one but something that needs to be constructed. Furthermore, the 
construction of the self is not only a question of objectively organizing the 
bits and pieces that currently are at hand in a person’s life, but also a 
matter of interpreting these in relation to historical events that have 
occurred as well as whatever expectations the individual believes the 
future to hold as a result of choices made, societal influences etc. In the 
triune words of St. Augustine, the individual has to integrate “a present of 
things past, a present of things present, and a present of things future” 
(Taylor, 1987b, p. 43) in order to establish personal identity. In this 
context, Taylor points to the linguistic connection between St. Augustine’s 
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use of the word cogo which means “to gather together” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 
44) and Descartes’ famous cogito.  Thus, to be a cogito is to gather 
together disparate pieces into a coherent whole.  According to Taylor, this 
indicates that the organization of the self that precedes the presentation 
of the self is, to a large extent, narrative rather than chronological. While 
the chronological approach records singular events without trying to 
explain or reveal their internal, causal relations, the narrative approach 
aims at defining causal relations and positioning the individual within a 
coherent, meaningful whole. In short, narrativity creates structure where 
there is none. The realization that one of the core ingredients in the 
constitution of modern subjectivity is a narrative construction rather than 
stable fact is further developed in the critical philosophy of Nietzsche, 
who claims that “the subject is only a fiction” (Nietzsche, quoted in 
Taylor, 1987b, p. 54).  

Third, to present something is also related to giving something a name. 
Taylor claims that “for every self, the primal scene is the scene of 
nomination” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 34). It is the name that is supposed to 
mark the uniqueness of an individual, and to separate the individual from 
other individuals. However, in order to function, a name needs to be 
recognized, and in order to be recognized, it needs to be repeatable, which 
in the end contradicts its own uniqueness. This tension between 
uniqueness and repeatability reveals a complexity in the self-presentation 
that is later addressed and further criticized by Derrida in his essay 
Signature Event Context (Derrida, 1982a), which we will return to later in 
the text. 

So, it is evident that while much of St. Augustine’s subjectivity 
anticipates the reflexive self-consciousness of Descartes’ cogito, it also 
entails some of the critical points that postmodern philosophy would 
target many centuries later. 

9.2.3 Martin Luther 

From St. Augustine through Thomas Aquinas, Platonic realism had a firm 
grip on church and society up until the Middle Ages when societal turmoil 
changed the scene for theology and philosophy. As the Black Death 
spread over Europe in the 14th century, killing more than twenty-five 
million people, societal structures inevitably and rapidly changed. To 
many people, these experiences made Platonic realism with its ideas of 
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rationality and stability seem more and more problematic as 
interpretative lens for understanding life and world. Martin Luther 
recognized the inadequacy of realism to explain the disruptive forces of 
contemporary society, and instead turned to the Aristotelian influenced 
nominalism found in William of Ockham’s theories. According to Taylor, 
while Luther’s interest in Ockham’s nominalism was partly grounded in a 
need for better interpretations of the experiences of change, uncertainty 
and irrationality, it also served as a vehicle for a move inward. Just as 
nominalism prioritized particularities over universalities, Luther 
prioritized individual over structure, believer over church, and perhaps 
also experiences over dogma. This meant that Luther came to criticize the 
mediating role of the church, which, apart from the obvious political and 
economic consequences for the church, also indicated a shift where the 
inner world of the individual rather than the outer world of the church 
came to be regarded as the core arena for religious life. Thus, what Luther 
does is shift focus from objectivity to subjectivity, and in a way that 
presages Descartes’ meditations, also shift focus from outer to inner, 
thereby effectively introducing a dualism. 

However, the result of this inward turn was just as confusing for Luther 
as it was for St. Augustine. By investigating his own inner world, Luther 
did not find a homogeneous, unified identity that could constitute a 
secure basis for a relation with God and the world. Instead, he found a 
divided subject, always torn between good and bad, between what one 
wants and what one does. Based on the experience of this existential 
tension, Luther formulated a definition of the subject as simul iustus et 
peccator (at the same time justified and sinner), a definition that states 
the fundamental contradictory character of the subject, which is thus far 
from Descartes’ unified subject. The realization of the paradoxical 
character of subjectivity is passed down through theology and philosophy, 
via e.g. Kierkegaard’s idea of the absolute paradox, and eventually comes 
to constitute a cornerstone of postmodern thinking. 

By stating that the subject is simul iustus et peccator, Luther indicates 
that to him, the complexity of the subject is not just a matter of 
philosophical reflection on collecting disparate predicates into a coherent 
whole. Instead the nature of the subject is characterized by a division 
between two different forces, one figuring and one disfiguring, one 
constructive and one destructive. Taylor inscribes Luther’s theology into 
the midst of a tension between realism and nominalism, where realism 
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functions as a stabilizing, constructive force whereas nominalism 
functions as a destabilizing, disruptive force. By interpreting Luther in 
this way, Taylor shows that he once again uses Nietzsche as sounding 
board in his interpretation of philosophy. If he used Nietzsche explicitly 
in his interpretation of St. Augustine’s discussion on how the subject is 
constituted by a narrative recollection of disparate parts, his usage in 
relation to Luther is more implicit but no less central. By emphasizing 
that Luther’s subject is inscribed in a tension between stabilizing realism 
and disruptive nominalism, he uses the interpretative schema of a 
creative tension between Apollonian and Dionysian forces formulated by 
Nietzsche in his early book The birth of tragedy (Nietzsche, 1993). As we 
will see later, this schema becomes increasingly important to Taylor as his 
theories develop. Whereas his early books are characterized by 
provocative, Dionysian themes as well as vocabularies, often at the 
expense of the Apollonian perspective, his later writings illustrate another 
use of Nietzschean philosophy that emphasizes the interaction between 
Apollonian and Dionysian. This will be discussed at further length later, 
but it is indicative that we can identify these two positions in Taylor’s 
analysis of the subjectivity of St. Augustine and Luther respectively. 

9.2.4 Immanuel Kant 

Luther’s separation between subject and object that Descartes later 
develops in his separation of res cogito and res externa, eventually turns 
into a philosophical conflict between rationalism and empiricism. 
Immanuel Kant tries to resolve this conflict by focusing on how the actual 
categories of understanding, by which both rationalists and empiricists 
come to their conclusions, work. Nevertheless, Kant proceeds from the 
clear distinction between subject and object, which means that, to a 
certain degree, he accepts a fundamental dualism. According to Taylor, 
this constitutes the first problem in Kant’s view of the subject. 

According to Kant, the human being is equipped with forms of 
intuition (time and space) and categories of understanding (e.g. 
causality). These are used as schemata in order to organize our sensory 
perceptions and it is through this interaction between particular 
intuitions and the cognitive structures of the individual, that we can gain 
knowledge. In accordance with his dualistic view, Kant argues that this 
knowledge does not say anything about the thing in itself or the noumenal 



 

 

 

SECTION III: MARK C. TAYLOR’S PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT      |     129 

world, but only gives us a view of how the thing appears to us, or the 
phenomenal world. Herein lies a risk that the Enlightenment project of 
Kant implodes into total subjectivism of isolationism, a threat that he 
tries to avoid by arguing that the cognitive structures are universal. Thus, 
he wants to achieve a solidly based epistemology that relates to all human 
beings, but that still does not say anything about the objects or the 
ontology that the epistemology attempts to describe. 

In order to gain knowledge, having on the one hand the transcendental 
cognitive structures and on the other hand sensory perception is not 
enough since it does not necessarily entail a connection between these 
two entities. According to Kant, a third power is required, and this power 
needs to be both detached from the categories as well as the perception 
and able to synthesize the intuition into presentations that can be 
displayed to consciousness. This third power, that Kant calls imagination, 
is core to create a consciousness and thus also a subject. It is important to 
state, however, that it is not possible to equate imagination with the 
subject. Instead, imagination constitutes the condition of possibility for 
the subject. 

Here lies the other big problem with Kant’s subjectivity according to 
Taylor. Since imagination precedes consciousness and can thus be argued 
to be something other than both the transcendental cognitive structures 
and sensory perception, it is beyond representation, beyond description. 
Thus, we can never define this faculty, which means that the subject is 
grounded in something unknown. This further means that Descartes’ 
model of an immediate and fully present subject needs to be revised. 
According to Taylor, however, Kant does not realize the radical effect of 
the unfounded imagination. 

The external gap between subject and object that was revealed in the 
Kant’s first critique is internalized in his second critique through his 
discussion on morals, where the moral question is how the human being 
is supposed to orient between the categorical imperative (located in the a 
priori structures) and the bodily desires. The subject that grows out of 
this internalization is a subject that resembles that of Luther and St. 
Augustine, and that is forced to acknowledge that what I want to be, I am 
not. To Kant, this means that freedom and moral responsibilities are 
made possible. To Taylor, however, this internalization also indicates that 
the dualistic problem of the subject is further deepened. 
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In his third critique, Kant discusses the foundation for aesthetic 
judgment; a discussion that he develops into the idea of the inner 
teleology of the work of art. Contrary to what is the case with pure and 
practical reason, aesthetic judgments are not based on an evaluation of 
the relation between subject and object, external and internal, impression 
and categories. Instead, aesthetic judgment is about articulating the 
relation of the subject to different aspects of itself, something that takes 
place through the structuring forces of imagination. Thus, aesthetic 
judgment becomes a self-referring function, which means that it 
resembles the self-reflexivity of the self-conscious subject. According to 
Taylor, this means that Kant, through his idea of inner teleology, 
implicitly presents a potential solution to the dualistic tension that has 
been deepened through his two first critiques. In an inner teleology, 
differences do not function as irreconcilable opposites, but rather as 
mutually defining entities. Taylor suggests that Kant offers a possibility of 
thinking differences without erasing identity, but that he himself does not 
realize this. Instead, Hegel is the one to pick up and develop the idea of 
difference only potentially present in the critical project of Kant. In the 
chapter on interaction, we will see how Taylor makes his own 
interpretations of this inner teleology, first in relation to Nietzschean and 
Derridean play, and later in relation to complexity theory. 

Thus, we see that Taylor argues that Kant’s project leaves us with two 
fundamental problems regarding selfhood: (1) we have a subject that is 
characterized by both internal and external tensions (a tension that is 
later addressed by Hegel) and that implies that Kant’s project actually 
contributes to increasing the dividing tensions in the subject rather than 
resolving it, (2) we have a subject that is fundamentally dependent upon a 
third power (imagination) which is evanescent, resists all description and 
representation and thus constitutes a lacuna of selfhood (a problem that 
is later addressed by Heidegger (Taylor, 1990, p. 216f). Thus, Kant’s 
project does not offer a firm foundation for the subject, but actually 
presents perspectives that make us question the Cartesian cogito. 
However, we can also note that Taylor argues that Kant’s project entails 
openings that make it possible for us to think subjectivity and identity 
without erasing objectivity or alterity. 
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9.2.5 G. W. F. Hegel 

A big part of Taylor’s work is characterized by an attempt to handle the 
dualistic tension between subject and object that has been clarified 
through Kant’s thinking. Sometimes he has tended to emphasize 
difference and position himself as strongly negating the autonomous 
subject, while at other times he has tried to identify a position that can 
mediate between identity and difference. Already in one of his first books, 
Journeys to selfhood, he describes the map of modern subjectivity in the 
wake of Kant’s dualism. In that book he examines how Hegel and 
Kierkegaard respectively relate to the issue of subjectivity, and thus also 
to the relation between identity and difference. The conclusion in this 
early work is that Hegel’s model offers stronger possibilities to think both 
identity and difference without reducing the one to the other. Seven years 
later, when he writes Altarity, he draws a somewhat different conclusion 
and emphasizes Kierkegaard as the one offering a model that best 
preserves radical difference. Later on, as he starts exploring systems 
theory and complexity theory, he returns to a more Hegelian position and 
uses complex adaptive systems to reinterpret the speculative philosophy 
of Hegel in a way that steers away from the totalizing tendencies he 
focused on in Altarity. He describes parts of this philosophical journey in 
the foreword to the 2000 re-edition of Journeys to selfhood, so 
identifying these shifts in his books is reasonable. However, what he does 
not mention is the possibility of understanding this reinterpretation of 
Hegel as an ongoing conversation with Nietzschean philosophy. 

Thus, any attempt to understand Taylor’s view of the subject needs to 
emphasize Hegel as a portal figure, especially in relation to Kierkegaard. 
In the following two sections we will therefore have a closer look at these 
two giants of subjectivity. 

As previously mentioned, Hegel tries to resolve the dualistic problem 
revealed in Kant’s thinking by starting from the idea of imago dei found 
in the writings of St. Augustine. If the human being is created in the 
image of God, we should be able to understand some of the characteristics 
of a human being by understanding the characteristics of God. Since 
Hegel proceeds from a Christian, protestant theology, he starts by stating 
that the essence of God is characterized by triune relationality; the Father 
as the divine subject and the Son as the divine object has a relationship 
through the connection between subject and object brought about by the 
Spirit. Thus, God is both subject, object and the relationship between 
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these two; in other words, God is characterized by self-relation, self-
reflexivity, and self-consciousness. If humankind is created in the image 
of God, these relational qualities must also characterize the subject. 
Hence, Hegel claims that humankind must be described as 
simultaneously subject, object and the relation between these two. Taylor 
summarizes how this relational structure can be observed in the cognition 
and reflexivity of the individual in the following compressed passage: 
”…the reflexive subject turns inward. The object of reflection is, in fact, 
cognition. In reflection, the subject thinks about itself thinking about an 
object that seems to be different from itself. Reflection deepens this 
inwardness by taking reflection as its object. The reflexive subject thinks 
about thinking about thinking.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 39) 

The self-consciousness of the individual is thus a sort of three-step 
process where the subject is defined through objectifying itself and its 
consciousness, and this increased reflexivity results in an increasing 
differentiation within the subject. This reflexive subject thus differs 
radically from Descartes’ cogito, which, although reflexive, is immediately 
present and identical in its self-consciousness. Where Descartes finds 
pure self-identity, Hegel finds a relational subject who for its constitution 
is not only in need of a relation to an external object, but who also 
includes this object in itself. Hegel’s subject thus comprises both subject 
and object, both identity and difference. Thus, the two poles from 
Luther’s and Kant’s dualisms are still present, but through the 
redefinition of the relation between these opposites, an entirely different 
outcome is presented. Where the respective dualisms of Luther and Kant 
imply a struggle between two irreconcilable opposites, Hegel’s dialectic 
subject implies a relational structure where opposites are involved in a 
mutual dependency. Hegel tries to resolve the dualistic tension by 
including it in identity, thus formulating the idea of an identity between 
identity and difference. Despite the striving for unity that can be 
suggested to underlie Hegel’s attempt to close the gap between subject 
and object, his project is not an attempt to return to a stable cogito; 
instead his reflexive view of the subject is a radical critique of the 
Cartesian cogito and an attempt to formulate a complex and relational 
subject. 

The attempt to identify an identity between identity and difference is 
based on Hegel’s conviction that, fundamentally, a human being is not a 
solitary being, but is a part of a larger context and that the predicaments 
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of humankind derive from an alienation from this larger context. Hegel 
sees society as a developing incarnation of absolute spirit, and in line with 
this, he interprets the social and political conflicts of his time as a result 
of the conflict between “subjective purpose and objective sociopolitical 
structures” (Taylor, 2000, p. 31), i.e. a conflict between the individual and 
the group. It is the inability of the individual to find its place in society as 
a developing incarnation of absolute spirit that is the fundamental 
problem of selfhood. The reflexive and relational character of the 
individual is thus not only intra-existential, which is a description that 
would be applicable to the Cartesian cogito, but also something that is 
involved in a reflexive interaction with other subjects and society at large. 
Thus, Hegel uses Descartes’ idea of self-reflexion as the foundation of the 
subject to erase the boundaries of the solitary cogito. 

In order to solve the dualistic, alienating conflict between the 
individual and the group, between subject and object, Hegel formulates 
an aesthetic education through which both the individual and society 
progress necessarily through different phases on their way to absolute 
realization. Thus, there is a parallelism between the individual and 
society. To a certain extent, this aesthetic education resembles Platonic 
and Aristotelian models of pedagogy where the goal is to realize and 
remember what one truly is, and where the means to do so is through 
dialogue with a more experienced tutor. This aesthetic education reveals 
two other important aspects of Hegel’s view on subjectivity: 

First, it suggests that the subject’s true identity is neither something 
simply given as a stable fact nor something that is constantly changing 
through individual or societal processes. Even though a core idea of 
Hegel’s aesthetic education is that one is to remember what one already 
is, the process by which this remembrance takes place is not irrelevant. 
Instead, the reflexive process of increasing self-knowledge is a vital part 
of the subject’s constitution as well as the establishment of absolute spirit 
in society. Without this development, authentic selfhood cannot be 
reached. Thus, there is a tension between the being of the subject’s given 
essence and the becoming of the subject’s self-realization. Despite the 
presence of given essence in Hegel’s philosophy, it seems fair to conclude 
that to Hegel, the self-reflexivity of the subject is not primarily about 
observing an already existing subjective essence, but rather about 
initiating and actualizing the very constitution process that leads to the 
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genesis of the subject. It is through the oscillation between subject and 
object that the subject is realized. 

Second, since true selfhood is a result of a development in which the 
individual gradually comes to realize that its subjective, authentic identity 
is related to a bigger objective development process in which society 
develops dialectically towards the final goal of establishing absolute spirit, 
the subject is inevitably linked to historical contexts and temporal 
conditions. This means that Hegel’s subject is not a Platonically 
influenced eternal spirit that can be disconnected from historical contexts 
and be defined as a solitary entity, untouched by the fluctuating forces of 
time. Instead it is firmly rooted in concrete history. This can appear to be 
contradictory when read against his previous claim that the solution to 
the alienation of the self is to be what we already are, but as often with 
Hegel’s philosophy, one must struggle not to try and reduce its 
contradictory character, but instead realize that it is precisely in these 
kinds of tensions that we discover the uniqueness of Hegel’s dialectics. 
The subject is both stable and changing, both subject and object. This 
both/and is an approach that Taylor criticizes, which we will see later on. 

So, to conclude, according to Taylor, Hegel teaches us that, if we are to 
follow Descartes in defining the subject as self-reflexive consciousness, 
we must draw conclusions that actually contradict Descartes on at least 
three points. First, we must realize that self-reflexivity implies self-
relation, which in turn implies a divided subject far from the singular 
identity of the Cartesian cogito. Second, selfhood is to be found in the 
tension between being and becoming, and thus defies any reduction to 
simple essence. Third, we must realize that defining the subject as self-
reflexive consciousness introduces a temporal, relational dynamic into 
the core of the subject, indicating that the subject is a changing product of 
historical processes rather than a stable being. 

9.2.6 Sören Kierkegaard 

Sören Kierkegaard’s philosophy is, according to Taylor, in many ways a 
critique of Hegel’s attempt to solve the problem of dualism. They both 
share the conviction that humankind in the 19th century is haunted by an 
alienation that needs to be overcome. However, Kierkegaard has a 
radically different view of both the reason for this alienation and the 
solution to it than Hegel does. As we saw earlier, Hegel understood the 
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human condition of alienation as resulting from the common interest of 
sociopolitical structures getting fragmented by disparate subjective 
purposes and therefore the solution to alienation is to educate the 
individual to realize and accept its role in the bigger structure. To 
Kierkegaard, however, alienation is a result of the individual getting lost 
in dominating social structures and the solution to alienation is therefore 
to liberate the individual from the oppression of the group. This 
fundamental difference in approach to the question of the relationship 
between the individual and the group characterizes Kierkegaard’s view of 
the self, as will be evident in the description below. 

To begin with, Kierkegaard argues that it is important that we uphold 
the law of non-contradiction. He sees Hegel’s idea of interrelated 
opposites as a violation of the law of non-contradiction, and argues that it 
is therefore necessary to find other ways of describing the relationship 
between identity and difference. He draws on Hegel’s model of a dialectic 
between thesis and antithesis, but claims that the relation between them 
should be understood as a separate synthesis rather than as an internal 
mediation, the latter being Hegel’s approach. In Kierkegaard’s view, a 
synthesis is a positive third that can relate identity to difference without 
collapsing the one into the other, thereby maintaining the radical 
difference between exclusive opposites. Elaborating on the character of 
this positive third, Kierkegaard uses terms like spirit, freedom, 
consciousness, and, not the least important for this discussion, the self. It 
is therefore reasonable to suggest that this positive third in fact 
constitutes the Kierkegaardian self; a self that is characterized by freedom 
and consciousness. The synthetic activity of the positive third 
presupposes a clear distinction between opposing alternatives, and 
according to Kierkegaard, reflection is the means by which the self 
achieves this differential clarity. Thus, he relates to a Cartesian tradition 
of understanding reflexivity as core to the self. However, whereas 
Descartes understands reflection as a way of finding an unquestionable 
truth, Kierkegaard understands it as a differentiating activity resulting in 
a challenge to make a free choice between exclusive opposites. 

Another important difference between Kierkegaard and Hegel when it 
comes to the dialectic between thesis and antithesis is that, according to 
Kierkegaard, the synthetic activity creating the relation between the 
opposites does not take place through a necessary, teleologically 
determined progression as Hegel claims. Instead, this activity grows out 
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of the individual’s free choice between opposites and is thus not a 
determined part of a teleological whole. Synthesis can occur, but it can 
also fail to occur. This act of free choice is furthermore “ ’momentary’ and 
needs to be reestablished ‘repeatedly’ ” (Taylor, 2000, p. 178). The self is 
thus not constituted once and for all, but is involved in a constant battle 
for identity and authenticity which gives the self a volatile character. This 
is a theme that, according to Taylor, is later picked up and developed by 
postmodern philosophy.  

Given this short overview of Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegelianism, we 
can identify at least four aspects of his view of the self. First, since the 
synthetic activity between opposites is the means through which the self 
is realized, differences are not destructive, fragmenting, or alienating. 
Instead, radical and irreducible difference is a fundamental condition for 
the constitution of the self, and consequently, any attempt at erasing 
differences through mediating or harmonizing opposites is a threat to the 
self. Second, the act through which the self is constituted is an act of free 
choice between opposites and freedom is thus the core characteristic of 
the self.  This suggests that the authentic self is determined by individual 
choice rather than by structural forces, such as biological predispositions 
or socio-political factors. Third, the synthetic activity does not mean that 
the self is constituted once and for all, but instead, the self must 
continuously constitute itself. This gives the self a volatile, temporal 
character far from the stable Cartesian subject. Finally, if identity is not 
primarily constituted by its relations to difference, this indicates that the 
self is not primarily a social creature constituted by relations to others, 
but an individual creature constituted by free choice between exclusive 
opposites. Thus, the self is a solitary individual, or as Kierkegaard puts it: 
“isolation is a condition sine qua non.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 179) 

So, in short, Kierkegaard’s self is a free individual who, isolated from 
the group, is constituted by continuously choosing between reflexively 
identified, differential opposites. Thereby, he relates to a Cartesian 
tradition by emphasizing the role of reflexivity in the constitution of the 
individual subject, at the same time as he differs from it through 
emphasizing the role of radical difference, paradoxes and free choice for 
the constitution of the self. 
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9.2.7 Jacques Derrida 

In much of his early writings, Taylor bases his critique of the subject on 
the deconstructive linguistics of Jacques Derrida. According to Derrida, 
the subject “is inscribed in language” and thus “a ´function´ of the 
language” which makes Taylor argue that language constitutes “the 
condition of the possibility of articulate subjectivity” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 
135), and that, approached from this linguistic perspective, the Cartesian 
cogito is opened up for a new understanding of selfhood. To Taylor, 
Derrida offers both a radical critique of the modern subject and a possible 
way out of the dead end of an isolated, self-conscious cogito. 

As we have seen, St. Augustine claims that the presentation of the self 
to the self that is required for self-conscious identity to be established 
indicates a process of naming which shows that understanding 
subjectivity as something closely related to linguistics is an interpretative 
lens that is far older than Derridean theory. We also saw that this naming 
process can be understood as a complex recollection of disparate 
temporal pieces rather than a simple presentation of a pre-existing 
identity – an idea that Derrida draws upon in his attempts to 
conceptualize the origins of language through developing his theoretical 
web of interrelated concepts like trace, protowriting, différance etc. 
Derrida further analyzes the complexity of the naming procedure by 
elaborating on Hegel’s discussion on the consequences of deictic 
expressions such as “here and now”, since these have a specific role in 
“statements about perception” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 47). Derrida takes a 
simple example of a person saying “I see a particular person by the 
window” (Derrida quoted in Taylor, 1987b, p. 47) and argues that the 
complexities and uncertainties resulting from transferring such an 
expression over temporal and spatial boundaries are actually not 
accidental problems to be overcome, but instead should be understood as 
fundamental characteristics of language and, in fact, as the very 
possibility of language. Language works by pointing to a here and now 
that is never immediately present which means that, seen from a 
referential perspective on language (as that found in logocentricity), 
language is about pointing to things that are actually absent. Thus, signs 
should not be understood as labels pointing to present entities in an 
unambiguous way, but as traces of something that is forever absent (and 
perhaps has never been entirely present), which is a radical rejection of 
the emphasis on presence found in western philosophy. More specifically 
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and relevant to this chapter, it questions the formula described in section 
9.1 that to be a self is to be present.  

However, as Taylor interprets these ideas, Derrida’s trace does not 
necessarily imply a simple rejection of presence in favor of a simple 
absence (even though Derrida himself, according to Taylor, sometimes 
falls prey to this tendency). Such an either-or statement would only 
increase the dualism it intends to disrupt. Instead, as Taylor suggests, 
trace can be understood as a liminal concept that “marks the place where 
identity and difference, presence and absence, constantly cross” (Taylor, 
1987b, p. 50). Thus, trace can be suggested to be neither affirmation nor 
negation, but something in-between. As such, the concept of trace offers a 
possible way forward through the constantly challenging dualism of 
identity and difference. This means that what the self presents to itself in 
the naming procedure is not a presentation, a description of a simple 
identity, but a representation, a trace of the contradiction between self 
and other. Thus, what the Cartesian cogito is actually conscious of as self 
is not a simple identity, but a crossing of self and other. 

Another aspect of this contradictory, linguistic space, towards which 
trace points, is that it builds on linguistic principles such as 
supplementarity and différance, which suggests that meaning emerges 
through the dynamics between co-dependent signs rather than through 
simple identity. To Taylor, this means that Derrida’s deconstructive 
linguistics implies that any attempt at defining selfhood as self-
consciousness based on a self-reflexive act of naming, inevitably leads to a 
breakdown of isolated subjectivity. Instead, the linguisticality of the 
subject indicated by the naming procedure of self-conscious reflexivity 
suggests a relational view of selfhood: “In contrast to the substantial 
individual, this deindividualized subject is co-relative and codependent.” 
(Taylor, 1987b, p. 135) 

This brings us to the relationship between the identity of a unique 
subject and a unique signature that was mentioned earlier. In his text 
Signature Event Context (Derrida, 1982a), Derrida discusses the 
iterability of the signature as both a prerequisite for naming the unique 
individual and an indication of the impossibility of uniqueness. In order 
to be an individual self, the subject needs to present itself to itself through 
a stating of its proper name. For the name to be indicative of a single, 
unique individual, it too needs to be single and unique. However, in order 
for the name (and in extension, the signature) to be recognized, it must 



 

 

 

SECTION III: MARK C. TAYLOR’S PHILOSOPHICAL PROJECT      |     139 

not only be unique, but also iterable. Iterability requires repeatability and 
commonality, and the naming procedure can therefore be argued to be a 
process of doubling, of copying, of citing. Thus, in its attempt to secure its 
uniqueness, the subject becomes like everyone else. “Though intended to 
(be the) seal (of) the subject, naming dispossesses the self of all purely 
personal properties.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 131) According to Taylor, this 
process is not only negative but actually opens subjectivity up to 
relationality. Through the commonality of the signature, the subject is 
forever inscribed in a relational web that precedes and resists simple 
identity. 

9.3 THE SELF ACCORDING TO TAYLOR 

Based on the critical review above of what the self is not, it is now time to 
investigate Taylor’s constructive proposal of what the self actually is. 

9.3.1 Language as foundation of selfhood 

To Taylor, the question of the self is a matter of the relationship between 
identity and difference, and, not surprisingly, considering his roots in 
poststructuralism, this relationship is understood in terms of language. 
Taylor’s approach to the self as something linguistic does not change as 
he moves from poststructuralism and deconstruction to complexity 
theory; language is still at the core of selfhood. As we saw earlier, to be a 
subject is to have a name. The scene of self-reflexive nomination (self-
presentation) is crucial to the constitution of the subject. It is through the 
self-reflexive presentation of the name (both to the self and to others) 
that the subject aims to secure its identity. This attempt is, however, 
futile, since the name is not only individual but also needs to be 
recognized, repeatable and common, which means that the idea of the 
name as a unique identifier of a unique individual is undermined. Thus, 
the name positions the self in a social and linguistic context and relates 
the subject to other subjects, identity to difference, thereby dispossessing 
“the self of all purely personal properties.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 131) 
Therefore, nomination can be understood as a kenotic process that kills at 
the same time as it gives life, empties all content at the same time as it 
establishes meaning. 
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This does not mean, however, that the role of nomination for the 
constitution of the subject has lost its relevance. On the contrary, it is still 
by engaging in language that the subject is constituted, but the insights 
into the complexity of linguistics that poststructuralism has brought us, 
imply that we need to understand the process of self-presentation as 
something other than presenting a proper name that points to one 
isolated individual. 

To begin with, language exists before the individual subject and thus 
comes first. There is no pure personality that exists prior to and 
untouched by language and that can then be described through a proper 
name. Since language is always contextually flavored this also means that 
there can be no individual personality untouched by ideological, religious, 
or societal structures. The subject is always already linguistically 
contextualized which indicates that the autonomous cogito that can be 
presented by referential language is nothing but a chimera, or, in the 
words of Nietzsche, the subject is only fiction. What takes place in the 
nomination is instead a creative interpretative process in which the 
subject becomes by entering into language, which has been previously 
discussed in relation to Kristeva’s description in Powers of horror 
(Kristeva, 1982). 

Furthermore, the linguistic foundation of subjectivity indicates that 
selfhood is nothing static. As the individual lives her life in the linguistic 
web of her everyday context, language continues to change her. Thus, 
selfhood is ever-changing, always fluctuant, not statically given once and 
for all.  To Taylor, this radical contextuality and instability of the 
linguistic subject does not only mean that the contour of a subject 
changes over time, but also that the contour is in fact a permeable 
membrane rather than a definitive boundary. The linguistic play that 
constitutes the self through a differential interaction between identity and 
difference effectively dissolves the strict boundaries between different 
selves. Thus, it is actually impossible to draw a definitive line between 
subjects, between identity and different. It is simply impossible to say 
where one self ends and another self begins.  

9.3.2 The body as a system of signs 

The linguistic foundation of selfhood is not, however, limited to 
speculative, existential or philosophical aspects of human life, but is also 
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very concrete and physical. Drawing on discussions on DNA, Taylor 
argues that “the body is structured like a language” (Taylor, 1993, p. 220, 
234) and in fact goes so far as to suggest that “current biological theory 
appears to reinscribe the logocentrism that has characterized Western 
thought since its beginnings in ancient Greece.” (Taylor, 1993, p. 236) On 
the most fundamental physical level, we are constituted by the exchange 
of signs, inscribing our physical bodies in a linguistic context. Thus, 
immaterial information and material matter are intertwined to the extent 
that one cannot exist without the other, which is in line with Taylor´s 
insistence that we need to overcome the age old duality between mind 
and body. Since, as we have seen, identity and difference are always 
connected and interdependent, subjectivity is always related to 
objectivity, internal to external, abstract to concrete, and what we call 
mind to what we call body. 

Considering Taylor´s firm critique of the autonomous subject and his 
argumentation that the body is linguistically structured, it is fair to 
suggest that his view of the subject resembles that of an information 
processing machine. The body that is “structured like a language” (Taylor, 
1993, p. 220, 234) receives information, processes it and reacts to it in 
different ways. What is crucial here, however, is that this processing does 
not follow an unambiguous, rational logic that can be described and 
predicted. On the contrary, the processing is, first of all, highly obscure. 
Trying to isolate a particular input and relate that to a particular output is 
simply not possible due to the radical linguistic contextuality of human 
existence. Drawing on poststructuralist linguistics, Taylor argues that 
since signs are always determined by other signs, there is no such thing as 
a pure sign and therefore it is impossible to define the exact significance, 
role and function of a sign. Thus, any attempt at interpreting a human 
being as a computer-like information processing machine based on 
formal logic inevitably fails. 

Second, the relationship between input and output can be described as 
irrational rather than rational (the latter often being the case in cognitive 
models). The reason for this is not only the obscurity mentioned above 
which rules out any complete overview or mapping of the process, but 
also, and more importantly, the fact that poststructuralist linguistics does 
not follow a formal logical structure of cause and effect. Drawing on 
Derrida´s theory of supplementarity and différance, Taylor argues that 
the linguistics of the body will always involve a radical and fundamental 
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alterity. This alterity forever eludes scientific description and therefore 
always constitutes a lacuna in the structure of the information processing 
of a human being. Psychology can attempt to answer questions regarding 
the thoughts and actions of an individual but this mapping will be partial 
and preliminary at best. According to Taylor, Freud and others have tried 
to account for the alterity of the human psyche and its relations to and 
consequences for the human body (e.g. sexuality). However, Taylor seems 
to suggest that Freud´s model presupposes an original presence of that 
which is suppressed, whereas Taylor himself argues that the lacuna of 
selfhood which results in an apparent irrationality is in fact original, 
primordial, and precedes any cultural or religious moral regulatory 
system. Therefore, what Freud considers suppressed, Taylor considers a 
trace of an absence. By using poststructuralist linguistics this way, he 
wants to come closer to an actual and realistic description of human 
alterity which can include and account for the apparent irrationality of 
human beings. 

Drawing on Nietzsche´s philosophy, Taylor describes this linguistic 
alterity and its consequences in terms of bodily desires, as a Dionysian 
force. Acknowledging this Dionysian force as a fundamental part of 
human life means rejecting the view of the self as a rational, neutral, 
cognitive being who can establish selfhood by thinking think its way to 
secure identity. Instead, following one’s emotions and bodily desires is a 
crucial step towards establishing selfhood. It is important to note, though, 
that this does not imply a passive attitude towards one’s own instincts. On 
the contrary, what Nietzsche calls for is an active affirming stance 
towards the forces of life (see, e.g. Nietzsche, 1996, p. 9). To Taylor, this 
means that, not only is selfhood a complex combination of mind and 
body, but also something characterized by a transgressive dynamic that 
will result in irrational, inappropriate behavior – morally, culturally, 
religiously. To gain selfhood entails assuming a certain provocative stance 
towards structures, i.e. transgression. As noted in section 8.3.2, Taylor 
often returns to Kierkegaard´s interpretation of the biblical story of 
Abraham who gained selfhood by obeying God´s demand that he should 
kill his only son. It was through his willingness to transgress the law and 
consequently to withdraw from societal acceptance that Abraham gained 
selfhood. To Kierkegaard, this means that each individual needs to 
liberate him- or herself from the chains of society in order to establish 
true subjectivity. Taylor, however, argues that transgression fulfills its 
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role only in relation to a structure: “transgression needs law as much as 
law needs transgression” (Taylor, 1993, p. 83). Therefore, selfhood cannot 
be a question of withdrawing from structures, be they societal, religious 
or cultural (since that would leave them intact). Instead, the transgressive 
dynamic should be acted out within the relational web of a play of signs. 
Thus, we must realize that, in order for selfhood to be established, a 
certain amount of transgression is always required and therefore needs to 
be acknowledged as we outline the contours of what it means to be a self. 
Transgression, in this context, is as reenactment of the linguistic dynamic 
that Derrida calls the supplement. Just as it is through supplementarity 
that meaning occurs in a sentence, it is through transgression that 
selfhood emerges.  

The linguistic foundation of bodily selfhood also strikes hard at the 
core of scientific positivism and calls for serious reexamination of 
empirical scientific methods. If language characterizes not only a person’s 
inner world in terms of ideas, thoughts, and knowledge, but also a 
person’s physical body, then not only cognition but also basic sensory 
perception is forever a contextually flavored function. And to further 
complicate things, if we understand this linguistic web as an alteritarian 
space permeated by Dionysian drives and desires, then we need to 
question the validity of perception as a scientific tool. As Taylor puts it: 
“Experience is never raw, it is always cooked in a figurational code.” 
(Taylor, 1987b,  p. 172) Quite unexpectedly, this brings us back to a 
revised version of the philosophical investigation regarding perception 
that Descartes undertakes. He asks himself whether he can trust his 
senses to be reliable tools by which he can receive information regarding 
things external to the subject. What if his perceptions of the furniture in 
the room in which he is sitting are actually just part of a dream? They are 
still just as real to him in the dream as they are when he is awake, which 
makes him question the ground for and trustworthiness of sensory 
perception (Descartes, 1997, pp. 139-147). Taylor also questions the 
validity of sensory perception, but on the grounds of a linguistic analysis 
that considers perception a secondary product of primary linguistic 
forces. Therefore, experience is never neutral, and perception can thus 
not function as a warrant for positivist knowledge of an external object. In 
a way, this resembles Kant´s suggestion that the categories of 
understanding function as a system which brings objectivity to experience 
even though perception does not tell us much about the thing in itself.  
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9.3.3 Actual or potential? 

So, Taylor’s explorations into the conditions of selfhood reveals a self 
which is always torn between identity and difference, and which to a high 
degree gains selfhood by a transgressive movement between these two, 
giving it a supposedly irrational or disruptive character. Furthermore, the 
self cannot be understood as isolated from its linguistically structured 
context which also indicates that the self is radically relational and 
constantly changing.  

Then what is the status of this self that he has sketched through his 
philosophical explorations? Is it actual or only potential? Taylor’s 
discussions on the self are characterized by a tension between description 
and prescription. On the one hand, he describes a development process 
within the history of ideas where our knowledge of the conditions of 
selfhood has increased and gradually has revealed gaps in what was 
previously considered solid, effectively making belief in an autonomous 
subject impossible. In this process, Nietzsche is a portal figure, “one of 
the most prescient prophets of our time” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 35), who 
verbalizes philosophical findings that make it impossible to return to a 
belief in modern subjectivity. According to Taylor this development 
cannot be reversed. 

On the other hand, however, Taylor claims that most people still live 
their lives according to a modern framework, unwilling to realize the 
conclusions drawn from philosophy. 20th century capitalism, religious 
fundamentalism, political conservatism and the threats against the 
environment are some of the examples of the extent to which life and 
world still function according to a modern framework. He gives a less 
than flattering picture of contemporary academics by first describing how 
Nietzsche’s madman concludes his outburst with the realization that this 
message “has not yet reached the ears of men” (Nietzsche, quoted in 
Taylor, 1987b, p. 6) and then arguing that the deafness of the madman’s 
audience “is all too evident among many contemporary philosophers of 
religion and theologians. Too often they attempt to solve difficult 
religious problems by simply trying to recapture a past that now seems 
decisively gone. This attitude is no longer defensible.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 
6) 

Between these two alternatives – the inevitable fragmentation of 
modern selfhood and the lingering on of the chimera of autonomous 
subjectivity – Taylor appears as an educator following in the footsteps of 
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the madman. Perhaps now the time has come for the realization of the 
consequences of the death of God to set in? In a way, his tireless attempts 
to combine philosophical and theological analyses with different kinds of 
artistic expressions can be understood as a kind of aesthetic education, 
albeit not with the grand scale visionary ambitions of Hegel. However, the 
purpose is similar: to enlighten the reader and offer change through 
acceptance of realized, inevitable conditions of possibilities. Not only does 
this agenda bring him close to Platonic, Aristotelian and Hegelian 
pedagogy, but also and not surprisingly to Nietzsche’s call for a religious 
and philosophical awakening: “Become who you are” (Nietzsche, 2006, p. 
192). So, in that sense, Taylor’s own pedagogical ambition tells us 
something about the topic as such. His continuous call for a realization of 
the philosophical impossibility of the modern subject says something 
important regarding the nature of selfhood – we are not yet what we 
really are, we have not yet reached the beginning of our journey. 

9.4 THE NIETZSCHEAN ROOTS OF TAYLOR’S VIEW OF SELFHOOD 

As we have seen, in his review of the critique against the Cartesian cogito 
as well as in his own suggestions of how to understand selfhood, Taylor 
uses an unorthodox combination of theories. The reasonableness of 
combining such diverse theoretical constructs as the theological 
reflections of St. Augustine with the critical philosophy of Kant, the 
speculative system of Hegel, and the deconstructive approach of Derrida 
is far from obvious and has sometimes been called superficial (see, e.g. 
Dixie, 1998, p. 100; B. Hancock, 2004, p. 21). Furthermore, as I have also 
mentioned, Taylor’s position changes over the years which adds extra 
complexities to the issue. The question then is whether there is any kind 
of continuity in Taylor’s philosophical exploration regarding the nature of 
selfhood or if it is to be understood as just a loosely structured description 
of randomly chosen voices critical to the modern subject? As I will try and 
show below, the heterogeneity of Taylor’s critical overview of the history 
of ideas as well as his constructive suggestions regarding selfhood can be 
understood as a more coherent philosophical position if understood as a 
conversation with Nietzsche where Taylor positions himself in relation to 
a number of Nietzschean topics. In order to illustrate these connections, I 
will describe some of Nietzsche’s core topics and show how they are 
reflected in Taylor’s own approach to the question of selfhood. 
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9.4.1 Reflexivity 

As we have seen in the historical overview, reflexivity is considered a core 
quality in the subject by both Descartes and the tradition that remains 
critical to his ideas of the reflexive cogito. Nietzsche’s attitude towards the 
role of reflexivity in relation to selfhood is somewhat ambiguous and has 
been the subject of many scholarly debates (for some more recent 
discussions, see e.g. Anderson, 2012; Bornedal, 2010; Katsafanas, 2005). 
On the one hand, Nietzsche is sceptic regarding the possibilities of human 
reflexivity, especially when it comes to the Cartesian idea that reflexivity 
is an act of a pure consciousness whereby a self can find a solid 
foundation upon which one can build knowledge. Sarcastically 
commenting on this kind of neutral cognitive approach, Nietzsche calls it 
“immaculate perception” (Nietzsche, 2006, p. 95), suggesting that it is 
just as impossible that thinking grows out of nothing and can function as 
the foundation of everything that comes after, as it is to believe that Jesus 
appeared in the womb of mother Mary without any preceding sexual act. 
To Nietzsche, reflection is always preceded by drives and desires: “our 
intellect is only the blind instrument of another drive” (Nietzsche, 1997, 
p. 65). 

On the other hand, the distancing function implied in reflexivity is an 
important part of Nietzsche’s view of the possibilities of selfhood. He 
argues that we need to take a step back from ourselves and our lives, and 
see that we are not the homogeneous, enlightened, rational subjects that 
we think we are. On the contrary, the self is “the fiction that many similar 
states in us are the effect of one substratum”, and in fact “it is we who first 
created the ‘similarity’ of these states” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 269), i.e. 
selfhood is a man-made construction of heterogeneous fragments, not a 
given solid fact. Thus, through a reflexive move, we get insights into our 
true nature, but what we find is something very different from the 
Cartesian cogito. 

This distancing, reflexive move which reveals that the self is not self-
identical, but is in fact composite and permeated by otherness, is 
something that is core to Taylor’s analysis of the relation between identity 
and difference. It is by emphasizing that reflexivity always entails 
distancing that Taylor exposes the inevitable contradictions of the 
Cartesian cogito. Absence, otherness, difference, nots, alterity; they are 
all essentially an effect of the reflexive potentials of the cogito. 
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9.4.2 At the intersection of Apollonian and Dionysian forces 

Closely related to the idea that selfhood is a man-made composition, is 
Nietzsche’s suggestion that life should be shaped as a piece of art, and 
that this shape emerges through a struggle between Apollonian and 
Dionysian forces. In The birth of tragedy (Nietzsche, 1993), Nietzsche 
outlines the two forces and their relation. Apollonian art is characterized 
by its harmony and clarity, and its ability to make us experience the world 
as a pleasant dream, far removed from the brutal reality. Dionysian art, 
on the contrary, entails openness to the cruelties of life, and is 
characterized by qualities such as ecstasy, drunkenness, and wildness. 
The typical Apollonian artist is a sculptor who shapes an object into a 
structured form, whereas the typical Dionysian artist is a musician whose 
evanescent art appeals to our instincts and emotions. Nietzsche’s initial 
analysis focuses on art as such, but the Apollonian and the Dionysian as 
concepts reappear as personality traits and approaches to life throughout 
his literary production. 

Although Nietzsche is often described as someone promoting a 
Dionysian lifestyle, he also argues that “art derives its continuous 
development from the duality of the Apolline and Dionysiac; just as the 
reproduction of species depends on the duality of the sexes” (Nietzsche, 
1993, p. 14). This implies that it is in the oscillation between these two 
fields of force that creative development can take place which to all 
intents and purposes precedes Taylor’s discussion on complexity theory 
and creative emergence at the intersection of figuring and disfiguring 
forces that I discuss more in detail in chapter 10. So just as Taylor 
sometimes promotes disfiguring as a quality opposed to figuring, and at 
other times argues that the creative flow takes place in the differential 
space between figuring and disfiguring, so Nietzsche sometimes urges us 
to live a Dionysian life on the grounds that it is more in touch with reality 
then what the Apollonian approach is, whereas at other times he argues 
that good art (and therefore also good life) 45  always emerges at the 
intersection of Apollonian and Dionysian forces. Once again, the 
Nietzschean influence on Taylor’s theories can be suggested to be strong. 

                                                 
45 According to Heidegger, Nietzsche is convinced that ”[a]rt, thought in the broadest sense as the 
creative, constitutes the basic character of beings.” (Heidegger, 1991, p. 72) 
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9.4.3 Transgression as a road to selfhood 

In this creative space between figuring and disfiguring, transgression is 
an important dynamic according to Nietzsche. The primary purpose of a 
Dionysian approach to something is to disrupt whatever formal structure 
has been achieved by a figuring force. The disruptive dynamic of 
Dionysus transgresses the boundaries set by the structuring process of an 
Apollonian sculptor, be it in the shape of a political leader, a religious 
community, a cultural heritage or something else with the same character 
of stability, unambiguity and clarity. This perspective on transgression 
can be traced throughout Nietzsche’s writings on morals as a social, 
cultural construction. By exposing the frailty of society’s moral codes, 
Nietzsche implies that transgression is actually a creative, and therefore 
desirable, force that liberates the individual from the oppressive herd 
mentality that characterizes so much of contemporary life. 

Transgression is furthermore related to what is perhaps the most 
famous of Nietzsche’s concepts – the will to power. According to 
Nietzsche, life as such is characterized by a will to power. This is the most 
fundamental of all drives; the one underlying all beings and all of reality. 
In fact, will is in itself a will to power, or in the words of Heidegger: “will 
to power is will to will, which is to say, willing is self-willing.” (Heidegger, 
1991, p. 37) When Nietzsche talks about will to power, it does not mean 
that power is an attribute among others which one might wish to have. 
Rather, will to power is the essential quality of will in itself, and therefore, 
will to power is intimately linked to the creative forces (both figuring and 
disfiguring) of life itself. This means that without will to power, there is 
no life. In the first volume of his comprehensive book on Nietzsche, 
Heidegger interprets will to power as a continuously active dynamic of 
enhancement, which explains the intimate link between survival and will 
to power. Without striving for enhancement, life collapses and dries out. 
This means that transgression, inappropriate and offensive as it might be, 
is never about hurting someone for the sake of hurting. Instead, 
transgression, in this context, is always an effect of life’s own enhancing 
force that continuously tries to reach beyond its own boundaries.  

In many ways, Nietzsche’s description of transgression as an 
enhancement of life’s creative energy through will to power reflects 
Taylor’s description of transgression as a creative provocation 
characterized by supplementary dynamics and establishes yet another 
arch between the two philosophers. 
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9.4.4 The linguistic self 

The foundation of much of these theories is the strong emphasis on 
language being the lens through which we create and read the world and 
ourselves. In another early text, On truth and lies in a nonmoral sense 
(Nietzsche, 1979), Nietzsche claims that language is an effective way of 
distorting reality. Language works by generalizing, by erasing differences, 
by ignoring particularity: “Just as it is certain that one leaf is never totally 
the same as another, so it is certain that the concept ‘leaf’ is formed by 
arbitrarily discarding these individual differences and by forgetting the 
distinguishing aspects.” (Nietzsche, 1979) The same linguistically based 
cover-up applies to selfhood as well. By using concepts like self and 
subject, we have convinced ourselves that there is such a thing as a self 
behind the disparate drives we observe in us: “The subject: this is the 
term for our belief in a unity underlying all the different impulses of the 
highest feeling of reality” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 268). So, the coherent self 
is not an actual essential being, but a linguistic construction.46 However, 
this does not mean that selfhood has reached a dead end. On the 
contrary, the linguistic foundation of selfhood actually constitutes hope 
for change and an improved life. Because, if the self is a fiction, then we 
can re-tell this story in another, more appealing fashion. The key to this 
transformation is to break free from the oppressive socially constructed 
linguistic structure (i.e. the relational aspects of language) that deceives 
us and instead establish our own linguistic selves as free-standing 
individuals. Thus, the creative potential of language in relation to 
selfhood lies in an individualizing move that distances the self from the 
influence of the group, a development that resembles Kierkegaard’s view 
of how to move from alienation to authenticity. According to Rüdiger 
Safranski (and many of the so called postmodern interpreters of 
Nietzsche, e.g. Alexander Nehamas), this is what Nietzsche wanted to do 
in his own life. He argues that “self-configuration through language 
became a passion for Nietzsche” (Safranski, 2003, p. 55) to the extent that 
he “sought to organize his life as a quotable foundation for his thought” 
(Safranski, 2003, p. 27) which meant that to him “[t]he essay was a mode 
                                                 
46 For a thorough investigation of the literary aspects of selfhood in Nietzsche’s philosophy, see 
Alexander Nehamas’ book Nietzsche: Life as literature (Nehamas, 2002). While I see Nehamas’ 
analysis as a well-grounded interpretation of Nietzsche’s position, it is important to acknowledge 
that the renowned Nietzsche-scholar Brian Leiter has criticized Nehamas for what he considers 
being an overly postmodern interpretation of Nietzsche (Leiter, 2002). 
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of living.” (Safranski, 2003, p. 28) Even though Nietzsche saw himself as 
an extraordinary person with very specific gifts and a very specific 
mission, it is evident that he considers similar literary possibilities to be 
available to his audience as well, and he urges us to become “the poets of 
our lives.” (Nietzsche, 2008, p. 170) Thus, the linguistic foundation of 
selfhood is fundamental to Nietzsche. 

Most of Nietzsche’s linguistic analysis of the subject is in line with that 
of Taylor. They both agree on the linguistic foundations of the subject, 
and that this means that selfhood is nothing solid that exists before 
entering into a linguistic context and that can be represented by 
referential language. Instead, the subject needs to be understood as 
something that emerges through linguistic forces and that is therefore 
also constantly changing. The self is something that becomes through 
language. Worth to note is that this interpretation is also in line with 
Brian Leiter’s naturalistic approach to Nietzsche since he does not deny 
the coherent self as a linguistic construction, even though he is highly 
critical of the transformative possibilities argued for by Nehamas. 
According to Leiter, the self is constituted by physiological and 
psychological type-facts which are stable (Leiter, 2002). However, the 
interpretation of these type-facts as a coherent self is linguistic, even from 
Leiter’s perspective. 

However, the conclusions that Nietzsche and Taylor draw from the 
linguistic foundations of the self differ radically, which brings us to 
perhaps the most important difference between the two thinkers: while 
Nietzsche describes realized selfhood as a solitary übermensch, Taylor 
argues that realized selfhood must necessarily be fundamentally 
relational. 

9.4.5 The self as solitary or relational? 

As we saw earlier, Nietzsche sees language as core to the constitution of 
the self, and he argues that we can accomplish self-configuration through 
language. However, there are different interpretations of this process of 
self-configuration. 

In recent years, some scholars have started reevaluating the 
relationship between Nietzsche and Hegel, and in this process Nietzsche’s 
discussion on the great man has been reinterpreted through the 
framework of Hegel’s master/slave dialectic (Kain, 1996; Nehamas, 2002; 
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Williams, 2001). One such scholar is William Callison, who argues that 
“the very structure of the Genealogy of Morals parallels that of ‘Lordship 
and Bondage’ in the Phenomenology” (Callison, 2011, p. 1) and that “both 
Nietzsche and Hegel find that negation is a necessary part of identity 
formation” (Callison, 2011, p. 14). Thus, not only the slave, but also the 
master (or, in Nietzsche’s terminology, the great man) is involved in a 
process of mutual negation through which identity is established, which 
suggests that the great man is not constituted by solitude but by relations. 
In this reading (which, in essence, is supported by Kain, 1996; Nehamas, 
2002; Williams, 2001), Nietzsche’s will to power becomes a dialectic 
concept where power cannot exist without resistance, and thus cannot be 
an objectless drive, which can also be combined with a dialectic view of 
the relationship between Apollonian and Dionysian forces.  

While this Hegelian reading is an interesting one, especially since (as 
we will see below) it constitutes an opening between Nietzsche and Taylor 
in their respective analyses of the self, it has been seriously criticized by a 
broad variety of Nietzsche scholars. From a poststructuralist perspective, 
Gilles Deleuze, in his book Nietzsche and philosophy, argues for an 
understanding of Nietzsche’s great man as a solitary self in contrast to a 
Hegelian view of the self, according to which the self is constituted by its 
relations to otherness. Deleuze argues that “the concept of the Overman is 
directed against the dialectical conception of man, and transvaluation is 
directed against the dialectic of appropriation or the suppression of 
alienation” (Deleuze, 2006, p. 8). According to Deleuze, the dialectic 
perspective originates in the slave’s will to be recognized: “Who is the 
dialectician who dialectises the relationship? It is the slave, the slave’s 
perspective, the way of thinking belonging to the slave’s perspective.” 
(Deleuze, 2006, p. 10) Deleuze further argues that Nietzsche’s Overman is 
not dependent upon an object (e.g. a dominating relationship to a slave) 
for his constitution. On the contrary, the Overman’s self-affirmation is 
objectless. He argues that while the master says “I am good, therefore you 
are evil” (Deleuze, 2006, p. 120), the slave says “[y]ou are evil, therefore I 
am good” (Deleuze, 2006, p. 121) which means that the slave is 
constituted by its relationship to the master, but not vice versa. The 
critique against the dialectic view of Nietzsche’s self does not only come 
from poststructuralist writers. Brian Leiter, who is very critical of 
poststructuralist approaches to Nietzsche, also rejects the Hegelian 
interpretation and argues that Nietzsche’s higher type is “solitary by 
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necessity” (Leiter, 2002, p. 117). Leiter further criticizes the recent 
attempts to relate Nietzsche’s thinking to Hegel: “While there is 
inconclusive evidence that Nietzsche had some modest first-hand 
familiarity with Hegel’s texts, his remarks about Hegel suggest that he 
absorbed a caricature of Hegelian philosophy from Schopenhauer’s often 
hilarious and always wicked anti-Hegelian polemics. The now widespread 
pedagogical practice of teaching Hegel and Nietzsche together as major 
figures of ‘Nineteenth-Century Philosophy’ actually does considerable 
violence to the real intellectual history of that period.” (Leiter, 2002, p. 
54) 

So there are at least two different interpretations of the constitution of 
the self that is based in different readings of the master/slave-
relationship; one that emphasizes the interrelatedness of master and 
slave, and one that emphasizes the solitude of the master and the 
dependency of the slave (for a detailed account of the different 
interpretations of the relationship between Nietzsche and Hegel, see 
Houlgate, 1986). 

Following this latter, “anti-Hegelian” reading of the master/slave 
relationship (which is a widely accepted reading and one that has strong 
evidence in Nietzsche’s writings), we can suggest that to Nietzsche, the 
possibility of constructing a true self through language , to all intents and 
purposes, is a task for the isolated individual. It is by re-telling one’s own 
personal story that selfhood can be differently configured and 
improved. 47  Reaching one’s full potential (what Nietzsche calls being 
great) is a matter of differentiating oneself from the group that is always 
characterized by herd mentality. Thus, to Nietzsche, being great means 
being different. Contrary to his argumentation regarding the interplay 
between Apollonian and Dionysian forces in the creation of the work of 
art, where difference is seen as a creative force that is activated through 
the interaction between identity and otherness, difference in this context 
means being secluded from otherness: “the ‘higher nature’ of the great 
man lies in being different, in incommunicability” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 
468) and “the passion that overcomes the noble one is a singularity” 
(Nietzsche, 2008, p. 64). Thus, while Nietzsche does not deny the 
relational aspects of language, and in fact uses them to analyze the 

                                                 
47 This strongly relates to Nietzsche’s position on the question of free will which is a highly debated 
theme among Nietzsche scholars, see e.g. Gemes, 2009.  
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constitutive processes within the field of art, when he analyzes the 
constitution of selfhood, these relational aspects are primarily described 
in negative terms as something that creates hermeneutic, cognitive, and 
moral structures that distort reality and prevent the self from becoming 
what it really is. In the process of establishing authentic selfhood, the 
possibilities of language lies in its being used by an individual who breaks 
free from societal boundaries; hence his claim that “greatest of all is the 
one who can be the most solitary” (Nietzsche, 2002, p. 107). Ultimately, 
to Nietzsche, authentic selfhood is a result of establishing and 
maintaining the boundaries between the self and the other. 

From Taylor’s perspective, the idea of a solitary self is nothing less than 
a confirmation of the logic of Western philosophy in general and 
modernity in particular, and to the extent that Nietzsche advocates a 
solitary self, Taylor’s approach can be said to differ from Nietzsche’s. 
According to Taylor, Western philosophy “rests on the repressive logic of 
identity, according to which the boundary that seems to separate discrete 
individuals is regarded as absolutely inviolable. In order to maintain 
itself, the subject must protect itself from ‘invasion’ by the other.” (Taylor, 
1987b, p. 130) There are strong similarities between the interpretation of 
Nietzsche’s view of establishing selfhood through being “the most 
solitary” (Nietzsche, 2002, p. 107) and the interpretation of Western 
philosophy as based on the inviolability of the boundary between 
individuals. So, the solitary interpretation of Nietzsche’s great man seems 
to confirm the very tradition that he so eagerly attempts to corrupt.48 
Taylor draws a totally different conclusion regarding the role of difference 
for the constitution of the self. Drawing on poststructuralist linguistics 
(which of course to some extent builds on Nietzsche’s theories), according 
to which a sign receives its meaning through that which differentiates it 
from other signs instead of through the connection between the sign and 
a specific object, Taylor argues that this logic must apply to selfhood as 
well. The self is constituted by that which differentiates it from other 
selves. This is further developed in Taylor’s discussions on complexity 
theory where he assumes Gregory Batesons’s classical formulation that 
information can be defined as a difference that makes a difference, and 

                                                 
48 To my knowledge, this link between Nietzsche’s solitary self and Western philosophy’s emphasis 
on boundaries between individuals has never been discussed by Taylor. While it would be 
interesting to study this topic in more detail, that would lead away from the questions upon which 
this thesis focuses, and I will therefore have to leave the topic with this brief commentary. 
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continues “inasmuch as information is differential, it increases with an 
increase in differences. Differences, however, can multiply only as 
interconnections grow.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 139-140) This means that, 
paradoxically, difference can only exist in connectivity since isolation 
inevitably reduces heterogeneity to homogeneity which of course is in 
radical opposition to Nietzsche’s argumentation above. Given Taylor’s 
insistence that differential information is a cornerstone of selfhood, any 
attempt at defining the self in terms of an individually existing substance 
preceding interaction with otherness or somehow acting outside of reach 
for otherness is misleading. Instead, relations and participation in 
systems (human, cultural, technological etc.) are a presupposition for 
selfhood to the extent that the self is described as emerging through 
interaction. Interestingly enough, in building his argument in After God, 
Taylor positions Nietzsche’s discussion on the interplay between Apollo 
and Dionysus in relation to the construction of selfhood: “The creative-
destructive interplay between the Apollonian (individuation) and 
Dionysian (dissolution) rhythms in this process corresponds to the 
tension between the ego and the id.” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 180) In fact, as 
early as in About religion: Economies of faith in virtual culture (Taylor, 
1999a), Taylor uses the interrelated duality of Apollo and Dionysus to 
analyze the conditions of humankind. So, a rereading of 
poststructuralism through complexity theory and Bateson’s definition of 
information leads Taylor to a reinterpretation of The birth of tragedy 
(Nietzsche, 1993) through which he ends up in a Hegelian reading of 
Nietzsche. 

While Taylor traces the differential play that constitutes the self 
throughout history and argues that it belongs to the fundamental 
conditions of human existence, he seems to argue that the condition for 
this play between signs has changed with the advent of the digital age. As 
we have seen in the 8.4.4, Taylor is highly skeptical to much of the 
utopian discourse surrounding digital technology because of its emphasis 
on abstract information and its maintaining of a Platonic separation 
between mind and body, information and material. However, he argues 
that there are other aspects of technology that need to be acknowledged. 
Rather than describing our conditions in the digital age as one of entering 
a world of dematerialized information, he argues that we should 
understand the conditions of the digital age as a “complication of the 
relation between information and the so-called material conditions of life. 
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As the line between the material and the informational becomes 
permeable, information processes become considerably more extensive.” 
(Taylor, 2003, p. 106) This suggests that the nature of the play of signs 
has changed through the introduction of computers; the possibilities of 
entering the relational web increases and the rate of the play of signs 
accelerates.  

So, from Taylor’s perspective, human beings are not, as the anti-
Hegelian Nietzsche suggests, ultimately free-standing individuals gaining 
selfhood by breaking free from relationality, but instead they are 
fundamentally relational creatures who become what they are through 
their relations to other selves: “The self – if indeed, this term any longer 
makes sense – is a node in a complex network of relations.” (Taylor, 
2003, p. 231) This does not mean that all individuals are social, but that 
the self, as a cross-road of signs, is in need of constant interaction with 
other signs, i.e. a linguistic play of differences. By emphasizing the aspect 
of play49 in this context, Taylor once again indirectly illustrates that there 
is a creative potential in poststructural linguistics that focuses on the 
generative space between identity and difference. 50  This space is the 
space of realized selfhood. In this context, it is important to state that this 
relational perspective is not a result of Taylor’s recent engagement with 
information theory and systems theory, but is something that has been 
present in his philosophy from the very beginning. For example, as early 
as in Journeys to selfhood, when Taylor concludes with an expose over 
the two alternative routes to selfhood consisting of Hegel’s relational self 
on the one hand and Kierkegaard’s solitary individual on the other, Taylor 
sides with Hegel. Kierkegaard’s argumentation that the individual gains 
selfhood by breaking free from structures and systems (a suggestion that 
in some ways resembles Nietzsche’s interpretation of the relationship 
between the individual and the group, even though there are also 
numerous important differences between these two thinkers that must 
not be ignored) does not convince Taylor. He argues that “Hegel’s 
dialectical vision offers a more satisfactory perspective from which to 

                                                 
49 Play is, of course also an important theme in Nietzsche’s philosophy. However, even though he 
often discusses the constructive function of linguistic play, his conviction that the road to selfhood 
goes through incommunicability suggests that he does not see the play of signs as something that 
extends beyond the boundaries of the solitary self.  
50 Obviously, Derrida also uses the concept of play (see e.g. Derrida, 2007), but according to 
Taylor, not radically enough. 
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comprehend the nature of the self and the dynamics of personal and 
corporate history.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 272) Since identity is always 
dependent upon difference, the self cannot be established as a solitary 
Overman, but always emerges through its relations. 

Even in some of his most deconstructive works where structures are 
described as mainly homogenizing oppressors, Taylor is convinced that 
the self is relational. For example, in the 1980s, as Taylor drew heavily on 
poststructuralist linguistics, according to which a sign receives its 
meaning through that which differentiates it from other signs instead of 
through the connection between the sign and a specific object, he argued 
that this differential logic must apply to selfhood as well. The self is 
constituted by that which differentiates it from other selves. Among other 
theoretical resources, Taylor, as we have seen in 9.2.7, uses Derrida’s 
argumentation on signatures to illustrate how the self is constantly 
dependent upon structures in order to gain selfhood. So, even in this 
deconstructive context, Taylor sees systems as a necessity rather than as a 
threat to selfhood. 

So, Taylor describes a relational self who is in a constant process of 
linguistic co-creation with otherness, which positions him within a 
Hegelian tradition of Nietzsche-interpretations. Thus, to Taylor, the 
conditions for selfhood (and in extension both life and world) lies in 
relations, not in isolation, which in turn has consequences for societal 
issues and ethics as well as for HCI research. 

9.5 SUMMARY 

This chapter has discussed Taylor’s view of selfhood. First, I described 
how he criticizes the modern idea of an autonomous subject by 
presenting philosophical perspectives from a multitude of different 
thinkers, tracing the contradictions and weaknesses of the Cartesian 
subject all the way back to St. Augustine in the 4th century AD. I then 
related the diversity of this critique to Nietzsche and suggested that 
Taylor’s perspective is, to a large extent, rooted in Nietzschean 
philosophy. However, I also identified a core difference between 
Nietzsche and Taylor – that whereas Nietzsche’s analysis leads to a 
solitary subject, Taylor argues that we need to acknowledge and embrace 
the fundamentally relational character of the subject – and suggested that 
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this difference is core to understanding Taylor’s contribution to both 
contemporary philosophy and to HCI research. 

So, to conclude, Taylor approaches selfhood from a linguistic 
perspective, but emphasizes that not only the inner, psychological and 
emotional landscape of the self should be understood as a linguistic 
construction, but also the physical body with all of its carnal drives and 
desires. Second, the linguisticality of selfhood means that the subject is a 
product of a differential play of signs. According to this view, the self 
emerges at the intersection of identity and difference, which indicates 
that the self must be acknowledged as figurative as well as disruptive and 
provocative. This differential play gives selfhood a temporary, elusive and 
changing character. Third, the linguisticality of selfhood means that the 
self is always preceded by a linguistic web and therefore needs to be 
understood as always already contextual and radically relational. 
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10 INTERACTION 

In this chapter, I will illustrate how Taylor’s approach to interaction has 
changed and developed over the years by analyzing his discussions 
regarding the relationship between identity and difference that I have 
already touched upon several times. In important ways, this will 
contribute to a broadened understand of the previous chapters on 
materiality and the self. Given Taylor’s claim that Western thinking has 
been structured according to dyadic pairs, there are important parallels 
between the dyadic pair identity-difference and the many other dyadic 
pairs that Taylor explores, such as mind-body, abstract-concrete, male-
female, and especially important for our purpose, immateriality-
materiality and self-other. Thus, as we now approach the discussion on 
interaction through the lens of identity and difference, this will inform 
our notion of materiality and self as well, which means that this chapter 
will feed back into the earlier chapters and in fact, will function as both a 
conclusion to them and as a precondition for them. I hope that the reader 
will bring the conclusions from this chapter into a rereading of the 
previous ones, as I think this will deepen the understanding of Taylor’s 
approach to materiality and the self as well. 

As in the previous chapters, Nietzsche will be a frequent conversation 
partner in this exploration of interaction. I will illustrate how Taylor’s use 
of Nietzsche’s concepts the Apollonian and the Dionysian shifts changes 
over the years and how this development can contribute to a deeper 
understanding of interaction. In fact, one could argue that Taylor’s entire 
philosophical project can be read as a journey from a siding with 
Dionysus over Apollo to an increasing realization of the mutual 
dependency of the two. 

10.1 SHIFTING EMPHASIS 

At the most basic level, interaction means “reciprocal action; action or 
influence of persons or things on each other” (Interaction, Oxford English 
Dictionary). In Taylor’s terms, this depicts the relationship between 
dyadic pairs; between subject and object. When analyzing Taylor’s 
position on interaction, and specifically interaction between humans and 
technology, one therefore inevitably has to start with the question that 
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has occupied his philosophical endeavors for nearly 40 years; the 
relationship between subject and object, between identity and difference. 

As I have touched upon in previous chapters, Taylor’s approach to the 
question of identity and difference has shifted over the years. For 
example, in Journeys to selfhood he sides with Hegel over Kierkegaard 
and emphasizes identity, while in Altarity, he sides with Kierkegaard over 
Hegel and emphasizes radical difference. In what follows I will discuss 
three different approaches that can be identified in Taylor’s writings. 
While these three approaches correspond roughly to the three phases of 
his authorship mentioned in 3.1, they sometimes co-exist or overlap and 
might confuse the reader. Nevertheless, there is a direction and a 
development in this account; one that leads from poststructuralism via 
psychoanalysis to complexity theory. 

10.1.1 Preface: Identity and difference 

In Journeys to selfhood, Taylor sets the stage for his coming explorations 
through analyzing the different approaches to selfhood that can be found 
in the philosophies of Hegel and Kierkegaard. These respective 
interpretations of the relationship between identity and difference have 
already been discussed and can be summarized as follows: Hegel argues 
that identity and difference are involved in a dialectic relationship that 
eventually leads to an absolute identity. Kierkegaard, however, is highly 
critical of Hegel’s perspective and argues that the dialectic approach 
erases the difference between identity and difference, thus in effect 
collapsing difference into identity. Kierkegaard instead suggests that 
identity and difference are irreconcilable alternatives of either/or, and 
that “Hegel’s effort to mediate opposites actually collapses distinctions 
essential to concrete existence.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 143) 

According to Taylor, Kierkegaard’s emphasis on the identity 
component in Hegel’s philosophy is mistaken: “Kierkegaard willfully 
misreads Hegel as a philosopher of identity whose System is finally 
totalitarian.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 99) Taylor argues that, rather than 
erasing difference through totalizing identity, Hegel’s system offers a 
possibility of a difference that is not fragmenting and disintegrating. 
However, while Taylor elaborates on the necessity of difference, the 
question that engages him in this book is not how to save difference from 
homogeneous oppression (a perspective that occupies him in books like 
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Erring and Altarity), but how to save identity in the face of diversity: “In 
our time, as in Hegel’s days, we must continue to ask: ‘How can we 
restore the unity of man?’ “ (Taylor, 2000, p. 275) He draws the 
conclusion that “Hegel correctly maintains that authenticity lies neither 
in simple identity nor in atomistic difference, but is to be found in 
concrete individuality formed by the identity-within-difference of self and 
other.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 275) While this is not a case of a simple 
affirmation of identity at the expense of difference, it nevertheless 
constitutes a prioritization of identity over difference by emphasizing “the 
identity of identity and difference” (Taylor, 2000, p. 147) rather than the 
difference between identity and difference. 

In many ways, Journeys to selfhood can be understood as a preface to 
Taylor’s entire philosophical project rather than a specific positioning in 
the discussion on the relationship between identity and difference, even 
though Taylor clearly sides with Hegel in the end of the book. The book is 
a kind of introduction to the questions that he will later explore and some 
of the main thinkers that he will draw upon in these explorations. In fact, 
Journeys to selfhood ends with a reservation that, while Hegel’s position 
is to be preferred over Kierkegaard’s, it cannot be accepted without 
modifications: “The appropriation of Hegel’s point of view requires a 
critical recasting of his insights in a way that both responds to his critics 
and incorporates significant aspects of post-Hegelian thought and 
experiences.” (Taylor, 2000, p. 276, footnote 34) However, “[a] more 
complete elaboration of this position must await a later study. Here lies 
the beginning in our end which renders our conclusion prefatory.” 
(Taylor, 2000, p. 276, footnote 34). The rest of Taylor’s philosophical 
explorations can be understood as different attempts at such a 
modification, much like Derrida, who argues that “[w]e will never be 
finished with the reading or rereading of Hegel, and, in a certain way, I do 
nothing but attempt to explain myself on this point. In effect I believe that 
Hegel’s text is necessarily fissured; that it is something more and other 
than the circular closure of its representation.” (Derrida, 2008, p. 65) 
Thus, rather than offering an answer to the question of the relationship 
between identity and difference, Journeys to selfhood sets the stage for 
the three approaches to difference that I will now suggest in order to 
identify his position on interaction. 
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10.1.2 Difference as negation 

In Tears, Taylor uses Derrida to point towards the aspect of Hegel’s 
system that most needs modification: “In thinking of the identity of 
identity and difference, Hegel leaves unthought the difference of identity 
and difference.”(Taylor, 1990, p. 95) He thus seems to acknowledge 
Kierkegaard’s critique regarding the tendency of Hegel to disregard 
difference, and he thus sets out to explore the nature of difference. 

A lot of Taylor’s writings in the wake of Journeys to selfhood are 
attempts to deconstruct the fundamental assumptions of modernity and 
Western thinking; what Taylor, following Heidegger and Derrida, calls 
ontotheology. This is especially evident in Erring, but the same approach 
can be found in Altarity, Nots, and other books. As we have seen, Taylor 
suggests that Western philosophy has been organized according to a 
binary structure where contrasting concepts have been described as 
irreconcilable opposites and where one concept has been prioritized over 
the other. For example immateriality has been prioritized over 
materiality, unity over plurality, and identity over difference. The 
emphasis placed on the prioritized side of this dyadic structure has 
historically resulted in different attempts to oppress and erase its 
opposite: “The affirmation of the self is inseparable from the negation of 
otherness.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 145) Thus, in prioritizing the immateriality 
of ideas, society has tended to suppress carnal materiality, Christian 
monotheism has fought pagan polytheism, and currents of national 
identity have attempted to erase cultural difference. In a section of Nots 
describing the architect Daniel Libeskind’s plans for the Jewish museum 
in Berlin, Taylor relates modernity to fascism and goes so far as to argue 
that they share a common attitude towards difference: “The point is not 
simply that some of the leading modernists were drawn to fascism but 
that the desires of modernism and the longing of fascism meet in the 
struggle to overcome multiple dimensions of Zerrissenheit. For those who 
see homelessness and exile as the disease of the modern era, the 
wandering Jew appears to pollute the polis and hence must be purged.” 
(Taylor, 1993, p. 137) Hence, there is something in modernity and the 
whole Western ontotheological tradition that lends itself to totalizing 
tendencies, which means that opposing these traditions is not only a 
philosophical practice, but a highly ethical quest. This quest is presented 
in full scope in Erring, in which Taylor first deconstructs the 
ontotheological tradition, showing that this thinking presupposes and 
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thus is dependent upon a difference that disrupts its prioritized values of 
identity, presence, and unity. The second part of the book consists of a 
presentation of what life could be like after the realization of the death of 
God. This view alternatively goes by the names erring, play, carnival, and 
mazing, and “marks the negation of the transcendence that is 
characteristic of God, self, and history.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 168) Taylor 
argues that the one who realizes the consequences of the death of God 
and truly enters the path of erring “can never be an insider, at home in 
the straight world.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 165) Reversing some of the 
characteristics usually associated with modernity he argues that erring 
play “is purposeless, meaningless, useless, and profitless” (Taylor, 1987b, 
p. 159). 

To some interpreters, this shows that Taylor sees difference as a pure 
negation of identity, which leaves the dyadic pair intact and reduces the 
critique of modernity to no more than a shift in prioritization, from 
identity to difference. For example, John D. Caputo claims that Taylor, 
despite his proclaimed anti-essentialism, tends to establish negation as a 
new essence. Caputo compares Taylor to Thomas Altizer and argues that 
they both understand the death of God as a process whereby “the absolute 
center had shifted its residence from transcendence to immanence” 
(Caputo, 2007, p. 68). This indicates a shift from negation as 
undecidability to negation as fact, implying that Taylor ignores the 
ambiguity that should characterize a/theology: “He hardly observes the ‘/’ 
in his a/theology, the undecidable fluctuation of the event that stirs 
within the name of God, but allows the theos to dissipate into thin air; it 
is atheology, not a/theology, decisive death, not undecidability.” (Caputo, 
2007, p. 68) In Caputo’s view, this atheology is to all intents and purposes 
atheism: “Taylor's position is it seems to me just more radically atheistic 
than the first round of humanistic atheism. He replaces humanistic 
atheism with an atheism which has wised up about humanism.” (Caputo, 
1988, p. 113) Another way of expressing this suggested tendency in 
Taylor’s writings (and especially in Erring) is that his deconstructive 
approach shifts from being a strategy to becoming a position, from “an 
open-ended strategy for engaging particular texts” to “a set of convictions 
about the way things are” (Lowe, 1986, p. 328). Interestingly enough, this 
critique resembles Taylor’s own critique of Derrida. In his later books, 
Taylor argues that, rather than offering a regenerating tool, Derrida’s 
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deconstruction loses its vitality and functions stabilizing through a one-
sided emphasis on negation.51 

Looking at some of the sections in Erring, e.g. where Taylor discusses 
the Nietzschean concepts the Dionysian and the Apollonian, Caputo and 
Lowe seem to have good reasons for their critique. In The birth of 
tragedy, Nietzsche discusses Greek mythology, where Apollo is defined as 
“principium individuationis” (Nietzsche, 1993, p. 16), the God of 
individuality, who draws up lines and boundaries, who organizes chaotic 
matter into civilized life. Dionysus on the other hand, disrupts Apollonian 
individuality by erasing distinctions and definitions. Even though his 
book focuses on a specific form of artistic expression, i.e. the Attic 
tragedy, Nietzsche seems to extend the analytical scope beyond the 
horizon of cultural production. He claims that we should understand “the 
Apolline, and its opposite, the Dionysiac, as artistic powers which spring 
from nature itself, without the mediation of the human artist, and in 
which nature’s artistic urges are immediately and directly satisfied” 
(Nietzsche, 1993, p. 18). Thus, the interplay between figurative Apollo and 
disruptive Dionysius, between identity and difference, is a force of nature, 
and as such, it may be suggested to have explanatory powers beyond the 
cultural sphere.  

While both Taylor and Nietzsche argue for a Dionysian lifestyle, their 
respective descriptions of this lifestyle’s relationship to Apollonian 
qualities differ, which has consequences for the understanding of 
difference. In The birth of tragedy, Nietzsche discusses the relationship 
between Apollo and Dionysus as one of mutual dependency. He argues 
that, while Apollonian and Dionysian forces are “usually in violent 
opposition to one another” (Nietzsche, 1993, p. 14), they still “walk side 
by side […] inciting one another to ever more powerful births” (Nietzsche, 
1993, p. 14). He goes so far as to suggest that “the two seem to be coupled, 
and in this coupling they seem at last to beget the work of art that is as 
Dionysiac as it is Apolline – Attic tragedy.” (Nietzsche, 1993, p. 14) Thus, 
to Nietzsche, this structure is fundamentally relational. However, when 
Taylor discusses Dionysus in Erring, he never once mentions Apollo 
which is quite extraordinary considering the important role that 
Nietzsche gives to Apollo in The birth of tragedy. In Erring, Dionysus is 
presented as an example of how to live life in postmodern world, a life 

                                                 
51 See 10.1.4. 
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characterized by inappropriateness, transgression, and provocation 
through which one “possesses by dispossessing and creates by 
dismembering” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 168). It is by siding with the disruptive 
deity of Dionysus that we can resist the oppressive tendencies inherent in 
the totalizing, ontotheological tradition, thus saving difference. By 
focusing on only one part of this dyadic pair, Taylor seems to reduce the 
significance of the relationality of Nietzsche’s description, a move that 
seems to support the idea that in this early works, Taylor advocates an 
interpretation of difference as a force opposing identity. Thus, the dyadic 
structure is kept intact and the path of erring is reduced to negation. 

So, in light of these texts, Caputo and Lowe seem to have good grounds 
for their critique that Taylor tends to establish a new totalizing 
foundation, an atheistic position in opposition to ontotheology. However, 
while it is true that Taylor strongly prioritizes difference over identity in 
his early books, a close reading of these texts reveals that there are traces 
of a realization that there is more to difference than only negating 
identity; a realization that becomes more and more articulated as Taylor’s 
project proceeds. When Taylor sketches life after the death of God, he not 
only talks about ”originary difference” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 155) and “primal 
lack” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 146) in the sense of a one-sided prioritization of 
negation that could be accused of establishing a certain deconstructive 
position, but he also states that “the interplay of identity and difference, 
of presence and absence, disrupts the integrity of the origin that forms 
the initial moment, which, paradoxically, is neither properly inside nor 
outside the historical process.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 155) In another passage 
he argues that the erring wanderer is “a parasite whose ‘place’ is always a 
para-site” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 165), indicating that, since the wanderer 
feeds on the figurative dynamics of identity, negation is, in a way, 
dependent upon identity. Regarding the stability of the deconstructive 
position that Lowe mentions, there are many instances where Taylor 
describes an openness and a continuation beyond the act of negation: 
“the ‘No’ of unhappy/lacerated consciousness does not have to be, indeed 
cannot be, the final word of the trace.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 155-156) Here, 
the original lack upon which Taylor focuses is not depicted as a final 
position or a new essence. Instead, negation indicates a never ending 
process of exchange between identity and difference that is creative and 
open: “The disappearance of origin, center, and conclusion points to ‘the 
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seminal adventure of the trace.’ ” (Derrida, quoted in Taylor, 1987b, p. 
156) 

So, I would suggest that, even though Erring entails a strong 
prioritization of difference as negation, this is not the only aspect of 
difference in Taylor’s books. I argue that it is more accurate to say that 
difference as negation of identity constitutes one of the three approaches 
to difference that Taylor suggests through his explorative studies, and I 
will now turn to the next approach, in which difference is understood as 
more than just a negation of identity.  

10.1.3 Difference as third species 

In Altarity and Nots, Taylor seems to become increasingly convinced that 
“resistance is not enough” (Taylor, 1993, p. 94) and that difference 
therefore must be understood as something else than a mere negation of 
identity. As Taylor states in the foreword to Altarity, he is searching for “a 
different difference and an other other. This difference is neither simply 
identical nor different; this other is neither merely the same nor other.” 
(Taylor, 1987a, p. xxx), since, as Kierkegaard argues, resistance always 
“reinscribes what it resists” (Taylor, 1993, p. 73).  

One of the sections where this shift from difference as negation to a 
different difference is visible is the one mentioned previously in 8.2, i.e. 
in Kristeva’s psychoanalytically flavored myth of the origins of selfhood. 
In the beginning of the myth, during the time preceding the birth of the 
child and its journey to selfhood, mother and father constitute a dyadic 
pair where the mother plays the role of material, carnal alterity provoking 
idealistic, Platonic form. However, as the child distances itself from the 
mother and establishes selfhood, a new dyadic pair consisting of the child 
(subject) and the father (object) is established. The repressed mother now 
moves under the surface, shifting from a present entity into a sort of lack, 
a mourning, a loss that constantly haunts whatever is on the surface, both 
the subject and the object and as such, can be argued to constitute a 
creative force. ”The repressed abject does not simply disappear; it 
remains and returns as the condition of the possibility and impossibility 
of the identity of every object and subject.” (Taylor, 1987a, p. 160) The 
basic dyadic structure of carnal woman and linguistic father has now been 
replaced by a tripartite structure where the two opposites (subject and 
object, child and father) are both haunted by a mysterious, repressed 
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third (mother). As Taylor puts it in Nots, “The return of the repressed 
implies a ‘third species’ that ‘is’ neither being nor nonbeing.”(Taylor, 
1993, p. 47)52 

This third species reappears in different shapes in the books following 
Erring. For example, in About religion, Taylor discusses Kierkegaard’s 
concept the absolutely different and argues that “absolute difference or 
qualitative heterogeneity is not a difference that is the opposite of identity 
or sameness but is a more radical difference that cannot be 
comprehended within any dialectical or binary structure. This difference, 
which is different from but not opposed to other differences and 
identities, is absolutely singular.” (Taylor, 1999a, p. 37) This clearly 
illustrates that Taylor’s framework for understanding difference is no 
longer dyadic but tripartite. It is especially interesting that he uses 
Kierkegaard when exemplifying this position, considering the fact that 
Taylor so often claims to be searching for a difference that is neither 
Kierkegaardian nor Hegelian. However, during this period of Taylor’s 
philosophical project, his solution to the question of difference seems to 
have some similarities to Kierkegaard’s absolute difference, a position 
that was already sketched a decade earlier when he sided with 
Kierkegaard against Hegel in the concluding chapter of Altarity from 
1987. This illustrates how Taylor uses his philosophical resources, his 
ghosts as it were, not primarily as objects for study but as tools by which 
he explores unknown terrains and chisels out his own philosophy. 

Another example of the tripartite structure is when Taylor, in the essay 
Minding the Brain in About religion, discusses the contemporary debate 
within the humanities and social sciences between a naturalist position 
that claims that biological processes govern life, and a social 
constructionist position that points to the inadequacies of biology to 
explain cultural and historical differences, suggesting that we instead 
have to turn to social and human factors for explanatory frameworks. 

                                                 
52 Interestingly enough, when Taylor uses the myth of Narcissus to elaborate on the topic of the 
competitive relationship between father and child (son) ending in the son murdering his own 
father in order to establish autonomy, it is the father who plays the role of the haunting absence 
that is forever present. “In other words, the slain father invariably returns to haunt the murderous 
son.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 31) The main point of the two stories remains the same, though. The child 
attempts to establish selfhood by repressing an object, but since the subject is always constituted 
by a certain difference, this repressive move turns out to be self-negating: “The struggle for 
mastery therefore leads to self-mastery, in which the aggression that had been directed toward the 
other turns inward.” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 31) 
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According to Taylor, both of these alternatives come with their respective 
weaknesses. On the one hand, reducing culture to no more than an 
epiphenomenal expression of biological processes, what Taylor calls 
neofoundationalism, fails to grasp the diversity and historical 
changeability of culture. On the other hand, reducing natural processes to 
social constructions, a position that Taylor calls antifoundationalism, fails 
to account for natural, physiological regularities and historical, 
intercultural stability. Instead of these reductionist positions, he argues 
for the need of a third alternative, one that can “create the possibility of 
nonreductive explanation.” (Taylor, 1999a, p. 83) In order to explore such 
a third alternative, he turns to neuroscience and information science and 
discusses Richard Dawkins’s idea of memes as a cultural equivalent to 
DNA, arguing that “rather than dualistic opposites separated by an 
unbridgeable Cartesian gap, nature and culture, body and mind, and the 
material and the immaterial are interfaces of processes whose primary 
purpose is to ensure the survival of information coded in genes.”  (Taylor, 
1999a, p. 93)53 This presents us with another version of the tripartite 
structure, where the dyadic pair constituted by nature and culture is 
haunted or perhaps creatively provoked by a third species, this time in the 
form of DNA information. While the importance of DNA is already 
present in Nots where he argues that “the body is structured like a 
language or a communications system” (Taylor, 1993, p. 234), DNA is 
there primarily described as the figurative, immaterial position in the 
dyadic pair material-immaterial rather than as a provocative third 
species, despite his insistence that he searches for an alternative beyond 
dualism.54 In the quote above from About religion, the perspective has 
shifted and the DNA information is instead described as something 
outside the system, something that influences both materiality and 
immateriality.  

This transition has been analyzed by Héloïse Dixie, who, in her study 
In search of a middle way: A comparison of Nagarjunas method, 
Prasanga, and Mark Taylor’s deconstructive system (Dixie, 1998) has 

                                                 
53 cf. Donna Haraway’s concept material-semiotic: “…bodies as objects of knowledge are material-
semiotic generative nodes. Their boundaries materialize in social interaction. Boundaries are 
drawn by mapping practices; 'objects' do not pre-exist as such. Objects are boundary projects. But 
boundaries shift from within; boundaries are very tricky. What boundaries provisionally contain 
remains generative, productive of meanings and bodies.” (Haraway, 1991, p. 201) 
54 As is evident, the changes in Taylor’s interpretation of difference are not linear but overlap. 
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analyzed the shift in Taylor’s thinking between Erring and Nots. She 
argues that the divine milieu that Taylor promotes in Erring is 
transferred into the alterity of Nots which also indicates a move from 
Nietzschean play to Kierkegaardian absolute singularity. Dixie claims that 
Taylor, as a result of this transition, can offer no solution to the Cartesian 
dualism that he seeks to overcome. Instead, he remains situated within 
this dualistic model, and the shift from Erring to Nots is merely a 
repositioning within this duality: “Taylor swings from one side of the 
Cartesian split to the other.” (Dixie, 1998, p. 165) While Dixie accurately 
identifies a shift in Taylor’s thinking from Erring to Nots, she 
nevertheless fails to acknowledge that this is a shift from a dyadic to a 
tripartite structure.55 Dixie’s purpose is to define Taylor as a Western 
thinker incompatible with the Buddhist tradition that he sometimes 
wants to relate to (see e.g. Taylor, 1993, p. 61-70), and since she tries to 
build her argumentation on the assumption that Taylor is stuck in a 
Cartesian worldview, she does not acknowledge the increased complexity 
of Taylor’s move through which he positions the substantialized 
difference outside the system. What Dixie adequately calls substantialized 
difference and interprets as a Kierkegaardian absolute singularity does 
not, in fact, reinscribe a Cartesian chasm between mind and body, subject 
and object. Instead, this nondialectical third, which runs like a repressed 
thread throughout the Western tradition “from Plato’s khora, and 
Eckhart’s sieve, to Heidegger’s Riss, and beyond” (Taylor, 1993, p. 54) 
“marks the margin of the neither/nor: neither either/or nor both/and.” 
(Taylor, 1993, p. 48). Thus, this third is neither a Hegelian identity in 
difference, nor a Kierkegaardian absolute singularity in the dualistic 
sense. Instead, this place or nonplace constitutes the position between 
Kierkegaard and Hegel for which he has been searching since the early 
1970s and that he will continue to map out in the next approach.  

Perhaps Taylor’s search for a third species can be seen as a 
reenactment of the move that Derrida makes in Structure, sign, and play 
in the discourse of the human sciences (Derrida, 2007) where he criticizes 
structuralism for not understanding that any system of binary opposites 
must be anchored somewhere outside of the system itself; a place which 
constitutes the condition of possibility for the system as such. As will be 

                                                 
55 Perhaps Dixie’s over-simplification is due to her not giving due attention to some of the books 
between Erring and Nots (especially Altarity), where the third species is clearly articulated. 
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apparent below, reading Taylor’s search for a different difference as a 
reenactment of Derrida’s seminal essay elucidates a retroactive self-
criticism inherent in Taylor’s third approach, in which he develops his 
view of systems into a critique of Derrida’s deconstruction. 

10.1.4 Difference as creative relation between identity and difference 

Much of the argumentation of the previous two approaches has been 
grounded in poststructuralist ideas of how to save difference from 
oppressive identity.56 However, during the 1990s, Taylor got increasingly 
convinced that the critical approach of poststructuralism was no answer 
to the problem of difference. 

One reason was that, according to Taylor, a pure negation tends to 
confirm what it tries to negate; a lesson he learns from Kierkegaard: “as 
Kierkegaard noted long ago, to do the opposite is a form of imitation” 
(Taylor, 2000, p. xiii). In an almost ironic twist, however, Taylor 
increasingly interprets Kierkegaard’s absolutely different as such a one-
sided, negating position. What is absolutely different can have no 
connections to identity, to what is known, to many of the actualities of 
everyday life. Thus, stating that the only salvation is through this 
absolutely different means that it is unattainable and leaves humankind 
in despair. Applying this perspective to Derrida´s philosophy, Taylor 
argues that deconstruction is so permeated by negation that it actually 
stabilizes the very undecideability that it seeks to impose: “The 
paradoxical result is that deconstruction’s solicitation of difference ends 
up repeating the same gesture of totalization it condemns in others.” 
(Taylor, 2003, p. 155) A constant negation becomes confirmative, and 
Derrida’s deconstruction thus offers as little hope as Kierkegaard’s 
absolutely different. 

Another reason for Taylor’s critique of poststructuralism is that he 
becomes increasingly convinced that Derrida misunderstands the nature 
of systems. In many of Taylor’s later works, he argues that Derrida sees 
systems and structures as inevitably repressive of difference and that this 
is an inadequate interpretation of the nature of systems: 
“Poststructuralists will not or cannot conceive of a structure that does not 

                                                 
56 In chapter 8, this conflict was mainly described in terms of the oppression of materiality by 
immateriality. 
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totalize and is not repressive” (Taylor, 1997, p. 272), and that therefore, 
“deconstruction changes nothing” (Taylor, 2003, p. 65). Assuming that all 
systems are totalizing means that saving difference becomes a matter of 
escaping or negating the system in a “Sisyphean struggle to undo what 
cannot be undone” (Taylor, 2003, p. 65), and Taylor argues that, instead, 
we need to “think what poststructuralism leaves unthought”, which, to 
Taylor means to “think a nontotalizing structure that nonetheless acts as 
a whole” (Taylor, 1997, p. 325). In an effort to find alternatives to this 
Sisyphean struggle, he started exploring the art of Mark Tansey, whose 
painting Doubting Thomas Taylor had chosen as cover picture for his 
book Altarity. As Taylor describes in The picture in question, Tansey’s 
intellectual journey resembles Taylor’s own. Having explored 
structuralism and poststructuralism, Tansey had started questioning the 
potentials of these approaches and instead turned to complexity theory 
which led him to visit the Santa Fe Institute in 1996; an encounter that 
had a strong influence on his art. In an effort to understand the 
interpretative potential of complexity theory for understanding human 
systems, Taylor wrote The picture in question, which can be seen as his 
first substantial text on complexity theory. In complexity theory, Taylor 
saw another way of exploring the nature of systems and their connections 
to the parts of which they consist.57 Drawing on a wide range of theorists 
such as Niklas Luhmann, Humberto Maturana, Stuart Kaufmann, John 
Holland, Murray Gell-Mann and others, he starts a new phase in his life-
long struggle to understand the connection between identity and 
difference. This struggle evolves around two main questions: are all 
systems binary, and are all systems totalizing in relation to difference? 

Are all systems binary? 

Taylor argues that one of the reasons why poststructuralism gets stuck in 
its own critical movement is that it persists in interpreting all systems as 
binary structures. Drawing on Henri Atlan’s studies of complexity, Taylor 

                                                 
57 On his way to complexity theory, Taylor considered a number of information theories and 
systems theories. For example, in The moment of complexity, he discusses cybernetics as a 
possible alternative way to envision systems, but argues that while Norbert Wiener’s account of 
cybernetics offers an interesting account of the role of negative feedback in systems, this theory 
was not sufficient for understanding the concept of forward feedback, which Taylor suggests to be 
essential if we are to understand more complex systems.  
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suggests that one has to distinguish between different kinds of systems, 
and that only some systems are binary while others are characterized by 
more diverse and multiple types of connections. Multiple connections in 
this context means that every individual node is connected, not to just 
one other node, but to several nodes. Furthermore, it means that every 
individual node can have several types of connections to another node, 
i.e. that two nodes are “interconnected in multiple ways” (Taylor, 2003, p. 
139). For example, the relationship between two parents may be 
described in a variety of ways such as parents, married couple, lovers, 
friends etc. In order to describe the dynamics at work in such systems, 
Taylor discusses Stuart Kauffman’s famous lightbulb experiment in the 
1960s where he wired together a network of lightbulbs in which each bulb 
was connected to several other bulbs. Each bulb was then coded to light 
up depending on the state (on/off) of the connected bulbs. Through this 
experiment, Kauffman could identify a threshold between too much order 
(resulting from a low number of connections) where the network froze, 
and too little order (resulting from a high number of connections) where 
the network showed erratic and chaotic behavior. Between these two 
states, a threshold of balance was identified, were complex patterns could 
emerge. Kauffman’s experiment illustrates several important points 
regarding complex systems. First, since the character of the node is a 
result of its relation to the environment and those relations are multiple 
and diverse, the character of the node cannot be described as a simple 
identity relating to a simple difference in a binary manner. The process 
through which identity occurs is considerably more complex than a 
negation of difference; it is an interaction between multiple nodes. This 
also means that difference needs to be understood as something else than 
a negation of identity, which resonates well with the development of 
Taylor’s thinking from Erring and onwards. Second, the fact that when 
the bulb is only connected to one other bulb, the system comes to a halt 
and shuts down is a clear indication that binary logic is not compatible 
with complex systems. Trying to introduce binary logic into a complex 
system means killing the system which illustrates one of the dangers of 
poststructuralism’s preoccupation with binary logic as Taylor sees it: not 
only can poststructuralism never account for the dynamics involved in 
complex systems, but there is actually a potential risk that promoting the 
idea of binarism means influencing complex structures towards 
stagnation and systemic failure. This is a topic that becomes increasingly 
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important in Taylor’s later writings (e.g. Taylor, 2007a, 2014b), where he 
discusses the dire consequences of reinforcing binarism in the face of 
complexity. Political extremism and religious fundamentalism are just 
two of the possible outcomes of such reductionist approaches to 
complexity. 

Having established that the inner structures of complex systems are 
not reducible to binary logic, Taylor moves on to discussing the 
relationship between the system and its environment. He argues that 
there is a risk that systems that have been acknowledged as complex still 
are reduced to a binary logic by the way we position them in relation to 
their environment. He uses systems theorist Niklas Luhmann’s work to 
exemplify this. While Taylor is sympathetic to much of Niklas Luhmann’s 
theories on autopoietic systems, he is also critical of the way Luhmann 
discusses the relation between the system and the environment. 
Luhmann suggests that systems “constitute and maintain themselves by 
creating and maintaining a difference from their environment” (Luhman, 
quoted in Taylor, 2003, p. 91). According to Taylor, this perspective is 
described by Luhmann as a binary opposition between the system and its 
environment; the system is described as not being the environment, i.e. 
the identity of the system consists in rejection, in separation from the 
environment. Interpreting this as an oppositional model is, however, 
Taylor argues, a misinterpretation of the nature of the environment since 
“the environment is not an indifferent difference but is itself a differential 
network comprised of a group of systems.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 92) 
Furthermore, Taylor argues that Luhmann does not realize that while the 
relationship between the system and its environment is differential, it is 
not oppositional but dialectical: “Insofar as identity constitutes itself in 
and through difference and vice versa, identity and difference are joined 
in a dialectical relation that is mutually constitutive and self-reflexive. If 
self-reference presupposes reference-to-other, then difference is not 
oppositional but is a necessary condition of identity.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 
92) What is important in this context is that dialectics does not offer a 
solution to the basic problem which is an interesting notation considering 
his call in Journeys to selfhood for modifications of Hegel’s system. 
Regardless of whether we interpret the relationship between the system 
and its environment in oppositional or dialectical terms, the result, 
according to Taylor, is the same; i.e. that the system remains closed and 
void of creative possibilities. Emphasizing difference as binary 
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opposition, the system is caught in the negating move of 
poststructuralism. Emphasizing difference as dialectical, difference is 
reduced to identity, which means that the system closes in on itself. In 
order to escape from the inherent risk of reducing a complex system to a 
closed unity, it is necessary to find ways of opening the system: “For 
chance to have a chance, for time to be more than an illusion, and for 
history to be the site of aleatory emergence, systems must be open.” 
(Taylor, 2003, p. 93) 

Through his move from poststructuralism to complexity theory, Taylor 
thus becomes increasingly convinced that the binary structure is not the 
only (and perhaps not even the most important) systemic structure. If we 
want to save difference, we must engage in another kind of critical 
approach than the one suggested by poststructuralism. 

Rethinking the differentiality of boundaries 

So, according to Taylor, while it is important to reconsider the nature of 
systems, it is equally important to reconsider how those systems relate to 
their environment. In his developed analysis of these system boundaries, 
Taylor quite unexpectedly turns to Derrida and his text Dissemination 
(Derrida, 2004). In Dissemination, Derrida analyzes the prefatory role 
that the Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel, 1977) has in Hegel’s 
philosophical system. While Hegel intended the Phenomenology to be a 
preface to his entire system, he was unsatisfied with this extensive preface 
and included both a preface to this preface and an introduction to the 
preface to the preface. Like Russian dolls, Hegel “continued to nest 
prefaces within prefaces” (Taylor, 2003, p. 94) which, to Derrida, says 
something crucial about the system as such. The fact that the preface is 
needed in order to complete the system indicates that the system is not at 
all complete. From this perspective, Taylor argues that the preface has the 
same function as Luhmann’s boundary; it assists in maintaining the 
system. However, contrary to Luhmann’s way of interpreting the 
oppositional and dialectical difference to the environment as a system 
boundary, Taylor suggests that Derrida’s analysis of Hegel’s prefatory 
writings indicates that the preface is another kind of boundary; one that 
does not close the system but rather opens it up by constituting the 
condition of the possibility and impossibility of the system as such; a 
supplementary boundary that is neither inside nor outside the system and 
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that can therefore be captured neither by structuralism/poststructuralism 
nor by dialectics. 

Functioning as a condition of both the possibility and the impossibility 
of the system, the Derridean interpretation of preface becomes a version 
of Kurt Gödel’s incompleteness theorems according to which “[a]ll 
consistent axiomatic formulations of number theory include undecidable 
propositions” (Douglas R. Hofstadter, quoted in Taylor, 2003, pp. 95-96) 
which is interesting, since it connects Hegel’s philosophical system with 
both poststructuralism and systems theory and suggests possible links 
between these very different approaches to the question of identity and 
difference. Just as Gödel’s undecidable propositions haunt all consistent 
axiomatic formulations of number theory and Hegel’s preface haunts 
every speculative philosophical system, Derrida’s différance haunts all 
linguistic systems. Thus, to Taylor, Derrida’s reading of Hegel through 
Gödel illustrates an important aspect of complex systems: the difference 
that constitutes them is neither inside nor outside the system. “This 
‘outside,’ which is ‘inside,’ exposes the openness of every system that 
seems to be closed. Unlike the exteriority Luhmann attributes to 
autopoietic systems, this openness is not extraneous but is ‘within’ the 
system itself.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 97) This indicates a transition from the 
difference as internal negation of Erring via the difference as an external 
third species of Altarity and Nots to a difference as an internal 
exteriority; a difference between identity and difference. 

Difference saved 

So, by reading Hegel through Derrida and Gödel, Taylor suggests that 
there are systems that do not require a homogeneous externalization of 
difference in order to function. On the contrary, these systems need 
internal difference to stay alive. To a certain extent, this can be suggested 
to problematize the idea proposed by Derrida in Structure, sign, and play 
in the discourse of the human sciences (Derrida, 2007) that the system 
needs an external anchor. Instead, this repositions creative emergence 
and the cause of organizational stability within the system itself. The fact 
that this problematization is based on Derrida’s own argumentation, thus 
subverting it from within, clearly shows that Taylor’s critique of Derrida 
is not a matter of simple rejection, but rather of radicalization: “By 
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turning Derrida’s criticism back on itself, it becomes possible to discern 
creative possibilities he overlooks.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 65) 

There is also another consequence of reading difference through 
systems theory which I have already mentioned in 9.4.5. Not only does 
the system accept difference, but the system is actually a precondition for 
difference: “[i]nasmuch as information is differential, it increases with an 
increase in differences. Differences, however, can multiply only as 
interconnections grow.” (Taylor, 2003, pp. 139-140) So, paradoxically, 
difference can only exist in the connectivity of a system. Given the 
perspective that Taylor has adopted through his explorations of 
complexity theory, according to which isolation inevitably reduces 
heterogeneity to homogeneity, any attempt at saving difference must 
position this difference in relation to other parts of a system. Contrary to 
most poststructuralist accounts, Taylor suggests that systems qua 
systems are not a threat to difference but a presupposition for it. Also, 
while the system is a precondition for difference, the reverse is also true: 
difference is a precondition for the system. If a system is a structure 
consisting of interconnected parts that communicate or interact, and if 
information is differential, that means that these parts cannot be 
identical, but has to be different. Erasing this difference would stop 
interaction, which would bring the system to a halt, reducing the system 
from a structure to a single entity. As Taylor puts it: “Perfect harmony or 
complete equilibrium would be the death of the system.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 
93) So, systems do not necessarily have to be interpreted as totalizing, but 
can be understood as conditions of the possibility of difference. To think 
difference is to think systems, and to think systems is to think difference. 

10.1.5 From Nietzsche to Nietzsche 

The transition that has been mapped out in this chapter and that moves 
from difference as negation, via difference as a third species, to difference 
as a creative relation between identity and difference can also be 
described as a shift from a one-sided emphasis on Dionysus to a fully 
developed acknowledgement of the co-dependency of Apollo and 
Dionysus. Taylor’s development of his third approach to difference 
through complexity theory coincides with a shift in the way he discusses 
Apollo and Dionysus. Whereas he does not mention Apollo at all in 
Erring, he strongly emphasizes the indissoluble relationality of Apollo 
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and Dionysus in About religion: “While Apollo derives energy from 
Dionysus, Dionysus requires the guise of Apollo to appear.” (Taylor, 
1999a, p. 66) It can hardly be seen as a coincidence that About religion 
was published in the same year as his first work on complexity theory, i.e. 
The picture in question. The changes in Taylor’s interpretation of these 
Nietzschean concepts occur parallel to his growing interest in complexity 
theory.  Thus, by rereading poststructuralism through the lens of 
complexity theory, Taylor has moved closer to the position that Nietzsche 
holds in The birth of tragedy (Nietzsche, 1993). This illustrates an 
important point to consider when interpreting the influence of Nietzsche 
upon Taylor’s philosophical project. While the Nietzschean references in 
Taylor’s work are less frequent in the books following Erring, one can 
actually suggest that, rather than distancing himself from Nietzsche, 
Taylor has in fact moved closer to some of the core ideas in Nietzsche’s 
thinking through his use of the Apollo-Dionysus model in About religion 
and After God 58 . It is also indicative that just as Taylor concludes 
Journeys to selfhood by siding with Hegel and Altarity by siding with 
Kierkegaard, he concludes After God by siding with Nietzsche: “If, 
however, the divine is neither an underlying One, which dissolves 
differences, nor a transcendent Other, which divides more than unites, 
but is incarnate in the eternal restlessness of becoming, then life in this 
world is infinitely valuable.” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 377) In this very dense 
sentence, Taylor can be said to summarize the trajectories constituting his 
entire philosophical project, going from Hegel’s One, via Kierkegaard’s 
Other to Nietzsche’s eternal restlessness of becoming.  

10.2 INTERACTION AS A DIFFERENTIAL PLAY OF SIGNS 

This overview of different aspects of how identity relates to difference 
may seem to have only vague connections to the topic of interaction. 
However, to Taylor, the philosophical question of identity and difference 
has always been related to the question of how the individual human 
being connects to objects, be it other people, things, or societal structures. 
In other words, this is a reinterpretation of Descartes old discussion on 
how res cogito can relate to res extensa. Therefore, the model for the 

                                                 
58 For example, in After God, Taylor refers to the “creative-destructive interplay between the 
Apollonian (individuation) and Dionysian (dissolution) rhythms” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 180). 
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relationship between identity and difference is at the same time a model 
for the interaction between humans and other entities (be they human or 
non-human). Based on Taylor’s third approach where difference is 
described as a creative relation between identity and difference, 
interaction can be understood as a mutually influencing process between 
multiple connected nodes. 

10.2.1 Mutual influence 

Interpreting interaction in terms of the relation between identity and 
difference suggests that we need to reconsider our understanding of the 
direction of influence between the entities participating in the interactive 
process. Ever since Journeys to selfhood, Taylor has argued that there is 
no such thing as a pure identity able to unaffectedly encounter a pure 
difference. Deconstructing the tradition of Cartesian self-reflexivity, 
Taylor shows how the journey to selfhood reveals that difference is always 
a part of identity and vice versa. Thus, we are defined by otherness, and 
therefore, otherness and objects have a fundamental, constituting 
function in our lives. This perspective disrupts the barrier between 
subject and object and therefore also between inside and outside, and 
suggests that instead of a barrier, it is to be understood as a membrane 
through which influences flow. This indicates that all interaction is a 
bidirectional process where not only a subject affects an object, but where 
the object also affects the subject. Reducing interaction to an 
instrumental act through which a person manipulates an object in order 
to reach a predefined goal thus fails to grasp the complex nature of 
interaction as well as the indissoluble entanglement of subject and object. 

10.2.2 Multiple connections rather than binary opposites 

Just as Taylor’s more recent analyses of the complexity of the relation 
between identity and difference points away from binary interpretations 
towards descriptions of an entire web of multiple, diverse connections 
between the components, interaction too has to be seen in a wider 
perspective including not only the binary pair of e.g. an individual and a 
piece of technology, but the entire web of connections in which these 
different nodes are situated. The fact that Taylor describes this web in 
terms of connected nodes instead of as contextual factors reveals an 
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important statement regarding the perspective of what is central and 
what is peripheral in interaction. Taylor’s model suggests that instead of 
seeing interaction as a sequence of actions taking place within a context 
that affects the sequence, we should see all the nodes as genuine parts of 
the interactive system. In fact, the scope of interaction can be argued to 
extend to a point where it is difficult or perhaps even impossible to 
identify anything that is clearly outside the interactive system; an idea 
that resembles Derrida’s famous sentence “There is nothing outside the 
text.” (Derrida, 1988, p. 148) As Derrida himself has explained, this 
phrase should not be interpreted as suggesting that everything is 
reducible to text. Instead, the phrase should be understood as indicating 
that “nothing exists outside context” (Derrida, 1988, p. 152) , i.e. the 
distinction between text and context becomes erased. Thus, just as we can 
argue that everything is text, we can also claim that everything is context. 
This is another way of saying that when it comes to interaction, we can 
find no position that is disconnected from contextual influence. There is 
no Archimedean point from which a human can interact with an object 
without self being affected. Instead, everything is situated in a complex 
network of influences. At this stage, it is also important to note that the 
nodes in this wide network are not only physical objects or non-human 
contextual phenomena, but can also be other people, social structures or 
cultural patterns. Since the nodes are interpreted in terms of signs and 
their relations are interpreted in terms of play of signs, there is no 
principal difference between an artifact, another human being, or a social 
context when it comes to their influence on other nodes in the system. 

As we have seen previously, Taylor follows Derrida in arguing that the 
differential play of signs has a spatial aspect where the sign receives its 
meaning through its difference from other signs existing synchronically in 
the linguistic system; an aspect that covers the interaction perspective 
discussed above concerning the multiple, connected nodes. However, just 
as Derrida, he also claims that the play of signs has a temporal aspect 
where the sign receives its meaning through its differential connections to 
signs that have previously existed or will exist in the future. This aspect, 
while complicating the definition of interaction even further, is 
nevertheless important to acknowledge if we are to gain a deeper 
understanding of the dynamics involved in interaction. Engaging in an 
interaction, the self brings with it a number of assumptions, learned 
cultural behavioral patterns, and memories of previous interactions, 
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which means that the play of signs has already started before the 
observable interaction begins. Likewise, the self brings a number of 
expectations of future interactions or future consequences of the current 
interaction which blurs the distinction between present and future. Even 
more abstract, when we look back at an event we inevitably add to it by 
interpreting it through the framework of present as well as the future, 
which means that any current interaction is always awaiting a 
supplementary move from coming interactions.  

10.2.3 Information screening 

Considering this radical contextuality of the play of signs, it is impossible 
to fully determine where the flow of influence behind interaction begins 
and ends. This difficulty is further emphasized through Taylor’s use of the 
idea of memes propagating information through individuals as well as 
social systems, which indicates that agency is not a free choice of the 
individual. Instead, the individual is described as a screen that passively 
mirrors information bits. “Words, thoughts, ideas are never precisely my 
own; they are always borrowed rather than possessed. I am, as it were, 
their vehicle. Though seeming to use language, symbols, and images, they 
use me to promote their circulation and extend their lives.” (Taylor, 2003, 
p. 196) So, from Taylor’s perspective, creativity does not precede the act 
of creating, but is itself a product of the encounter between identity and 
difference, between the human and its environment.59 When applied to 
the concept of interaction, this means that the motivations for interaction 
can never be found outside of the continuous spatial and temporal play of 
signs, e.g. in a supposedly unaffected, rational intention of a user. 
Intention is never a pure idea that precedes interaction, but something 
that occurs within interaction as a system of semiotic relations. It is 
important to once again state that this does not mean that interaction can 
be fully understood by mapping out the present, observable contextual 
factors. On the contrary, as Derrida’s différance suggests, understanding 
the play of signs implies the impossibility of final, totalizing explanations. 

                                                 
59 This has striking resemblances to Nietzsche’s claim “The subject: this is the term for our belief 
in a unity underlying all the different impulses of the highest feeling of reality” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 
268). 
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The motivations for interaction are distributed throughout the system in 
ways that we can never grasp. 

10.3 SUMMARY 

So, to Taylor, interaction is not about a person performing certain 
intentional actions with, through or upon an external entity towards 
which it has a dominant, hierarchical relationship. Instead, interaction is 
the process that emerges as the relations between multiple connected 
nodes undergo temporal change, which can be understood as a 
reinterpretation of Nietzsche’s idea of the creative relationship between 
Apollo and Dionysus. This once again illustrates that Taylor’s philosophy 
is not only developed in the oscillation between Hegel and Kierkegaard, 
but also in close relation to Nietzsche. Relating interaction to the creative 
emergence occurring at the intersection of multiple connected nodes does 
not only suggest a decentered definition of interaction and agency, but 
also proposes a reinterpretation of the concept of context and its 
relationship to the observable interactive behavior. Interaction and 
context blend to a point where the one can barely, if at all, be 
distinguished from the other. To Taylor, this view of interaction is 
intimately linked to poststructural linguistics and a semiotic play of signs, 
even though he also develops these approaches through his explorations 
into the different domains of complexity theory. As a consequence of 
these recent explorations, he replaces the binary logic inherited from 
poststructuralism with a theory of networks consisting of multiple 
connected nodes; a theory which provides him with a new perspective on 
the nature of systems according to which they can function generatively 
instead of oppressively. To conclude, interaction is such a generative 
system. 
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SECTION IV: DISCUSSION 
 

I will now move on to discuss what possible consequences Taylor’s 
theories would have, if applied to HCI research. Before moving on to the 
discussion, however, I want to comment on the nature and scope of this 
chapter. First, it is important to acknowledge that even though Taylor is 
deeply fascinated by modern technologies and has written extensively 
about related topics, e.g. the role of digital technology in the ongoing 
challenges of market capitalism (Taylor, 2004, 2014b), his philosophy 
cannot be described as a philosophy of technology. While it would be 
more accurate to call it a media philosophy, even that would be a bit 
misleading. Many of his analyses focus on relatively traditional 
philosophical themes such as Nietzsche’s critique of modern subjectivity, 
Hegel’s and Kierkegaard’s respective views on the relations between 
identity and difference, and the concept of alterity in 19th and 20th century 
philosophy. Therefore, any attempt to apply his theories to the field of 
HCI is, by necessity, a hermeneutic task and the suggestions made in this 
chapter should therefore not be seen as constituting a one-to-one 
representation of the relationship between Taylor and HCI, but as one 
possible way among others of reading HCI through Taylor’s lens. Second, 
while there are many themes that could be both relevant and interesting 
to address in this chapter, the discussion will focus upon different aspects 
of the main philosophical theme that has been chiseled out in Section III 
and that can be summarized in the phrase the ontological co-dependency 
of entities within and among systems. Third, while the thesis has focused 
on the two discursive trends materiality and the self, this chapter will 
open up the discussion towards HCI in more general terms since a shift in 
the way we interpret these terms might also offer new perspectives to 
researchers outside of these discourses. Fourth, this discussion will not 
suggest concrete implications for design. Instead, the purpose is to 
suggest a more general, theoretical framework that can be applied within 
our research field. I thus hope to contribute to the ongoing conversation 
concerning the development of theory in HCI, in line with calls made by a 
number of HCI researchers (Barnard et al., 2000; Harper et al., 2008; 
Kostakos, 2015; Rogers, 2012). 



      

 

 

182     |      SECTION IV: DISCUSSION 
 

11 MATERIALITY: A SEMIOTIC LANDSCAPE 

As we saw in 8.4, Taylor argues that the view of materiality that follows 
from the erasure of the transcendent referent indicates that the semiotic 
system is the final frontier beyond which we cannot reach with any degree 
of certainty. This claim has both epistemological and ontological 
consequences. 

Looking around me as I sit in my office, I am surrounded by a 
multitude of objects. There is a computer, a desk, piles of paper, books, 
family photos, a banana waiting to be eaten, an empty coffee cup etc. 
While all of these are objects that can be used functionally for different 
purposes, they are, according to Taylor, primarily signs in the sense that 
our first point of contact with these objects is always semiotically 
conditioned. We perceive our surrounding world through interpretative 
semiotic structures of meaning and signification. Just as Kant, who 
argues that there is a difference between the thing-in-itself and the thing-
for-us and that our perception can only grasp the latter, Taylor claims 
that there is no possibility of ever reaching the thing-in-itself. We are 
forever destined to deal with the thing-for-us, and this object is 
comprehended as a semiotic sign. Thus, not only traditional semiotic 
objects such as the books and family photos appear to us as semiotic 
signs, but also the computer, the banana and the coffee cup. Understood 
in this way, the semiotic system is the only dimension available to our 
epistemological inquiries.  

What is important to state, however, is that the signifying dynamic of 
this epistemological aspect of the semiotic system is not grounded in a 
phenomenological experience, but is a play of signs that goes beyond the 
individual perceiving it. In line with poststructuralist linguistics, the 
individual is only a sign in a linguistic system, thus shifting focus from 
individual perception to structural patterns. So, the epistemological 
process of exploring the meaning of the semiotic system is not only a 
matter of individual perception and sense-making in terms of how the 
world is given to the individual or how the individual interprets the 
world, but must be understood from a structural perspective where 
signifying dimensions such as culture, class, religion, economics, and 
politics constitute important analytical lenses. 

However, the semiotic system is not only the final epistemological 
frontier, but also the final ontological frontier. This claim does not 
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suggest a worldview where the physical is neglected, where mind is 
prioritized over body, and where our lives are reduced to informative bits 
in an intangible cloud. Such an approach would be more in line with Plato 
than with Taylor. Instead, it suggests that the physical is always entangled 
with the informative to a degree where the boundaries between them are 
blurred and the two merge, creating a web of significance that constitutes 
the most fundamental level of existence. To some extent, this resembles 
Vallgårda and Redström’s proposal that we should understand the 
material of computers as a computational composite (Vallgårda & 
Redström, 2007). However, while Vallgårda and Redström argue that this 
is a defining character of computers, Taylor’s philosophy suggests that all 
materials are composites, emerging at the intersection of material 
substances and semiotics. This is what we saw in Taylor’s interpretation 
of the nature of DNA, where he argues that at the most basic levels of life, 
the material and the informative are co-dependent to a degree where it is 
impossible to distinguish the substance from the code, thus de facto 
merging ontology and epistemology into a semiotic landscape. 
Approaching materiality as a semiotic landscape has several potential 
implications for HCI. 

It would imply that what we study is not a number of material objects 
that may or may not have layers of personal, cultural, social, or 
ideological charge, but material signs that are situated in a constantly 
changing structure of other interrelated signs. The artifacts, be they 
computers, books, or coffee cups, are semiotic resources and by 
interacting with these artifacts, we engage in a hermeneutic play of signs. 
So, in order to understand the interaction between humans and 
computers, we should emphasize research questions that aim at grasping 
and exploring this semiotic landscape. In short, studying an interaction 
between a human and a computer does not only mean to study an agent 
completing a task with the aid of a neutral piece of equipment but also, 
and perhaps more importantly, to perform an interpretative analysis of a 
hermeneutic play of signs. From this perspective, HCI is not only a 
hermeneutic discipline studying certain activities, but a hermeneutic 
discipline studying and interpreting hermeneutic events. 

In HCI in general, there has been a lot of research exploring similar 
cultural dimensions of the interaction between humans and computers, 
such as Value Sensitive Design (Friedman, 1996), Reflective Design 
(Sengers, Boehner, David, & Kaye, 2005), and Feminist HCI (S. Bardzell, 



      

 

 

184     |      SECTION IV: DISCUSSION 
 

2010; Rode, 2011), and we have also seen examples of this within the 
materiality discourse (Akah & Bardzell, 2010; Glöss, 2012). However, 
these approaches often differentiate between the artifact and the value 
that emerges from it or is attached to it, although there are exceptions 
from this, both in HCI in general (Haraway, 1991; Suchman, 1993) and in 
the materiality discourse (Jung & Stolterman, 2012; Leonardi, 2010). 
Drawing on Taylor’s philosophy, we can argue that this is a false 
distinction. The artifact does not exist before its value. The meaning or 
significance of an artifact is not an additional layer to a material 
substance, but instead, the artifact is fundamentally a sign although not 
with a permanently set value, but one that is constantly redefined through 
its interaction with other signs. So, what we study is a material-semiotic 
landscape, not a material landscape with semiotic dimensions.60  

This could offer new perspectives on a number of research areas in 
HCI, e.g. research that focuses on mediated communication in online 
environments. While this kind of research often assumes a qualitative 
distinction between the online and a supposedly real life, the semiotic 
landscape outlined above implies that digital technology in general and 
online environments in particular are no less real than what we 
traditionally call reality. They do not point towards a reality in a 
representational sense but rather has to be understood as part of reality 
itself. This idea offers an alternative interpretation of people’s fascination 
with online environments. Acknowledging the semiotic system as 
epistemological and ontological frontier implies that people’s fascination 
for digital environments is not escapism but an urge to engage in and 
with reality. The debate on escapism in relation to communication 
technology has a long-standing tradition. From Plato’s Phaedrus via 
Rousseau’s critique of writing to the reactions against novel reading in the 
18th century, mediated communication has been criticized for being a 
poor substitute for reality and the immediacy to reality offered by speech 
(Derrida, 1997; Ong, 2002; Vogorinčić, 2008). Although the particular 
kind of mediated communication accused of corrupting people has 
changed over time with the technological developments, the critique has 
remained relatively constant: mediated communication is a threat to 
society because it lures people away from reality into a linguistically 

                                                 
60 For reasons explained in footnote 36, I have chosen to use the term semiotic landscape instead 
of the term material-semiotic. 
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constructed, fictionalized world. In relation to current technology, such 
discussions often focus on online gaming and virtual worlds (Calleja, 
2010; Ducheneaut et al., 2009; Ruch, 2012; Warmelink, Harteveld, & 
Mayer, 2009) but also appear in research on e.g. social media (Beard, 
2005; Dunne, Lawlor, & Rowley, 2010; Kuss & Griffiths, 2011; Smock, 
Ellison, Lampe, & Wohn, 2011). While the materiality discourse in HCI is 
not often interpreting the online in equally negative terms as a threat, it 
nevertheless often assumes an ontological difference between the online 
and the real (Döring et al., 2009; Gross et al., 2014 [online 2013]; Ozenc 
et al., 2010; Sundström & Höök, 2010) even though there are exceptions, 
e.g. Wiberg and Robles’ discussion on the concept texture, which “is a 
term that makes no ontological distinction between the digital and the 
real.” (Robles & Wiberg, 2010, p. 142) From Taylor’s perspective, such 
ontological distinctions are problematic; to engage in the play of signs is 
equally real whether the play takes place online or in face to face 
communication. This suggests that when HCI researchers approach 
online environments in an attempt to study them and their significance in 
people’s lives, they need to do so with an awareness that what takes place 
online is a part of people’s reality, not something peripheral or additional 
to life as such. The online is so entangled with life in general that it is 
impossible to draw a distinct line between the two. 61  This does not 
necessarily mean, however, that the digital has fundamentally altered 
human existence the way that some utopian theorists claimed during the 
digital revolution of the 1990s (for a discussion on cyberutopianism, see 
e.g. Jenkins, 2006).  

It is true that Taylor describes the digital as having had an enormous 
impact on culture and society, comparable to the industrial revolution: “I 
am convinced that the technological developments of the last half-century 
are creating conditions for a revolution as profound and far-reaching as 
the industrial revolution. Information and telematics technologies are 
recasting the very social, political, economic, and cultural fabric of life.” 
(Taylor, 2003, p. 4) He also argues that we as subjects are entangled in 
worldwide webs, indicating something almost resembling a new world 
order: “I conclude that we are gradually discovering that we are, in effect, 

                                                 
61 As will be discussed below, this does not deny the fact that in research one often has two 
demarcate the study object. However, it suggests that the demarcations are constructed rather 
than ontologically given, and that HCI might benefit from shifting the demarcation lines. 
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incarnations of worldwide webs and global networks whose complexity is 
fraught with danger as well as opportunity.” (Taylor, 2003, p. 17) 
However, it is important to recognize that, contrary to many digital 
utopians, Taylor argues that the new digital culture “is fraught with 
danger as well as opportunity” (Taylor, 2003, p. 17). Furthermore, when 
Taylor describes the subject as entangled in worldwide webs, these webs 
are not identical to the WWW. The worldwide webs in which the subject 
is entangled, is instead a concept that is related to the play of signs, and 
as such is a philosophical statement on the radical relationality of the 
subject rather than a utopian vision of the potentials of the WWW: ”All 
things are ‘codependent’ or constituted in and through an infinitely 
complex web of interrelations” (Taylor, 1993, p. 66). 

So, this means that, while computers have had a radical impact on both 
individuals and society, this impact is quantitative rather than qualitative 
in the sense that what digital technology offers is not something entirely 
new, but a radicalization of the old. Through an increase in both the 
number of connected nodes in the system of which we are part and the 
speed with which the signs interact in this system, computers pose new 
challenges to old existential questions. From this perspective, computers 
constitute nothing but a new arena for the dynamics of différance. This 
does not mean that we should deny the difficult challenges that the digital 
presents; e.g. the complex relationship between people’s psychological 
wellbeing and engagements in social media (Nie & Sundar, 2013; Panger, 
2014) but it suggests that these problems are not unique to the digital 
world but that they are variations of problems found in any kind of 
mediated communication. 

The implications mentioned above are not only relevant for research 
on online environments, but also extend to most, if not all, 
communication technologies. What kind of technology we use in the 
semiotic play is of little importance to the question of its relation to 
ontology. If we take mediated communication as an example; 
communicating face to face, via phone, letter, chat, or Facebook updates 
does not differ in a fundamental, qualitative way in terms of how they 
relate to the ontological reality.62 Different as they might appear, they are 

                                                 
62 This is an idea that draws on Derrida’s claim that an unmediated experience of the world is 
impossible. There is no way to move beyond the linguistic or semiotic system to an essence that we 
can experience directly, unmediated. We are always directed to signs that are not referring to any 
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all part of the semiotic play of signs, which means that no communication 
mode is closer to an ontological reality than the other. Instead, they 
constitute different semiotic modes with different possibilities and 
limitations. 63  Therefore, when analyzing mediated communication we 
need to bracket the traditional ideas that the role of mediated 
communication is to mimic face to face interaction to the highest degree 
possible. Face to face interaction is, in a philosophical sense, no more 
original or immediate in its relation to a possible reality than mediated 
communication, and the latter is thus not to be seen as a poor substitute 
for the former (Derrida, 1982a; Ong, 2002).  

So, as we discuss materiality in HCI, Taylor’s philosophy suggests that 
we change perspectives from materiality as referring to properties of a 
material substance to materiality referring to an emergent, semiotic 
landscape that constitutes the condition of possibility for existence. This 
has similarities to some of the literature discussed in the use strand of 
HCI materiality research as mentioned in 5.4 (e.g., Jung & Stolterman, 
2012; Leonardi, 2010) which also relates to approaches established in the 
third paradigm of HCI as described by Harrison et al. (2007). 
Acknowledging the semiotic nature of materiality would also have 
consequences in terms of what questions we ask when studying computer 
materiality. Instead of investigating the function, form, affordances and 
aesthetics of an artifact, it encourages us to explore what the semiotic 
meaning of an artifact is and how this meaning changes as a result of 
reconfigurations in the spatial and temporal contexts. Thus, it 
conceptualizes the artifact not only as a thing, but as a field of semiotic 
possibilities; as a conditional framework for interaction and emerging 
structures. 
  

                                                                                                              
external reality, but are entangled in a relational web of significance. Thus, everything is mediated 
and the romantic idea of an unmediated experience is forever rejected. 
63 In this context, it is important to note that it is through engaging in this play of signs that we 
discover the conditions for our existence: “In writing, ‘I’ discover my perpetual entanglement in a 
net or a web, which both surpasses me and encompasses me” (Taylor, 1987b, p. 17). Thus, 
considering the quantitative shift that computer technology provides, one of the important 
consequences of computers is that they can help us discover our structural dependency that might 
otherwise remain hidden under a traditional belief in the autonomous subject. 
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12 THE SELF: A SEMIOTIC NODE IN A RELATIONAL WEB 

The play of signs established in the area of materiality becomes even 
more evident when we now turn to the self and the question of selfhood. 
According to Taylor, the self is a semiotic structure. Since Taylor draws on 
poststructuralist linguistics according to which the sign receives its 
meaning from its relations to adjacent signs rather than from its 
referential relation to an object, framing the self as a semiotic system 
means that we should understand the self as relational rather than 
essential. Needless to say, this offers an entirely different account of the 
self than what many of the articles in the self discourse in HCI do, as was 
discussed in 6.6. Even though there are many articles that explore the 
relational aspects of the self, for example in research on the 
communicative self (Riegelsberger et al., 2006; Romero & Markopoulos, 
2005; X. Zhao et al., 2012), the effect that communication has upon the 
self is seen as secondary to an already existing self. To Taylor, however, 
there is no such thing as a pre-existing, essential self. The self is originally 
defined by its relations to other selves, entities, semiotic structures, etc. 
which means that interaction is a sine qua non of the self.  

To Taylor, the semiotic self does not imply a reduction of the individual 
to some kind of immaterial structure of informative bits floating around 
in transcendental cyberspace, which is a vision that has sometimes been 
advocated by postmodern philosophers. Instead, the semiotic self is 
deeply rooted in actual physical facts concerning how the human body 
functions. As we saw in 9.3.2, Taylor discusses biological and chemical 
processes, and argues that the self is best understood as a system of 
communicative processes. Human perception, signal substances, the 
DNA code, and other similar aspects of human life illustrate that to all 
intents and purposes, the self is a communication system, i.e. a semiotic 
construct. 

So, the human body as such is constituted by communicative processes 
and can thus be described as a system of multiple nodes communicating 
with each other. This system, in turn, relates to and communicates with 
other systems, such as computers, the environment, animals, objects, and 
other selves. In a way, this has similarities to the artifact ecology 
discussed by Jung, Stolterman and others (Jung & Stolterman, 2012; 
Jung et al., 2008), but it is vital that we acknowledge an important 
difference between these approaches and Taylor’s. The latter does not 
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describe a digital network ecology interacting with a self as external node, 
nor even an ecology in which the self is an integral part, but an ecology in 
which the self as such is an ecology; a collection of multiple nodes that are 
also related to multiple other nodes. Given Taylor’s insistence that the 
systemic structure of different nodes being defined by their relations to 
other nodes is isomorphic, the systems as such are also dependent on 
other systems for their constitution and maintenance. This means that 
the boundaries between different systems are not static, but function like 
membranes. The self that is a communicative network is situated in a 
context of other communicative networks (human, technical, 
environmental, social, cultural, religious etc.), all of which co-define each 
other differentially. For example, a person using an iPhone is engaged in 
a number of communicative processes. The iPhone is connected to a 
number of servers and services all of which join in constituting the 
artifact that we know as an iPhone. Without these multiple, diverse 
services, the iPhone would not be an iPhone as we normally define it. 
Likewise, the user interacting with this device receives input not only 
from the iPhone and the servers with which it communicates, but audibly 
from the people around her, visually from other artifacts in the vicinity of 
the iPhone etc., and it is at the intersection of the similarities and 
differences between these multiple connections that patterns of meaning 
emerge. So, at a very practical level, the human is a node in an 
informative network consisting of many different components 
simultaneously sharing information back and forth. In other words, 
Taylor’s philosophy suggests that there is an ontological correspondence 
between semiotic systems and the structure of the self. 

However, despite Taylor’s insistence that the semiotic nature of the self 
is a physical and biological fact, the semiotic, nodular self might be most 
valuable to HCI as a metaphor for how the self functions. As has been 
pointed out by Philip Agre (1997), metaphors have a fundamental impact 
on how researchers and designers approach their subject areas, and 
therefore, replacing one metaphor with another may have radical 
consequences for research practices. For example, Card, Moran and 
Newell’s Model Human Processor (Card, Moran, & Newell, 1983) 
described the human being as a machine that receives data, processes the 
data, and then gives some kind of output. Its widespread recognition in 
the field of HCI encouraged many researchers to explore the cognitive 
aspects of the interaction between humans and computers, asking 
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questions concerning “how humans process their input, how they 
represent information internally, how they access memory“ (Harrison et 
al., 2007, p. 4). In a similar manner, Taylor’s model of the semiotic, 
nodular self can direct us towards research questions that focus on 
meaning, significance, content, and values. Furthermore, by suggesting 
that the meaning of the semiotic sign is dependent upon its relation to 
other signs, the model focuses on how this meaning emerges in the 
interaction between the user and its surrounding environment consisting 
not only of the artifact with which the user immediately interacts, but also 
other artifacts in the digital ecology, other contextual objects, other 
people etc. Thus, the semiotic, nodular self suggests that we asks 
questions like “How do the different information nodes (humans, 
computers, other artifacts, contextual factors etc.) relate to each other?”, 
“What constellations produce a certain outcome?”, “Who does the user 
become in relation to this artifact?”, “What characterizes the user in 
relation to this artifact?”, and “How does the interaction support the 
identity construction of the self?” 

Considering the fact that Taylor is rooted in poststructuralist 
philosophy, describing this constructive web of meaning and signification 
of which the self is a node is not primarily a task of mapping transparent, 
seamless structures of input-output flow between the nodes. Instead, this 
complex network is characterized by differences, gaps, contradictions, 
fissures, and absence, and it is out of these gaps that significance 
emerges. Thus, suggesting a metaphor of the self as fundamentally 
semiotic does not imply that the self and the artifact are engaged in a 
transparent process of information transfer that can be optimized, but 
rather that the self and the artifact are engaged in a mutually dependent 
process of information exchange where that which is really important is 
often that which is not present; that which is elsewhere. Searching for 
these gaps, we as HCI researchers would be guided by questions such as 
“What is not being said or done in this interaction?” rather than focusing 
on actual statements or actions. Also, searching for contradictions and 
conflicts of interest in the encounter between the self and the artifact is at 
the core of such an analysis. 

The semiotic, nodular self also indicates that the self is changeable and 
malleable. Since the self is defined by its relations to other entities, the 
self is changed as the surrounding environment changes. The self is 
situated in a constantly changing context of signs, which both changes the 
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self and is changed by the self (the latter point will be further discussed 
below). So the idea of a semiotic, nodular self emphasizes change and 
temporal processes as an important research area, indicating that 
interaction is a process through which the self does not go unchanged, 
suggesting that Taylor’s approach challenges the idea of the self as a 
stable, coherent individual that we saw characterizes much of the self 
discourse in HCI. 

So, as is evident from this brief description, the self can only be 
partially described in itself as a being. Instead, it has to be understood in 
relation to other entities as a becoming. This puts extra emphasis on the 
self as interacting, and suggests that it is impossible to understand the 
self outside of its interactions. Therefore, we now turn to interaction. 

13 INTERACTION: AN EXISTENTIAL PRACTICE 

From Taylor’s perspective, interaction is a term that primarily describes 
how different nodes relate to each other in a semiotic system and how 
these relations change over time, i.e. it is a question of identity 
encountering difference through a play of signs. Given that each node 
receives its meaning through these changing, temporal relations that 
characterize the play of signs described by e.g. Nietzsche and Derrida, 
interaction is a constantly ongoing creative process, and as such, it can be 
said to constitute the very fabric of existence. As we will see below, 
approaching interaction from this perspective means shifting the focus 
from individual agency to relations between co-dependent nodes, and 
from task-orientation to hermeneutics. 

13.1 FROM AGENCY TO STRUCTURAL INFLUENCES 

According to Taylor, the death of God is a core event or core insight in the 
history of Western thinking. What happens when Nietzsche proclaims the 
death of God, is that he identifies something that has always been the 
case, albeit not explicitly discussed. Leaving the idea of a transcendent 
referent behind radically changes the condition of possibility for thinking 
about the structure of the world. This does not only have consequences 
for the religious belief in God as an absolutely original agent, but also 
changes how we can think of individual agency in relation to a user 
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interacting with an artifact. The death of God suggests the impossibility of 
ever finding a causa sui. Taylor argues that, instead of searching for an 
original cause whose action is uninfluenced by other nodes or causes, we 
need to acknowledge that all nodes are situated in a context of influence 
from the very beginning. There is no such thing as an unmoved mover 
that can be described as the ultimate cause of an action. Therefore, 
understanding agency has less to do with scrutinizing an individual agent 
for an original cause behind an effect than with mapping out the relations 
and positions of the nodes that constitute the condition of possibility for 
the observed effect. While this perspective is basically lacking in the 
discursive trends studied in this thesis, as we have seen in 7.4, it has 
strong similarities to suggestions made by Suchman, who challenges the 
Euro-American view of agency and proposes a relational perspective 
according to which “agency is understood as a material-semiotic attribute 
not locatable in either humans or nonhumans.” (Suchman, 2007, p. 
261)64 However, as I also noted in that context, Suchman argues that we 
need to balance this structural view of mutually constituting nodes with 
an acknowledgement that humans and non-humans do not play the same 
role in this system. This constitutes a difference between her and Taylor; 
whereas Suchman argues that the relationship between humans and non-
humans is asymmetric, that “[s]emiotically, these things can be made 
equivalent; in practice they are not” (Pickering, quoted in Suchman, 
2007, p. 269), and that it is important to keep this in mind when 
analyzing interaction, Taylor, standing firm in poststructuralist linguistics 
as well as complexity theory, does not focus on the asymmetries between 
humans and non-humans, but emphasizes the anonymous, differential 
play between nodes which are not characterized by essentials, but by 
differential relations. In short, it is highly questionable whether Taylor is 
at all interested in positing the human as anything else than just another 
node in the system, and in that sense, his suggestion takes us one step 
further than Suchman does when it comes to problematizing the 
boundary between the human and the computer. Thus, drawing on 

                                                 
64 Suchman draws upon Donna Haraway’s use of material-semiotic as a way to describe the nature 
of “bodies as objects of knowledge” (Haraway, 1991, p. 208). In Hiding, Taylor also discusses 
Haraway’s view of the connection between the physical body and linguistic structures. As will be 
evident in the following discussion, Suchman complements this view with one that aims at 
maintaining the difference between humans and non-humans, which illustrates an important 
difference between her and Taylor. So, while Suchman and Taylor both discuss Haraway’s 
theories, they differ in their conclusions regarding the nature of the human.  
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Taylor’s philosophy, what we face as HCI researchers is a network 
structure of co-dependent nodes rather than a hierarchical structure of 
primary cause and secondary effect.  

Obviously, this adds enormous challenges to the analytical task facing 
the HCI researcher. Being able to cover not only the present context, but 
also, in line with the temporal aspect of différance, the past context and 
even the future context of which we can have no certain knowledge 
suggests a never ending chain of analytical components. And in fact, this 
is a key point in Taylor’s argumentation. Just as there is no end to the 
hermeneutic context of a complex system, there can be no end to the 
analytical task of mapping out the differential relations of the semiotic 
entanglement that constitutes the interaction between a user and an 
artifact. Since the meaning of a sign can never be finally determined, 
understanding the interaction between humans and computers as a 
continuously changing play of signs confirms what I have previously 
discussed regarding HCI as a hermeneutic discipline, much in line with 
arguments recently made by Bardzell & Bardzell (J. Bardzell & Bardzell, 
2015). 

Having suggested this radical relationality, it is important to state two 
things. First, this hermeneutic complexity does not mean that we should 
stop trying to map out causal effects. Obviously, such a claim would be 
absurd in many scientific practices, be they medicine, physics, biology, or, 
for that matter, HCI. However, it means that we need to acknowledge that 
we can never identify such a thing as an unmoved mover in the chain of 
interaction. Whatever cause we suggest as explanation for an observed 
effect is always partial at best and needs to be interpreted in the light of 
the position of contextual nodes. The reason for a user to interact with an 
artifact in a specific way during a specific time is never reducible to one 
original idea in the mind or body of the user. It is always a mixture of past 
memories and experiences, present contextual conditions and future 
plans, expectations, hopes, and fears. Thus, the user is not an unmoved 
agent that controls the artifact through unidirectional influence. Instead, 
the user is a node in a relational network where influences flow 
bidirectional. 

Second, this does not suggest that we should reject the traditional 
scientific tasks of demarcating a subject area, choosing a particular study 
object, defining a certain data source, deciding upon certain research 
questions etc. While such scientific demarcations are always reductionist 
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and only present a simplified view of the observed phenomenon that does 
not capture the entire complexity of it, they are nevertheless strategies 
necessary to enable the research process. Since we cannot follow every 
thread in the complex network of interaction, we need to cut the threads 
somewhere. What is important, however, is that we do not treat these 
cuts as a priori ontologically given, but acknowledge that they are enacted 
and constructed through our personal perspectives, ideologies, the 
traditions within which we work, the interests of the involved 
stakeholder’s etc. The acknowledgement that the demarcations are 
enacted rather than given suggests that it is possible to draw the 
demarcation lines differently. For example, if we want to understand a 
person’s interaction with an online booking system for airplane tickets, 
one way to do so would be to observe the different steps that the person 
goes through in order to complete the booking. We might include certain 
user characteristics (e.g. age, education, gender, language skills, and 
previous experiences of online booking systems), particular aspects of the 
technology (e.g. screen size, processor speed, and tactile feedback) and 
different contextual factors that can have an impact on the interaction 
(e.g. light, network coverage, and data transmission speed). However, 
what if we instead cut the network according to ideological contextual 
factors? Instead of focusing on what data transmission speed is needed in 
order to complete the booking, what if we take into consideration the 
user’s ideological beliefs? We could then ask how the interaction would be 
affected if the user was a radical socialist, skeptical of multinational 
corporations and the capitalist financial system? Or if the user was an 
environmental activist fighting for reduction of carbon dioxide 
emissions? How would the users’ positions in relation to those ideological 
structures change our understanding of his or her interaction with a 
system that enables the use of something that the user considers to be a 
global threat? What would engaging with this booking system mean to 
these people? How would they be affected by the participation in 
structures of which they are highly critical and do not want to be a part? 
So, drawing the demarcation lines differently can encourage us to pose 
new questions to quite familiar research areas. 

In a way, this approach has similarities to contextual approaches 
already established within HCI. However, it suggests that the role of the 
context is far more radical and fundamental than most previous 
approaches have suggested and that context might, in fact, be something 
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quite different from what has been mainstream in these previous 
approaches. In fact, speaking with Derrida, we can argue that “there are 
only contexts, that there is nothing outside context” (Derrida, 1988, p. 
152). In that sense, context is not an additional layer to an interaction, but 
the very condition of possibility for interaction, and thus, understanding 
agency is to understand the context. 

13.2 FROM ESSENTIALS TO DIFFERENTIALS 

As we have seen throughout chapter 10, the creative dynamics of the 
structures discussed above emerge through an encounter between 
identity and difference. The idea that interaction is something that occurs 
when identity meets difference, which is in line with Gregory Bateson’s 
phrase regarding information as a difference which makes a difference, 
implies that research on the interaction between humans and computers 
should focus on identifying and analyzing differential relations between 
the nodes rather than searching for essential qualities. For example, 
instead of describing the function or form of the artifact as an essential 
quality, a differential analysis could focus on how this function or this 
form differs from functions or forms of other possible options in the 
contextual network, and what significance this difference has to the user. 
How does the computer screen from which I am reading at the moment 
differ from the pictures on the wall behind the screen or the book covers 
visible on my desk, and how do these differences influence my interaction 
with the screen? It is in its difference from other potential interaction 
possibilities that the artifact emerges as an object with which I can 
interact. Viewing differences as triggers or clues differs from some of the 
approaches to interaction established within HCI; approaches that 
emphasize agency, rationality, task solution etc. and thus position the 
motivations for interaction outside of the interaction itself. 

This kind of differential analysis may prove especially useful for 
research that focuses on the explicit semiotic activity in communication 
technology, such as social media. In this domain, a differential analysis 
grounded in the idea of the semiotic system as the final frontier would 
suggest that something like online commentaries should be seen as a play 
of signs instead of as utterances grown out of a rational author’s 
intention. For example, how does one sign or utterance differ from 
another sign or utterance within the semiotic context when it comes to 
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things such as spatial positioning in the graphical interface, ideological 
positioning in the debate, and linguistic positioning in relation to the 
other interlocutors? That is the challenge that grows out of the 
contextuality of semiotic materiality; a challenge that can offer an 
alternative understanding of how information patterns emerge in 
semiotic areas such as social media. While we have seen that there are 
articles that discuss how the individual’s online activities are influenced 
by social structures (Ozenc & Farnham, 2011; Panger, 2014; X. Zhao et 
al., 2013), the dominant perspective is still that of individual agency. The 
behavior of the user is described as a result of a strategic consideration of 
the contextual conditions, expectations or limitations, and thus, the 
individual is still posited as agent (for similar perspectives outside the 
discourses of the self and materiality, see Angeli, Brahnam, Wallis, & Dix, 
2006; Davis, Farnham, & Jensen, 2002; Kang, Brown, & Kiesler, 2013). 
Changing this perspective from viewing semiotic formations as the result 
of an individual’s intentions to viewing them as results of forces at play 
would shift focus from the individual to the social, from a discussion on 
personal ethics to questions regarding structural relations. This could, for 
example, change the discussion regarding online behavior from 
emphasizing adherence to rules and guidelines to emphasizing the 
structural conditions for participation. Instead of focusing on policies, we 
would instead explore things like how the graphical interface is structured 
and what kinds of discussions this encourages or discourages. Thus, in 
this context, Taylor’s theories offer a view of interaction in social media as 
a social play rather than as the actions of separate individuals. 

The differential analyses mentioned above are primarily spatial in that 
they discuss context in terms of the relations between the artifact as a 
semiotic sign and other semiotic signs existing simultaneously, thus 
influencing the interaction. However, just like with Derrida’s différance, 
Taylor’s approach to the contextual web entails both a spatial and a 
temporal aspect. The latter suggests that the play of signs is characterized 
by a deferring logic where significance occurs temporally in the relation to 
not only synchronously existing signs, but also to previously formulated 
signs and/or signs that have yet to be formulated. This means that 
meaning always changes over time and it is therefore necessary to 
broaden the contextual analysis beyond the immediate temporal 
situation. In the case of social media it is obvious that the discursive flow 
of comments has a temporal dynamic according to which the individual 
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comments are related to previous and upcoming comments, questions 
and answers. It is therefore also obvious that research into this kind of 
technology demands attention to the temporal development of the 
interactive moves. However, exploring the temporal aspects of context is 
also important in other HCI research areas. Just like Sas and Whittaker 
(2013) argued, past memories and future expectancies play a vital role in 
shaping the interaction between the user, the artifact and other potential 
entities in the interactive network. 

13.3 FROM TASKS TO EXISTENTIAL HERMENEUTICS 

Another consequence of emphasizing the semiotic aspects of interaction 
is that focus shifts from exploring interaction as an instrumental act to 
exploring it as a hermeneutic activity. Taylor suggests that the death of 
God with all of its existential connotations is ultimately a linguistic 
process (and, as we saw in 8.4.2, Taylor’s view on linguistics is actually 
more semiotic than linguistic). To Taylor, this also means that semiotic 
processes to some extent mirror the existential aspects of the death of 
God. This indicates that there is a connection between the play of signs 
through semiotic activity and the urgent questions that Nietzsche’s 
madman poses concerning who we are, how we handle experiences of 
emptiness and loss of direction, how we cope with a constantly changing 
world, where we look for stability and comfort etc. In the context of HCI, 
this offers alternative perspectives on people’s involvement with the 
semiotic forces of technology. Instead of emphasizing aspects such as 
rationality, which has been so important within cognitive approaches in 
HCI, or emotions, which have been focused upon within the user 
experience stance, Taylor’s theories suggest that we understand human 
interaction with computers as a quest for meaning and existential 
orientation in life. 65  By interacting with computers, we engage in a 
semiotic network, which means that we actively position ourselves in 
relation to other semiotic signs, all of which define each other through 
differential relations. From this perspective, interaction can be discussed 

                                                 
65 This does not mean that we should reject all kinds of cognitive or emotional perspectives on the 
interaction between humans and computers. On the contrary; there is a need for many different 
perspectives in order to approach this complex area of research. However, applying Taylor’s 
theories to HCI, the existential perspective emerges as a fundamental and often overlooked 
perspective which deserves particular attention. 
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in terms of a hermeneutic activity through which we interpret and 
increase our understanding of the surrounding world and our position 
within it. We orient ourselves through engaging in the continuous play of 
signs. 

Similar ideas have been discussed in HCI for a long time (Hallnäs & 
Redström, 2002; Jung et al., 2008), but Taylor’s approach, growing out 
of an idea of the fragmented and relational subject, indicates that this 
hermeneutic aspect is far more radical what is often assumed. If all 
significance and identity occurs through a process of constant 
positioning, engaging in the semiotic dynamics of technology not only 
enables the individual to explore the world, but in fact also alters and 
restructures the very core of human subjectivity and individuality in the 
process. We can see an example of such processes of restructuring in 
Bardzell et al.’s article The lonely raccoon at the ball66, where the authors 
illustrate how choices of avatars in a virtual world become a positioning 
towards other nodes in the online network, and how this positioning 
comes to alter the identity of the user (J. Bardzell et al., 2014). In fact, if 
the self does not exist as an identity before encountering difference, and 
interaction can be understood as an encounter between identity and 
difference, then the self emerges through interaction, which means that 
interaction is the condition of possibility for the existence of the self (cf. 
Wallace et al., 2012; Wallace et al., 2013). In other words, interaction is 
an existential process. Instead of Descartes’ epistemological conclusion “I 
think, therefore I am”, we can now suggest an ontological reinterpretation 
of it: “I interact, therefore I am”. To engage in interaction is thus to throw 
oneself into a relational web where we ourselves are defined and 
established as selves (fragmented and relational subjects) through a 
fluctuating, semiotic positioning to other information entities, be they 
physical or non-physical, human or non-human. Obviously, this does not 
mean that the user is non-existent before pressing a button on the cell 
phone, as some critics of postmodernism and poststructuralism has 
inadequately interpreted these kinds of theories. However, it means that 
there is no stable, essential individual human being preceding any 

                                                 
66 This article does not explicitly discuss the original constitution of the user, but focus instead on 
the process of alteration of the self. It is therefore unclear whether this is an example of a radically 
relational ontology or of a self that exists before semiotic interaction, but that can be changed 
overtime through such an interaction. Nevertheless, it is an example of how engaging in semiotic 
positioning can have a changing impact on the self.  
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specific, easily defined interaction such as pushing a button on a cell 
phone. Instead, the self that precedes a specific interaction is already 
situated in a context of ongoing interactions or, to use Derridean 
terminology, in a play of signs. In short, interaction is an existential 
practice. 

Another consequence of understanding interaction as a differential 
play of signs through which each sign receives meaning, is that studying 
interaction must go beyond the interaction aspects traditionally focused 
upon in HCI (e.g. functionality, usability, user experience etc.) and 
include questions such as how the interaction contributes to the creation 
of meaning in the life of the user, what existential significance the nodes 
have to the user, how they contribute to the interpretative framework of 
the user, how the interaction establishes the user’s significance in relation 
to the social context etc. While these topics can be argued to already be 
established in HCI through the phenomenologically flavored third 
paradigm, Taylor’s approach would call for an increased emphasis on the 
central role of these perspectives. Furthermore, this would not only 
confirm the multidisciplinary character of HCI but also imply the need for 
an increased cooperation with disciplines that particularly focus on 
existential orientation, semiotics, sense-making, significance and 
meaning, such as theology, philosophy, cultural studies, information 
science, linguistics, psychology, and political science. So, just as 
interaction as a spatial and temporal play of signs calls for an erasure of 
the strict boundaries of the observable interaction sequence, it also calls 
for an erasure of the strict boundaries between academic disciplines. 
Therefore, the study of interaction needs to be understood as a 
fundamentally interdisciplinary task. 

13.4 COMPUTERS AS EXISTENTIAL ARENA  

Much of the contextual situatedness discussed above points towards a self 
that is a product of structural forces and semiotic systems. This marks a 
clear distinction between the existential identity creation that takes place 
in and through the play of signs on the one hand and the identity creation 
that takes place through an individual’s free choice as described many 
other philosophers focusing on existential aspects of existence on the 
other hand. For example, Jean-Paul Sartre argues that “one will never be 
able to explain one’s action by reference to a given and specific human 
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nature; in other words, there is no determinism – man is free, man is 
freedom.” (Sartre, 2007, p. 6) Such a description of human nature is 
qualitatively different from Taylor’s view of the relational self who is first 
and foremost contextually situated in a play of signs that precedes and 
conditions the self. In Taylor’s philosophy, the self is never entirely free, 
but always entangled in structural webs of significance. 

However, according to Taylor, the self is not only reiterating or 
passively adjusting to its environment, but also questioning, disrupting 
and provoking the boundaries and values of that environment. This 
tension between the self as a passive screen reflecting informative flows 
on the one hand and the self as an active, provocative force that breaks 
boundaries on the other hand is especially evident in his many 
discussions on transgression, in which a dialectic between disruptive 
individuality and stabilizing structures is proposed. According to Taylor, 
all semiotic activity is, to some extent, characterized by a carnivalesque 
transgression that “inverts inherited values and established 
meanings.”(Taylor, 1987b, p. 161) One example of this within the HCI 
domain is the process of technology appropriation through which the user 
goes beyond the intended use of an artifact and interacts with it in a way 
that differs from whatever original meaning the designer has attributed to 
the artifact as a sign. This supplementary, semiotic activity can be said to 
break the boundaries set by designers, societal structures, and cultural 
norms, thus constituting a transgressive move. While this might be a 
relatively mundane and uncontroversial example of transgression in the 
HCI domain, there are also other, more controversial examples where this 
dynamic is enacted, e.g. in transgressive discourse in online 
environments. As we saw in chapter 8.3.2, transgression should not be 
understood as some random immoral act but as a way of establishing 
identity through breaking boundaries. The consequence of this is that, 
since technology is an existential arena, transgression in this arena is 
inevitable. From this perspective, a phenomenon like transgressive 
discourse in online environments is thus not something accidental but 
something inherent to this kind of semiotic context. In fact, Taylor 
welcomes such inappropriateness since it “releases creative energy” 
(Taylor, 1987b, p. 163). The idea of gaining selfhood through breaking 
free from societal norms obviously draws upon different components of 
the traditions of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, both of whom see the social 
as the cause of the alienation that humans experience in the age of 
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modernity. By transgressing the norms of the social, the individual can be 
established, thus overcoming alienation. This suggests that transgression 
has less to do with morals than with identity creation, and thus, that 
something like online flaming should be analyzed as part of a process of 
establishing selfhood rather than as a moral deficiency that needs to be 
corrected through changed policies. In fact, since transgression is a core 
component in the semiotic play of signs, any effort to altogether eradicate 
transgressive behavior is a threat to the existential process of 
individualization that takes place through this play of signs.  

However, this does not necessarily mean that that we should gladly 
accept and welcome any kind of transgressive behavior. Nor does it mean 
that Taylor advocates a total dismantling of moral codes or societally 
accepted behavioral norms through a single-handed emphasis on the 
individual. Instead, what we must acknowledge when exploring the 
existential aspects of interaction is that there is a dialectic relation 
between on the one hand living within boundaries, relational webs and 
contextual influence and on the other hand transgressing them. As we 
have seen, Taylor argues that all complex systems, be they religion, 
biology, economics, culture, technology, or something else, are 
characterized by both a figuring and a disfiguring moment. This means 
that computers are not only characterized by the transgressive move 
discussed above, but also by a foundational move that establishes 
boundaries and confirms traditions and rules. An example of this Janus 
face of technology is Odom et al.’s study of teenagers’ use of virtual 
resources such as Facebook, SMS, and digital photos (Odom et al., 2011). 
The authors show how these resources function in a way that Taylor 
would call disfiguringly by offering an arena upon which teenagers can 
utilize the flexibility of the digital material in order to experiment with 
new and different identities, going beyond the boundaries given by one’s 
social relations, heritage, cultural background etc. They also show, 
however, that this process is not entirely free or determined by the 
teenager’s own will to explore identities outside of the inherent context. 
Instead, the fact that many of the resources are co-curated with other 
people and archived in multiple places adds a stabilizing and preservative 
dimension to the existential process of identity exploration. While the 
teenager wants to explore new identities, his or her archived material 
gives testimony to previous identities, family relations, and social roles, 
thus balancing the disfiguring moment with a figuring moment. Likewise, 
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in some of the research on dementia, the self is described as something 
that is in need of constant maintenance and renewal (Wallace et al., 2012; 
Wallace et al., 2013). In this context, digital technology is described as 
offering resources with which a person can counteract processes of 
deterioration through reconnecting to things like familiar places, the 
person’s social relations, historical events etc. This does not imply that 
the self is given as an essential fact and that dementia is a disfiguring 
force eroding this essence. Instead, the self is described as originally a 
product of processes of figuration as well as disfiguration, and the effort 
to construct and maintain the self is therefore always ongoing. These 
examples illustrate the creative tension of stabilizing and destabilizing 
forces that Taylor argues can be found in complex systems and that we 
can apply to the fields we study in HCI. However, it also illustrates that 
framing computers as an existential arena does not imply that this arena 
is an isolated playground for existential experiments. On the contrary, 
given the interdependent nature of complex systems, it suggests that this 
arena gains its vitality and force through its connections with other 
complex systems such as social relations, culture, economics, religion, 
politics etc.  

So, as we explore interaction as an existential practice, we need to 
account for both the passive and the active aspects of this process; both 
the situated aspects and the autonomous ones; both the social and the 
individual. We are simultaneously a product of our environment and an 
architect of that environment. As we have seen, Taylor often exemplifies 
this duality with Martin Luther’s experience of being an active human 
being with a free will, but at the same time being subjected to forces that 
are mightier than the individual will. Reducing interaction to either a free 
act of an autonomous subject or a product of structural forces is 
misleading. Keeping the complexity of this dual situation is the only way 
that one can stay true to the conditions of possibility for human existence. 
Framing computers as an existential arena in this way also suggests that 
we need to steer away from simple, essentialist dichotomies in the 
interpretation of the relation between the self and the computer. The 
dominating paradigmatic interpretation of the human as user with its 
instrumental connotations has sometimes veiled the fact that all 
interaction (technological as well as non-technological) changes the self 
and in fact is a precondition for selfhood. Acknowledging this relation 
between technology and the constitution of the self might deepen our 
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understanding of the role that computers play in peoples’ lives in 
contemporary society. This does not mean that we should ignore the 
instrumental aspects that technology has, such as being a tool for 
transferring money, reading online papers, writing messages etc. Nor 
does it mean that the emotional aspects of technology are irrelevant, but 
it means that the semiotic character of technology indicates that, at a 
more fundamental level, computers are an existential arena.67  

Summarizing these consequences (and thus also the answers to the 
research questions) in three, short sentences, I suggest that if we were to 
base our research on Taylor’s philosophy, 
 

• Materiality should be understood as referring to a semiotic 
landscape constituted by a creative tension between stabilizing 
and destabilizing forces, and that computers are part of this 
landscape, which means that computers constitute an arena for 
existential processes. 

• The self should be understood as a semiotic node in a relational 
structure, which means that the human is not essential, but 
emergent through its engagement with other nodes in the 
network, and thus, that the human is not an individual being but 
a relational becoming. 

• Interaction should be understood as a constructive process of 
mutual dependency in which the self (and the other) is 
continuously being constituted through encountering otherness, 
and thus, that interaction is an existential practice. 

 

                                                 
67 In this context, it is important to repeat that the existential dynamics of technology is not 
limited to the recent situation of digital materials only. For example, Taylor mentions how, as 
early as in the 4th century, St. Augustine described how his involvement with the media 
technology of the day made him realize that human identity was a process of recollection taking 
place through mediated self-presentation. However, it is equally important to remember that 
Taylor argues that computers have altered the conditions for self and world radically. So, while all 
kinds of semiotic systems are always existential arenas, they are so in different ways. Digital 
technology offers a new level of connectedness through which the quantitative level of connectivity 
reaches a point where it can be suggested to qualitatively shift the conditions for humankind. 
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SECTION V: 
POST-PROJECT REFLECTIONS 

 
Time has now come to reflect upon the thesis project as such. Where did I 
start and where did I end up? What lessons have I learnt from attempting 
to apply this kind of philosophy to HCI? I will start by discussing my 
research questions, what answers I have found to these, and how the 
Nietzschean perspective that I chose as interpretative lens for 
approaching Taylor’s texts has influenced the study. I will then discuss 
the benefits as well as the limitations of my methodological choices and 
how this study relates to the bigger picture of HCI. Finally, I will reflect 
upon using Taylor’s philosophy in a project like this and suggest four 
areas for further research. 

14 QUESTIONS AND RESULTS 

In the beginning of this thesis, I formulated three research questions and 
it is now time to revisit those and see what answers I have found. 
 
Q1: How are the terms materiality and the self described in HCI 
research literature and how do these two discursive trends describe 
interaction? 
 
First, in the materiality discourse, I found that there was a dominant view 
interpreting the term materiality as referring to properties that a material 
may or may not have, but I also found an alternative view, according to 
which materiality is a temporal, emerging, relational meaning that lies 
beyond the actual artifact. While the former view is frequent in design 
oriented HCI, the latter is more often found in research focusing on 
technology use. Second, in the discourse on the self, I identified four 
different selves: an instrumental self, a communicative self, an emotional 
self, and a playful self. Furthermore, I found that despite the differences 
between these four categories, there were some qualities that all of these 
selves were described as possessing: stability, coherency, and 
individuality. This suggests that the self is a coherent individual whose 
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identity and core characteristics precede interaction and who remains 
relatively unchanged after the interaction has ended, which implies a 
clear, qualitative distinction between the self and the external entities 
with which it interacts. Some articles presented an alternative view that 
interpreted the self as relational and open to fundamental change, 
suggesting that the self is established through interaction. However, these 
articles constituted a rather marginal phenomenon in the literature. 

In these two discourses, interaction was described as something that 
takes place either with computers or through computers. In the first case, 
interaction often means controlling a system in some way, indicating that 
the user and the computer are distinct entities with a clear hierarchical 
relationship where the user has an impact on technology, but not 
necessarily the other way around. This perspective was especially present 
in the materiality discourse. In the second case, interaction was described 
as something that takes place through technology as an activity where one 
uses computers to interact with another person, a perspective that was 
often found within the discourse on the self. There were, however, papers 
that presented alternative views of interaction on at least three accounts. 
First, some articles argued that technology has a symbolic dimension that 
can be utilized both in interaction with computers and interaction 
through computers which suggests that interaction is more than just an 
encounter between a user and a technological artifact or another user. 
Thus, it opens the doors to a cultural realm of meaning, sense-making 
and existential orientation. Second, some articles problematized the 
notion of context by exploring its temporal dimensions which suggests 
that HCI researchers need to include people’s memories and past 
experiences as well as future expectations, hopes and fears in order to 
account for the complexity of context. This means that interaction is 
something that does not only take place with technology or other people, 
but also with our own historical sediments and future visions, 
emphasizing the historicity of the self. Third, some articles argued that 
interaction is a bi-directional process in terms of influence and that 
interaction thus is a process through which the self is constructed.  
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Q2: How are materiality, the self, and interaction described in Mark C. 
Taylor’s philosophical project? 

 
To Taylor, materiality does not refer to properties of a material, but to a 
semiotic landscape that constitutes the condition of possibility for 
existence. This landscape constitutes the epistemological as well as the 
ontological border beyond which we cannot reach, and thus materiality 
and semiotics merge. This semiotic landscape is furthermore 
characterized by a figuring moment as well as a disfiguring moment and 
this tension constitutes the creative force in the structure. When it comes 
to the second part of the question, the self is described as fundamentally 
relational, implying that there does not exist any self isolated from 
relations. This means that the self cannot be understood as a being, but 
must be understood as a becoming, since the relational web in connection 
to which the self is constituted, is constantly changing and the self 
therefore changes with it. This brings us to the third part of the question 
– the interaction. Given that Taylor describes the self as not being an 
isolated entity, interaction should be interpreted as the constitutive 
process of the self as well as the other, and thus the core principle of 
humans as well as non-humans. 
 
 
Q3: What would the implications be for HCI if Taylor’s understanding of 
materiality, the self, and interaction were to be applied as theoretical 
framework? 

 
Based on the previous findings, I suggested that instead of the approach 
that is currently dominating the HCI discourse on materiality, according 
to which materiality is described as a property of a material, we could 
understand materiality as referring to a semiotic landscape that offers 
possibilities for establishing and maintaining identity and differences. 
Computers are part of this landscape, offering similar stabilizing as well 
as destabilizing possibilities, and computers can thus be argued to 
constitute an arena for existential processes. This suggests that HCI’s 
study of materiality would emphasize questions concerning meaning, 
significance, values, and hermeneutics. Second, I suggested that the self 
should be understood as a semiotic node in a relational structure, 
implying that the human is emergent rather than essential. This 
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emphasizes that the human upon whom HCI focuses is primarily 
characterized by a striving to establish and understand herself and her 
position in the world. Things such as sense-making, values, existential 
anxiety, and meaning are therefore core areas on which to focus research 
within HCI. Furthermore, the human as a relational, semiotic node 
suggests that the human cannot be understood isolated from her 
relations, and that therefore, an increased attention to context as 
condition of the possibility of the self would follow from applying Taylor’s 
framework to HCI. Third, I suggested that interaction should be 
understood as a constitutive process through which the self emerges, and 
that therefore interaction with computers could be understood as an 
existential practice. This does not mean that we should entirely disregard 
other aspects of the interaction between humans and computers, such as 
cognitive, instrumental, or experiential aspects. Instead, it offers an 
alternative reading of this interaction, and I have argued that this reading 
can illuminate important processes that have so far been relatively 
peripheral to HCI research. 

15 THE NIETZSCHEAN CONNECTION 

In the introduction, I stated that my reading of Taylor would be informed 
by the assumption that the continuities as well as the disruptions of his 
philosophy can be understood as a more coherent position if read as a 
conversation with Nietzsche. I now want to return to this assumption and 
reflect upon what this perspective has brought to the investigation of 
Taylor’s philosophy. 

In chapter 8, I have illustrated how Taylor’s view of materiality is 
grounded in a Nietzschean interpretation of physicality as transgressive, 
which means that materiality constitutes a constant provocation against 
the Western privilege of presence, essence, and rationality. In chapter 9, I 
have shown how Taylor’s view of the self is grounded in Nietzsche’s 
critique of modern subjectivity, e.g. in the fragmentation of the self that 
follows from the distancing move of self-reflexivity inherent in Cartesian 
thinking, in the liminality of transgressive selfhood, and in the linguistic 
foundations of the self. However, I have also shown that Taylor draws 
upon a Hegelian reading of Nietzsche, which is radically different from 
the more commonly accepted view of the Nietzschean self as solitary and 
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defined by securing its boundaries towards otherness. Taylor argues that 
the linguistic structure of the self must lead to an understanding of the 
self as fundamentally relational, emerging through a play of signs. Finally, 
in chapter 10, I have shown that, contrary to what the anti-Hegelian 
tradition of Nietzsche studies suggests, this relational conclusion does not 
necessarily imply that Taylor leaves his roots in Nietzschean philosophy. 
Instead, his conclusion that the self is relational can be understood as a 
rereading of the Nietzschean idea of a mutual dependency between Apollo 
and Dionysus activated through Taylor’s encounter with complexity 
theory in the 1990s. This illustrates the point I made in the introduction 
where I argued that Taylor’s thinking does not constitute an 
unproblematized continuation of Nietzsche’s philosophy, but rather a 
critical and constructive engagement in which he uses Nietzsche as a 
philosophical resource in order to build his argument. 

While the analyses in section III have revealed a fundamental 
Nietzschean influence on Taylor’s philosophical interpretations of the 
themes materiality, the self, and interaction, Nietzsche has also played a 
decisive role in formulating the questions with which Taylor has engaged 
over the years; something that becomes evident if we return to the 
madman’s speech discussed in 3.1.4. The analysis of Taylor’s description 
of materiality as provocation and the inherent complexities of the self can 
be read as an answer to the first set of questions that Nietzsche has his 
madman pose:  “How were we able to drink up the sea? Who gave us the 
sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we 
unchained this earth from its sun?” (Nietzsche, 2008, p. 120) By 
deconstructing modernity, Taylor identifies the background to the 
condition of the death of God. 

Furthermore, Taylor’s engagement with complexity theory as a model 
for understanding the interaction between identity and difference can be 
read as an attempt to find answers to the second set of questions posed by 
the madman: “Where are we moving to? […] Is there still an up and a 
down? Aren't we straying as though through an infinite nothing? Isn't 
empty space breathing at us? Hasn't it got colder? Isn't night and more 
night coming again and again? Don't lanterns have to be lit in the 
morning? […] The holiest and the mightiest thing the world has ever 
possessed has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood 
from us? With what water could we clean ourselves? What festivals of 
atonement, what holy games will we have to invent for ourselves?” 
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(Nietzsche, 2008, p. 120) Through his different explorations of 
complexity, Taylor proposes the possibility of meaningful patterns 
without original creator, regularities without external organization, and 
ethics without absolutes, i.e. he outlines the possibilities for life after the 
death of God.  

So, in a way, Taylor’s view of materiality, the self, and interaction 
grows out of an engagement with the questions posed by the madman, 
and in fact, we might suggest that Taylor is engaged in a similar re-
evaluation of morals as Nietzsche was. This way of reading Taylor offers a 
potential explanation for the continuities as well as the discontinuities 
that characterize his project, which can be said to constitute one of the 
contributions of this thesis to the field of philosophy. This reading of 
Taylor’s work does not, however, only have implications for the field of 
philosophy. By emphasizing the Nietzschean connections in Taylor’s 
thinking, we also get access to theoretical resources that link the 
interaction between humans and computers to questions concerning the 
existential conditions after the death of God, e.g. how to handle the loss of 
stable foundations, where to search for meaning and purpose, how to 
relate to otherness etc., which is one of the main contributions of this 
thesis to the field of HCI. 

So, this study has illuminated that, while Taylor’s philosophy might 
have emerged at the intersection of Hegel’s One and Kierkegaard’s Other, 
its primary creative resource is Nietzsche’s restlessness of becoming.  

16 REFLECTIONS ON THE METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES 

16.1 CHOICE OF DATA SOURCES 

The choice that I made of focusing on literature rather than, e.g., 
interviews or ethnography is, perhaps, a rather unusual one in HCI. In 
the introduction, I motivated this choice with an argumentation 
concerning research papers as representations of our research field. 
During the thesis project, I have received some objections to my approach 
from HCI researchers on the basis that research papers do not constitute 
a representative view of HCI as a field, and that “things look different in 
real life”. While I fully acknowledge that research literature does not offer 
a complete account of all perspectives in a broad field such as HCI, and 
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that I would probably have been able to find alternative perspectives if I 
had been using another method, I nevertheless argue that, since research 
papers is the way researchers present their results to the academic 
community, these papers must be acknowledged as a representation of 
the researchers’ position on certain topics.  

Another important decision I made in the beginning of the project 
concerned which data sources to use. As mentioned in the introduction, I 
chose to focus primarily on the CHI conference which resulted in 99 
articles. These were then complemented with 72 articles found through 
Google Scholar. Obviously, this choice of data sources has had an 
influence on the results. Focusing so strongly on CHI as I have done will 
inevitable tell one story of HCI, whereas focusing on conferences such as 
TEI or DIS would probably have told another story. Having said that, it is 
important to note that, while the CHI conference was the only conference 
whose database I used, relevant papers from conferences such as Interact, 
TEI and DIS have been found through Google Scholar. Furthermore, 
considering the status of CHI as the flagship conference of HCI, it seems 
reasonable to suggest that the papers presented on that conference tell us 
something about the status of the field as such. So, limited as the study is 
in terms of data sources, I nevertheless see this as a reasonable 
methodological choice. 

Another question is the extensive area that I have tried to cover in my 
PhD project. While I wanted to cover all three components of HCI (the 
human, the computer, and the interaction between them), I can now say 
self-critically that if I were to start this project all over again, I would 
probably limit the study to one of these focal areas. Focusing on only one 
area, e.g. materiality, would have been sufficient for one PhD thesis, and 
such a demarcation would have given me the opportunity to include more 
literature and also to be able to explore the theoretical threads even 
further than what has been possible to do with the current setup. 

16.2 VALIDITY AND GENERALIZABILITY 

Working with inductive content analysis has certain well-known 
limitations in terms of validating the results. Since the process of 
analyzing the data is so closely related to the researcher’s own person, 
having another researcher trying to replicate this study in order to 
validate and confirm the results would not necessarily give the same 
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results; other researchers might come to other conclusions and present 
other themes. Thus, I do not claim that my findings are final or constitute 
an objective representation of HCI as a field; instead, the results are 
influenced by my own background and theoretical approach, and as such 
constitute one possible perspective of HCI. However, what I have tried to 
do throughout the thesis is to clearly motivate my results and ground 
them in the analyzed literature, for example through a rather frequent 
referencing to the literature and inclusion of direct quotes from 
representative articles. I have thus tried to both strengthen my own 
argumentation and increase the possibility for other researchers to review 
and evaluate the study. The limitation of inductive content analysis can, 
however, also be seen as constituting an opportunity for what has been 
my intention with this thesis: to contribute to a broader discussion on the 
theoretical foundations of HCI. Should other researchers try to replicate 
this study and find other themes and patterns than I did, that would 
constitute a valuable ground for discussions on the interpretation of our 
research domain. This approach also resonates well with 
poststructuralism’s view of the nature of language; that language is 
constructive rather than descriptive. Our understanding of the world is 
constituted through the use of language, and it is therefore fruitful to 
study how the actual terms are used, rather than to assume some sort of 
essence (e.g. a material or a self) towards which a broad range of terms 
can be suggested to point. Using the latter approach would probably have 
given a different direction to this study. 

Given that the project has focused on two very specific discourses, what 
does this mean to the generalizability of the study? Do the results have 
anything to say about HCI in general, outside of these two discourses? 
Yes, I would argue that the perspectives that I have explored have much 
broader areas of application than these two discourses. For example, the 
semiotic landscape that I have suggested as interpretative framework in 
relation to materiality emphasizes the connections between technology in 
general and ideological, political, and financial structures as well as 
questions of individual meaning and significance. Similarly, the self as 
something temporal that emerges at the intersection between identity and 
difference and the view of interaction as an existential practice that 
follows from this offer perspectives on the factors that condition our 
everyday encounter with computers that are potentially relevant beyond 
the boundaries of these specific discourses. 
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17 FUTURE RESEARCH 

When I chose to focus my thesis on Taylor, I did so because I had been 
reading his books for more than 20 years and had become intrigued by 
the vitality and creativity of his philosophy, but never really had the time 
to dig deep into the philosophical threads running through his diverse 
project. I suspected that his philosophy could offer interesting 
perspectives on the relationship between humans and computers, and I 
wanted to see where a comparative analysis of HCI and Taylor would 
lead. Throughout this thesis I have tried to identify Taylor’s voice in the 
many diverse philosophical conversations that constitute his books and I 
have shown how some of the core themes in Taylor’s work offer 
alternative perspectives that can be beneficial for HCI research. However, 
while I consider Taylor’s work to be very interesting and valuable, it also 
contains problems that need to be acknowledged. In the sections below, I 
will first discuss three areas of Taylor’s philosophy that I suggest need 
further development and clarification, and then conclude by pointing 
towards a tension in the HCI literature that provides an opportunity for 
further explorations into the possible relations between our domain and 
Taylor’s philosophy. 

17.1 THE DEFINITION OF RELIGION 

The first problematic aspect relates to the definition of systems. From The 
moment of complexity and onwards, Taylor has performed extensive 
explorations of how systems function internally and how they relate to 
their external environments. However, while discussing many different 
kinds of systems (religious, technological, cultural, environmental, 
financial, biological, etc.), Taylor does not offer a definition of what 
characterizes each particular kind of system and what differentiates 
different kinds of systems from each other. The idea of characterizing a 
system as belonging to a particular category requires some sort of 
unifying quality or other kind of demarcation; otherwise there is no point 
in calling it, for example, a religious system. This is not to suggest that we 
should reject Taylor’s idea of co-dependent systems, nor his idea of open 
systems, but whether we talk about co-dependent systems or open 
systems, the question remains: what constitutes these particular systems? 
This lack of definition is especially evident in his discussions on religion. 
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Taylor argues that “[r]eligion is an emergent, complex, adaptive network 
of symbols, myths, and rituals that, on the one hand, figure schemata of 
feeling, thinking, and acting in ways that lend life meaning and purpose 
and, on the other, disrupt, dislocate, and disfigure every stabilizing 
structure.” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 12) Most, if not all, of this definition can be 
applied to complex systems in general. However, “[t]o function 
religiously, symbolic networks must address theological, anthropological, 
and cosmological issues. These three dimensions of experience are 
articulated in the interrelated figures of God, self, and world or their 
functional equivalents.” (Taylor, 2007a, p. 22) Far from offering a stable 
ground for studying systems, this definition leaves us with a whole range 
of questions. What does it mean to the definition if we include not only 
the qualifier God, but also the functional equivalents to God? What 
exactly is a functional equivalent? Who decides this? Does this not open 
up the definition to include just about anything? Considering the fact that 
we can suggest that there are equivalents to God in cultural systems and 
social systems, is there not a risk that such an inclusive definition will 
collapse all religious, cultural and social systems into one and the same? 
The inclusivity of Taylor’s description of systems creates both theoretical 
and methodological challenges to anyone trying to apply his framework in 
actual research. In Critical terms for religious studies (Taylor, 1998), 
Taylor argues that the definition of religion is so historically and 
culturally dependent that it is impossible to identify an essential 
definition of it. He asks “what if religion has no such essential identity?” 
(Taylor, 1998, p. 6) and further argues that “[t]he emergence of religion 
as an identifiable phenomenon is inseparable from processes of 
differentiation that are simultaneously generated by and generative of 
modernization” (Taylor, 1998, p. 7) and that therefore, one has to study 
religion in terms of local, changing discursive practices. Thus, language 
constitutes the resource for identifying regularities through which we can 
tentatively suggest definitions of religion as a system that can be studied. 
While this approach to religious studies might offer creative opportunities 
for thinking about religion in a flexible manner disconnected from 
traditional assumptions on themes such as faith and secularization, it is 
still unclear what exactly makes a system a religious system. In an 
attempt to offer some sort of description, Taylor argues that “any 
adequate theory of religion must describe and/or explain the complex 
origin, operational logic, and multiple functions of religion” (Taylor, 
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1998, p. 12), which is basically a circular argumentation (the definition of 
religion is that it is religious) and two questions remain unanswered: (1) 
on what grounds can we argue that one discursive formation has 
something in common with another, and (2) on what grounds can we 
argue that those similarities constitute something that we can call religion 
(or culture, or finances, or politics, etc.)? To anyone interested in using 
Taylor’s theories in general and his analyses of religion in particular, this 
is an area where additional work is needed in order to develop a stable 
model that can be used in research.  

17.2 ETHICS 

Another system-related aspect in Taylor’s philosophy (and, in fact, in the 
philosophies of many other scholars in the structuralist/poststructuralist 
tradition as well) that would benefit from further attention is the question 
of the activity of individual nodes in the relational network. Given the fact 
that Taylor dismisses individual agency in terms of autonomous 
subjectivity and instead promotes the idea of activity as information 
screening, what role should we grant the individual human being when it 
comes to acting in the world? This becomes especially relevant in relation 
to ethical issues. As we have seen, Taylor criticizes the Western 
ontotheological tradition as well as modernity in general for striving 
towards homogeneity, something that, according to Taylor, has resulted 
in some of the most terrible atrocities that humankind has ever 
experienced. He argues that “[t]he dreams of modernity, however, turn 
into terrifying nightmares” (Taylor, 1993, p. 100) like Hiroshima and 
Auschwitz. He also suggests that parts of the challenges facing 
humankind in the 21st century, such as the environmental threat and the 
global financial crisis, originate in modernity’s essentialist, hierarchical 
way of thinking in which individual human beings are described as 
distinct from the environment as well as from other human beings. While 
much of his early work focused on uncovering the destructive tendencies 
of modernity, his later books aim at presenting alternatives to 
modernity’s negation of difference through a reinterpretation of the 
nature of systems. To Taylor, the realization that systems need not be 
oppressive and homogeneous constitutes a possibility to approach 
systemic challenges in a new way. However, whereas his model is useful 
in identifying and illuminating structural forces that can help us 
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understand the radical relationality of individual components in a 
particular system as well as how different systems co-constitute each 
other, thus breaking free from the destructive tendencies of 
Enlightenment and modernity, instead positing a relationality that has 
strong ethical consequences, it is less clear what this model expects from 
the individual human being. If the individual human is nothing but a 
screen for information currents, what remains of individual 
responsibility? Does not the idea of responsibility presuppose some kind 
of individual agency, and if not – how can we formulate an ethical stance 
that is grounded in network relations rather than individual behavior? 
Despite the increasing interest in ethics that Taylor has shown in his later 
books, this rather urgent question is so far left for the reader to answer. 
The question of ethics is a vast research area that I have neither the 
competence nor the space to elaborate upon here, but I nevertheless want 
to point to this area in Taylor’s work and suggest that this is something 
that needs to be further developed. 

17.3 TAYLOR’S CRITIQUE OF POSTSTRUCTURALISM 

The third point where I think that one needs to question Taylor relates to 
his critique of poststructuralism in general and Jacques Derrida in 
particular. As has been discussed several times in the thesis, in his later 
works, Taylor argues that Derrida’s deconstruction leads to a dead-end 
where the only room for action is in a negating move that does not offer 
any productive potential. However, a brief look at some texts where 
Derrida discusses his core concept différance and his deconstructive 
method reveals a more productive perspective. We have seen that Derrida 
uses the concept différance to point towards a play of signs in a linguistic 
system, and that this play is characterized by both spatial relations 
(differ) and temporal relations (defer). Derrida defines différance as “the 
movement according to which language, or any code, any system of 
referral in general, is constituted ‘historically’ as a weave of differences” 
(Derrida, 1982a, p. 12) and argues that “[w]hat is written différance, then, 
will be the playing movement that ‘produces’ – by means of something 
that is not simply an activity – these differences, these effects of 
differences” (Derrida, 1982a, p. 11). Différance, according to Derrida, thus 
points towards “the complex structure of a weaving, an interlacing which 
permits the different threads and different lines of meaning – or of force 
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– to go off again in different directions, just as it is always ready to tie 
itself up with others” (Derrida, 1982a, p. 3) and he discusses it in terms of 
an opening of a space, indicating the productive nature of this concept 
which “derives from no category of being, whether present or absent” 
(Derrida, 1982a, p. 6). So, while différance is not a positive presence, it is 
neither a negative absence. Instead, it is to be understood as something 
in-between which constitutes the possibility of the emergence of meaning, 
“the possibility of conceptuality, of a conceptual process and system in 
general” (Derrida, 1982a, p. 11).68 Looking at the deconstructive method, 
which might be considered Derrida’s most famous contribution to the 
broader field of academic research, we see a similar productive potential. 
One of the most important steps in deconstruction is to identify 
contradictions in texts because of their potentials for offering an 
understanding of the text as an effect of something. Derrida argues that in 
structures, “coherence in contradiction expresses the force of a desire” 
(Derrida, 2007, p. 248) which means that by identifying these 
contradictions one can find clues to the drive behind the structure, i.e. a 
productive process of establishing meaning.  

While différance and deconstruction are considerably more complex 
than what these short examples might suggest, these texts nevertheless 
illustrate an important point: Taylor’s claim that Derrida’s philosophy 
constitutes a one-sided, unproductive negation that leads to a 
hermeneutical, ethical and practical dead-end is far from obvious. A 
further analysis of Taylor’s critique of Derrida could potentially offer 
insights, not only into this critique but also into the question of how 
difference and systems can be related. 

17.4 PHENOMENOLOGY IN HCI 

In the analysis of the HCI research literature, we have seen that some of 
the recent work in HCI approaches the question of the interaction 
between humans and computers from a phenomenological perspective, 
often drawing upon Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. This has 
also been discussed by Harrison et al. (2007) in relation to the third 

                                                 
68  I have used such an open interpretation of différance to analyze the concept “social 
sustainability” in my article Social sustainability: Society at the intersection of development and 
maintenance (Åhman, 2013). 
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paradigm of HCI. Far from a unified theory, phenomenology is a highly 
complex and rich philosophical tradition which offers several different 
theoretical perspectives on human existence. For example, parts of 
Husserl’s phenomenology are based on a Cartesian understanding of the 
human, which implies a strong emphasis on the individual subject, 
whereas other parts of Husserl’s writings reject the Cartesian position and 
instead promote a view of the human as always already being in a social 
and cultural context. The latter perspective has been emphasized by, 
among others, Heidegger in his critique of Husserl. Looking at the HCI 
literature, we can see traces of this tension. For example, we have seen 
many articles that discuss the human as an individual being whose 
constitution is not dependent upon structural relations while we have also 
seen many articles that describe the human as a social creature and 
strongly emphasize the importance of context and situated action. Thus, 
the individual and the social coexist in the HCI literature, just as they 
coexist in the phenomenological tradition. Exploring the tensions and the 
connections between the individual and the social in relation to 
phenomenology would be interesting and could possibly suggest 
connections between what seems to be conflicting positions in HCI 
research. Furthermore, considering the philosophical connections 
between phenomenology and poststructuralism, such an exploration 
could contribute to identifying similarities as well as differences between 
the phenomenological emphasis of the third paradigm and Taylor’s 
philosophy. 

18 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

As I stated in the introduction, what I have hoped to achieve with this 
thesis is a deepened conversation on the theoretical foundations of HCI 
and how a rereading of these foundations can change our approach to 
research. Thus, the primary purpose has not been to provide final 
answers to defined problems, but to try to identify a number of 
philosophical positions that can function as creative resources when we 
study the interaction between humans and computers. 

To me, philosophy has never been about knowing a number of 
antiquated theories detached from real life. On the contrary, philosophy 
is something fundamentally provocative and creative that offers a broad 
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variety of lenses through which the world appears. Therefore, to engage 
with a philosophical heritage such as the one Taylor represents is a risky 
endeavor. Following the trails through these landscapes sometimes leads 
to a point where one suddenly discovers that there is no turning back. 
One’s perspective has changed and things may never look the same again. 
The perspectives that have emerged through my work on this thesis boil 
down to one critical point: What if things are not the way they appear to 
be? What if there are actually gaps in what seems to be a solid surface, 
and what if these gaps are not anomalies to be avoided or covered up, but 
creative possibilities to be embraced? 

 
What if? 
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