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Abstract
This thesis is designed to improve our understanding of the evolutionary dynamics of

media forms, with a special historical focus on the recent processes of Web and mobile
convergence and the early development of the cross-platform Web. It aims to investigate
the dynamics that have underpinned the creation, evolution and conventionalisation of
new media forms in the open mobile Web following the launch of 3G mobile networks.
In theoretical terms the thesis explores the possibilities for the analytical
integration of evolutionary approaches that traditionally have shed light on the discrete
components of the evolutionary ‘ensemble’ that comprises media’s textual forms, their
technologies and organisational systems. Among the theoretical pillars the study builds
on is, first, the cultural semiotic approach (Lotman) that is utilised for interpreting the
textual dynamics constituting the form evolution. Second, evolutionary economics
(Schumpeter, Freeman and others) is included for interpreting the market dynamics that
condition the formation of the media industries. Third, systems theoretical sociology
(Luhmann) is deployed in order to understand the broader dynamics of social organi-
sation in late modernism. The integration of these approaches provides the conceptual
framework that focuses on the following phenomena: dialogic interchange among
industry sub-systems as enabling innovations and the emergence of new sub-systems; the
self-organisation of the sub-systems in the contingent environment; the role of memory
and systemic ‘path-dependencies’ in guiding the processes of self-organisation; and the
nature of the power relations that shape the dialogic processes.
The empirical study focuses on textual as well as organisational developments.
The semiotic analysis of mobile websites reveals the intertextual relations of the new
forms with other media domains, especially the desktop Web. The interviews with
representatives of industry stakeholders provide insights into the dialogic practices
between the parties engaged in designing the mobile Web, and how, via these practices,
the new platform, its media forms and institutional structures were shaped. The findings
point to the historical formation of two main industry sub-systems — ‘infrastructure
enablers’ and content providers — with different preferred alternatives for the design of
the cross-platform Web. The thesis demonstrates how the formation of these groups was
conditioned by their systemic path-dependencies, but also by the mesh of dialogic
relationships among them and by the resulting changes in the discursive constellations
framing the organisation of the industry and the norms for its media forms. The study
points to the first signs of the historically momentous emancipation of the mobile Web-

media forms, their shaking free of path-dependency on the desktop Web.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction
This chapter provides an introduction to the study of the evolutionary dynamics of new

media forms. It focuses on a particular historical case study, the opening up of the
mobile platform to the ‘big Web’, a move that affected the process of convergence
between the two platforms. It introduces the core agenda and motivations for the study,
demonstrating the pressing immediacy of the issue — the rapid ongoing development of
the mobile accessible Web — and connects it to the research agenda established by
Raymond Williams more than 30 years ago: that is, the study of the institutional shaping
of our current media, its forms and technologies. For, as is shown in this study, it is the
early decisions made about the design of our media that shape the future of these media.
This chapter establishes the primary motivation for this thesis: to study how, by whom
and for whom innovations in the new media field are negotiated and what the
alternatives have been for the design of the new media. At the end of the chapter the
central research questions for the study are introduced and the structure of the thesis

outlined.

1.2 The pressing immediacy to study the historical emergence of the
mobile Web

This thesis aims at investigating the evolutionary dynamics of new media forms by
working towards developing an interdisciplinary approach for studying the parallel and
interdependent evolutions in media forms, technology, the economy and the
organisational settings of the media and communications industries. In order to do so,
the focus is on a particular empirical case — the early evolution of the media forms
developed for the mobile Web, a new media platform that, especially after the
development of the 3G (third-generation wireless telecommunications technology)
mobile network in the mid-2000s, has experienced rapid growth and development.

One of the first studies to have a similar research focus was Raymond Williams’
(1974) work on the early evolution of the forms and technologies of television — on the
associated contingencies, indeterminacies and social struggles underpinning these
(Freedman, 2002). As noted by Roger Silverstone (2003: xii) in the preface to a new
edition of Williams’ 1974 book, the then nascent technological world with which

Williams engaged especially at the end of his book (cable delivery systems, recordable
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video, home video, satellite transmission and reactive and interactive devices) was at

that point institutionally unformed. Some formations could, in the case of television,

... lower the price of entry so that producers outside the mainstream could begin to offer
alternative programming: some could provide an opportunity for communities to communicate
amongst themselves; others could give consumers more choice over their programming. But
equally all could be captured by dominant interests, in which communities became fronts for
commercial interests, interaction was constrained by those who control the gateways, and the
internationalisation of media content, and the capacity of small producers to reach wider
audiences, just as equally overwhelmed by programme-dumping transnational media

conglomerates. (Silverstone, 2003: xii)

As Silverstone suggests, the situation was contingent for the evolution of the medium of
television as a technology and a cultural form. And so it would be again with yet
another new medium — the mobile Web. Silverstone suggests that in 1974 Williams
asked his readers to acknowledge the immediacy of the situation and the significance of
decisions taken then to form the television medium. I propose that it is time to ask the
next generation of his readers to do the same thing — with the emerging media including
the Internet technologies and their cultural forms. This thesis, in its motivations,
acknowledges that reccurring immediacy, and is responsive to the research agenda
established by Williams three decades ago.

This new immediacy has been apparent since at least 2004 when the first 3G
mobile networks were launched and the operators started to market intensely a
penumbra of data services, including those for browsing Internet content on mobile
phones. The industry’s motivation has been apparent: ‘With four billion connected
mobile phones on the planet — compared to one billion PCs — handhelds offer
developers the mother of all opportunities: ubiquity and mass market’ (Clarke, 2009).

The customers’ responses to the industry’s activities have generally been
favourable. M:Metrics’ (2006) study conducted in December 2005 (six months before
the empirical research for this study began) demonstrated that, despite 3G users
accounting at that point for a low percentage of mobile phone users overall in the UK
and Germany, they were five times more likely to use the nascent multimedia
capabilities of handsets, including ‘retrieving news and information via browser’. At
that point the market was focused on applications like recording, viewing and sending
videos, texting or downloading games, ringtones or wallpapers, while browsing the

Internet commanded less attention. A year later, when the field research for this study
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was well underway, the focus had changed notably — another study by the same
company now focused firmly on mobile browsing, reporting again that the growing
adoption of 3G handsets had spurred the adoption of mobile data services (M:Metrics,
2007). And despite the fact that over this 12-month period those using their phones to
browse ‘news/information’ had grown by only 0.7% in the UK, more recent growth has
been explosive.

Opera, the leading mobile browser vendor, has reported that the number of page
views via its Opera Mini browser has been growing on average by 10% on month-on-
month comparisons (see Opera Software, 2009). Annual growth in 2006 was 1,270%,
and in the following years, respectively, 352%, 424% and 308%. A similar growth rate
is projected to continue — another survey from Nielsen (see Tellabs, 2009) in early 2009
suggested that 58% of US consumers and 55% of European users who already accessed
data services planned to increase their usage over the next two years. Among non-users,
27% of US consumers and 28% of Europeans were planning to start using the mobile
data services (Forrester, 2009).

The rapid growth in user take-up has been translating into growth in the
industry’s revenues. In 2007 when the empirical research for this study was taking
place, the European Union’s (EU) mobile data market grew by 40% (GSM Association,
2008). In 2008, data revenues accounted for over 20% of all global service revenues of
the operators (Sharma, 2008)1. In 2009 the global data services market (excluding the
hugely popular messaging market) was estimated to grow by 26.2% (iSuppli, 2009).
The rapid take-up of data subscriptions and their market growth started to spill over to
‘neighbouring’ market segments. As stated by Nielsen Mobile in Summer 2008, the
mobile Internet in terms of user take-up had reached a critical mass as an advertising
medium (Nielsen Mobile, 2008). This was widely recognised as evidenced by the
surfacing of several new ad-networks specialised for the mobile Web (AdMob,
AdWhirl, JumpTap, Millennial Media, Quattro Wireless, etc.). AdMob, one of the
leading such networks,’ reported that the number of monthly ad requests in their
network almost tripled in the course of 2008 (Admob, 2009)".

Such growth in advertising income has been animating the content industry. As

! For the first half of 2009 that number increased by 5% (Sharma, 2009). For the leading operators, data
services were contributing 40% of the overall revenues.

* To reach US$87.7 billion and approximately US$188 billion by 2013.

? In November 2009 AdMob was announced to have been bought by Google.

* According to Juniper Research (Holden, 2009) the sharp increase in mobile Internet ad spend was about
to translate into US$500 million globally for 2009 and was expected to rise to US$2 billion per annum by
2014.
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reported in industry accounts (Kiss, 2008), there was ‘fresh excitement’ and activity in
the online publishing sector regarding the mobile output: in 2007 only 44% of the UK
publishers were producing content for mobiles but that had risen to 66% by April 2008.
Competition was fiercest among the social networking providers — relating to the
explosive popularity of their new mobile websites among the mobile users. The number
of users in the US who accessed social network sites (SNS) on their mobile on a daily
basis increased by 427% in 2008 (comScore, 2009a). According to Facebook’s public
announcements (see Chang, 2008; Cutler & Krzykowski, 2009) the number of users
who log in to their service at least once a month grew from five million in January 2008
to 65 million in August 2009 — 13 times greater in 20 months. Access to SNS while on
the move was seen as the main driver for subscribing to the mobile Web (Mobile
Entertainment Forum, 2009)’.

In this context it is interesting to consider how the popularity of social
networking started to influence the device design. In August 2009, 18% of young adults
in the US were reported to cite social media features as the most important factor when
deciding what phone to buy (VerticalNews, 2009). Mobile operators like 3 in the UK or
handset vendors such as INQ responded by developing special Facebook or Twitter
phones — devices that had the respective feeds as a default on the home screen and the
chatting function made prominent. Other industry sections responded by cooperating to
create a new gadget category — the always-connected mobile broadband device (see
mocoNews, 2008). In other words, particular forms of content and their usage practices
started to affect new technologies and device designs in this time period. The emerging
focus on social media was generally seen as reviving the ‘flagging equipment market’,
including the then struggling base station market. As Mike Roberts, a principal analyst

at Informa, put it:

The mobile industry is still largely structured around its key product to date, narrowband voice,
but that structure is breaking down fast due to the boom in mobile data traffic. The rapid
transition from voice to data traffic will lead to a fundamental overhaul of mobile networks, as

mobile operators and vendors shift their focus from voice to the mobile broadband internet. This

> According to comScore (2009b) a third of European mobile social networkers did not access anything
else from their mobiles except their favourite SNS. According to Opera Software (2008a) 40% of mobile
traffic worldwide was to social networks in the first quarter of 2008. However, as reported by many (ABI
Research, 2008; Reedy, 2008; BBC News, 2009), as time went by the mobile space became increasingly
dominated by contenders that had a preceding fixed-Internet presence — Facebook, MySpace, Twitter
topping the lists and passing in popularity the mobile-only SNS. This tendency indicates the increasing
dominance of cross-platform content production as compared to single-platform strategies.
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in turn will help drive a wider overhaul of mobile business models and strategy. (cited in

Middleton, 2008)

It is because of these contingencies, the things that could happen and the immediacy of
the need to understand the associated risks and potentials that the early evolution of the

open mobile Web was chosen as a case study for this thesis.

1.3 Premise: Internet as an ‘ensemble’ in motion
These examples and the data and quotations above help us to appreciate a complex

recent dynamic that has shaped how the media and its technology are evolving. We see
how the networks appear to have conditioned user behaviour, how new usage patterns
affected new business models and forms of content and how these pushed for new
investments in networks and in new kinds of devices. We need to understand, first, the
interdependencies in the ongoing evolution of the mobile Web that have been
establishing its further trajectories of development. And second, that the development of
the ‘mobile Web’ is, in one way or another, part of the broader evolution of the Internet.
This evolution, then, consists of the infinite amount of such micro-interdependencies.
The Internet, far from being a ‘single medium which sprung fully formed into our lives’
(Lievrouw & Livingstone, 2002), is instead an indefinite compilation of technologies
and forms of media and communication that all continue to evolve. All its sub-particles
as well as the Internet as a whole, like all other innovations, are undergoing a lengthy
and highly social process of research, development, design and redesign, hand-in-hand
with the co-construction of a ‘market’, its ‘needs’ and its institutions (Livingstone,
2005: 18; Mansell & Silverstone, 1996b).

In this context I borrow the definition of ‘new media’ proposed by Lievrouw and

Livingstone (2002: 7) for whom the concept consists of the following triad:

= artefacts or devices that enable and extend our abilities to communicate;
= communication activities or practices we engage in to develop and use these
devices;

= social arrangements or organisations that form around the devices and practices.

They emphasise that the three elements are inextricable and mutually determining,
making up an ‘ensemble’ (see also Bijker, 1995). Elsewhere (Lievrouw & Livingstone,
2009), when summarising the state of the art in new media studies, they stress that a

move away from accounts of linear relationships between production, text and audience

17



is what has, justifiably, characterised new media studies. In line with general theories of
mediation (see Silverstone, 2000; Livingstone, 2009) they posit that it is the dynamic
links and interdependencies among the artefacts, practices and organisations, the
multiple, concurrent consideration of all elements of the new media infrastructure as an
ensemble, that the focus of both theory and method development in new media studies
should continue to move towards. It is a suggestion that this thesis will investigate and
build on.

Another important characteristic of new media, emphasised by Lievrouw and
Livingstone (2002: 8) that this study brings into special focus, is the ‘recombinant’
nature of modern new media. This is related to the phenomenon discussed above — the
complexity of their evolution. If the different particles of the ‘Internet’ are constantly
innovated by a considerable variety of actors then this process, to a large extent, can be
understood as consisting of recombining existing and past technologies, media forms
and knowledge. This characteristic of new media development has been addressed and
analysed within textually oriented (post-structuralist) new media studies, as evidenced
by the surfacing of concepts such as ‘remediation’ that, as indicated by Bolter and
Grusin, refers to the ‘mediation of mediation’. They argue that in the modern new
media context each act of mediation depends on other acts of mediation. ‘Media are
continually commenting on, reproducing, and replacing each other, and this process is
integral to media. Media need each other in order to function as media at all’ (Bolter &
Grusin, 1999: 55). How such ‘remediating’, the recombinant repurposing of the forms
of previous media to create new forms of media, has been taking place during the
historical lineage of media evolution is also of interest in another approach — media
archaeology (Huhtamo, 1994, 1995, 1997, 2004; Kittler, 1990, 1999; Zielinski, 1996,
1999, 2006). This thesis builds on these approaches in the theoretical development for
this study and, by building additionally on the semiotics of Yuri Lotman, Umberto Eco,
Charles S. Peirce, Gunther Kress, Theo van Leeuwen and others, the aim is to take
another step in the conceptualisation of the textual evolution of media forms. In abstract
terms, the matter that this thesis takes up is that if ‘media are mediating each other’ and
new media tend to remediate the previous ones, then when are they different media and
when, through their intermediations, do they become an ultimately indistinguishable
textual entity/space/form/platform? Will they converge to implode at some point, in
Baudrillardian (1983) terms? And if not, who then draws the boundaries between them
and why? If a new medium/form is designed, then we should not acquiesce to

statements like ‘media remediates’, but instead ask why is it designed to remediate in a
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particular way. Another way of putting this — to bring in the theoretical language
introduced in detail later in Chapter 3 — is to ask what its conventionalisation and
emancipation into a new and independent medium with its own norms, characteristic
forms and systems of governance (when it supposedly ceases to remediate and starts
only to mediate) depends on? These, in the case of the nascent mobile Web, are some of
the themes for this thesis to explore.

Another important starting point for this work is the proposition that the
complex of textual, technological and social interdependencies is not approachable
through visions of singular disciplines and, therefore, a multidisciplinary perspective is
required (Mansell & Silverstone, 1996a: 1). Since the aim of this thesis is to study how
the new media forms are designed by specific actors in specific circumstances in the
social environment, there is, therefore, a need for the integration of different
disciplinary perspectives that have traditionally been used to shed light on discrete
components of this ‘ensemble’ of forms, actors and systems of social organisation. It is
for this reason that this thesis will offer an integrated use of a varied set of disciplinary
approaches — semiotics for interpreting the textual dynamics inherent in form evolution
in cultures; the economics of innovation studies for understanding the market dynamics
that condition the formation of the modern media and communications industries in late
capitalism; and systems theoretical sociology to understand the broader dynamics of
social organisation in late modernism. The choice of particular approaches and the

omission of others is justified and explained in detail later in Chapter 3.

1.4 Agenda for the study
As maintained by Mansell (1996: 17), perceptions of what constitutes an advance in

technical and institutional systems have increasingly been understood as the result of
the evolution of socio-economic and technical systems through both discourse and
practice. These discourses and practices could be understood as interdependent since the
discourses establish the rules and norms for the practices and the latter, in turn,
constrain reality for the first. But both of them, in their interdependence, are changed as
a result of dialogic interactions, of discursive interchange between societal sub-systems.
It is for this reason that in Chapter 3 dialogic interactions are presented as central for the
conceptual framework of this thesis. But as will be shown, this is not only for their role

in facilitating knowledge exchange and in conditioning innovations and the dynamic
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that takes societies into evolutionary flux, but also for enabling the conduct of power

and the resulting mechanics of control.

These dialogues result in the selection of alternative values that become embedded in the
technical systems. When this is acknowledged, we can begin to understand how the
accumulation of these choices affects the way social and technical systems interact. The results
of research of this kind can help us to imagine alternatives to the guiding principles that are
shaping our mediated experience and that otherwise may be regarded as ‘facts’ — that is,

unalterable features of the digital technological regime. (Mansell, 2002)

The research agenda proposed in this quotation provides the guiding principle that this
thesis subscribes to. What this also implies is that despite the mix of disciplinary
theories and methods — that is, a substantial focus on the methods and analytics of
semiotics and cultural studies and their integration with perspectives drawn from the
economics of innovation studies — in many regards, the core research agenda of this
thesis is inherited from a strand of work in the tradition of the political economy of the
media. It is the agenda for the political economy of the new media as suggested by
Mansell (2004) that this thesis is responsive to. Concerned about the ‘unproblematic’
pluralist takes on new media development, she proposes a set of ‘most important’
questions for future studies of the new media, two of which are important in providing

the motivation for this thesis (see Mansell, 2004: 103).

= How is technological innovation in the new media field being structured; by

whom and for whom is it being negotiated?

= What are the alternatives?

The first of these relates directly to the empirical research presented in this thesis, the
second, to its analytical outcomes — the historical significance of this study for
understanding the future development of the mobile (or rather, the ubiquitous and cross-
platform) Web. The first of these questions is in accord with what I indicated above as
the first premise of this thesis — the complexity of the interdependencies between an
indefinite number of actors that constitute media evolution. This presumed complexity
points to a need to assess at as many historical instances as is feasible what the realistic
scope for choice available to the producers of media and its technologies has been, what

the degrees of freedom available to them have been to mould the vast technological
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system encompassed by past, present and future generations of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) and their institutional settings (Mansell &
Silverstone, 1996a: 3). The discontinuities resulting from the shifting tectonic plates of
the global information and communication economy, together with related changes in
the interactions of different industries, of production and consumption, of state and
market, of local and global interests, has been suggested (Silverstone & Mansell, 1996:
213-14) to produce uncertainty and conflict among all the stakeholders that participate
in the media development and design processes. As a result, their capabilities to
participate in the media design, in the related negotiations or practices of production,
tend to be in flux — in some cases, depending on associated power relations such that the
scope for manoeuvre may be great, while in others, it might be slight (Mansell &
Silverstone, 1996a: 6).

Insofar as I am interested in studying the recent evolution of the mobile Web
and its media forms, my focus must be on the transformation in the capabilities of the
various stakeholders, institutions and individuals to engage in the design of media and
its technologies and in establishing the rules of conduct that govern the innovation
process in this sector. For this reason, this thesis focuses on the power relationships that
can be shown to condition the (interdependent) changes in institutional, technical and
textual boundaries. However, it should be emphasised that when I am referring to the
complexity of social relationships that guide the evolution of media and their
technologies, or when I am talking about the flux of these relationships and about the
always limited freedoms of different actors, this should not imply that these
relationships are, at any point in time, equal in terms of the power that the different
actors hold or in terms of how much control they can, comparatively, exercise over the
processes of designing and governing the media and their technologies. Although it may
be agreed that the power that is held is always contested and that the loci of control are
constantly shifting (Silverstone & Mansell, 1996: 214), still, these loci are perceptibly
shifting towards those who control the standardising of software code and the codifying
of practices and conduct. If we assume that the negotiations that lead to the standards
for media technologies are underpinned by power relations in society and industry, this
is likely to influence the selection of values that become embedded in the technical
systems of the media. The designs of media, their forms and technologies, will likely
favour certain forms of social organisation, cementing the position of those in control
and reproducing existing social inequalities and conditions of scarcity through, for

instance, the use of copyright, controlling access, bundling services, ‘walling off’
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electronic spaces through the use of payment systems or by favouring some kinds of
new media over others (Mansell, 2004: 98). Therefore, among the aims of this thesis is
to investigate in which ways, in the case of the early development of the mobile Web,
the different stakeholders have exercised their power to arrive at their favoured design
for this evolving platform, and how the structuring of the mobile Web has been
informed by various dominant and alternative principles, values and power relations.
There have been a few studies with similar mission statements, but they are
mainly focused on the processes of fixed-Web development and standardisation.
Galloway (2004, 2006a, 2006b; Galloway & Thacker, 2007), for example, has
developed a ‘cultural studies’ approach to analysis of the way power underpins the
structuring of Internet Protocols (IPs) in ways that, he argues, have yielded, not
technologies of freedom, but rather technologies of control. Lovink (2003: 330-46) has
argued that after a short period during the mid-1990s, a ‘massification of the net’ set in,
involving its commodification. He has illustrated how the battle for an open or closed
(i.e., privately controlled) Internet has been fought on the level of software and network

architecture, and pointed to standardisation bodies being the main arenas for this fight.

Step by step we are approaching the final battle of the ‘“War on Standards’. With the age of web
pioneers and visionaries declared history, and the net going through its phase of massification
and speculation, we are approaching the next stage — codification — with a few corporations and

governments left as final players. (Lovink, 2003: 340)

His argument that the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C, the primary arena for the
standardisation of the Web platform and its technologies) has not been effective in
maintaining its (untrue) image as a neutral ground for negotiating standards is
complemented by Salter’s (2005: 305) analysis of how the capitalist property relations
have colonised the Web and have led to the industry’s dominant position in
standardisation in the W3C. Salter suggests that it is through the inclusion of democratic
structures and civil society in the consortium that code and standards could be arrived at
that reflect not only concerns about profit and specific commercial interests, but also
encode other values, such as the public good and cultural integrity. Halpin (2008)
suggests that the most immediate problem is the struggle to keep the non-hierarchical
and non-centred structure of the Web open, universal and free so as to enable the spread

of new revolutionary forms of culture and societal organisation.
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These and similar concerns are the relevant motivations for this thesis and
signpost the themes to be addressed. With the ‘regular Web’ being extended to the
mobile domain and being converged with the specific institutional legacies and
ambitions of the mobile telecommunications sector, these matters are relevant to cross-
platform output, and their importance could become amplified. Starting with users being
‘locked in’ to specific operators, their bundles and devices, content being ‘walled in’ to
operators’ portals, ‘app-stores’ (content markets) being controlled by specific device
vendors and extending to technologies like IMS (IP Multimedia Sub-system) which,
despite the fierce fights around ‘net neutrality’ in the fixed-net seems ready to evolve in
the ‘mobile periphery of the net’ into an elaborate, standardised and cross-platform form
of a non-neutral Internet (Weinmann, 2009: 29-30). It is for such reasons that I examine
in Chapter 6 the dynamics of mobile Web standardisation at W3C and the related power
struggles, to investigate how these dynamics and struggles are linked to various
institutional or systemic legacies of the participating stakeholders and their associated
preferences for the platform design. The aim is to address how these dynamics bear on
the particular design of the ‘ubiquitous Web’ and its evolutionary trajectory.

My interest in this ‘evolution’ introduces the last premise that underpins this
study — that the policy implications of these developments must be considered in the
light of the observation that ‘history matters’. As maintained by Garnham, we can only
emancipate ourselves from the hold of a ‘societal habit’ by understanding historically
how, why and with what consequences our institutions and routines were informed. ‘If
we wish to take a critical stance towards the existing structure and performance of the
media we need to know why they are the way they are, what historical variations there
may have been, if any, between historical periods and between societies or cultures,
what historically rooted practices are inscribed in the institutions of social
communication we have inherited’ (Garnham, 2000: 18). Studying the dynamics that
have taken us to a particular structuring of our media may enable us to recognise
alternatives and path-dependencies and to consider whether these may be reversed. The
process of ‘unconcealment’ (Heidegger, 1962; Mansell, 2002: 269) undertaken in this
thesis is intended to contribute to our understanding of some of the reasons for the
particular shape of our Web-based media and to hint at how it may develop in the
future.

As will be demonstrated in detail in Chapter 4, the empirical research for this
study was conducted from mid-2006 until mid-2007 and was designed to investigate the

evolution of the mobile accessible Web during the period that started with the launch of
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3G networks in the Western world and ended in Summer 2007. As such, the
development of the mobile Web provided a large case study of ‘live’ development of a
nascent media platform to be analysed using the conceptual framework proposed in
Chapter 3. This large case study was designed to consist of four sub-studies. The first of
these (presented in Chapter 5) focused on how T-Mobile, an international mobile
network operator, arrived at what was then a notable market innovation — unrestricted
and unlimited ‘real Web’ browsing on mobile phones. If this sub-study focused on the
evolution and shaping of the ‘mobile Web’ concept at the ‘grassroots level’ — one
company acting in the contingent environment — then the second sub-study took a meta-
view of the industry change and of the dialogic relationships among a variety of
stakeholders conditioning this change. The site for this sub-study (see Chapter 6) was
the then new mobile Web standardisation initiative at W3C and its specific focus was
on the standardisation of the mobile Web as a certain whole — as a new (but convergent
with desktop Web) platform for media content. The third sub-study again focused on
the views and approaches of content and service industries on how to produce content
for this new platform, presenting their views about whether the two platforms (mobile
and desktop) should converge or diverge and on what terms either of the alternatives
should take place (see Chapter 8). With these three sub-studies the research was
designed to focus on views and discourses of different industry fractions and on the
different levels and sites of the industry dynamic. The aim was to arrive at an analytical
overview of the most relevant dynamics conditioning the early development of the
platform and its media forms. For each of these three sub-studies, first, interviews were
conducted with relevant industry representatives and, later, discourse analysis was
applied to these interview texts. The aim of the discourse analysis was to glean the
pertinent power relations in the industry and to investigate how the domain, its different
composites, texts and institutions were defined and bounded by these discourses.

Lastly, the study was also supported by the semiotic textual analysis (presented
in Chapter 7) that constituted the fourth sub-study of this thesis. The semiotic analysis
was applied to a corpus of mobile websites from the time frame of August 2006. The
aim was to investigate what the ‘genre’ was like at the time, and what the intertextual
relations were between the mobile Web and the rest of the culture, especially desktop
Web. By studying these relations the aim was to establish what the realities were that
these discourses were assumed to be defining, i.e., how these discourses and texts were

conditioning each other.
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1.5 Research questions
This research aims to investigate how and for what reasons the innovative media forms

created for nascent media platforms were designed in a certain way, how they are
connected to the forms of older or parallel media and how these new designs evolved
and came to be redesigned over time. Most importantly, how do they grow ‘old’, i.e.,
how do they emancipate as media by becoming, in various ways, codified —

conventionalised or standardised? My central research question is:

* What are the dynamics that have underpinned the creation, evolution and
conventionalisation of new media forms in the open mobile Web following the

launch of 3G mobile networks?

These dynamics are understood to accrue from a complex set of dialogic relations
among different actors, institutions and social sub-systems. The theoretical sub-

questions in response to the need to study these dynamics are:

= How are the textual dynamics of media evolution constituted by the dialogic
interactions among agents involved in designing new media forms, by the inner
dynamics of related social sub-systems and by the dialogic interactions among

these sub-systems?

= Are these dynamics dependent on the legacies and memory of the associated
sub-systems? How are these legacies, hierarchies and culture constituted and
maintained by their underlying power relations and how are these relations
further negotiated in the process of the evolution of these systems? How is the
change in these relations reflected in the evolution of the textual forms of new

media?

1.6 Overview of the thesis
The structure of the thesis is as follows.

Chapter 2 examines the pre-histories of the modern mobile Web. It discusses the
social, cultural and economic conditions, that, through their interplay in different eras,
especially through the 20th century, conditioned the emergence and further

development of mobile media, their constituting institutions, forms and audiences — this

25



is the setting, the further evolution of which the empirical research of this study is
designed to study.

Chapter 3 outlines the conceptual framework. The main emphasis is on the
integration of the disciplinarily distant evolutionary approaches (cultural semiotics,
evolutionary economics, systems theoretical sociology) to study the complex dynamics
of modern media change consisting of changes in textual forms, technologies, markets,
discourses and institutions. The theoretical intersections of these approaches are
considered with a focus on the following: dialogic interchange between social sub-
systems enabling innovations and the emergence of new societal structures, their self-
organisation in the contingent social environment, the role of memory and societal
‘path-dependencies’ in guiding the processes of self-organisation and affecting the
nature of related power relations that shape the dialogic processes among the relevant
stakeholders. The chapter proposes a conceptual framework for the analysis of this
complexity.

Chapter 4 outlines the research methodology. The research questions and the
conceptual framework are operationalised in a set of pragmatically motivated, object-
related research questions. The chapter discusses two main research methods — a
semiotic textual analysis of the mobile Web-media forms and discourse analysis. The
chapter discusses the data collection procedures and the strengths and weaknesses of the
research design, including the challenge of achieving analytical synergies between the
components of the study.

Chapter 5 presents the empirical findings of the interview-based research at one
of the ‘core sites’ of this study — T-Mobile International, one of the major global mobile
operators. T-Mobile provided a valuable site to start mapping the interdependencies in
the evolution of the open mobile Web at a ‘grassroots level’ — how one industry
institution, as a result of a variety of dialogic processes both within the company as well
as between the company and other players, arrived at the significant market innovation
— the opening of the mobile platform to the (virtually) unrestricted and unlimited real-
Web browsing, supported by a monthly flat fee pricing scheme.

Chapter 6 presents the empirical findings of the discourse analysis applied to
interviews with people who were participating in the mobile Web standardisation at the
industry ‘meta-level’, in the W3C negotiations. The chapter focuses on the industry
power struggles around the question of whether the mobile Web should be designed to
emancipate into an independent content platform or become just another ‘keyhole’ into

the big Web.
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Chapter 7 presents the empirical findings of the third sub-study, the textual
analysis of the mobile Web-media forms as of 2006. The focus is on how the new
mobile-specific forms can be shown to relate intertextually to the rest of the culture and
its textual forms. The results of two analytical exercises are presented: first, the relations
between different mobile and desktop websites and second, the specifics of the ‘mobile
website’ as a new form.

Chapter 8 presents an analysis of the meta-discourses and perspectives of those
interviewees who were creating the mobile media forms inspected in Chapter 7. Their
discourses on the norms for mobile Web content design are examined.

Chapter 9 integrates the analytical results of the empirical chapters, and
discusses these in the light of the conceptual framework presented in Chapter 3. It
suggests what the principal agents and relevant societal sub-systems were that
participated in the dialogues that modelled the mobile Web as a new medium, and
analyses how the dialogical dynamic between these domains seems to have conditioned
the evolution of the new media platform, its media and its productive sub-systems.

Chapter 10 concludes the thesis. The challenges to the study and the lessons

learned are discussed and future research directions outlined.
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2 The histories of the mobile Web

2.1 Introduction
Before starting to study the recent developments in the evolution of mobile media, it is

important to ask, where did mobile media come from? As Huhtamo (2004), a media
archaeologist, points out, there is nothing self-evident in the connection between
‘mobile’ and ‘media’. He has shown how, to the inhabitants of medieval villages who
rarely travelled, the need to be in perpetual contact with distant others would have made
little sense. Hence, he has suggested that the idea of moving around with portable
communications devices and consuming particular forms of media on this platform is
cultural, rather than universal, and that these forms have emerged when certain social,
cultural and economic conditions are met. The focus of this chapter, therefore, is on the
phenomena of the historical emergence and further development of mobile media, its
constituting institutions, forms and audiences — the setting whose further evolution the

empirical research of this study takes up to study.

2.2 Prolegomena. From the formation of expectations to the first
commercialisations

In tracking down the evolution of the earliest of the cultural desires for the mobile
media we can start with the development of preconditions for spatial mobility. Huhtamo
(2004) and Levinson (2004: 17) suggest that, although the concept of mobility in its
modern sense would have been somewhat impenetrable in traditional societies, the
initial need for this may have been motivated, first, by the development of roads and,
thereafter, by official needs (messenger services) and commercial imperatives (the
distributions of goods). ‘However, for mobile media to gain ground, the desire/necessity
of mobility needs to meet the desire/necessity of media in conjunction with the
experience’ (Huhtamo, 2004). In this sense such traditional travel companions as books,
newspapers and notebooks have, in the phenomenological sense, always constituted
media that inject into our lifeworlds an idea of distant otherness and an act of
communication with this distant being — be it in time or space. As such, these forms of
communication established the typified being-with-equipment in the Heideggerian
sense, the behavioural artifices that paved the way first for devices like walkmans and
later for laptops and for browsing news sites on the mobile screen (see de Vries, 2005:

22-3; Geser, 2005: 238; Richardson, 2005).
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However, the more direct precursor to the mobile communications that
established the ‘horizon of expectations’ for the immediate conversations with the
distant other was the invention of the telegraph (see Du Boff, 1980; Yates, 1986; Carey,
1989: 201-30). When Marconi at the end of the 19th century conducted his first
successful tests of radio communication he termed the new technology a ‘wireless
telegraph’. In the context of the further development of mobile communications, its
technologies, artefacts and forms of consumption, it is important to recognise how the
technological set-up and societal structures of the time started to shape these early forms
— after the initial deployment and seeding period in maritime contexts, first, wireless
receivers and, later, sending receivers were converged with another then nascent mobile
technology — automobiles. Above we saw how roads are argued to have conditioned the
need for the being-with-equipment. However, this also conditioned the expectations for
faster and more efficient mobility in the form of motorised cars — which emerged as the
first enabling platform and a market for the then heavy mobile wireless communication
technologies. As noted by Jessop (2006: 44), in the many decades that followed, these
two technologies formed a complementary relationship, establishing social and
technological connections that have shaped the modern forms of the mobile phone (see
also Fortunati, 2001).

The first trials with radio receivers being placed in cars started in the course of
the first decade of the 1900s, but the first version of a truly mobile two-way radio
telephone system was developed for cars in 1924 by Bell Laboratories in the United
States. Bell’s parent company, the incumbent telephone operator, AT&T, however, did
not pioneer the (auto)mobile communications technology as it had little interest in
developing new technologies and services that might have cannibalised its lucrative
telephone service. Hence, instead, the early evolution of the wireless technologies and
services was driven in the 1920s by the US police who struggled with the consequences
of motorised crime and prohibition (Huurdeman, 2003; Farley, 2005) and therefore
were motivated to turn this new communications technology into a means of spatial
control and coordination. It was the cooperation and knowledge transfer between the
then nascent (but appropriately named car radio specialist) Motorola and the law
enforcement institutions that pushed both the technology development as well as the
subsequent growth of the market. And it was not only in policing where the demand for
two-way radios arose, but also in the newly and increasingly mobile ‘utilities industry,

truckers, taxicabs, forest rangers, and other operations’ (Steinbock, 2003: 77).
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But the increasing usage of radio services meant that the radio frequency
spectrum — then a scarce resource — filled up quickly and started to restrict the capacities
of networks. The idea for beginning to overcome this scarcity and turning the mobile
communications eventually from an industry utility into a mass market commodity, the
cellular concept, was born in 1947. However, there were several reasons, technical as
well as social, that prevented its application until the mid-1970s. When D.H. Ring and
his Bell Labs colleague W.R. Young in the US first articulated the cellular concept (see
Farley, 2005), the scientific work had many technical obstacles to overcome: for
instance, to acquire the ability to work at increasingly high frequencies (800-900 MHz),
digital switching microprocessors and many other technical solutions that had to be
invented. In this respect, the development of the media form and business market had to
wait for the scientific sub-system to reach a certain level in its development cycle. But
Agar (2004: 22-7) stresses that technology comes to be ‘there’ only when it fits the
wider world. His suggestion is that the world that was highly regulated and ruled by the
large PTTs (Post, Telegraph and Telephone [Telecommunications]) was slow to
produce innovations. These monopolistic enterprises that governed the tele-
communications sector in most countries from the 19th century until the 1980s were
seen to be more interested in securing an equilibrium around their monopolistic markets
than looking for change. When Bell Labs came up with the cellular concept, its
development gradually migrated to Motorola since, for AT&T, it was seen to threaten
its fixed-line plant. But for Motorola it held the promise of a core service with high
profit potential which would work against its rivals (Steinbock, 2003: 40). Once in the
lead, this strategy won and the first generation of mobile communications technologies
was developed. This, together with computerisation and broad development of data
communication, led to a revolution in telecommunications that gradually swept away
the old monopolies and, as Agar (2004: 26) stresses, that revolution was part of a global
sea-change in both technology as well as politics. The rest of this chapter will discuss

the nature, course and initial outcomes of this change.

2.3 1G and 2G: standardisation
The development of global continuities in mobile media did not, however, start in the

US, but in Northern Europe, when in 1969 the Nordic Mobile Telephone (NMT) group
was established by the state-owned telecommunications enterprises of Sweden, Finland,
Denmark and Norway. The outcome was the first international air interface standard,

NMT, that was launched in 1981. There were already that same year 20,000 mobile
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telephone users in Sweden — more than anywhere else in Europe. But in the historical
and evolutionary context what was significant about NMT was its international scope —
it was launched as a standard for the whole Nordic area. Hence, roaming was easy; one
could use the same phone when travelling between Helsinki and Oslo. Furthermore, one
internationally shared standard enabled the development of a growing international
market for technology vendors and phone manufacturers. The phones for NMT were
provided initially by Nordic companies such as the Danish Dancall and Storno, Swedish
Ericsson and Finnish Mobira, the early mobile arm of Nokia. Hence, we can say that a
transnationally shared standard was the first step in the evolution of the modern global
mobile communications market and contributed to the success of the Nordic vendors in
this.

The European Commission (EC) was impressed with the rapid regionalisation of
the NMT standard and decided to support and lead the slate of initiatives that aimed to
replicate the triumph of NMT at a pan-European level, but now in digital format (NMT,
AMPS [advanced mobile phone system] and the other parallel standards were all
analogue). This formed the original horizon of expectations for the GSM (global system
for mobile communications), the first platform for modern mobile multimedia and data
services. But, as demonstrated by several analysts (Pelkmans, 2001; Steinbock, 2003:
49), the related goals were manifold, technical as well as political and economic. For
our purposes it is important to note that consolidation of European markets and the
potential for the exploitation of the economies of scale were seen by the EC as a means
for boosting the birth of region-wide players that could challenge Europe’s main
competitors, Japan and the US and their industry leaders (Russell, 2004: 8).

This logic proved to be valid. In 1982, the so-called Conférence Européenne des
Administrations des Postes et des Téléecommunications (CEPT, European Conference of
Postal and Telecommunications Administrations), an organisation that comprised all
European incumbent telecommunications operators, recommended that all 26 of its
member nations harmonise spectrum allocations and technical specifications for cellular
systems and agreed to coordinate technical standards for cellular systems within the
newly formed Groupe Spéciale Mobile (GSM — later known as the global system for
mobile communications). The second pivotal decision came in 1989, when an EU
institution, the European Telecommunications Standards Institute (ETSI), took over the
lead in GSM development. The main argument for shifting GSM to ETSI was the
absence of the equipment manufacturers in the CEPT. Hence, once ETSI was launched

in 1988, it became open to all relevant parties. With this shift the standards-setting

31



process moved away from the legacy of the telecommunications monopolies and
became responsive to the development of competitive markets in mobile
telecommunications. In the end, the standard was crafted by the major telecommu-
nications operators and local equipment manufacturers, under the direction of ETSI.

The first GSM network was launched in 1991 in Finland and by 1995 European
coverage was nearly complete. But what made the European standard historically
important was the momentum it created, such that it began to be adopted around the
world. By 1996, GSM networks were launched in 103 countries, from Australia to
Russia. GSM was not the only standard on offer, but it was strongly lobbied for and, as
a significant number of countries were already using it, for the new countries adopting it
it was seen as a safer bet for achieving continuity and compatibility in telecommu-
nications services — the same motivations that originally provided the motivation for the
European Union (EU) in its development.

However, we should also recognise how the success of the GSM put European
firms on a sound footing at this time for competing in the emerging global
telecommunications markets. The key to this was intellectual property rights (IPRs).
Motorola, Nokia, Alcatel, Ericsson and Siemens, which had staked a claim to some of
the ‘essential patents’ in GSM, brokered bi-lateral cross-licensing agreements with each
other and, in the end, imposed their strategy on GSM, which led to prohibitively
expensive licensing conditions implemented for other players (Garrard, 1998: 140;
Russell, 2004: 10). Hence, when GSM expanded across the world that meant dominance
in the widening market for the three big ‘European’ vendors — Nokia, Ericsson and
Motorola (which had an extensive European presence). By the end of 1995 they shared
about 75% of the GSM terminal market. That dominance continued into the early 3G
era. We can therefore say that it was the digital 2G (second-generation wireless
telecommunications technology) standard and European regulatory policies that helped

give these three companies their original push and an advantage that they continue to

build on.

2.4 2G: Evolving designs of the mobile, its media and the formation of
their audiences

As seen above, the early markets where the wireless communication technologies were
commercialised were the motorised security and utilities industries. Then 1G (first-
generation wireless telecommunications technology) evolved into a niche upmarket

service and the brick-like phones were mostly used for business by middle and upper-
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class males. This trend was similar all over the world (see Roos, 1993; Arcencaux,
2005: 24; Goggin, 2006b: 10). However, with 2G this started to change. Technical
advances such as digitalisation and the improvement of nickel (Ni-MH, nickel metal
hydride) batteries led to a qualitative change in mobile terminal design — i.e., to their
miniaturisation. All of a sudden, mobile phones had become small and light enough to
routinely carry around. The new design attracted new customers, turning the former
business tool into an everyday object, an upscale accessory and a ubiquitous consumer
product (see Vincent & Harper, 2003: 6). For instance, Keller (2005) has demonstrated
how in Estonia in the course of the 1990s the role of the mobile phone as a commodity
turned gradually from being a status symbol into a hedonistic lifestyle-related consumer
product.

The initial response from the handset vendors to the global ‘consumerisation’ of
the mobile phones was the segmentation of the device markets according to the
presumed characteristics of different consumer groups. The industry generated the
taxonomies and meta-discourses for these segments that matched the presumed
customer needs with categories like quality, price, industrial design, features,
performance, support and user interface. The existing taxonomy of ‘genres’ of mobile
handsets is arguably the outcome of various matches of these discursive categories. It is
significant that many of the new ‘customer categories’ were based on the continuity
with other more established design discourses, especially with the conventions of the
fashion industry (see Kiljander & Jéarnstrom, 2003: 16). That association was
nevertheless effective as Fortunati (2002: 54), for instance, reports how in Italy mobiles
that were formerly associated with the upper classes slowly became ubiquitous fashion
accessories that communicated ‘about’ the person (see also Katz & Sugiyama, 2006). A
related emergent phenomenon at the time was the independent circulation of faceplates
as a means for customisation and ‘domestication’ of the phone (Hjorth & Kim, 2005;
Hjorth, 2006). These were used for demonstrating their owner’s social capital — his or
her allegiance to a football club or a popular icon, for instance. However, Lacohée et al.
(2003) have shown how the idea that the mobile is on constant show and is therefore a
fashion accessory has fed into an advertising rhetoric promoting continuous upgrading
to avoid being ashamed (a real danger especially for teenagers at the time, as reported
by Ling & Yttri, 2002). In this context rather telling was Nokia’s recognition (see
Kiljander & Jérnstrom, 2003: 16) that manufacturers who were able to ‘understand and

predict’ customer needs tended to be the most successful.
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What this, in effect, refers to is the phenomenon that operators and
manufacturers turned first to lifestyle attributes of the handset design to avoid the
‘commodity trap’ (where the manufacturers could only compete on the price of the
substitutable, undifferentiated commodities). However, as Spurgeon and Goggin (2007:
320) posit, there came a point where emphasis on handset design ceased to provide the
leverage in a crowded market. And that, eventually, motivated them to take the next
step and initiate a new buffet of customisable value-added data services. As
demonstrated by Hillebrand (2002: 407), the evolution of these services started formally
in the earliest days of GSM planning when the participating operators addressed the
basic requirements for the data services in the first action plan for GSM. However, we
should recognise that even the 1G phones were screen-based devices. The LCD (liquid
crystal display) screens were there for guiding user interaction with the electronic
device. It could be suggested that it was on this basis of the early forms of LCD screens
— calculators, watches, handheld video games, etc. — that the specific interface
conventions for the mini-screens started to evolve. But as Manovich (2001: 88-93) has
argued, this development was, in essence, part of the larger evolution of HCI (human-
computer interaction) conventions that have evolved on various platforms and
technologies from the early 1950s. And the latest stage for that evolution was the forms
of networked communication and interaction. Hence, we can assume that this
background — the preceding forms of portable ‘screenic’ devices, the development of
PC (personal computer) user interfaces, the packet switching technology and Internet
networks, together with their various popular applications such as e-mail — made up the
horizon of expectations that led to the consideration of mobile handsets as possibly
something more than simply devices for verbal communication.

The first service that was designed and standardised for the GSM and resulted
eventually in wide uptake and commercialisation was the short message service (SMS).
Its basic qualities had already been set out by the GSM group in 1985 and it was
launched as part of the standard in the early 1990s. As is now widely known (for an
overview of the discussion see Goggin, 2006a: 65-88; also Taylor & Vincent, 2005), the
widespread use of text messaging was a success that took the mobile industry partly by
surprise — there was very little promotion or mention of SMS in public by network
operators until after it had taken off. SMS could be understood as an outcome of the
centre-periphery dynamics, that is, where an innovation springs out from the creative
use and redesigning of the existing structures and communicative means by independent

actors. It is often seen in the literature as a user triumph, the first moment when users
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started to take a more direct part in the design of mobile media and the concept of user
agency started to become understood in the mobile industry.

The cultures that quickly developed around SMS texting indicated for the industry
a possible market for similar services and applications. Messaging from the tiny mobile
keypad was a cumbersome exercise, but, paradoxically, because entry barriers to
learning to use the service were high, or at least, higher than making a voice call,
adolescents saw this as an advantage in that it enabled them to exclude adults (Lacohée
et al., 2003: 206). Hence, despite the limited funds of the young users, it was they who
took up the first forms of the premium entertainment services built on top of the SMS
delivery mechanisms — the markets for ringtones, wallpapers, mobile games and related
products for further customisation of the phones. Despite the later arrival of the mobile
Internet and its various applications, it was these rather trivial services that continued to
drive mobile content markets and constituted a sizable source of income for the

operators and media companies.

2.5 Internet-mobile convergence: the first generation
In parallel with the emergence of SMS and the related services, as reported (Funk,

2001: 20; Sigurdson, 2001: 11), there seems to have developed a feeling of urgency in
the industry as it was sensed that the Internet had come to stay and that, therefore, the
mobile Internet needed to find a way into the future. The first visible solution to achieve
the desired convergence of the Internet and mobile phones was in the form of an artefact
— the Nokia Communicator 9000 launched in 1996. The innovative aspect that attracted
worldwide attention (Sigurdson, 2001: 11) was the concept of a portable pocket-sized
electronic office. The Communicator had a QWERTY keyboard, enabled word
processing, sending and receiving faxes, sending e-mails and browsing the Web in a
limited way — the many features that are now common on the so-called smartphones. It
could be argued therefore that the Nokia Communicator established a genre, a point to
which I return later in this thesis. However, when it came to its Web browsing utility
then, as suggested by Hjelmeroos et al. (2000), consistency between the PC and the
mobile browser was not always to be desired (see also Keinonen, 2003: 3). It was
realised at the time (Roto, 2006) that mobile phones were not capable of displaying
large Web pages and that, therefore, specific mobile-optimised Web pages would be
needed.

Relatedly, work was started to provide different services for mobile phones and
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for PCs. It started in two different camps and followed different strategies — one
eventually celebrated as a success, the other conceived as a failure. The first was the i-
mode platform developed by Japanese operator NTT DoCoMo (mobile hand of the
former PTT). The second was the Wireless Application Protocol (WAP) developed in
cooperation between European and US handset and software vendors and deployed in
many regions of the world.

The development of the WAP started formally in 1997, the same year that the
Communicator was launched. And in 1997, after a couple of years of negotiations, the
WAP Forum was established by Unwired Planet®, Ericsson, Motorola and Nokia. The
Forum was opened to all members after the release of the WAP 1.0 specifications in
April 1998. After the first year there were 100 members; after another two years, the
number reached 500 — including all the major telecommunications operators,
information technology (IT) and software vendors from around the world. As such, it
could be argued to have been functioning as the first institutional catalyst for the
industry convergence processes that would produce the new domain of the mobile Web
and its structures.

However, despite the first steps in industry formation, the platform itself failed to
attract users. After being launched in 2000 in several European countries, the operators
often marketed it in ways that suggested that it offered PC-level service quality, setting
the expectations relatively high. But the user experience of mobile browsing did not
meet these expectations. The settings to be connected were hard to configure, circuit-
switched networks required long connection times (up to 40 seconds), once connected
the speed was slow, WAP sites did not look like websites, the selection of content was
very limited as compared to the full Web, browsing costs were seen as being high
against the price of desktop browsing and, once connected, users often found
themselves being restricted to operators’ ‘walled gardens’ (see Nielsen, 2000; Funk,
2001: 22; Kumar et al., 2003: 81-2; Teo & Pok, 2003a, 2003b). As a result of this, by
the end of the year the global number of WAP users was estimated to be only eight
million, most of them in South Korea and Taiwan where there were better designed
services (Funk, 2001: 19).

In parallel, the development of i-mode emerged as a success. Although developed
by a former monopoly, it was now operating in a liberalised market and data services
were seen as an opportunity to create differentiation. i-mode was launched in February

1999 and experienced rapid growth. More than 20 million users were attracted in only

® Mini-browser vendor that developed most of WAP’s specifications, later known as Openwave.
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two years and 33 million in three years after the launch (Ishii, 2004: 44). Growth
continued at a similar pace. What may have conditioned the differences in take-up and
user satisfaction between WAP and i-mode? Based on the work of several
commentators (Funk, 2001; Helyar, 2001: 199-203; Sharma & Nakamura, 2003: 162;
Lindmark et al., 2004: 353; Tee, 2005: 151), these differences may be explained, first,
by differences in the level of medium specificity and the ‘emancipation’ of the new
platform — i.e., how independent these were in relation to desktop Internet and its
services. Although both were designed as mobile-specific content platforms, the WAP
was ambiguous in its relation to the desktop Web. Second, its initial promise as the
Internet on the phone seemed to establish the expectation for continuity between the
two. Third, it failed to introduce any new medium-specific forms that would be
complementary, not supplementary, in relation to desktop Web and, as such, could have
attracted users with new functionalities. The success of the i-mode at the same time was
argued by those cited above to have been brought about by communication and
entertainment services that, despite being initially rather trivial, were attractive to young
people, the target customers for enabling new functionalities. After the critical mass of
users was achieved with these services, new layers of sophistication were added. Hence,
what the above commentators took away from this lesson for the future was that mobile
and desktop Web should be developed, not as supplementary to each other, but as
complementary platforms with differing functionalities and entirely new services, users
and emancipated, platform-specific forms of content (Funk, 2001: 17; Helyar, 2001;
Lindmark et al., 2004: 353).

The second, historically significant reason for the differences in take-up has been
argued to be the choice of target audiences. Several commentators have pointed out that
WAP was targeted mostly to the elite business market segment, the premium services
were expensively priced and were designed to have complex functionalities (Funk,
2003: 11, 2005; Lindmark et al., 2004: 356). The Japanese success, at the same time,
relied on activating the young consumer market segment. The cheap devices, low prices
for content and the packet-switching technology (then innovative in mobile
communications) enabled teenagers (who do not spend time at office desks) to always
stay connected with their friends and to consume personalised entertainment products
such as messaging, ringtones, wallpapers, games, etc. (for an overview of the discussion
see Castells et al., 2007: 127-70). All these easy-to-use products created a positive
feedback effect for the platform and subsequently attracted new customers as well as

content providers to become engaged and design innovative services for a variety of
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target groups. The lesson for the Western service providers was to jump on the
bandwagon of the ongoing ‘consumerisation’ of mobile data services and to target more
user segments (Funk, 2005: 114-15).

A third aspect that has been suggested by various commentators to have led to the
differences in user reception of the mobile Web in Japan and Europe was the level of
coordination in the development of the platform and the inclusion of operators and
content providers in the process. In Japan NTT DoCoMo was able to fully control the
introduction of the service and the related value chain. Mobile media platforms tie in
three classical value chains — networks, devices and content services. In the case of i-
mode, DoCoMo fully controlled their integration (Sigurdson, 2001: 18; Lindmark et al.,
2004: 354; Tee, 2005: 158). It dictated the terminal design, launch schedules and the
retail strategy together with the (subsidised) prices. It designed the platform together
with its micro-payment system and it established the guidelines for the content
providers. To become an ‘official’ content provider listed in the portal, applicants had to
undergo an extensive screening and evaluation process. The ability to coordinate all
these components of the service was seen to enable DoCoMo to guarantee the quality of
the service.

In Europe and North America such central coordination was not possible as there
was no dominant party that could have controlled the whole value chain and integrated
all the components needed for the effective operation of the platform. WAP was, since
its start, an evolving concept, a standard that was negotiated between parties of very
different kinds. However, as has been addressed (Sigurdson, 2001: 22), one of the fatal
aspects in its development was that the initial specification for the WAP was devised
one-sidedly by handset and software vendors and little was done to involve the
operators and to optimise the platform for their networks in the light of their expertise in
service provision or with respect to the preferences of their subscribers. Many of the
problems were arguably caused by the absence of a dominant design both for handsets
and services (Steinbock, 2003: 374). As Kumar et al. (2003: 82) describe, WAP was a
designer’s nightmare — there was a lack of shared conventions that might have guided
both designers of the content as well as its users. The problems faced by WAP
developers — i.e., that applications were differently rendered by different phones and
browsers and the incompatibilities between variations of WML (WAP’s mark-up
language) — all suggest a lack of coordination in the industry.

Hence, in 2000, after months of industry hype and inflated expectations, several

Nordic operators considered WAP as a bug-infested pilot experiment and, a year later,
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the situation became intolerable for most of the major operators (Steinbock, 2003: 374).
In the same year, the industry body, the GSM Association, took the initiative by
‘bringing together its operator community to provide clear guidance to handset
manufacturers and software developers on the needs of consumers of Mobile Internet
services going forward’, as stated in its press release (GSM Association, 2001). This
step and the further inclusion of operators and content and service providers in the WAP
Forum, later (tellingly) renamed the Open Mobile Alliance (OMA), suggests early steps
towards industry consolidation along the value chains aimed at improving the mobile

Web service offerings around the world.

2.6 3G: faster networks, more integration
For the Western firms, however, to achieve better integration of the IP and wireless

communications the first step was to overcome the limitations of their networks. The
work towards that had, however, started much earlier, in 1986, when the
telecommunications planners held their first gathering to launch the third generation
services and technologies (that is, before the first call had ever been made for the
second generation). The initial concept was simple — a pocket-sized mobile telephone
that could be used anywhere in the world. This recalls the original motives for the ‘3G’
mobile standards and services. The first was based on increasing globalisation and the
need to overcome the incompatibilities among standards worldwide. The second
motivation that emerged a little later was to develop handsets, connections and services
that could handle data in addition to voice signals.

The move towards global continuities is exemplified by the fact that, if for the 2G
and GSM it was the EC that played a critical role, the design of 3G was, in contrast, a
global initiative that moved gradually from the EU to the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU). In the late 1980s, when the ITU began to develop 3G
systems, the aim was to harmonise frequency spectrum and radio interface standards
worldwide (see Dupuis, 2002: 181). The goal was to achieve a unitary global standard
through an initiative that was eventually named the International Mobile
Telecommunications-2000 (IMT-2000). According to the objectives set by the ITU, the

distinctive characteristics of IMT-2000 were to achieve:

- a high degree of commonality of design worldwide;

- compatibility of services within all the networks;
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- high quality of services;
- fairly small terminals for worldwide use;

- capability for multimedia applications and a wide range of services and terminals.

To achieve these goals, however, the industry first had to agree on a single standard for
global use. This was a challenge since two distinct industry camps had evolved with
their own technical preferences for the new standard. There was, on the one hand, the
‘Nordic-Japanese alliance’ that supported the CDMA’-based, but converted (W-
CDMA) suggestion developed by Nokia and Ericsson. But there was also the ‘UMTS®
Alliance’ that was based on European-US cooperation and was supported by Siemens,
Motorola and Alcatel among many others who were proposing their own
TDMA’/CDMA-based version for the standard. This intra-industry competition started
to endanger the possibility that a globally universal standard could be reached.
However, in January 1998, after several rounds of industry negotiations and voting in
different industry bodies, a new kind of standard started to emerge. First, Nokia,
Ericsson and Siemens prepared a compromise UTRA (UMTS terrestrial radio access),
which built on both the W-CDMA and the TDMA/CDMA proposals. And a year later
T-Mobile, which had started to operate both in Europe and the US, suggested a proposal
for a global compromise — a 3G umbrella solution based on CDMA, covering the major
technologies. This was formalised at an ITU conference in the same year. This meant
that the key players decided to develop IMT-2000 into a single flexible standard with a
choice of multiple access methods (now referred as the ‘IMT-2000 family’; see Gow &
Smith, 2006: 84-9). ‘The idea of a uniform single standard was out; the idea of a single
flexible standard was in’ (Steinbock, 2003: 54).

In this context another principle that emerged as being critical for the wireless
telecommunications industry was the technical continuity with the preceding platforms
and air interface standards (van Veen & de Lussanet, 2004; Kunin et al., 2005: 22; Lehr
& McKnight, 2005: 165). The firms associated in particular with the globally dominant
GSM were trying to build on that dominance and their ‘legacy investments’ and to offer
the customers seamless services regardless of the technological basis (Eylert, 2005: 19;
Gruber, 2005: 32). The principle that ‘it comes down to deploying 3G as a critical

complement to the 2G network, not as a replacement nor as a stand-alone premium
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service platform’'’, emerged during the standardisation process as industry policy and
later became part of the ITU official IMT-2000 approach. In this context, a technical
agreement was reached on a dual mode of operation between GSM and UMTS for
handsets and connection handover between GSM and UMTS networks as mandatory
features.

All these efforts to make the technical transformation seamless for users
characterised the 3G standardisation process, its underlying aims and the final outcome
as a whole. After the industry had faced the downsides of proprietary standards and
limits of cross-licensing with GSM and began working toward the global marketplace, it
opted for global technological continuities and compatibilities. The interfaces for
‘dialogues’ between different standards and their evolutionary phases and various
converged technologies seem to have made possible an evolutionary approach for the
services offered, creating continuities in terms of the ubiquity of media forms and users’
behavioural patterns, their capabilities and media literacies. This again made possible
the exploitation of economies of scale as a result of the continuities in world markets.

The outcome is a global market for mobile media services and this market,
together with its dominant services, media forms and underlying technologies, is
increasingly designed and decided on by the global private sector alone. But this
extends beyond vendors only, as once the global standards were established, this created
a continuity that the operators could exploit. The networks of operators of both
European (Vodafone, T-Mobile) and Asian (Hutchison) origin were spreading around
the world and, in this way, new service continuities were created — an aspect that
highlights the evolving sources of power in the processes of establishing the
characteristics of dominant media forms and their further evolution in the global media

culture and market.

2.7 Need for service continuities motivating network convergence and
new value chains

Another aim of the mobile industry in the context of extending and merging various
existing service continuities was to achieve continuity with the desktop Internet and its
various applications. The need for such an integration was established in the research

and development (R&D) work'" for the third generation standard. It was seen that in

' As articulated by Julian Hewett, chief analyst with Ovum in 2002.
""RACE Vision of UMTS. Workshop on Third Generation Mobile Systems. DGXIII-B. European
Commission. Brussels. January 1995.
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order to be successful the new standard should offer added value as compared to its
predecessors and the response to this demand was seen in the integration of different
networks. Whereas GSM had been designed as a stand-alone system, the 3G networks
had to become integrated with the networks for fixed telecommunications (da Silva,
2002: 120; Vong Srivastava & Finger, 2006: 9). The planners of 3G services saw that
the services available for fixed Internet users had to become available for mobile users
as well (see also Vincent & Harper, 2003: 14). Development towards an integrated
personal communication environment was envisaged in which users would be able to
have access to telecommunications services, irrespective of whether the means of access
were fixed or mobile. It was expected that users would demand that services available
on fixed networks would also be available on mobile networks and vice versa.
Especially significant was the principle that there should, therefore, be no difference in
user interface and control procedures. It was stated that this integration should imply for
service and content providers that they should not have to create and maintain duplicate
platforms for content creation and distribution — the publishing and access would take
place in the same online environment, the Internet as we know it.

But how did this, another generation of visions for mobile media, translate into
product developments? As has been suggested (Wirtz, 2001: 492; Sharma & Nakamura,
2003: 92; Yang et al., 2004), the efforts towards technological standardisation that were
aimed at enabling the convergence of fixed and mobile networks have also led, among
other things, to industry convergence and to the break-up of older value chains. The
traditionally operator-centric value chains saw new players entering — applications and
content providers, various aggregators and service houses. And the bargaining power of
these new stakeholders was recognised as being on the rise (Sharma & Nakamura,
2003: 67; Steinbock, 2003: 12). In the context of this phenomenon of what was
effectively market horizontalisation, the commentators at the time (see Feldmann, 2005:
171-80; Schweizer, 2006) started to introduce notions like ‘co-opetition’ and ‘value
nets’ that were understood to replace the competitive positioning in value chains. These
terms refer to the view that due to increasing convergence between the mobile and the
Internet and greater attention to network economics, value nets were emerging as a new
paradigm for cooperation in the network industries, including wireless communications.
Horizontal linkages between players in the value net and inter-firm cooperation were
seen as important for the value creation process and for building a new industry and a
new attractive market (Sundet, 2007: 89; Vong Srivastava & Finger, 2006: 18). As also
pointed out by Wirtz (2001: 495-6), the formation of a new horizontalised market was
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interdependent with the industry convergence. The new reconfigured corporate ‘value

nets’ emerged as being specific to the newly converging market.

2.8 Operator portals at a cross-roads
Despite all the cooperation in market building, as shown by Kunin et al. (2005: 12), the

unbundling and rebundling of old value chains into new ones was also an object of
power struggles. Established players like operators, device manufacturers and content
providers (movie studios, broadcasters, record companies, etc.) were accustomed to
controlling the mobile content value chain in their respective industry segments.
Accordingly, each of these players was determined to preserve a significant stake in the
success of their mobile content endeavours and each was vying for a central position in
the value chain. Their positioning to do that was different and also dynamically
changing. As noted in an OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development) report in 2005, the year when most 3G services were launched in Europe,
at that stage it was the mobile operator that occupied the central position in the value
chain for mobile content because of its direct, ongoing relationship with the customer
(Kunin et al., 2005). As Noam (2006: 226) put it, the key to it was spectrum allocation.
This means that once the operator was allocated spectrum this enabled it to control
downstream terminal equipment and access to a subscriber and leverage this position of
‘owning the customer’ upstream to the next steps — i.e., routing to its controlled content
portal only. In other words, the characteristic of the wireless business in the mid-2000s
was that the customer was established as a contractual subscriber who was served
vertically by an operator that provided a full set of services — in a way that, by that time,
had become unthinkable for other media (Noam, 2007: 24).

This set-up of mobile content services had been developed by 2G services such
as offering ringtones, wallpaper downloads, games and so on. The launch of 3G
networks did not bring, in the initial stage, any changes in this model since, the
European operators in particular, found themselves under pressure to recoup heavy
investments in 3G licenses and in the deployment of the network infrastructure. As the
initial up-take of 3G mobile phones was slow, the financial markets were pushing
mobile operators to take a significant part of the value created in the mobile content
market. As a result the operators were extending their 2G platforms and were more
demanding in their negotiations with content and service providers on revenue-sharing

issues (Sharma & Nakamura, 2003: 181; UMTS Forum, 2005: 7; Goggin & Spurgeon,
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2007: 754). Hence, in 2006, when this study commenced, most mobile users obtained
mobile content through their operators’ branded portals that provided content only from
providers with whom the mobile operator had established a relationship. These portals
were, therefore, known as ‘walled gardens’. The power that the operators achieved by
‘owning the subscribers’ had developed into a widely recognised industrial norm that it
should be the operators that provided customers with a specific bundle of services.

As pointed out by several commentators (Feldmann, 2002: 358; Goggin &
Spurgeon, 2007: 755; Spurgeon & Goggin, 2007: 322), this vertical bundling of
services also supported the endurance of the users’ habit of making regular payments
for connectivity and other services. The operators’ hope was that these patterns could be
extended and translated into a willingness to pay for the exclusive data services as well.
The goal was to avoid the ‘free lunches’ typical of the media content offers via the
desktop Web. A shared industry perspective at the time was that the mobile content
services should be supply-side driven and should occur principally in operator-
controlled proprietary spaces — i.e., their own portals (UMTS Forum, 2001). This
general sentiment was especially interesting since in terms of technological standards
the industry was increasingly promoting open architectures and ‘service
interoperability’ (UMTS Forum, 2002). Nevertheless, the content offerings remained
overwhelmingly proprietary, largely neglecting the experiences with the Internet and
mobile (proliferation of SMS communications) where innovation processes occurred in
distributed, non-proprietary spaces and tended to be user-driven. Hence, as argued by
Goggin and Spurgeon (2007: 765), the design of the mobile content portals, premium
rate services and even 3G network standards, could be criticised for the ways in which
design values and possibilities were guided mainly by the ‘power of capital’ rather than
by the ‘messy innovations of multitudes of users’. In addition, as addressed by Noam
(2006: 227; 2007: 26-33), the operators’ market power with respect to content providers
usually resulted in unilaterally established guidelines for the design of the services and
content forms. This meant operator selectivity over content that resulted in a reduction
or lack of customer choice of content. This again was seen to jeopardise innovations in
content provision due to the closed nature of the applications and the software that
could be offered by third parties. As argued by Pashtan (2005: 4), there were no
incentives in place for content providers to develop new and exciting services.

However, as implied above, with the value chain re-configurations in the first half
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of the 2000s the media providers gradually gained strength in bargaining power'’
(Feldmann, 2002: 359). As suggested by Yang et al. (2004: 43-4), in the previously
separate fixed-line and wireless telecommunications networks and their respective
market segments, it was network access that was the service starting point for users.
However, in the situation of fixed and mobile network convergence, it was content that
became the new starting point as customers were expected to demand their content
regardless of the type of network that they were using. Hence, the newly reconfigured
value chain started to highlight the role of content providers as they had the key role in
bridging the gaps between different networks and value chain components — i.e., to act
as the main drivers for the adoption of mobile content services. As pointed out by
Feldmann (2005: 181), the emerging cross-media narratives were about to give them
more leverage in their negotiations with operators (see also Ballon, 2009: 261-384).

This was especially so after the launch of 3G networks since in the early stages
the customers did not enrol in large numbers. That led to a growing realisation among
the operators that content creation was not really their strength and that there would be a
role for brands associated with quality content. News or sports content branded by a
network operator did not prove to be as compelling for customers as, say, BBC News or
SkySports, in the UK. The uptake of what was thought to be a mature sports-alerting
service offering tripled when it was relaunched with a major content provider’s
branding (Tilson et al., 2006). Hence, the operators were observed to be gradually
retreating from creating content. In this context, the ability of the operators and content
providers to deal with each other’s bargaining power was seen as the key in
implementing successful revenue-sharing deals — in turn seen as crucial for the overall
development of the mobile content market (Sharma & Nakamura, 2003: 182). However,
in this context, the ongoing shift in power was reflected in the major content providers’
reluctance to enter into exclusive relationships with network operators. Content
providers preferred to strengthen their existing Web-based connections with customers
across most or all mobile networks (Tilson et al., 2006).

At the same time, it began to be recognised that while the operators’ portals as
‘walled gardens’ could provide customers with the most popular content, the operators

were still unable to make deals with all the possible content providers that their

"2 The term is used here strictly as an economic term, referrring to two of Porter’s (1998) five market
forces: the abilities of either buyers or suppliers to influence the setting of prices. Feldmann’s (2002: 359)
suggestion was that the media companies as suppliers gained in bargaining power, because content was
seen to be the main driver of the adoption of mobile communications services in the business-to-
consumer (B2C) sector.
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customers wished to use (e.g. local newspapers or sites covering specialised interests).
As subscribers, similarly to the Internet users, also appeared to be seeking such ‘long
tail’ content when browsing the Internet on their mobile devices, revenues from surfing
and browsing ‘off-portal’ content (i.e., content from the unrestricted Internet) were on
the rise (iGR, 2006). For instance Vodafone and Orange reported increasing traffic and
a significant margin from off-portal browsing in 2005 (Pearse, 2005). Off-portal content
as an attraction to users and open Internet browsing as an income source emerged as
increasingly appealing solutions for many operators as these allowed them to leave
content creation and management to the media-centric vendors. Relatedly, there was
evidence that pricing models for mobile content and browsing were in flux as operators
and other value chain members started to experiment with new solutions. A few
operators around the world started to recognise that the existing models for pricing
schemes with per-minute or per-kilobyte charges were unsuitable for the broader
adoption of content as metered access and unpredictable costs would deter users from
extensive browsing and from obtaining rich content (see Odlyzko, 2001). Hence,
different kinds of flat fee models begun to be trialled for mobile content and data
services. In addition to these developments, regulators started to put pressure on
operators to open up their platforms for free and non-discriminating service provision.
The Japanese authority, MPHPT (Ministry of Public Management, Home Affairs, Posts
and Telecommunications), for instance, was exerting pressure on DoCoMo to open its
portal space as well as to offer contractual benefits to selected content providers. In
another example from France, the Commercial Court ruled against France Telecom’s
attempt to lock users into its own WAP portal (Feldmann, 2005: 190-1).

For all these reasons the relationships between mobile operators and various
content and service providers were, in the mid-2000s, cascading into a period of
dynamic change. The consultancy iGR (2006) differentiated between three evolving
models of partner management by the operators at this time: fully managed, hybrid
(‘semi-walled gardens’, e.g. i-mode) and open API (application programming interface).

The latter was a recent phenomenon in the mobile context when this study commenced
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in 2006. With this model the operators left most of the content and service provisioning
to the providers but were aiming to use the benefits of the mobile network to provide
service differentiation. For example, the mobile operator could provide location
determination, privacy, security, user interfaces and presence detection to the content
providers, adding an extra layer of value to the service and content. It is in this context
that the first empirical sub-study in this thesis becomes historically distinctive. It was
the T-Mobile’s Web’n’Walk service that set an example for other Western operators by
its approach that was introduced in October 2004. The launch of the new service meant
that the operator abandoned its t-zones portal and opened up its service to virtually
unlimited and unrestricted Web browsing. With this new approach T-Mobile focused on

the ‘long tail’'*

of niche content and was hoping to earn a measureable margin from
increasing traffic. In Chapter 4 we will study in detail the motives behind T-Mobile’s

strategic choice and its effects on the rest of the market.

2.9 Fragmentation of the Web and its access platforms
In the context of a few operators and devices enabling browsing on the ‘real Web’, but

other operators and the majority of devices still limited to mobile-specific content sites,
a new discussion emerged in the industry, i.e., whether it was justified to design special
websites for mobile devices only. At this point Nokia, together with several partners,
launched a strategy to ensure that all mobile-optimised websites would be recognised by
a new .mobi top-level domain (TLD). Approved by the Internet Corporation for
Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) in 2005 as a sponsored TLD, it was governed
by a consortium including Google, Microsoft, Vodafone, T-Mobile, Samsung, Sony-
Ericsson and Nokia. The consortium’s (informally known as dotMobi) website stated in
July 2006: ‘.mobi should stand as a trust mark for mobile sites and data services that
says “This works on my mobile’”.

DotMobi sparked criticism for breaking the principle of the ‘device

independence’ of the Internet. One of the most vocal opponents was Tim Berners-

'* The phrase the ‘long tail’ was coined by Chris Anderson (2004) who pointed out that businesses like
Netfix and Amazon allow customers to access many more DVDs and books than would be economically
viable with physical stores. Each DVD or book in the ‘long tail’ of the sales distribution represents only a
tiny fraction of the sales of ‘hits’. Nevertheless, the cumulative sales of all the products in the tail is a
huge revenue opportunity. The distribution and inventory costs of these businesses is said to allow them
to realise significant profit from selling small volumes of hard-to-find items to many customers, instead
of only selling large volumes of a reduced number of popular items. In our context, however, the term
‘long tail’ is used to indicate the customer’s ability to access the wealth of the Web including its
marginal, hard-to-find content, and not only the upper 20% of content items that the more restricted
media environments tend to limit their customers to.
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Lee, inventor of the World Wide Web. He expressed his concern about TLDs that
promote the idea that the Web should be divided up into different device-dependent
areas (see Berners-Lee, 2004). Berners-Lee, who heads the W3C, thought that .mobi
could ‘break’ the Web. His main argument was that the Web was designed as a
universal space and that its universality was its most important feature. He argued
that the Web must operate independently of different hardware, software or the
network used to access it, of the perceived quality or appropriateness of the
information on it and of the culture, language and physical capabilities of those who
access it. Berners-Lee pointed out that as a universal information space by definition,
the Web is defined by the relationship between a URI (uniform resource identifier, a
Web address) and what one finds by using that URI. The URI, he argued, should be
universal as it is treated as being universal — people look up URIs in very different
conditions and using various devices. Hence, it is useful to be able to quote the URI
for some information and then look up that URI in an entirely different context. It
was therefore seen as crucial that the Web would stay compatible with all the
different devices including mobile phones. What Berners-Lee and other critics, in
other words, were worried about, is that the Internet could be split into two because
of potential device dependence. In Chapter 6 the second sub-study of the empirical
research examines how these fears and the related discussion were taken forward and
how this started to influence the industry dynamics and the evolution of the Web
standards.

But in addition to the disputed and ambiguous line between the mobile and
desktop Webs, the mobile content industry faced a mounting challenge from the
fragmentation of the mobile platform itself. This phenomenon was conditioned by
the generic dilemma confronted by the handset and software vendors at the time:
should their primary focus be on agreeing and meeting standards, or on creating
devices and software that would be distinctive, differentiated and desirable in a
highly competitive marketplace? It has been argued (Fathom, 2005) that most
vendors were skewed towards favouring distinctiveness and differentiation and, as a
result, the notion of a ‘common’ handset specification was always changing. The
situation was further complicated by the fact that the handset manufacturers typically
offered a broad portfolio of devices, to ensure that there was a device tailored to the
sophistication and budget of any consumer.

The problem that emerged for the content providers in this context was that

many of the devices were restricted in the content formats that they supported, while
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different manufacturers had adopted different formats. In addition, the devices tended
to vary hugely in their input interfaces and screen specifications for resolution, aspect
ratio and the number of colours supported. And when it came specifically to the
mobile web-based content, hasty non-consensual standardisation in the early phases
of the WAP mark-up languages (WML'" and XHTML MP'®) had resulted, as the
relevant technologies and industries continued to evolve, in rather feeble ‘output
legitimacy’ (Werle & Iversen, 2006) of the already established standards and, hence,
also in the emergence of their different interpretations by various browser and
handset vendors. The outcome was an exceptionally fragmented domain in terms of
the various sub-forms of the mark-up languages in use.

Such a proliferation of technical standards was having a profound impact on the
profitability of producing mobile content and was arguably holding back growth in the
mobile entertainment sector (Fathom, 2005: 7). The mix of proprietary and open
standard codecs'’ for media files, the range of operating systems and browsers in use
and the parallel usage of different network generations and versions of mark-up
languages meant that content providers faced a choice: either to produce their content
for all standards and network generations which would be financially prohibitive, or to
accept that they were addressing only a sub-set of the potential market for their content.
In the mid-2000s most of the content providers attempted to mitigate the risk of
reducing the size of the addressable market, or delivering a sub-optimal consumer
experience, by re-purposing, re-formatting and porting content to make it available to as
large an audience as possible. In Chapter 8 we will learn how such strategies evolved
and what their implications were for the evolution of the media forms in the mobile

Web.

2.10 Conclusion
This chapter has described a variety of social, cultural and economic conditions that,

through their interplay in different eras, especially through the 20th century, have
conditioned the emergence and further development of mobile media and its modern
array of forms. A central theme I suggest to have emerged through these developments,
in the landmarks of mobile media evolution, is one of power struggles. We saw how

with the development of the earliest forms of two-way wireless communication, the

"> Wireless mark-up language.
'® Extensible hypertext mark-up language mobile profile.
"7 A codec is a computer programme capable of encoding and/or decoding a digital data signal.

49



devices to be placed on cars, there were already power struggles between the then
incumbent US fixed-line operator, the then nascent hardware vendor Motorola and its
public sector customers. That struggle between vendors and operators continued with
the development of cellular technologies, the standardisation of 1G and, especially, the
2G technologies, where the vendors were seen to gradually gain power at the expense of
retreating operators. However, with the development of WAP we saw how the change
in power relations within the increasingly global mobile industry resulted in a failure to
coordinate the launch of the new content platform. The recognition that emerged from
this in the increasingly complex domain was a new need for consolidation, a need to
accommodate increasingly crucial user agency and to accommodate the growing
importance of content providers in the new value chains of the converging networks.
The multiplication of stakeholders in the horizontalising, but progressively complex,
power relations increased the contingency and uncertainty in the production systems of
the mobile media and, therefore, pointed to the need for awareness on the part of other
players, of the need for dialogues. The following chapter suggests a framework for
analysing such dialogic relationships, the processes of organisation in the industry and
the related power relations that can be shown to condition the changes in the media and

to shape its forms.
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3 Theoretical framework

3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the theoretical framework for the study. The main focus is on the

motivations and potential for the integration of the disciplinarily distant evolutionary
approaches for studying the complex dynamics of modern media change. The core
theoretical pillars in this study are the cultural semiotics of Yuri Lotman, the
evolutionary economics tradition and the social systems theory formulated by Niklas
Luhmann. The theoretical intersections among these approaches are considered with a
particular interest in the following phenomena and principles: dialogic interchange
among social sub-systems as enabling innovations and the emergence of new social
sub-systems; the self-organisation of these sub-systems in the contingent social
environment; the role of memory and societal ‘path-dependencies’ in guiding these
processes of self-organisation; and the nature of related power relations that shape the
dialogic processes between the relevant stakeholders and sub-systems. At the end of the
chapter the theoretical discussion is summarised in the form of a coherent conceptual

framework, designed to study the complexities of modern media evolution.

3.2 Mapping the theoretical space: alternatives and fitting in

3.2.1 Media archaeology: a theoretical alternative
In many ways this research is about telling stories about the histories of media forms

and suggesting various ways in which one can tell such stories. In this context one has
to recognise the importance of the work that has been done within the developing
domain of media archaeology — an approach that is grounded on Foucault’s critique
against the ‘old’ historicism. With his Archaeology of Knowledge (1969) Foucault’s
agenda was, instead of looking for the objectivist smooth genealogies in historical
narratives, to concentrate on the dichotomy of continuities and discontinuities, to look
for the discursive dispersions within the existing diachronic continuities. Foucault
himself implied that, as such, an archaeology is, in the first place, a rationale for a
methodology, it offers a catalogue of analytical-strategic questions for studying
‘documents’ and invoking historically situated discourses (see Foucault, 2002b: 7;

Andersen, 2003: 8). Relatedly, Erkki Huhtamo (1995), one of the driving figures in
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turning Foucault’s general method into a research agenda for studying media histories,
has defined ‘media archaeology’ as having two main goals: first, the study of the
cyclically recurring elements and motives underlying and guiding the development of
media culture and, second, the ‘excavation’ of the ways in which these discursive
traditions and formulations have been ‘imprinted’ in specific media machines and
systems in different historical contexts. Huhtamo (1994) argues that these apparently
cyclical phenomena that disappear and reappear over and over again in media history,
seeming to transcend specific historical contexts, are not random, produced
indigenously by conglomerations of specific circumstances. Instead, he claims, all these
cases ‘contain’ certain commonplace elements or cultural motives which have been
encountered in earlier cultural processes. He proposed that such motives could usefully
be treated as fopoi — referring to classical rhetoric and Quintilianus, according to whom
the topoi were ‘storehouses of trains of thought’ (argumentorum sedes), systematically
organised formulae serving a practical purpose in composing orations. These topoi can
be considered as formulae that make up the ‘building blocks’ of cultural traditions and
provide ‘pre-fabricated’ moulds for experience. In the closely connected field of (post-
structural) new media theory this phenomenon of recurring topoi and the designing of
new media forms by repurposing representational conventions of earlier forms has been
designated as the phenomenon of ‘remediation’ (Bolter & Grusin, 1999; see also
Liestel, 1999: 38). Bolter and Grusin suggest that the representation of one medium in
another is the defining characteristic of the new digital media.

It could easily seem that the focus on recurring phenomena and similarities
between different media and eras means that (new) media archaeology emphasises the
continuities over discontinuities. But as Siegfried Zielinski (1999: 16) explains, in
historical perspective, when older constructions are subsumed into new ones, individual
elements of the old are nearly always preserved in the new. The previous forms will
continue to be present for some time, albeit within changed structures. However, they
will be ousted from the centre of everyday reality. Hence, one of the aims of media
archaeology, according to Zielinski, is to mark the boundaries of chosen media forms
and to define their historically delimited significance as specific cultural configurations
within the wider framework of media praxis. This suggests an already firm focus on
discovering and defining the discontinuities on the diachronic axes of media evolution.

This focus on historical singularity has been further developed in the works of
Friedrich Kittler (1990, 1999, 2009). According to Kittler, discourse analysis begins by

registering a corpus of texts of different modalities as material communicative events in
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historically contingent, interdiscursive networks that link their producers, archivists,
addressees and interpreters (see Winthrop-Young & Wutz, 1999: xxii). What, to
Huhtamo, establishes the aim of media archaeology as looking for inscriptions in media
forms that are recurrent and, hence, supposedly to some extent, universal, Kittler sets
out to look for inscriptions that tell us how the materiality, the technology ‘underneath’,
limits the medium uniquely, that is, how it predisposes a move towards certain forms at
the expense of other possibilities (Wellerby, 1990: xii). It is this focus on the unique
contingencies that change historically according to the material and technical resources
at their disposal that leads Kittler to a radical historicism that seeks to dissolve the
universality of concepts such as ‘media’ or other cultural institutions of meaning

making and communication.

3.2.2 Why turn to evolutionary theories?
Despite its original and growing contribution to the studies of the history of media and

its forms it has to be noted that media archaeology is not a theory of evolution, although
occasionally it has a certain set of presumptions about the dynamics that led to the
formulation of the ‘discourse networks’ (Kittler, 1990: 369) of certain eras. In its
modern form media archaeology is, instead, mainly a rationale for a rather loose set of
methodologies that can be gathered very generally under the title of ‘discourse
analyses’. As such, it has never had an ambition to make claims about the evolutionary
dynamics of media and society. Instead, Kittler, in line with a general Foucauldian
agenda (Atterton, 1994), has opposed connections with theories of social evolution and
has developed strong criticisms of the theories of Niklas Luhmann (see Kittler, 1994;
Winthrop-Young, 2000: 411). The disharmony between media archaeology and
evolutionary theories of media and society stems from the distinction that the former
aims to describe the structural essence of being on the basis of texts and representational
forms of a given period, and examines the differences on a diachronic axis. The latter
aims to analyse the contingent dynamics on a synchronic axis, the communication and
meta-communication between and within different domains and systems, the
accumulation of knowledge and the emergence of new relationships, identities and
systems — effecting, as a result, the examination of dependencies on diachronic axes. It
is as a result of this difference in analytic foci and the explicit emphasis of this study on
the evolution of media forms as a result of societal dynamics that the media archaeology

as a research agenda is downplayed in this study in favour of evolutionary approaches.
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However, some of its conceptual principles are still borrowed — especially the focus on
strategic dislocation of rhetoric fopoi from earlier media for designing modern new
media forms and the related focus on the dichotomy of continuities and discontinuities

that constitute the historical development of the media.

3.2.3 Integration motivated by the ‘multidimensionality’ of the research object
The research objects of this study are the old and new conventions, media forms that are

used for organising and representing content at the mobile media interfaces. The
English term interface is eloquent in expressing the nature of the phenomenon — it
constitutes an area in between two or more domains, it is the ‘bilingual boundary’ that
translates the codes of ‘human communication’ into the codes of the machines and vice
versa. As Manovich (2001) hints with his concept of ‘cultural interfaces’, it is clear that
if an interface is a creolised code that is part of both these semiotic domains, it is thus
also structured by both of these. Hence, it is determined by the dialogues between the
normative meta-languages that are modelling these different domains. Very broadly
these could be said to be the normative discourses of computer engineering and graphic
design. But if we look closely, many more of these are already established — usability
design, information architecture, Web design, industrial design, software engineering,
systems design, etc. These and many others are rather mature social sub-systems that, in
different ways, are ‘interfacing’ with each other and, hence, participating in designing
the new media forms and applications. In this context, Krippendorff (1995a) has shown
how the vocabulary of the modern design discourse stems from several sources — the
arts, engineering, ergonomics, advertising, popular culture, software manufacturing, etc.
As such the meta-discourse of the design sub-domain should be understood as a
convergent domain that has taken shape in dialogues among the social systems named.
Similarly, the complex mixture of the words ‘engineering’ and ‘design’ in the titles of
the social institutions taken as examples above is another phenomenon that refers to the
merging meta-languages of domains traditionally kept distinct — those of technology
and of culture. It is this blurring of boundaries between older domains, their
convergence and the emergence of new ones, that is the departure point in this research.
To understand the emergent phenomena that are traditionally seen as parts of
different domains, this study seeks to achieve a tentative integration of the different
disciplinary academic meta-languages that have been modelling these distinct domains.

This means using in an integrated way the theories of cultural dynamics that deal with
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the processes of innovation, evolution and conventionalisation in arts and in culture,
together with theories of techno-economic evolution, innovation studies and social
evolution, in general. The motivation for the integrated use of these different
disciplinary approaches is based on the constructivist epistemological agenda of this
study. I suggest that if we presume the studied categories and societal sub-systems to be
social constructions, then so we should take the academic sub-systems that conduct
second-order observations of these systems — the aim should be to question and break
out of the closure of the disciplinary perspectives, ‘the limited reflective ability of the
individual fields, and their attachment with and detachment from other fields’
(Andersen, 2003: xi). Deploying the expertise of these disciplines, their specific foci,
analytical apparatus and insights will help us to distinguish and better understand the
dynamic characteristics of particular sub-systems engaged with new media
development. Deploying a variety of disciplinary perspectives would enable us not only
to distinguish the operations and motivations of more sub-systems and, in this way, to
get closer to mapping the ‘true complexity’ of the studied processes, but also to
facilitate disciplinary dialogues that would establish a ground for what Leydesdorff
(1994) has called an emergence of theories of ‘relevant interactions’ of sub-systems —
i.e., in this case a theory of media innovation.

The theories of cultural dynamics employed in this study focus in the first place
on the ‘textual dynamics’ — exploring the evolution of textual forms within the global
cultural entirety. They help to define and recognise innovations in the historically
specific intertextual context of communicative forms and media artifacts. They are
expected to help in studying the heterogeneous textual dynamics, the dialogues and
transmissions between different cultural spaces and eras that condition the processes of
convergence and divergence in media culture, that establish the ground for new media
forms to emerge and that shape their further evolution. The theoretical framework that
this study sees as central for studying these dynamics is the semiotics of culture, as
proposed by Yuri Lotman (1976, 1981, 1990, 2001, 2009), the leading figure of the
renowned Tartu school of semiotics. This approach, although having been in relative

disregard by the mainstream of the British media and cultural studies'®, however, has in

'8 The reasons for this disregard have been summarised by Baim (1998), Mills Todd III (2007) and
Terentowicz-Fotyga (2007). The most influential of these were the realities of the Soviet Union. As the
Soviet authorities were suspicious of the uses of semiotics, they ordered Lotman’s home to be searched
and himself to be interrogated several times; his writings were usually censored and often simply
prevented from being published. In this light he could not realistically theorise power or modern forms of
culture openly, but had to restrict himself to studying the history of culture — 18th and 19th-century
Russian cultural dynamics. It is for this reason that his ‘semiotics of culture’ has not appeared to be
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recent years started to gain recognition in Western studies of contemporary culture for
its commitment to cultural heterogeneity, memory and dialogism as factors effecting
processes of cultural evolution (see Eco, 1990; Hartley, 1996; O’Regan, 1996; Hartley
& McKee, 2000; Ndalianis, 2004; Baetens & van Looy, 2007; Schonle, 2007).
Lotman’s core framework will be supported and extended in this study by the semiotic
approaches of Thomas Sebeok (1991, 2001), Umberto Eco (1977, 1979, 1984, 2000),
Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (1996, 2001) and others.

The second aspect this thesis aims to examine is whether and how the textual
dynamics are interdependent with the institutional and economic dynamics ‘behind’
them. This means studying phenomena such as resource constraints, cost considerations,
competition, market demand and size, economic growth, profitability, institutional
structures, industry organisation and technological development as a set of factors that
contribute to the complex mesh of interdependencies that make up the evolutionary
dynamics of media. To study these relationships this study will employ as its second
main theoretical pillar the evolutionary economics tradition that, although being
heterodox, is a principal approach for studying the processes of techno-economic
evolution. This approach, which built on the works of Josef Schumpeter (1939, 1954),
has been further developed by Chris Freeman (1992, 2001), Richard Nelson and Sidney
Winter (1982), Carlota Perez (2004), Giovanni Dosi (1984) and many others whose
work will be also be drawn on here.

For better linking of the cultural semiotics and evolutionary economics as
conventionally rather distinct approaches, a third widely recognised framework for
analysing societal evolution will be occasionally employed here — the systems
theoretical sociology of Niklas Luhmann (1995). However, it should be emphasised that
this study is not unconditionally ‘Luhmannian’. His works and many of his followers
are employed where the foregoing approaches need to be extended for creating
associations between the disciplinary extremes. The social systems theory helps
specifically to extend Lotman’s theoretical scope by putting emphasis on the
institutional structures and social organisation as conditioning both the technical as well

as textual innovation.

immediately relevant to the ‘cultural studies’ that are known for their interest in the political in the
present. Furthermore, because of his estrangement, his translations into English have often come ‘too
late’, and appear as ‘unfashionable’ or ‘secondary’ in regard to the themes he took issue with. (However,
as has been recognised [Kristeva, 1994], in a round-about way his early work was always a cornerstone of
the structuralist project, later ‘domesticated’ in British cultural studies.) Lastly, as an academic dissident
himself, his work emphasises the possibility of personal empowerment, resistance to the dominant
discourse in the self-estranged periphery and the resulting discursive pluralism — an option not in line

with the canons of critical cultural studies.
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It should be emphasised that the choice of juxtaposing these theoretical
approaches is not accidental. Despite their disciplinary distance, they can all be
understood as organicist evolutionary frameworks. The approaches of Lotman and
Luhmann are connected by their roots in various forms of cybernetics, theoretical
biology and chemistry (Maturana and Varela, Prigogine, Vernadsky). Since Lotman’s
semiospheric approach is also increasingly synthesised with Peircian semiotics and its
modern biosemiotic face (see, for instance, Sebeok, 2000; Sebeok & Danesi, 2000;
Merrell, 2001; Petrilli & Ponzio, 2001; Andrews, 2003; Kotov & Kull, 2006), and
Luhmann’s work is being integrated with the closely related project of cybersemiotics
(Brier, 2008), we can assume their association will evolve. Also similar is the
background of evolutionary economics — this too has evolved through dialogues with
theoretical biology and cybernetics, complexity theory, etc. Hence, one would expect
grounds for fruitful dialogues. However, one should also recognise their differences and
the related challenges. Evolutionary economics is a heterodox domain in that some of
its driving figures have been rejecting the systems-theoretic conceptualisations of self-
organisation, autopoiesis or power. These conceptual differences will be respected in
this study; the objective is not to enforce theoretical integration where it would be
unjustified. In addition, because of the disciplinary distance and the associations among
these particular theoretical traditions being somewhat unprecedented, this thesis is
unambiguously for and reflexive about being an ‘explorative foray’ into the potential of
the dialogues between the above-mentioned academic domains. That is, one of the aims
of this study is to assess the usefulness of their integration for analysing the
complexities of media evolution.

Despite the challenges to this conceptual ‘foray’, the motivational rationale for
this study is that the disciplinary distance and the many notable differences between the
particular academic domains should be taken as a worthwhile challenge — for the
promise that Lotman (1990: 37) associated with ‘illegitimate connections’, ‘imprecise
translations’ or ‘approximate equivalences’ in culture. These, if productive, could give
rise to new kinds of texts, concepts and their frameworks — a potential this thesis sets
out to test. The prospect for this potential has recently been heightened by parallel work
conducted in the ARC Centre of Excellence for Creative Industries and Innovation at
Queensland University of Technology in Australia. This work, aimed similarly at the
convergence of cultural studies and evolutionary economics, has been focused on the
drivers of creativity, innovation and change in contemporary creative processes,

economic actions and in the growth of knowledge (see Potts, 2007, 2008; Hartley, 2008,
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2009; Potts et al., 2008; Herrmann-Pillath, 2010). It has motivated further integration of
the analytical apparatus of cultural semiotics and evolutionary economics in the later

stages of this study.

3.3 Innovation in texts and culture

3.3.1 Defining ‘text’
In order to define the unit of analysis of this study — the ‘technology-intense’ media

forms as heterogeneous ‘texts’ — and to understand the textual dynamics of media
evolution, we first have to define some of the central concepts. In the context of general
semiotic theory, this research follows the lead of the theorists who have overcome the
structuralist dichotomy of /angue and parole that gives no answer to how changes in
language and culture can be motivated. To explain this I start with the Kantian essence
(see Kull & M. Lotman, 1995; M. Lotman, 1994, 2001, 2002) of Yuri Lotman’s
semiotics. The very central notion in his theory is the text and not language, sign,
structure or binary oppositions. In terms of Kant’s epistemology a text is a certain Das
Ding an Sich, it comes before language, it is always new (through constantly redefining
itself in time in its relations with the outside and generating new contexts, it is like a
river or a self-growing logos, in Heraclites’ terms). It creates its own languages, its own
universe, and is therefore a closed and sovereign structure, an immanent entity for the
outside reality. The elements of that structure do not have an independent value or
meaning, their role is determined by their structural functions. In Eco’s terms (1977,
1979): by overcoding, by the new code that covers the composite text and is born
through the rhetorical relations within the text. Text as a system is the first and smallest
semiotic entity as everything else (the signs, their meanings, the languages and their
grammars) is derived from or depends on it. As such texts should be understood as
‘code creating machines’.

This observation — textual overcoding — refers to another central principle — the
text, even a verbal one, is always at least bilingual; it is organised by multiple codes and
consists of several semiotic systems. For instance, a prayer is organised in addition to
the logic of verbal language also by the symbolic message of a particular religion and its
specific organising conventions. Another example is poems which are governed by a
vast amount of cultural codes that are not derived from the verbal language: metrics,
rhythm and plot but especially their rhetorical structure — metaphors, comparisons,

metonyms, etc., that we can find in the poem and that make it work poetically. These
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make up a system that functions entirely differently from natural language. In ‘primary’
natural language conventionality (symbolicity in Peirce’s sense) dominates, but in
rhetorical figures it is determination through similarity (iconicity or diagrammatic
relations in Peirce’s sense — see, for instance, Danesi & Perron, 2005: 157). The poetic
innovations of poems come from a tension of novel co-functioning of such different
modes and principles (Lotman, 1976). But even natural language is rarely a system
representing the world in a direct or simple way as it is always permeated with
metaphors and other rhetorical figures (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Sebeok, 1991: 58-9;
Danesi, 2003) and hence, verbal signs are hardly ever ‘primary’ representations of the
world (NGth, 2006: 258) but are literally ‘figures’ that model the world in a variety of
ways. Thus, returning to defining language, I paraphrase Eco to argue that we cannot

think of language as a single code, but as a system of interconnected codes.

What was called ‘the code’ is thus better viewed as a complex network of subcodes which goes
far beyond such categories as ‘grammar’, however comprehensive they may be. One might
therefore call it a hypercode... which gathers together various subcodes, some of which are
strong and stable, while others are weak and transient, such as a lot of peripheral connotative
couplings. In the same way the codes themselves gather together various systems, some strong
and stable (like the phonological one, which lasts unchanged for centuries), others weak and

transient (such as a lot of semantic fields and axes). (Eco, 1977: 125-6)

For Eco any language can in reality be nothing other than a fanciful sum of its speakers’
individual competencies on such sub-codes and on how these link up to constitute a

larger system, a ‘network’ (see also Danesi, 2003).

3.3.2 Remediation, rhetorical heterogeneity and innovation in new media texts
The question for this thesis, however, is whether and how these principles — that all

texts are organised by multiple, modally different codes and sub-codes and that hence
all languages come together as indeterminate networks of such codes — apply if the
systems of representation under study are not natural languages but the new media
forms on our mobile interfaces. In examining this we should first recall the argument
presented above that modern media interfaces, as they ‘remediate’ (Bolter & Grusin,
1999: 45), end up being constellations of fopoi from many earlier media. In other
words: these are considered to be increasingly heterogeneous for the representational
conventions, modes and media forms they are ‘remediating’. Hence, the argument about
the inherently heterogeneous nature of all texts becomes even more plausible with new

media.
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Furthermore, I propose that this recognition takes us to an approach to rhetoric
that was developed during the second half of the 20th century by, among others,
Ricoeur (1975), Black (1979), Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Hausman (1984, 1989) and
Sebeok and Danesi (2000). In this theoretical domain it is generally perceived that in
such situations where between mutually non-juxtaposable signifying elements a
relationship of adequacy is established (due to the context they share), they form a
rhetorical figure. And the latter are generally seen as the principal mechanism of code
and meaning innovation (see, for instance, Hausman, 1984; Merrell, 2006; Petrilli,
2006). As argued by Lotman, it is the collision of two modalities, of conventionality and
motivatedness (paradigmatic replacements in metaphors are motivated by similarity and
are not conventional) in Peirce’s sense, which gives a trope its innovative tension and

poetic power.

What is important is that the meaning-generating principle of the text as a whole lies in the
juxtaposition of segments that are in principle not juxtaposable. Their mutual recording creates a
language capable of many readings, a fact which opens up unexpected reserves of meaning. A
trope /-/ is a mechanism for constructing a content which could not be constructed by one

language alone. (Lotman, 1990: 44)

In the context of media interfaces where media conventions from various contexts are
dislocated to make up new multimodal tropes', it is a widely shared understanding that
attempts to translate messages between modally different sign systems — for example,
pictures to texts — are impossible. However, it is precisely in the situations where the
rhetorical figures are made to integrate the antithetical semiotic structures that efforts to

translate are most determined and the results most valuable.

For the results are not precise translations, but approximate equivalencies determined by the
cultural-psychological and semiotic context common to both systems. This kind of ‘illegitimate’,
imprecise, but approximate translation is one of the most important features of any creative
thinking. For these ‘illegitimate’ associations provoke new semantic connections and give rise to

texts that are in principle new ones. (Lotman, 1990: 37)

' Metaphorical relations in interfaces are a widely discussed topic in new media studies. According to
Ipsen (1997: 562), interface metaphors were once created for naming the previously unnamed and
generating new modes of reference. Johnson (1997:32) argues similarly that metaphors ‘translate’ and are
of help ‘on the bewildering sensory overload of the contemporary mediasphere’. Coyne (1995: 249-302)
points to the ubiquity of metaphors in the design and innovation processes.
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With this understanding Lotman came close to Peirce’s thesis that abductive thinking,
associative reasoning on the basis of similarity, is the essence of all creativity (see
Merrell, 2006). Following their lead, we could argue that such translations across
different semiotic languages and contexts and rhetorical relations within textual
systems, their bilingualism constitute the essence of creative thinking (Selg & Ventsel,
2008, 2009), and that this is the main mechanism whereby new communicative
applications and their forms are generated. This is the dynamic system that provides
culture with innovations and allows it to maintain and multiply its meaning systems
(Andrews, 2003: 146). As John Hartley (2002: 117) extends this view, in the field of
media it is the constant circulation of ideas that conditions the surfacing of innovations,
new forms and products. Innovation in media and culture is equated with transmissions

of texts, their convergence and the resulting emergence of the new forms and meanings:

Innovation... can be seen when the texts of one genre invade the space of another genre.
Innovation comes about when the principles of one genre are restructured according to the laws
of another, and this ‘other’ genre organically enters the new structure and at the same time

preserves a memory of its other system of encoding. (Lotman, 1990: 137)

This is explained similarly in Eco’s philosophy of knowledge where there are two
different ways to achieve innovations: factual judgements and metaphors. The factual
judgement is the discovered ‘object’ in Peirce’s sense; it is something born outside the
language system and only afterwards transformed into semiotic knowledge. But the
metaphor is born from an internal disturbance of semiosis. If it succeeds, it produces
knowledge because it produces new semiotic judgements and, in the final outcome,
obtains results that do not differ from factual judgements. Metaphors, if they are
inventive, produce ‘information’ in the proper sense of the term: an excess of disorder
in respect to existing codes.

Returning to the concepts introduced earlier: it is these ‘local’ tropes,
‘remediations’ or dislocations of topoi in textual wholes that Eco terms sub-codes. It is a
mesh of such sub-codes that a new media text consists of and it is through their
inventive rhetoric integration that new media are innovated in terms of their
representational forms. How does such rhetorical integration of multimodal texts take
place? Despite their differences all sub-types of rhetorical tropes are characterised by
partial substitution of one code with another, which is somewhat alien to the logic of

particular text. For instance, a particular sound, activated when a pointer rolls over a
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link, functions as a metaphor — the juxtaposition is achieved through abstract semantic
similarity whereas the boundaries between substitute and substituted are rather
incommensurate. But when a video story is linked to a verbal news item on the same
topic, their relation, because of the apparent association between the two textual entities,
could be defined as metonymy (Manovich, 2001: 77). These examples demonstrate that
modern hypermedia, because of their many syntactic dimensions (spatial, temporal and
linked/associative), may constitute a heterogeneous set of rhetoric relations, bringing
along a multilevel net of sub-codes that eventually generate the whole of a particular
text (see Burbules, 1998). Hence, as suggested, there is a good reason to define
multimodal semiotic wholes as ‘rhetorical texts’. Lotman distinguished rhetorical text
from non-rhetorical text, arguing that the first can be conceptualised as a structural unity
of two or more sub-texts encoded with the help of several, mutually untranslatable,
codes. ‘Rhetorical texts include all instances of contrapuntal collision of different
semiotic languages within a single structure’ (Lotman, 1990: 57). Liestel (1999: 172)
adds that if we interpret multimedia expressions with different media types, we generate
meanings beyond the expression itself and do that instead on the level of content — i.e.,
multimodal texts are connected semantically; they work through rhetorical relations
within the text. It could be argued that textual wholes constitute meta-tropes through the
process of textual overcoding. In this process a text starts functioning autopoietically,
declares its borders, its own ‘I’, what it is not and what remains outside of it. Such a
dichotomy, simultaneous movement towards both ultimate integration and growing
heterogeneity, is the paradoxical nature of such texts and also of culture as a whole, as it

1s seen in cultural semiotics.

3.3.3 From texts to culture: semiospheric dynamics
The putting together of texts and culture here is not accidental as it is one of the central

principles of cultural semiotics that both are part of the same dynamic. Culture is
materialised in texts and texts make up a culture. It is through texts that culture
communicates and it is through culture as a set of texts that it fulfils its function to
preserve its memory. And it is because of that relative ‘sameness’, ineluctable
interdependence, that we need the concept of ‘semiosphere’ for clearing up their
relations and understanding their dynamics. This concept, originally coined by Lotman
in an analogy with Vladmir Vernadsky’s (1998) ‘biosphere’ and ‘noosphere’ and

Bakhtin’s logosphere (Mandelker, 1994), refers to an abstract semiotic space, a
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‘semiotic ecology’ (Chandler, 2002: 240) or a ‘semiotic continuum’ that is inherently
heterogeneous and enclosed in itself, that functions as a self-referential system (Noth,
2006: 261) but is also in constant interaction with other similar structures (Kotov,
2002b: 42). If we are interested in the evolution of certain media forms, then Lotman
stresses with that concept that ‘well-defined and functionally unambiguous systems’
never exist in isolation. Instead, they acquire their role and meaning when perceived as
one segment of the continuum of multifaceted, multileveled and variegated semiotic
formations — i.e., when being immersed in semiotic space (Lotman, 1990: 123-4). As
Hartley (1999: 221) elaborates, the semiosphere should be understood as ‘the whole
environment of sense making, required to make any individual utterance possible’. The
existence of this environment is a prerequisite for any single act of communication; it is
necessary for the existence and functioning of languages and all forms of
communication (Kotov & Kull, 2006). As such, as Lotman (1990: 125) maintained, in
contrast to Saussure’s original suggestion, the smallest functioning mechanism of
meaning-generation is not an individual language but ‘the whole semiotic space of the
culture in question’. Andrews (2003: 32) points out that Lotman was making a clear
shift away from the level of individual signs and their functions in cultural space toward
a higher level of network semiosis and system-level phenomena. In this way, as

maintained by Chandler (2002: 5), he offered a more unified and dynamic vision of
semiosis than any study of a specific medium as if it existed in a vacuum.

According to Lotman there are four central features to semiosphere:

Its inherent heterogeneity in terms of languages that fill its continuum
Its structural asymmetry

Its boundedness by the boundaries of translatory function

Ll N

The principle of binarity — that every textual entity is based on the binary

distinction of internal versus external space.

As such the concept of semiosphere is not merely a synonym for culture as has been
sometimes suggested (Sebeok, 2000: 532). Rather, it refers to the complex relationship
between a culture, its different sub-components and its semiotic environment. Relying
on the organicist philosophical strategy, it presumes and analyses isomorphic relations
between all the structures and levels of a semiosphere (Mandelker, 1994: 390;
Alexandrov, 2000: 347). For instance, if we relate a single website as an inherently

heterogeneous but bounded textual entity to the whole ‘Web-culture’ as another textual
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entirety and after that to the whole global ‘sphere’ of human culture, their differences
should be understood only as quantitative — one ‘level’ cannot exist without the other,
one cannot be interpreted without knowledge of the other. Still, as Noth (2006: 259)
explains, Lotman’s hierarchy of levels makes up a system of relational stratifications in
a way that higher levels are always conceived as semiotic spaces with more dimensions
in relation to the spaces of their lower levels that they embrace. This way, Lotman
argues (1990: 138), the entire space of a semiosphere is transected by boundaries
between different levels, sub-sphericules and texts. The boundaries, then, are ‘the

hottest spots’ for the process of semiotic innovation.

The notion of boundary is an ambivalent one: it both separates and unites.... The boundary is
bilingual and polylingual. The boundary is a mechanism for translating texts of an alien
semiotics into ‘our’ language, it is the place where what is ‘external’ is transformed into what is
‘internal’, it is a filtering membrane which so transforms foreign texts that they become part of
the semiosphere’s internal semiotics while still retaining their own characteristics. (Lotman,

1990: 136-7)

The proposition that the entire conditional space of a semiosphere is transected by
boundaries between its different sub-spaces turns it into an engine of semiosis — of new
meaning generation. In this respect Lotman is somewhat close to Bakhtin for whom a
man is ‘wholly and always on the border, looking himself into an eye of the other or
with the eyes of the other’ (Bakhtin, 1979). Bakhtin tends to argue that one should not
imagine culture as a spatial whole that has borders and also an inner territory,
suggesting that culture is wholly located on borders whereas boundaries route
everywhere, piercing all its moments. But, as explained by Torop (1999), the notion of
boundary is inseparable from the term ‘individuality’. Individuality is seen as the
outcome of the autopoietic process where a cultural system identifies itself and its
boundaries in space and/or time. It is the self-defined continuum inside the self-
generated boundaries that thereafter become the mechanisms of translation — as
identifying oneself presumes the realisation that between own domain and alien domain
exists difference and that the alien domain (‘Theydom’, as Hartley explicates it — see
1996: 107) then needs to be understood and translated. It is the coexistence of the
infinite number of such sub-systems of culture with their asymmetrically different
languages, discourses and identities that, despite their difference, forces them into

dialogues. The information exchange between the systems eventually results in their at
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least partial convergence and in the resulting emergence of new structures, languages
and all forms of communications (Hartley & McKee, 2000: 40-2).

One of the main keystones of the semiosphere concept is that everything contained
in the memory of culture is directly or indirectly part of that culture’s synchrony and
hence, all sorts of traditional structures continue to exist in a culture’s modern
(convergent) textual expressions. As every element is always somehow ‘remediated’
into the new form it takes along the different semiotic circumstances of its earlier
contexts of use, every text embraces a multilevel intertextual discourse. It is therefore
important that the ‘semiospheric approach’ sets out to explore (the motivations for) the
connections between these circumstances and allows us to redefine ‘text” under the new
conditions, where communicative practices with different modes are increasingly
integrated. As Kotov (2002a: 30) points out, the semiospheric approach, in addition to
interpreting the text as a coherent and determinate whole, also helps describe the
position of a text in the wider semiotic space. It gives us the analytical means for
interpreting media forms as ‘open systems’ that acquire their specifics from their

relations with other texts and forms in the culture.

3.4 Social dynamics behind textual evolution: synthesising the
disciplinary meta-languages

3.4.1 Justifying disciplinary integration
What was discussed above could be understood as a textual dynamic that offers the
basis for textual innovations to emerge. But it is important to understand that this
dynamic is not a stand-alone system. Texts are designed by somebody, they are
innovated by people and institutions, and media innovation is therefore dependent on
the structures and dynamics of the particular society, its institutional organisation,
market demand, etc. (Freeman, 1992: 126-32, 138; Lavoie, 2004). Understanding some
aspects of the connection between these two different dynamics is one of the aims of
this research. For this reason I propose a dialogue between the disciplinary perspectives
of semiotics and techno-economic innovation studies, together with the systems
theoretical approaches to social evolution.

To start, I point to a set of central principles that specifically Lotman’s and
Luhmann’s approaches tend to share, that in general should ease the dialogue that I take
as crucial for the conceptual framework of this thesis. The first of these is the emphasis

on the capability of social systems for self-regulation and self-generation. Lotman, who
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engaged in particular with the creation and functioning of artistic texts in culture,
developed a concept of auto-communication (Lotman, 1977b, 1990: 20-35) that
describes communication from and to oneself where the self-communicating entity can
be both an individual or a larger social structure. As several authors have elaborated
(Broms & Gahmberg, 1983; Christensen, 1997; Cheney & Christensen, 2001; Morsing,
2006; Steedman, 2006), in the modern day context all kinds of communication (such as
strategic plans, corporate reports, marketing communications, press releases) that
organised bodies or systemic structures might produce could eventually start working
auto-communicatively. Even if the communicative act was originally meant not for
internal use but for the outside audience, once the message feeds back to its authoring
structure the auto-communicative effect has taken place. As Lotman explains, the
difference between ‘I-s/he’ communication and ‘I-I” communication comes down to
the fact that while in the ‘I-s/he’ system information is transferred in space, in the ‘I-I’
system it is transferred in time. In the conduct of the ‘I-I’ communication the
information transferred is eventually qualitatively changed as the circumstances and
contexts of the message have changed by the time of its re-articulation by its author.
The message has acquired supplementary codes and has the potential to lead to a
restructuring of the actual ‘I’ itself (Lotman, 1990: 22). The author goes about re-
interpreting the new situation he is currently in and hence, as it is argued (Christensen,
1997: 202; Morsing, 2006: 175), the auto-communication is not primarily oriented
toward sending and receiving messages but toward the production and celebration of
meta-texts on the identity and nature of the communicating system. Broms and
Gahmberg (1983) suggest that auto-communication turns into a process of organising
through which a communicator evokes and enhances its own values and the repetitive
use of the same textual form thus produces the mythologies of the communicating
structure. As opposed to dialogic communication, auto-communication generates
homogeneity at the expense of heterogeneity (Kotov & Kull, 2006: 196).

For Luhmann such production of meta-texts, communicating about and to
oneself, means establishing the distinction between the self and the others, between the
communicator and its environment. Such a communicative act works autopoietically as
it also means establishing boundaries between the self and what is selected to be its
outside (Arnoldi, 2006: 116). What connects Luhmann to Lotman is the need for
recursion in time — meaning has to be continuously reproduced to secure the autopoiesis
in a contingent environment, but the new operations can only be stored on the previous

operations (Arnoldi, 2001: 6) — on the previous texts that are then reinterpreted in a new
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context. Still, the difference between these two concepts lies in their differing focus:
auto-communication describes the nature of the process; autopoiesis refers to the
outcome, to the operational closure of establishing distinction and boundaries. In this
study, therefore, these terms will be used appropriately, respecting this difference.
However, the suggestion this thesis makes is that it is via the processes of auto-
communication/autopoiesis that the sub-systems of society or culture continue to
reproduce themselves in contingent environments.

The second primary principle that the approaches central for this study share is
that plurality and unity presume and condition each other. As Luhmann puts it: “... (at
least) two complexes with divergent perspectives are required to constitute whatever
functions in the systems as a unity (unit or element). In reverse, this means that, for
analysis of the system, such a unity cannot be dissolved into the divergent complexes
constituting it’ (1995: 38). He suggests that to achieve confidence about this, one can
investigate the repercussions of this mutualistic-dialogical, conversational unity, and its
‘language’ on the complexes constituting it — studying to what extent and within what
boundaries these repercussions allow the individualisation of its elements.

This issue could be studied through the means of cultural semiotics — from the
perspective of Lotman, an act of Luhmann’s communication could be understood as an
act of language in use. That is, it is bounded by the limits of time and space and can
therefore be defined as a ‘text’. And as demonstrated above, texts, whatever may be
their modality or materiality, are always inherently heterogeneous, they are a structure
of two at minimum (Y. Lotman, 2001: 10). Proceeding from that we can suggest, on the
one hand, that the theories of Lotman and Luhmann depart from similar premises and,
on the other, that Lotman’s semiotics helps to conceive how the ‘communications’ of
Luhmann’s system as Lotman’s ‘texts’ guarantee the system’s autopoietic closure as
well as its openness at the same time. This comes from the understanding that if a
system is inherently heterogeneous, it collocates many of the existing languages, it has
to be able to connect also to its environment — where the same or similar language
systems also most probably exist. This is the principle that every text is intertextually
connected to the rest of the culture. Paradoxically, a text can be perceived, without
losing its integrity, not to be identical only with itself but also with a variety of
superstructures — with the language systems it is a part of. Every cultural entity, as
Lotman puts it (1997), can, on the ‘higher levels’, belong as a sub-structure to many
different super-structures. Correspondingly, Luhmann (1990: 13) proposes the

following: ‘... communication is an evolutionary potential for building up systems that
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are able to maintain closure under the condition of openness’. Ultimate isolation is
impossible since every social entity (especially one designing communicative forms)

has to be in dialogues with others.

3.4.2 Convergence of old and emergence of new social systems
It should also be explained what is meant when I refer to the social systems and use the

Luhmannian concept. Most of Luhmann’s theorising revolves around his few central
constitutive distinctions and the related division of grand macro-level functional social
systems — a suggestion also followed in the macro-economic approach of Freeman and
Louc¢a (2001) who work within the limits of such macro-systems as technology,
economy, culture, science and politics. It is doubtful, however, whether working within
such broad heuristic frameworks will help achieve the aims of this research. The main
problem with such grand divisions and distinctions is that these make it difficult to deal
with the convergence and divergence processes of these systems and, hence, fail to
grasp the crucial minor dynamics that may eventually set the agenda for the design
processes. For instance, Sevénen (2001) asks discreetly: what does it mean that in the
Middle Ages and in the baroque period it was hard to distinguish the visual arts from
the communicative functions of the church? There were no clear boundaries between
religious symbolism and the visual arts. And if in modern times the functional
differentiation is the main constitutive force in society, then it is increasingly difficult to
tell the difference between art and entertainment, art and design or art and advertising
(Priimégi, 1998).

Relating to this critique, Beck suggests that ‘[p]erhaps the autonomy premise of
modern systems theory, raised to the level of virtual autism, is only the basic
multiplication table, while decimal arithmetic starts only where one autonomy is cross-
linked with another, where negotiating institutions come into being...” (Beck, 1994: 24-
5). He argues that the logic of differentiation, which conceives of system codes as
exclusive and assigns each code to one and only one sub-system, blocks out the horizon
of future possibilities. Adapting to the everyday social and semiotic maelstrom is only
possible when code combinations and syntheses are imagined, invented and tried out.
‘The “aesthetic laboratory” that society has long since turned into is only one example
of this. The question runs (in classic terms): how can truth be combined with beauty,

technology with art, business with politics and so on?’ (Beck, 1994: 32).
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In other words: Luhmann’s thesis on differentiation as the constitutive force has
to be explicitly balanced with convergence as a parallel and ineluctable force. A good
example of such border crossings between economic and cultural sub-systems in
Luhmann’s terms would be the institutionalisation of the desktop website design. Rivett
explained it this way: ‘Design is a practice and practices cannot normally survive for
long without being sustained by institutions...” (Rivett, 2000). Rivett claims that the
field of ‘graphic design for interface media’ is dependent for its future on the

commodification of the website.

This is an economic imperative for — if designers are to secure contracts from the commercial
sector — they must be seen to provide a recognisable ‘worthwhile’ product. Part of this process of
commodification is manifested in the drive (emanating from commercial Web design) to
legitimise and professionalise the design/construction of the website. This is demonstrated in the
work emerging from the area of website design where there is evidence of the construction and
imposition of frameworks for the design of on-line media, within which certain forms are
represented as legitimate and others not, a process integral to the professionalism of this area of

design. (Rivett, 2000)

The construction and imposition of such new frameworks has two functions — first, to
work as a set of normative meta-languages that lay out the characteristics of the
emergent forms; and second, to work autopoietically for the new social institution itself.
It is for this reason that this research abandons the heuristics of the grand systems and
aims to discover and distinguish the actual social identities and systemic structures that
are involved in the design of the mobile media applications. This should be done
because hypothetically the meta-discourse that tries to impose norms for a design from a
perspective of a certain social system, is also, for the most part, the same discourse that
autopoietically articulates the identity of the same social system. As Graham and
McKenna (2000: 49) propose: ‘... the higher the degree of consistency between
systematically produced descriptions and individually produced descriptions, the more
likely it is that a particular discourse community will maintain an ongoing identity
within society’. Krippendorff, a theoretician of modern media design, establishes three
ways that design discourse can be expected to be instituting its recurrent practices

(Krippendorff, 1995a):

(1) enabling social organizations to thrive on controlling the technical means of (re)producing and
disseminating the discourse — not only its textual matter and its community, but, most importantly,
its very own organizational forms (social autopoiesis),
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(i) legitimizing its procedures, methods, theories, schools of thought, and criteria through the very
acts of making them selectively available, especially to members of its discourse community who
may turn the benefits of participation into loyalties to particular organizations operating within that
discourse, and by

(iii) applying its axioms relative to which a discourse (its textual matter, conversations, and
organizations) can achieve a certain autonomy, coherence, and direction.

This relates to Cavalli’s (2007) argument that all techno-economic innovation processes
presume the parallel changes in the discourse communities of an era. Krippendorff also
argues that discourse ‘surfaces in textual matter’ which is continuously (re)read,
(re)written, (re)produced, (re)searched, (re)articulated, elaborated or rejected. ‘A
community continually (re)generates its textual matter and acquires the character of a
dynamically connected diversity’ (Krippendorff, 1995a; see also 2008). I hold on to that
principle of ‘dynamically connected diversity’ here and reject Luhmann’s rigid premise
of one code distinction per sub-system or organisation (Martens, 2006: 17; Seidl &
Becker, 2006) as it does not facilitate the understanding of dynamic processes of social
emergence at the borderlines of the existing social structures, discourses and languages.
Instead, as implied above, this thesis proceeds in accord with the Lotmanian view of the
inherent heterogeneity of all social and cultural systems in terms of the codes,
languages, discourses, etc. they contain and integrate. Social systems, as I propose,
come together as a ‘dynamically connected’” mesh of texts, discourses or
‘communications’ that reciprocally communicate about and model each other, define
each other’s characteristics, meta-communicate about the whole they make up and
codify the practices and social forms of their production. But the suggested inherent
heterogeneity of systems also means that in their auto-communication they are to some
extent polyvocal and ‘dynamically diverse’.

However, when it comes to the emergence of new systems at the borders of the old
ones, the rest of Luhmann’s theory still lends itself well to my investigation. He
explains that ‘every social contact is understood as a system, up to and including society
as the inclusion of all possible contacts’ (Luhmann, 1995: 15). Hence, the systems start
with the dialogic acts; they are drawn forth by communication. When a contact between
two existing systems is established and a dialogue takes place, there is then also a
possibility for autopoietic closure and an emergent social system. This research aims to
look for the meta-discourses on the design of exactly such ‘smaller’ social systems,
communities or organisations that emerge on the boundaries of older structures, that are
hypothetically able to constitute themselves through the means of self-referentiality but,

at the same time, are always connected to the rest of the culture and society in various
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ways. The aim is to mark both of these — the discursive continuities as well as

discontinuities — between different older and emergent social systems.

3.4.3 ‘Evolution’: synthesised conceptualisation
How can the central term of this thesis, the ‘evolution’, be conceptualised from the

perspectives of the chosen disciplinary perspectives when integrated? To answer this it
is, first, important to introduce the dichotomy of continuity and discontinuity, which is a
crucial intrinsic characteristic of most of the existing evolutionary theories. If we turn to
Schumpeter’s theory of economic evolution, then every system aims towards mini-
mising its discontinuities and achieving equilibrium. In his system, the mechanism of
equilibration provides the resistance to change in the economic system; it is the self-
defence of established business and institutional traditions, the creation of order and
continuities subsuming the creation of novelties and discontinuities (Freeman & Lou¢a,
2001).

But if there is a constant movement towards equilibrium and order, then how does
the system generate the innovative mutation and discontinuities which, according to
Schumpeter, arise ‘from the system itself’, from new needs created by economic
processes? To explain this, we can return to Lotman’s semiotics. As explained above,
every text or semiotic space has its self-defined boundaries in space and/or time. But a
cultural system, while identifying itself, its boundaries and the outside, also identifies
the Other and its characteristics — it has to understand and translate its features for itself
(Kotov, 2002b). Or, as Luhmann puts it, boundaries cannot be conceived without
something ‘beyond’ — thus presupposing the reality of a beyond and a possibility for
transcendence (Luhmann, 1995: 28). When the translation through the boundary, the
‘bilingual membrane’ is conducted, then the communicative act has found a place and
through this, new information has entered the cultural space. According to Sebeok
(1991: 22), it is the act of communication that decreases entropy locally, i.e., produces
change within the system. Hence, it is the communication between different societal
sub-systems or semiotic spaces (different disciplines, industries, professions, firms,
countries, etc.) that facilitates production of new information and innovation.

But it might also have a parallel and opposite effect. In Lotman’s terms, if new
information is translated from one of culture’s sub-systems to another, from one
language to another, then this has an effect of an ‘explosion’ (Y. Lotman, 2001, 2009).

The moment of explosion is a central point for extreme information expansion for the
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entire system and, as such, it re-establishes a certain unity within the system. This refers
to the paradoxical essence of such an ‘explosion’ — it yields succession and continuity
within the whole of the system, while the continuous independent evolution of different
sub-systems facilitates discontinuity (see Andrews, 2003). It can be argued, therefore,
that communication within the system and translatory acts over its various borders
facilitate the preservative functions of a culture as well as its drive for change. Similar
to this fundamental insight is also the proposition by Freeman and Louc¢a (2001: 123-
35) that the long-term economic growth of societies and its broad waves of development
are brought about by the dynamic that presumes, on the one hand, semi-independent and
asynchronic development of sub-systems such as culture, technology or economy but
also their occasional ‘synchronisation’ — ultimate information change between them that
disrupts the society, effects innovations, establishes the ground for new technological
regimes (Freeman & Perez, 1988) and new stages of growth. It is notable that, as Zylko
(2001: 405) has pointed out, on the societal macro-level Lotman’s ‘explosions’
similarly manifest themselves in epoch-making inventions and discoveries that change
society’s direction of development and prompt transitions from one historic phase to
another.

Also relevant here is the understanding, put forward by Freeman (1992: 122), that
despite all the problems with applying the biological metaphor of ‘evolution’ on the
societal processes, the principle of ‘selection’ is a useful stimulus of thinking. As he put
it, evolutionary selection is at work at all possible ‘levels’ — that of R&D project or a
programme in the R&D system, the individual innovation within the firm or the firm
itself, the industrial branch, the nation or a wider social system on a global level — and
in the interplay of these and similar ‘levels’. Building on this and Luhmann’s
theorisation I propose that we can assume all the systems to ‘select’” — more or less
consciously or purposefully — and the aggregate outcome of these selections is the
societal order of an era.

However, it should be also emphasised that all the theoreticians discussed here
acknowledge that the use of the biological metaphor might be misleading. Lotman
(1990: 127) explains that biological evolution involves species dying out and natural
selection, but in the history of art, works that come down to us from remote cultural
periods continue to play a part in cultural development as living factors. ‘A work of art
may “die” and come alive again; once thought to be out of date, it may become modern
and even prophetic for what it tells of the future’ (Lotman, 1990: 127). He explains that

what ‘works’ is not the most recent temporal section, but the whole packed history of
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cultural texts: everything contained in the actual memory of culture is directly or
indirectly part of that culture’s synchrony. For Lotman, hence, behind evolutionary
change is not linear development but the ‘remediation’ from the ‘history’ or ‘periphery’
of culture into its current mainstream, where it appears as an innovative disruption. Both
Lotman and Schumpeter emphasise the circular dynamics that underlie evolution. For
Russian Formalists as well as for Lotman, communicational forms move constantly
between the cultural centre and periphery according to the pace with which they
‘defamiliarise’ themselves and/or acquire new innovative potential. And different

3

languages evolve with their own pace: ‘... fashion in clothes changes at a speed which
cannot be compared with the rate of change of the literary language’ (Lotman, 1990:
126).

Schumpeter’s discomfort with ‘evolution’ was similar — he argued against
Darwinian linearity, which for him equated to the plain and irreversible movement
towards equilibrium. But as Freeman and Lou¢d suggest (2001:49), his model was
nevertheless evolutionary, since it defined the economy as an ‘organic’ whole, propelled
by a process of development with mutations. Evolutionism for him was simply a
consideration of organic evolution in real time, or of historical and irreversible
processes of change. This is also how this term should be understood in the context of
this research — referring to the emergence and further development of a certain organic
textual, technical and institutional, inherently heterogeneous but interconnected and
self-reinforcing entirety on the actual diachronic axis of time (see also Lundgren, 1991:

43-4).

3.5 Systemic power: meta-descriptions, centre-periphery dynamics and
dialogic control

3.5.1 The power of grammars

Evolution, potency for change, is unavoidably related to existing power relations in the
society or its sub-systems. Luhmann explains that system and environment collaborate
constantly, producing every effect, and this relies on the principle that when a system
‘produces’ itself, then it selects some and not all causes that are necessary for specific

effects that can be employed under the control of the system.

This difference makes selection possible, and selection makes retention possible. Therefore a

complex of ‘productive causes’ can come together as a result of evolution (or subsequently with
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the help of planning) and, once together, be in a position to assemble appropriate environmental

causes. (Luhmann, 1995: 20)

Systems have to select, as for them, their environment is always more complex than
themselves (disorder), and this leads to contingency which, from the perspective of a
system, can be perceived as risk for their stability. But what is important is that such
selection, every attempt to impose order by a social entity, even if it is done for risk
reduction, also means an application (or, as Pottage, 1998, suggests, the emergence) of
power.

This can be associated with Manovich’s (2001) implicit proposition that in
media development there are always two universal stages: a short initial gestation
period where it evolves at a rapid pace and develops its main characteristics, and a
second stage, where having acquired its final form, it will thereafter undergo only minor
changes during the rest of its existence. Such a way to divide evolutionary processes of
cultural forms analytically into two is reflected in the way Eco (1979: 138) and Lotman
(1977a) distinguish between ‘grammatically oriented’ and ‘textually oriented’ cultures,
and how Kress and van Leeuwen (2001: 113) write similarly about ‘lexically’ and
‘grammatically’ organised semiotic resources. According to Lotman’s view, textual
culture generates texts directly which constitute macro-units from which rules could
eventually be inferred. Kress and van Leeuwen add that in such ‘cultures’, semiotic
modes are approached as a paradigm, a loose collection of signs, which functions as a
more or less unordered storehouse of resources (Quintilianus’s fopoi). In grammatically
oriented cultures in turn, texts are generated by combinations of discrete units and are
judged correct or incorrect according to their conformity to the grammatical rules of the

particular system.

Grammars /-/ use very broad, abstract classes of items, but provide fairly definite rules for
combining them into an infinite number of possible utterances. They are decontextualised and
abstract, but also powerful in what can be done with them. Perhaps it is no wonder that
grammatically organised modes have tended to be the most powerful modes. (Kress & van

Leeuwen, 2001: 113)

The transition in language systems from one phase to another is understood by Lotman
as every system’s movement towards self-description. The fact that Kress and van
Leeuwen recognise the increasing power of the grammatically organised modes refers

to how autopoietic functioning is connected to the issue of power. Self-description and
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normative grammar development are Luhmann’s selections, a system minimising its
risk by organising its environment on its own terms, an action legitimised by the power
it masters. ‘The highest form and final act of a semiotic system’s structural organization
is when it describes itself. This is the stage when grammars are written, customs and
laws codified’ (Lotman, 1990: 128). In Lotman’s terms the stage of self-description is a
necessary response to the threat of too much diversity within the semiosphere: the
system might lose its unity and definition and disintegrate. This suggests that one part
of the semiosphere — the one that strives to become a dominant centre — is always in the
process of self-description, of creating its own ‘grammar’®, after which it strives to
extend these norms (and this way, itself) over the whole semiosphere and, in this way, a
partial grammar of one sub-system might become the meta-language of description for
culture as such. This makes it the direct application of power that brings power
asymmetry.

There have been several theoreticians who have recognised this kind of
phenomenon in new media development. For instance, Rivett (2000: 43) has suggested
that the increasing circulation of ‘handbooks’ in Lotman’s terms (see Ibrus, 2004),
which combine the classification and analysis of websites with the construction of site
design principles, is inextricably linked to particular groups’ attempt to impose their
particular vision, not only of what the website should be, but of the future of the Web
itself. This is why many new media theorists have warned that the Web, rather than
becoming the radical freeform space predicted by early enthusiasts, is instead being
effectively shaped by a variety of dominant cultural forces, in particular, commercial
institutions (see Herman & McChesney, 1997; Lovink, 2003; Galloway, 2004, 2006a,
2006b; Rossiter, 2006).

3.5.2 Centre-periphery dynamics
Lotman’s semiospheric theory opens up a different perspective for understanding such

developments and suggests instead grammatical diversity for the future of new media.
As Andrews (2003: 68) explains, meta-description always gives rise to higher entropy.
Once the core of a system starts self-regulating itself and becomes rigidly organised, it
starts losing its dynamism. Having exhausted their reserve of indeterminacy they
become inflexible and incapable of further development. But on the periphery this

‘idealised’ norm or a regulative framework will be in contradiction with the semiotic

%% Lotman explains that it may be real or ideal depending on whether its inner orientation is towards the
present or towards the future.
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reality lying ‘underneath’, and not a derivation from it. The closer to peripheral areas,
the more the power of the core gradually diminishes and the ‘grammars’ of the core
become illegitimate. Hence the relationship between semiotic practice and the norms

imposed on it becomes ever more strained.

Texts generated in accordance with these norms hang in the air, without any real semiotic
context; while organic creations, born of the actual semiotic milieu, come into conflict with the
artificial norms. This is the area of semiotic dynamism. This is the field of tension where new

languages come into being. (Lotman, 1990: 134)

In other words, all the different avant-garde movements and sub-cultures that are
somewhat independent of the existing power structures such as academic cultures
(Castells, 2001), open source movements (Weber, 2004; Mansell & Berdou, 2009) or
simply the global community of creatively engaged end users who occasionally
organise themselves as informal ‘fringe groups’ (Sawhney & Lee, 2000, 2005) ought to
be the agents which break the rules, innovate and, in this way, secure the pluralism of
grammars and languages of hypermedia and their dynamic development. In Lotman’s
terms, this refers to the potential ‘maturing’ of the periphery, how peripheral disruptions
may become the dominant codes and norms for the whole semiosphere.

This is why Schonle (2001, 2003) imputes to Lotman a status of a potential
innovator of the Western mainstream cultural studies (that as a rule ascribe to the
somewhat sempiternal qualities of existing hegemonies). He shows how Lotman,
although sharing the poststructuralist premise of the primary role of discourse in
founding reality, makes a case that the unavoidable and infinite diversity of a semiotic
environment starts eventually mitigating the subject’s dependence on the discourse.
‘Thus subjects act on their impulse to autonomy by playing discourses against each
other, recording them in an act of auto-communication that generates novelty in the
process’ (Schonle & Shine, 2006: 24). So although people are immersed in systems —

. . . . . 21
discursive or social — agency can still rest in themselves™ .

*! The latter argument needs to be justified in the light of the almost uncontested consensus within the
‘critical’ sociological mainstream that systems theoretical accounts and especially Luhmann’s model are
anti-humanist and ‘immoral’ due to his claims that systems are largely autonomous from human control
as well as because of his abandoning of the subject-centred communicative rationality, which could
provide a counterweight to the systems (see Blithdorn, 2000: 10-13). In this context it should be pointed
out that the fact that individual people cannot control the discourse does not have to mean that they lose
their autonomy to the discourse. We have to remember that in Luhmann’s terms, his social systems are
not groups or networks of actual people. Instead, they are sequences of communicative events, which are
held together by certain rules of communication and structures of expectations — i.e., being essentially
(self-referential) ‘discourses’ as the phenomenon has been understood in cultural studies since Foucault.
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3.5.3 De-ontologisation of power: dialogic control
For refinement, however, the centre-periphery power dynamics could benefit from some

filtering through Luhmann’s and Foucault’s power theories, especially in the form these
have been interpreted and linked by Borch (2003, 2005) and Pottage (1998). From
Luhmann’s perspective, the construction of self-referential systems results in a need to

abandon the idea of unilateral control:

There may be hierarchies, asymmetries, or differences in influence, but no part of the system can
control others without itself being subject to control. Under such circumstances it is possible —
indeed, in meaning-oriented systems highly probable — that any control must be exercised in
anticipation of counter-control. Securing an asymmetrical structure in spite of this (e.g. in power
relationships internal to the system) therefore always requires special precautions. (Luhmann, 1995:
36)

What Luhmann here criticises is the so-called classical theory of power, in Foucault’s
terms also known as the ‘juridico-political’ power concept. There are three main
assumptions in this image of power (see Foucault, 1990: 94-6). First, assertion of
possession — power is conceptualised as a substance that can be possessed or
exchanged, which implies an idea of power as a zero-sum game. Second, an assumption
of location — power is concentrated in a centre from which it flows (causally and top-
down) to the rest of society. Finally, the discourse of sovereignty relies on the
contention that power serves purposes of repression — to exercise power is to limit
freedom. According to Foucault this model evolved in the feudal era and is how
sovereigns of that time preferred to present their power. But we should take a point
from Luhmann for whom modern society is primarily differentiated into operationally

autonomous sub-systems and is, hence, without an apex or centre. As Borch (2005: 158)

According to Luhmann, modern society makes it impossible to assign individuals to one system only.
Instead, it lets each individual potentially participate in all the systems that can exist (an essentially
unlimited and infinite amount) and hence none of them ever includes the individual as a full person
(Luhmann, 1990: 116; Schwanitz, 1996: 491; Blithdorn, 2000: 342) — i.e., their individual agency cannot
be controlled by any of them. In Mandelker’s (2006) terms this is the phenomenon that offers grounds for
personal ‘estrangement’. As she points out, for Lotman the ability to deliberately distance oneself to the
‘periphery’, where self-reflexivity is put into dialogue with the Other, enables achieving an estranged
perspective that, in turn, represents the possibility for an unpredictable, innovative and, most importantly,
free action that enables and empowers the individual — the ‘Creative personality’ (Deltcheva & Vlasov,
1996: 8; Bethea, 1997; see also Ronneberger, 2004). Schonle (2006: 198) explains that Lotman’s theory
proposes a semiotic theory of the self that consists of two parts: one dealing with the ways the self
constitutes and changes its identity for itself, and the other with interactions between this self and the
social codes of all the possible systems it participates in. The self develops its subjective identity by
absorbing a message coming from outside and projecting it onto a supplementary code coming from
within (Lotman, 1990: 22).
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notes, this characterisation suggests the need for replacing notions of power that
reinstate a conception of a hierarchically differentiated society as the contemporary
semantics of power should not reflect a pre-modern social structure.

Foucault’s solution to this dilemma was his concept of governmentality (Rose,
1999; Foucault, 2002a: 201-22). Conceptualised as government, power is defined as
‘conduct of conduct’, or ‘action upon action’, and to exercise power is, in the first place,
to structure the possible field of action of others, of all the actors in a shared
environment. As all the systems present in a particular environment face contingency
and therefore make their selections so that to reproduce themselves they affect each
other by virtue of their own autonomous principle of replication. As Pottage (1998: 22)
puts it: each of the actors is dependent on the autonomy of the other. ‘The art of the
game is not to dominate the opposing actor, but to anticipate and exploit its
interventions, and thus to make one’s own interventions dependent upon an opponent’s
restless invention of (counter-)strategies’ (Ibid.). As such power is relational, emerging
through situated oppositions between autonomous and radically discontinuous
processes, it is non-subjective, emergent and contingent.

In this context it should be noted that in Lotman’s writings there are some
inclinations towards seemingly ontological takes on power (Ibrus, 2007). This is
something that in this research will be avoided, following the de-ontologised power
theories of Foucault and Luhmann. At the same time, we should turn our attention to
Lotman’s (1990: 150) argument that the semiosphere’s elements can, at the same time,
be both active and receiving, in one sense centre, and in another, periphery. This
principle offers a way to apply the semiospheric model in understanding the
complexities of power dynamics in the modern functionally differentiated society.
Namely, if for Luhmann power could be understood simply as ‘communication coded in
a certain way’, then Mandoki (2004: 100) defines power as an effect of meaning for a
specific subject in a specific situation according to a specific code. Or, as Krippendorff
(1995b) puts it, power is ‘dialogically embodied, emergent in ‘burdensome languaging’
with the Other. Hence, we can argue, it is the languages and codes within the
semiosphere where the existing power relations are addressed and redefined, enabling in
this way mutual adaptation and co-evolution, ‘actions upon actions’. If we now recall
that according to Lotman every cultural system is inherently infinitely heterogeneous
and that every system could be seen as incorporated into different autonomous super-
systems (Lotman, 1997), we can posit that every system can participate in a variety of

language systems and thus also in many different power relations that to some extent
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are independent of each other. A system can, in some of these, be active and in others,
be passive, in one respect governing and in another being governed by others, in
Foucault’s terms.

Therefore, what this discussion suggests is that, when we think about new media
artifices and the (techno)culture around these as an extremely heterogeneous mesh of
texts of different levels, modes and materialities, the evolution of this mesh suggests an
immensely complex power dynamic, comprised of multileveled mechanisms of control
and counter-control between diverse nets of actors and sub-systems (Krippendorff,
2008). In some of these relationships the degrees of freedom might be greater for
specific actors, while in others they might be fewer (Mansell & Silverstone, 1996a: 6).
The term ‘dialogic control’ is here suggested as a way of understanding and describing
such relationships for avoiding the overly simplistic use of centre-periphery dynamics.
This puts the main focus of this research on Lotman’s notion of dialogue — that leads to
change and hence to cultural flux, rather than to social fragmentation. As Schonle and
Shine (2006: 24-8) point out, Lotman’s theory provides an answer to cultural studies’
age-old dilemma between the hegemonic unity and decentredness of power. They argue
that for Lotman culture is essentially both, ‘for it evidences both centrifugal and
centripetal forces, which play themselves out on various, coexisting layers’. It is a
significant paradox of media evolution, that the convergence of various media
conventions in new media applications does not only mean apocalyptic one-way flows
into semantic implosions as Baudrillard suggests (1983), but also the evolution of new
languages, new borders, new differentiations and functionalities, new discontinuities
within new continuities. This research is designed to explore such dual dynamics of

media evolution.

3.6 Memory in work: from cognitive uncertainties to path-dependencies

3.6.1 Interpretative limits leading to remediation
It is important to recall that this research is about the early gestation period of such

processes — where the forms that are tried out in new contexts are all novice, they are
still ‘textually oriented’ in Lotman’s terms, and piece by piece remediated to converge
into a somewhat rhetorical ‘mess’ that might be hard for users and producers alike to
make sense of or command during their encounters with these nascent forms. This is
why various scholars have started to talk about such phenomena using terms such as

‘cognitive overload’ for users (Ipsen, 2003: 195) or ‘ontological uncertainty’ for
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producers (Lane & Maxfield, 2005). Eco’s suggestion has been that, in the case of users

in such situations, a necessity of continuous ‘under-coding’ is imposed.

The interpreter of a text is at the same time obliged both to challenge the existing codes and to
advance interpretative hypotheses that work as a more comprehensive, tentative and prospective
form of codification. Faced with uncoded circumstances and complex contexts, the interpreter is
obliged to recognise that the message does not rely on previous codes and yet that it must be
understandable; if it is so, non-explicit conventions must exist; if not yet in existence, they have

to exist (or to be posited). (Eco, 1977: 129)

He argues that in this kind of situation the term ‘interpretation’ is not being employed in
the sense of ‘decoding’. Instead, it refers to a process of understanding that is based on
some previous decoding and the general sense of a vast portion of discourse. In terms of
logic this kind of interpretation is similar to inference and the specific type that Peirce
called abduction.

As explained by Wirth (2002), abduction as a process of finding explanatory
hypotheses is, according to Peirce, triggered by a ‘surprising phenomenon’ that rouses
our consciousness. He explains that we always presume that the surprising facts that we
have observed, explained and collected are only one part of a larger system of facts,
which as a whole is unknown to us — it is just a guess. This larger system creates a
cognitive context that frames the process of probational hypothesis adoption. This may
be what we do when we first meet a new media application with unfamiliar functions —
we probe our hypotheses on the basis of earlier experiences and our conception of
bigger structures. If such guessing appears to be productive and the guesses turn out to
be right, there is a chance that the abduction, once performed, becomes a customary
social reflex. This is also the reason why abduction represents the first step in the
process of conventionalisation of communicative forms. A consistently interpreted
ambiguous uncoded context gives rise, if accepted by a society, to a convention (Eco,
1977: 135-6).

What this brings to light for analysis of the evolution of media forms is the
feasible pace of the process. Media producers have to take into account the limits of
users for abductive interpreting or undercoding. The innovation cannot be too radical
and it has to rely to a significant extent on existing and widely recognised
representational conventions and the ‘larger systems of facts’ or the ‘horizon of
expectations’ that the audiences are assumed to have. It is for this reason that in

domains of software design and HCI a strong conviction has evolved that designs for
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new applications have to rely to some extent on existing conventions from other media
so as to give users cues and resources for learning by using (see Brown & Duguid,
1996; Rheinfrank & Evenson, 1996: 71). Therefore, continuity in interpretative abilities
could be argued to be one of the causes of ‘remediation’ — the step-by-step innovation
and reliance of the rhetorical dislocations of representational conventions from all

earlier and current media.

3.6.2 Memory effect: locking in and locking out
This phenomenon takes us to the ‘memorialist account’ of this research. In other words,

all these different accounts of ‘larger systems of facts’, ‘past experiences’, reliance on
existing texts, their conventions and audiences’ expectations of them refer to the
phenomenon of memory, to the troublesome relation between the individual and
collective memory, mind and culture and to the question of memory as a factor
conditioning the formation of futures.

In this context it has to be recalled how Clifford Geertz (1973) regarded cultures
as webs of meaning spun by humans themselves in which they end up being suspended.
And how Lotman defined culture as the ‘non-inherited memory’ of a group of people,
preserved and passed on by means of narratives, models and myths (Lotman &
Uspenskij, 1978). As such, memory is to a significant extent ‘externalised’ and
materialised in texts that make up the semiosphere, the ‘environment of sense making’
(Hartley, 1999: 221). This aspect can be associated again with my conceptualisation of
new media as ‘text’ — inherently heterogeneous, but autopoietically bounded semiotic
entities, materialisations of mixed sets of culture’s codes. And these sets include all: the
codes of the forms of content representation on the screen, codes of the technology
‘underneath’ and codes around the screen — those of ‘industrial design’ — as together
these are all codes of the particular form of ‘writing’ (i.e., of the particular media form).
In this context it has to be firstly recalled that any ‘language’ or semiotic code that is
used in such texts can never be predominantly the property of the individual. Rather, all
its languages are shared between one or more ‘speech communities’ that are embedded
in a more broadly defined cultural milieu. Hence, all the more conventionalised semiotic
codes or forms of representation shift the burden of ‘memory’ from the individual to an
externally given symbolic system that is collectively maintained. Now, if we recognise
the vast amount of codes and modes of different materialities that are used for enframing

the new media forms as immensely complex ‘texts’, the next step would be to realise
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that all these codes of design, being now externalised and actualised in the text, become
bearers of cultural memory. In Winkler’s (2002: 98) terms, all such actualisations
become the condensed social and material ‘deposits’ that to some extent are capable of
determining the subsequent practices.

In innovation studies a similar phenomenon is known as ‘path-dependency’ or
historical ‘lock-in’ of economic processes. For the first notion David (2000), one of the
authors working on this concept, offers the following definition: ‘Processes that are non
ergodic’, and thus unable to shake free of their history, are said to yield path-dependent

outcomes’. After that, the historical ‘lock-in’ is:

... the entry of a system into a trapping region — the basin of attraction that surrounds a locally
(or globally) stable equilibrium. When a dynamic economic system enters such a region, it cannot
escape except through the intervention of some external force, or shock, that alters the
configuration or transforms the underlying structural relationships among the agents. (David,

2000: 25-6)

His basic argument is that in cases of technologies where there is an advantage in
sharing a common system (like most mass media technologies and communications
platforms, that presume larger ‘speech communities’ to use them) there is a point in the
diffusion of a new technology where the spontaneous decisions of individual users lock
in one technology and drive out the others, even though at the outset they were taken as
equally good competitive solutions. This understanding relates strongly to the concept of
‘network externalities’ that refers to an incentive for individuals to adopt a certain sort of
behaviour only due to the fact that a considerable number of others have already adopted
it. If, for instance, a new communicative platform might be in question, its quick take-up
may lead to the process of positive ‘feedback’ that may continue until that solution is
selected and the other left behind. However, Lundgren (1991: 70-1) suggests that in
addition to positive network externalities on the end user level there are also a few other
sources of positive feedback that may lead a system to path-dependency, e.g.
technological interrelatedness, where the functioning of the parts is contingent on the
functioning of the whole, which could deter revolutionary changes of the parts. Similar
could be the role of ‘industrial networks’ that may halt quick development by sticking to

established rules and regulations, routine transactions, relationship-specific investments,

** As David (2000) explains it, in physics ergodic systems are said to be connected, in the sense that it is
possible to transit directly or indirectly between an arbitrarily chosen pair of states, and hence, eventually,
to reach all the states from any one of them.
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etc. And lastly, learning as a process which as a mass phenomenon is unavoidably slow
and thus hinders revolutionary changes in established systems — as we already realised
when discussing how interpretative limits condition remediation.

David points out that the configurations that result from such positive feedback
processes could be understood as ‘self-sustaining equilibria’. Garrouste and loannides
(2000: 4) use the term ‘self-reinforcement’ of systems. That is, in the case of a path-
dependent process some particular historical event initiates the sequence of transitions
that selects the configuration that is going to be realised as the system’s emergent
property. In other words, in the language used in this chapter, a system’s selections
depend on and are limited by its memory, by its autopoietic functioning that relies on its
existing textual configuration.

In the light of Lundgren’s suggestions for the sources of path-dependence, it is
important that, also according to David, such a locked-in equilibrium point can rely on
anything from the institutional hierarchy to a technology or behavioural norm (David,
2000: 29). Departing from this and building on the conceptual thinking presented earlier
in this chapter, I propose in theoretical terms that to some extent these and many other
interrelated enframings that are part of an autopoietic process of self-creation of a social
system related to the development of a particular new media form must ideally be
included. Starting with the heterogeneous set of sub-texts and sub-codes that constitute
the current new media forms and ending with the various levels of meta-languages and
meta-texts of different engaged groups and agents that either passively model or actively
standardise this particular form, these may all lock each other in, as the first aim of the
whole system is to sustain itself. The codes of different levels as potentially independent
evolutionary processes cannot shake free from each other since, first, the different levels
of meta- and object-languages are simply modelled according to each other and are,
hence, interdependent. Second, even if the codes happen to evolve due to information
exchange between different systems, it cannot happen too hastily, as the variety of their
‘speech communities’ from various producers and communities of practice to the
manifold groupings of users means that when they are forced to undercode they need a
relatively stable ‘larger system of facts’ in order to reach successful and adequate
interpretations. As we observed, learning is a slow process and even more so in
interaction with economies of scale in production and industrial networks being in place
together with their regulations and codes of conduct. It is for all these reasons that
cultural memory could be argued to be behind the continuities in culture and path-

dependencies behind the evolutionary dynamics of its forms.
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But what, then, about the discontinuities? Garnham (2000: 77) suggests that the
implications of the path-dependency theory are that, unless there is regulatory
intervention early on in the development of a communications technology, it is likely
that monopoly power is able to sustain itself and preserve the status quo by reinvesting
in its favoured technological trajectory. As David explains above, it needs the
intervention of some external force that alters the existing locked-in configuration,that
might be needed if paths lead systems ‘to places everyone would wish to have been able
to avoid’ (David, 2000: 26). The potential for the latter realisation can be associated with
the idea that in modern societies, when more and more of their self-reflective knowledge
is codified — i.e., has become part of the system’s memory — this accumulation of
knowledge brings about reassessments of its current equilibria, new differing meta-
languages and potentially a need to shake free of the existing path. In Luhmann’s terms,
new selections motivated by a need for risk management. And the interchange of
knowledge between systems and its accumulation may also lead to innovations that, as
Dolfsma and Leydesdorff have shown, may create a potential for unlocking the
established trajectory when being taken up in the market. ‘The lock-in can thus be
expected to erode as the diffusion rate for the new technology increases’ (Dolfsma &
Leydesdorft, 2009: 939).

Therefore, it is the memory-enabled potential for knowledge accumulation that
offers a basis for a society or its individual sub-systems to re-assess itself, its risks and
selections and in the following period to aim for re-creating itself and changing its
equilibria. Altogether we can suggest that it is the memory of the systems, externalised
and materialised in its ‘semiotic universe’, its different texts, technologies and
institutions, that both enforces the processes that create continuities in culture as well as
initiates the mechanisms that bring forth the change. Or to be more exact, it balances in

between, conditioning the feasibility of the evolutionary processes and its dynamics.

3.7 Conventionalisation into genres
Focusing on desktop Web-media, Fagerjord has suggested (2003, 2006; see also Scharl,

2000: 14-15) that all its different uses have created patterns of writing, distribution,
consumption, and economy that render them different media or ‘Web genres’. ‘We may
not be able to establish clear-cut borders between Web media, but we might at least
distinguish between different gravitational centres around which many Web sites cluster,

some close to the centre, some in the fringes, all influenced by more than one
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gravitational field’ (Fagerjord, 2003: 314). The fact that the genre divide, their borders
and characteristics for desktop Web were in 2003 still nondescript recalls the idea that
these must be even more vague in yet younger media, such as the ‘mobile Web’. The
new forms that are created for such nascent platforms through rhetoric dislocations from
other contexts and media suggests that these new compositions do not have the fixed
rules immanent in the conventionalised and, hence, fully functional genres that would
set users firmly onto the desired interpretative paths.

In this context Lotman et al. (1973) stated that audiences are only able to receive
and recognise the information that is in a certain genre, and Jauss (1982) suggested that
the ‘horizon of expectations’ of audiences is framed mainly by genre rules. And it is for
this reason that Brown and Duguid (1996) have pleaded that software designers should
work within the borders of genres, as these provide ‘scaffolding for the simple co-
production of complex structures’. Hence, for the producers a genre is, as McQuail has
put it (1987), a practical device for helping any mass medium to produce consistently
and efficiently and to relate its production to the expectations of its customers. We can
therefore suggest that behind the functional differentiation of forms into ‘genres’ is a
dialogic process where the existing intertextual knowledge of users makes up their
horizon of expectations for the media forms they use and producers try to take that
horizon into account when producing new applications.

However, there is still the question as to what makes the genres change, who
initiates and defines the genre innovations? Neale (1990) has argued with respect to film
genres that, although generic expectations and knowledge do not emanate solely from
the film industry, and its ancillary institutions and individual spectators may have their
own expectations, classifications, labels and terms, these individualised and
idiosyncratic classifications play little part in the public formulation and circulation of
genres and generic images. He claims that in the public sphere institutional discourses
are of central importance, and evidence of the properties of genres is to be found
primarily from these discourses. But the particular dynamics of film as the 20th-century
mass media form may be different from the new media forms where the agents of
different kinds could be perceived, depending on the perspective, as producers in one
respect and as users in another. Hence, the negotiating and marking of the genre borders
and other characteristics on a meta-discursive level also has to be a dialogic process that
involves a much wider community. Here we should recall that Hodge and Kress (1988)
have stressed that genres only exist in so far as a social group declares and enforces the

rules that constitute them. In the new media context and with its nascent, almost non-
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existent, forms it is important to identify the community that participates in
differentiating the emerging forms into the distinctive categories of differing
functionalities and characteristics. And to learn what is behind these distinctions, how
much these depend on similar distinctions in earlier media, to what extent on the
memory of the involved communities and on other path-dependent processes.

For the purpose of this research, then, genres are taken to be reflective concepts
that are used for discursive meta-communication about the borders, markers,
characteristics and functions of the existing media forms. The existence of such a meta-
language is essential for the different publics for consuming, using and redesigning these
forms. Exploring a ‘discourse community’s nomenclature’ (Swales, 1990) is expected to
help us understand the existing patterns of media forms and how these are recognised by

different engaged groups.

3.8 Conclusion
The theoretical discussions in this chapter are summarised here so as to present, in a

coherent form, the conceptual framework deployed in this thesis. It should be
emphasised that in this thesis I want to be reflexive about the explorative nature of the
proposed conceptual framework. I bring together several theoretical domains of the
social sciences and humanities that have not been in dialogue before. Hence, the
conceptual proposal here is provisional, and its expediency is assessed through the
empirical research in this thesis.

The conceptual framework relies on the work of Yuri Lotman as extended or
complemented by, among others, Eco, Sebeok, Danesi, Schonle, Kress and van
Leeuwen. It is also integrated with the heterodox domain of evolutionary economics and
Luhmannian systems theoretical sociology so as to enable a focus on forms of social
organisation and institutional dynamics that condition the evolution of specific textual
forms in late capitalism. However, the central interest in this thesis is in the evolution of
textual forms. Hence, we started our theoretical discussion by defining the ‘text’ as it is
understood in Lotmanian cultural semiotics. If the term is conventionally understood as
referring to any system of signs that could be ‘read’ for meaning, then Lotman
emphasised specifically the inherent heterogeneity of all texts — that they are bilingual at
minimum, and contain multiple and modally different codes of organising and meaning
making. As such, texts, in terms of Lotman’s philosophy, should be understood as the

engines of new code creation. It is due to the principle that by combining the existing
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codes these are forced into rhetorical relationships and, hence, a new integrative code
has to be found by ‘sense makers’ via the mechanism of ‘overcoding’. Such overcoding
can be understood to work ‘locally’ in cases of separate rhetoric tropes in texts, but also
on the level of whole texts when the local sub-codes or more established cultural codes
need to be integrated semantically for a text to communicate its meaning. If a particular
rhetorical integration and the new covering code are taken as being effective in meaning
communication there is a chance that the code is picked up by a society for similar
communicative purposes. In this case there is a possibility for the particular form of
representation to evolve into a convention.

Such abstract principles of textual and code innovation are relevant for this
research since the principal method of the form innovation is ‘remediation’ — the new
forms are created by creatively repurposing and assembling a variety of representative
conventions — topoi — from earlier or parallel media. Rhetorical integration in the new
textual whole conditions their semantic convergence and this could potentially result in
the emergence of a new form and a convention. To interpret Lotman, textual innovation
is effected by the convergence of existing genres and it results in the emergence (or
divergence) of a new one. However, Lotman also maintained that the converged textual
entities preserve a memory of their ‘other system of encoding’. This means that in
culture and media all new forms stay connected to the old, every text embraces a
multilevel intertextual discourse that keeps it connected and in dialogue with other texts
and cultural spaces. Hence, what we have is a paradox of cultural evolution that refers
to how continuities and discontinuities effect and presume each other in culture — that
cultural innovations, in effect textual discontinuities, are in principle inventive remixes
of preceding forms. They are based on the past and sustain a dialogue with these
cultural spaces in the past from where they have derived their elements. And, in this
way, they are semantically open and closed (autonomous) at the same time.

I discussed the dichotomy of open/closed and continuities/discontinuities not
only on the level of separate texts, but also of their systems. For a better understanding
of these relationships and dynamics I put into use Lotman’s concept of semiosphere that
helps to analyse the positions of texts, their systems and the relationships of these
systems in a wider semiotic space. Within the semiosphere one can find an endless
variety of sub-spaces that transect and intertwine with each other. Some are smaller and
parts of others, some could embrace numerous smaller ones, but smaller spaces could
also be perceived as parts of several bigger ones. One such sub-semiosphere should be

understood as a textual domain that has established a certain social identity; it has
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started to function as a ‘social system’, in Luhmann’s terms. Luhmann argued that a
social system comes together as a series of self-referential ‘communications’ that
describe the nature and purpose of the social domain. In Lotman’s terms, we can
establish that such communications can only materialise in texts of various kinds.
Hence, a social system emerges as result of a mesh of texts that as a specific whole
starts working autopoietically. There are texts that work meta-textually towards others
or towards the whole of that mesh — that describe its distinct specifics, differentiate it
from the rest of the culture and society and eventually codify it and set the norms and
expectations for the future of the particular system. In our context, in studying the
evolution of media forms and the forms of social organisation ‘around them’, the
suggestion made in this thesis is that the discourses that live in the texts when defining
the nature and specifics of the forms in question also define the nature of practices of
their production and, eventually, the forms and operations of the social organisations
carrying out these practices. In other words, textual forms, ‘discourse communities’ and
institutional forms are interdependent in their evolution and, therefore, for
understanding this change in one we also need to investigate the others.

Defining cultural evolution broadly we established that this is effected by
dialogic acts between different social systems. New systems emerge from contacts
between the existing ones and the existing systems change due to the dialogic acts
among them. All systems, when establishing a distinction between themselves and the
rest of society, first need to observe the society and then, for reproducing themselves in
their changing environment, might need to absorb new information from that
environment. If this happens, the new information might disrupt the system and effect
its change. The related paradox is that if systems exchange information and this effects
path-changing ‘explosions’ in each of them, this generates a certain cohesion and
continuity between them, but if they continue to evolve independently, this effects
discontinuities in the culture. The increasing discontinuities between sub-systems, in
turn, condition the need for the communication between them.

As we also established, such evolution should not be understood as linear in
terms of systems, after making their selections, leaving the previous selections behind to
be forgotten. Instead, according to Lotman, communicational forms move constantly
between the societal focus and its periphery according to the pace they ‘defamiliarise’
themselves and/or acquire new innovative semantic potential. Hence, everything saved
in the reservoirs of cultural memory is directly or indirectly part of culture’s memory.

Therefore, behind evolutionary change is not linear but ‘circular’ development,
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constituted by ‘remediations’ from the ‘periphery’ or ‘memory’ of culture into its
current mainstream where they could appear as innovative disruptions. It is for this
reason that this thesis puts a special emphasis on the phenomenon of cultural memory
and its role in conditioning media change. Using concepts including Peirce’s
‘abduction’, Eco’s ‘undercoding’ and Jauss’s ‘horizon of expectations’, we addressed
the important role of the memory of various ‘speech communities’, their related
expectations and interpretative limitations as setting the limits to the evolution of media
forms. We linked this to the concept of ‘path-dependency’ developed in evolutionary
economics. More specifically, we learned how, in circumstances where codes of
representation need to be shared by larger ‘speech communities’, such a need may ‘lock
in’ one chosen code as a dominant convention and disregard others — leading a system
into ‘path-dependency’. In this case the core source of ‘positive feedback’ that leads a
system into path-dependency is the process of learning which, as a collective
phenomenon, is unavoidably slow and thus hindering of revolutionary changes in
established systems. Among other sources of positive feedback could be technological
or systemic interrelatedness where the functioning of the parts is contingent on the
whole, which could deter revolutionary changes of the parts. Relating to this, I proposed
that if a social system could be understood as a complex mesh of texts that all
reciprocally meta-communicate about each other and about the whole they constitute, in
aggregate then this process should be recognised as a cultural ‘lock in’ that makes such
systems, to an extent, path-dependent. The different kinds of texts in this mesh — either
the media forms as ‘object texts’ or the different kinds of meta-texts that codify or
standardise the object texts — cannot shake free from each other since they are simply
made to model each other in various ways — they are contingent on the whole. Secondly,
even if the textual systems and cultu