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A phatic technology’s purpose is to establish, develop and maintain personal and social
relationships. The invention and development of phatic technologies, and their influence
on human society, have been accelerating rapidly in the past decade, exemplified by the
growth of social networking technologies based on the Internet. To understand this
acceleration we propose to analyse the phenomenon of phatic technologies with the aid of
sociological concepts of the nature of contemporary society. Specifically, in this paper, we
use some key notions in Giddens’ theory of modernity as analytical tools to support and
facilitate our argument that certain abstract social conditions that are characteristic of
modernity amplify significantly the human need for, and thus the development of, phatic
technologies.

� 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

With the accelerated growth in the development and
influence of the Internet and its associated technologies,
such as social networking, software technology and social
life are becoming increasingly integrated. Indeed, such
technologies seem to be fusing with the social fabric of
society. Current theories of technological development are
not yet sufficient to provide an understanding of the new
phenomena to be found in the intimate union between
Internet technologies and contemporary society. A fresh
review of the relationship between technology and society
is needed.

To better understand the social and cultural dimension
of Internet technologies, in Wang, Tucker and Rihll [63] we
identified and discussed a new form of technology – phatic
technology – that we defined in the following manner:
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“A technology is phatic if its primary purpose or use is to
establish, develop and maintain human relationships.
The users of the technology have personal interactive
goals.” ([63]: 46).

Phatic technologies are special forms of communication
technologies devoted to personal and social needs and
goals. Their technical development and influence on our
daily lives have been growing significantly in the contem-
porary period. The phenomenon is exemplified by
advances in the development of the Internet, especially the
rise of social software. Prominent examples of phatic
Internet technologies include the cybercommunities such
as Second Life, and the social networking systems: Face-
book, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube and MySpace. The soft-
ware technologies of the Internet are the primary examples
that motivate our interest.

In this sequel to Wang et al. [63] we attempt to under-
stand the sociological significance of phatic technology. We
will employ theoretical ideas that focus on how phatic
technology exemplifies the transformation of personal and
social relationships in the contemporary world, including
the individual in relation to the self, to other individuals, to
social groupings and to societies. Social relationships rest
upon a range of social systems (e.g., financial systems) that
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structure and maintain personal and social interaction.
Indeed, modern life is dependent on a range of abstract
systems that service the practical needs of living. In one
simple sense, phatic technologies represent an extension of
our use of abstract systems in personal and social life.

Phatic technologies seem to “belong” to what we think
of as “modern” [62]. Commonly in social studies, the term
modern ormodernity is employed to denote forms of social
life that transformed Europe and have influenced the world
from circa 1600 up to our own times. Sociological analysis
of the modern world has led to various theories of
modernity that define these transformations in terms of
abstract sociological conditions. We will argue that certain
abstract social conditions that are characteristic of modernity
amplify significantly the human need for, and thus the tech-
nical development of, phatic technologies.

The structure of the paper is as follows. For the conve-
nience of a readership with diverse backgrounds, in Section
2, we summarise the background of the study of tech-
nology; it may be omitted by readers familiar with the
topic. Specifically, we summarise the nature of phatic
technology as proposed in Wang et al. [63] and discuss the
evolving relationship between technological development
andmodern society to prepare readers for later discussions.

In Section 3, we establish a relationship between phatic
technology and the sociological concept of modernity.
Technology is commonly thought to be the essence of
modern society. For instance, the classic The Homeless Mind
described modernisation as “transformation of the world
by technology” ([7]: 15) and, more specifically, stated that
modernisation “consists of the growth and diffusion of a set
of institutions rooted in the transformation of the economy
by means of technology” ([7]: 15). Indeed, for many soci-
ologists, technology not only has driven the transition to
modernity but also has become an integral part of it,
transforming many aspects of public and private life.
Modernity, however, is more than just about technology
and its relationship with society. Whilst modernity is sha-
ped by technology and, simultaneously, technologies are
created by the systems of thought associated with moder-
nity [11], it is these systems of thought which define
modernity – albeit privileging technology and technolog-
ical development.

Although we are aware of modernity’s loose meanings
and divergent theoretical interpretations (e.g., [2]), in this
paper, it is necessary to use some key notions from
a coherent account of modernity.1 We use key notions in
Giddens’ theory of modernity [30,31] as our analytical
tools. In doing so, we propose that phatic technologies
enable the reconnection of social relations that have been
stretched across time-space. A phatic technology creates
a social community constituted by its users (from two to
many) and individuals within that social community
become dependent on the phatic technology to fulfil some
of their social needs. Giddens’ [30] concept of trust is used
to explain why technologies are able to connect individuals
1 Of course, this paper will offer only one possible analysis of some
important notions of modernity’s amplification of phatic technologies –

not a full theory.
from different regions and countries across time-space, as
well as why intimacy can be sustained at distance. Reflex-
ivity is a key feature of modern society ([30]). Using Gid-
dens’ ([30]) notion of reflexivity as an analytic construct, we
argue that the potential for a higher degree of reflexivity is
very much enhanced by phatic technology. This, conse-
quently, feeds our hunger for, and satisfaction in, personal
and social processes that are highly reflexive.

2. Technology

In this section, first we provide a summary of the notion
of phatic technology and, secondly, we discuss the evolving
relationship between technological development and
modern society.

2.1. On phatic technologies and technological development

In Wang et al. [63], we introduced the concept of phatic
technology. Specifically, we explained the origins of the
concept of ‘phatic’ in sociolinguistics, we examined what is
new about phatic technology in terms of theories about the
nature of technological development and we looked at
some current examples of Internet technologies that
motivate our investigation. We observed that phatic tech-
nology is a subset of communications technology, where
“the essence of communication is relationship building not
information exchanging” ([63]: 45).2

Actually, phatic technologies are so named for phatic
dialogue, which is empty of informative content but serves
to engage people with one another in purely social
exchange. The purpose of phatic dialogue has been linked
to the need for hearing the humming of amachine [56]. The
“machine must be ‘humming’ if we are not to think it has
broken down” ([63]: 48). The relationship between
speakers is affirmed by the act of communication rather
than the content of communication [43]. Thus, in social life,
phatic conversation serves to reassure that communication
and interaction are alive and well. For example, Facebook
has a special function to sustain ‘the humming’ – the poke.
The poke does not have any specific function, yet it can be
used for various purposes on Facebook, e.g., one can poke
one’s friend to simply say ‘hi’ [23]. When poked, the
receiver would be sent a poke alert – a short note that
appears in the receiver’s profile telling him that he has been
“poked” by the sender (name displayed) without any other
contextual information. The poke is a form of phatic
communication that “serves the purpose of keeping indi-
viduals in touch andmaking others aware that theywere in
their thoughts” ([60]: 183). For us, the poke could be
considered as a phatic technique inbuilt in Facebook to keep
the Facebook social community active and humming.
Indeed, the triviality of exchange to be found in phatic
technologies – particularly, social software such as Blogs,
Forums, Facebook and Twitter – is noteworthy. Notably, the
volume of empty exchanges is reminiscent of the origins
of phatic technology in sociolinguistics (see [45]) but
2 So, for example, in phatic communication, it does not matter that the
message sent and received may be meaningless or even empty.
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underlines the point that such exchanges are (and can only
be) about relationships, e.g., requesting attention and
engagement. We use technologies and in using these
technologies we are re-embedded in a web of social rela-
tionships. Indeed, the essence of phatic technology is not
information exchanging but relationship building.

Technology studies analyse technologies and their life
cycles from various points of view.3 All technologies, it is
contended, have a complex nature, combining scientific,
economic, social and human factors. In the popular Social
Construction of Technology (SCOT) model, a technology is
said to be co-constructed by producers and users, and the
development of the technology is a process inwhich groups
of people emerge to explore new ways of using the tech-
nology. These groups become user groups that create the
identity of the technology, establishing or refining its
purposes and influencing its on-going development –

a process known as ‘co-construction’ [53]. The technology
has, at least initially, an interpretive flexibility4 towhich the
producers act in response. The co-construction is like
a dialogue between producers and users in which the
technology’s meaning, form and function evolve step-by-
step.

We argued that the idea of co-construction is not
sufficient to describe phatic technologies. The user groups
of phatic technologies have social and interactive goals
unlike, say, cyclists. The social and personal goals of users
are not tied to those of the producers. Indeed, user groups
of phatic technologies, such as cybercommunities, can have
their own cultures with rich sociologies [10]. We argued
that the phatic use of a technology is the result of more
than step-by-step refinement – it is reflexively determined
by the relationship between the producers, the users and
non-users, and the phatic technology itself. Driving the
relationship are the ideas of interpretive flexibility and user
culture [63].

Phatic technologies are not new. The development of
telephony, starting in 1875, yields technologies with
degrees of phatic use.5 Thus, we also considered the
strength of a technology as gauged by the extent of its
phatic uses. A strong phatic technology is created for
a significant and explicit social purpose. The users would
have very important roles in the design, production and
marketing of the technology. The phatic technology may
become so deeply embedded in its users’ daily lives that
not using it may be regarded as an odd or even a deviant
choice in a given social circle. For example, Facebook was
first created for the purpose of providing students at
Harvard University with a student directory consisting of
photos and basic information [44]. With overwhelming
user participation, the site quickly developed into an
3 See the excellent reader [27] for a general overview.
4 Interpretative flexibility is a process in which different user groups

influence the development and final form of a technological artefact – it
explains why some of the variants of the technology disappear, whereas
others survive and thrive as a result of the social shaping by relevant
social groups, such as users and producers [53].

5 There is a century’s worth of literature on the telephone, especially its
technical development. Brook [12] is a good starting point; for social
aspects see [19,20,25].
international online community that mirrors physical
community enabling people to connect with others using
their real world identities. Social network sites, such as
Facebook, depend on User Generated Content (UGC) –

videos, photographs, links, status messages, etc. – to exist
as social communities online. Currently, 360 billion pieces
of UGC are shared and 36 billion photos are uploaded on
Facebook [52]. Facebook has more than 750 million active
users – half of these users log on to the site in any given
day [24].

In a weak phatic technology, phatic use is only an
added-on feature – the technology is not created for social
purposes but it may have phatic uses depending upon the
way the technology is used within different user groups.
For example, the e-commerce system eBay was created for
buying and selling. Communal features were built in later;
for example, buyers and sellers rating of sellers’ and buyers’
performance is necessary to create and maintain trust
between strangers who are potential traders, and to help
monitor and govern users’ behaviour across international
legal boundaries. Later features whose purpose is to
encourage users to regard themselves as part of a commu-
nity were added to deepen the customer experience and
relations (e.g., ‘eBay community group centre’ to ‘create or
grow your own community’).6

The Internet is the primary source of strong phatic
technologies. In the modern world, the Internet and its
associated phatic technologies have recently become
deeply embedded in our daily lives. These technologies
range from email systems (e.g., Microsoft Mail and Google
Mail) across commercial sites (e.g., Amazon and eBay)
through social networking sites (e.g., ICQ and Facebook)
and social software7 (e.g., YouTube and Twitter) to many
advanced three dimensional graphics virtual worlds known
as cybercommunities8(e.g., Activeworlds and Second Life).
In order to understand the strong phatic use of Internet
technologies, we should first obtain a general idea of
a suggested evolutionary process of technologies.

2.2. Technological development and modern society

There is a huge variety of examples of technologies with
different technological life stories. For many technologies
–guns, bicycles, cars, electricity, plastics, writing, money,
software, the Internet etc. – the user groups may expand to
include almost all members in almost all societies. Phatic
technologies, with the Internet as their primary source,
combine the technical with the social to produce a culture,
and thus, extend the notion of technology from a tool or
a system, to a culture. In this context, by the term “culture”
wemean a set of values and beliefs generated by repetitive
patterns of behaviour, reinforced by both formal social
systems and informal social organisations (e.g., the culture
of a military regiment or a particular academic discipline).
6 See:http://community.ebay.co.uk/agreement!accept.jspa?
iagree¼true; accessed 12/08/2011.

7 A range of web-based software programs that allow users to interact
through social networking sites.

8 Advanced three dimensional graphics virtual worlds are created for
different social purposes, from gaming to dating to community building.
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Culture is a collective social construction transcending
individual preference, while influencing the practice of
people in the culture ([63]: 45–46).

In common parlance, technology is heavily associated
with tools and machines that may be used to achieve
a larger scale of practice, or more efficiency or economy.
Since the systematic adoption of large machines in trans-
portation, power and production, such as the railway
network, electricity grid and the assembly line,9 the
meaning of the term technology has come to include
a system that consists of various physical components with
complex and specific instructions that are formulated to
solve problems or/and improve efficiency within a specific
social context. For Hughes [39], these technology systems
include physical artefacts, organisations and social
components (such as scientific ideas and legal doctrines).
For Bijker [8], technology has at least three different layers
of meaning: (i) physical artifacts (e.g., bikes); (ii) human
activities (e.g., making bikes); and (iii) knowledge (e.g., the
skill to build and ride bikes). However, in these cases,
technology is still defined in terms of solving concrete
problems as a facilitator, or in Jacques Ellul’s terms, as
“external to man” (1964: 6).

In the case of phatic technology, we observe a paradigm
shift in the notion (and uses) of technology. Arguably, the
role of technology as a facilitator has been transformed by
the creation and rapid multifaceted development of the
Internet. The Internet and associated technologies are not
simply pervasive – through new forms of production and
uses they are being redefined as a technology that is an
integral part of human society.10 The commercial, public
service and social applications of software have enabled the
Internet to be an integrated part of our daily lives. It is,
however, the transformations of social life and personal
relationships enabled by the Internet and associated tech-
nologies that have moved technology from an external
facilitator to a stage of being internal to man.11

The potential for the Internet and associated software to
be socially transformational were identified almost at its
inception, indeed notions of culture pervade early discus-
sions of the Internet. For example, a year after the launch of
theWorldWideWeb (WWW),12 Dery [18] defined the term
cyberculture as “A far-flung, loosely knit complex of sub-
legitimate, alternative, and oppositional subcultures whose
9 For railways see [54]; electricity see [38] and the assembly line
see [37] along with [26,59]. See also [47].
10 One sees this integration in regional and national public policy
arguments about network capacity and coverage, and arguments about
Internet access in general (such as the digital divide). In the UK, areas that
are too far away from their local exchange to receive broadband service
are currently termed “not spots” (areas where download speeds don’t
even come close to 2 Mbps) ([36]: 73). Increasingly, Internet services are
claimed to be essential, comparable with utilities such as electricity and
water – the UK Government has proposed the introduction of a Universal
Service Commitment for the delivery of a 2 Mbps connection to virtually
every household in the UK by 2012 ([36]).
11 “No longer face to face with man but is integrated with him” ([21]: 6),
and in some extreme cases, “progressively absorbs him” ([21]).
12 The World Wide Web (WWW) was launched by a British computer
scientist, Tim Berners-Lee, on August 6, 1991 (see: (http://groups.google.
com/group/alt.hypertext/msg/395f282a67a1916c; accessed 01/08/2011)).
common project is the subversive use of tech-
nocommodities often framed by radical body politics.
Cyberculture is divisible into several major territories:
visionary technology, fringe science, avant-garde art, and
pop culture” ([18]: 509). Almost a decade later, the term
cyberspace13 – a de facto synonym for the Internet – was
rechristened cyberculture, for cyberspace could not be
divorced from its cultural context (e.g., [35]). For David Bell,
cyberculture– anamalgamationof ‘cyber’ and ‘culture’14– is
an approach to study ‘ways of life’ in cyberspace – how
different ways of life are shaped by cyberspace, and how
people and digital technologies interact and live together
[5]. Specifically, ‘ways of life’ include technological devel-
opments of hardware and software; social uses of these
technologies; and critiques about, and consequences of,
their uses (cf. [16]). Simply put, cyberculture is the culture
that has emerged, and is still emerging, from the use of
forms of network communication technologies for a variety
of purposes, including business, entertainment, and the
study of a range of social phenomena that is intimately
associated with this use, e.g., cybercommunities, social
media and texting [46]. Currently, cyberculture, driven by
the Internet and associated technologies, is no longer a form
of sub-culture – it is deeply embedded in the fabrics of our
daily lives – at times, transcending individual preference.

Of interest to us is a three stage developmental process
depicting the evolution of some technologies.15 Thus, for us,
the scope of the meaning of the term technology includes
three stages16:

(i) a set of tools or machines supporting the users’
material and physical efforts to facilitate human needs
in one or more social contexts;

(ii) a set of systems or techniques or procedures that are
adopted by users who conduct different professional
practices in dissimilar social contexts;

(iii) a culture founded and maintained by users adopting
a tool, machine, system, technique or procedure.

The growth of the Internet over 40 years is an example
of this evolutionary process – from tools (e.g., file transfers
and shared resources) through systems (e.g., commerce) to
cultures (e.g., social networking sites and advanced
13 The word cyberspace was first coined by science fiction novelist
William Gibson and appeared in his novel [28]. Gibson later comments on
the origin of the term cyberspace in his documentary No Maps for these
Territories (2000), saying that the word cyberspace seemed like an
effective buzzword: it was suggestive of something, but had no real
semantic meaning [29]. Meaningless or not, the word cyberspace entered
the public lexicon and became a de facto synonym for the Internet,
especially in academic circles and activist communities (e.g., [3]).
14 For Bell [5], the word ‘culture’ is used loosely to talk about ‘ways of
life’ in the same fashion as one of the founding fathers of British cultural
studies – Williams [64].
15 This development does not map the evolution of all technologies by
any means, but phatic technologies, designed for sociability, would follow
this path.
16 The first category reflects a traditional understanding of technology,
as can be seen in classics such as [50]. The second category reflects the
understanding of technology in both [8,39]. The third category is close to
the notion of the integration of technology and human life in [21].
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cybercommunities). For example, there is a “Facebook
culture” among its users, especially young people (e.g., [9])
– 48% of young Americans learn about the news through
Facebook [15]. The use of Facebook is able to become
a culture because it satisfies young people’s desire for
connection to their peers in their own private space [51].

3. Phatic technology and modernity

In this section, we establish a relationship between
phatic technology and the sociological concept of moder-
nity by using key notions in Giddens’ [30,31] theory of
modernity as our analytical tools.

Technology made modernity possible [11]. Of course,
modernity is the subject of various social theories and, thus,
is a highly contested matter. For example, some authors
distinguish “liquid”, “classic”, “high”, “low”, “late”, “post” or
“radicalised”modernity ([4,34,41,57,30]; respectively; [49])
and for others, modernity should not only be restricted to
a historical period but also to a specific geographical loca-
tion, primarily one that is Western European or American.
Even in the narrower context of discussions about tech-
nology, the meaning of modernity is not clear (see,
e.g., [49]: 12). We cannot resolve these controversies here,
nor can we deny the existence of a distinctive, so called,
modern era in which we live.

In practical, even pragmatic, terms therefore, modernity
refers to the social characteristics of a specific historical
period, with systems of thought rooted in the Enlighten-
ment. These systems privilege scientific rationality and
include the succession of technological, industrial and
political “revolutions” leading to developments which
characterise the modern age. Thus, modernity is to be
conceived of as a form of abstract social theory, a tool for
thinking about the structures of society and the behaviour
of individuals and groups. Taking this forward, our focus is
to explore the distinctive abstract characteristics of
modernity that have accelerated the rise, development of,
and demand for, phatic technologies. Since the purpose of
a phatic technology is to meet social needs, manifested in
some form of community, it is necessary to engage directly
with the sociological concepts that define modernity.

Giddens’ work is particularly useful and suitable
because it (i) covers the broad aspects of social life; (ii)
discusses the relationship between the individual and
community, which is needed for a thorough study of phatic
technology; (iii) emphasises the role of technology in
shaping modernity; and (iv) is based upon “solid”
conceptual elements that allow these theories to be used in
social enquiry (such as the authors’ previous research, e.g.,
[33,61] – particularly in contrast to the “fluid” nature of
postmodern theories (e.g., ‘all that is solid melts into air’
[4]). Although Giddens’ theory was formulated two
decades ago (at the time when the WWW was just
launched) and is not without critics (e.g., [1]), it clearly
articulates the significant conditions of modernity, has
explanatory power and has been highly influential in much
subsequent theorising. For Giddens [30], modernity refers
to modes of social life and organisationwhich developed in
Europe from about the 1600s, and which have since
become universal. In The Consequences of Modernity,
Giddens [30] suggests that the dynamism of modernity
derives from: “the separation of time and space and their
recombination in forms which permit the precise time-
space “zoning” of social life; the disembedding of social
systems (a phenomenon which connects closely with the
factors involved in time-space separation); and the reflexive
ordering and re-ordering of social relations in the light of
individuals and groups” ([30]: 16–17); italics in original).
3.1. Phatic technology – connecting individuals and
communities

Individual users are connected by their common use of
the phatic technology. These users depend on it to fulfil
a specific social purpose. The use of this phatic technology
may breed special practices in the community. The prac-
tices influence the actions of individual users and has the
potential of influencing and, eventually, determining indi-
vidual preferences. The use of the phatic technology
becomes a habit that shapes members’ actions in the social
community. As a consequence, through this process, it
becomes a real social community of valued meaning to its
members. We term the above process phatic technological
habituation and use this notion to provide an under-
standing of why phatic technologies are able to sustain
intimacy at distance. Giddens’ notion of trust is also used to
facilitate our explanation.

A phatic technology serves a social purpose in a context
(indeed, one that it may have created). In the process of
phatic technological habituation three stages may be
observed:

(i) Facilitative – where the technology simply performs
certain tasks in the context.

(ii) Pervasive –where the technology is widely used in the
context.

(iii) Embedded –where the technology is fully integrated in
the fabric of the context.

These three stages suggest a development life cycle for
a phatic technology that must also allow for changes in its
social environment. When a new phatic technology is first
developed to perform a social task, it is exposed only to
a small sector of society. The individuals whomeet the new
technology have the choice of (a) carrying out the social
task in some traditional waywithout using this technology;
(b) adopting the technology to meet the task; or (c) not
carrying out the task at all.

Initially, perhaps, individuals may be sceptical about
using a new phatic technology to perform a familiar task
and, then, most of them would try to use the technology.
Gradually, more individuals would adopt it and eventually,
the use of this phatic technology becomes a culture in its
user groups. This culture, in turn, strengthens a sense of
community and creates a sense of belonging amongst
individual users of the phatic technology. For example, for
some people, cybercommunities, though existing in
cyberspace, are real communities in which they partially
“live” [40]. Like communities in the real world, cybercom-
munities are networks of emotional exchange, and offer



17 For Giddens, trust is “the vesting of confidence in persons or in
abstract systems, made on the basis of a ‘leap into faith’ which brackets
ignorance or lack of information” ([31]: 244).
18 Giddens defines expert systems as “systems of technical accom-
plishment or professional expertise that organise large areas of the
material and social environments in which we live today” ([30]: 27).
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channels for establishing, building and maintaining social
capital (e.g., [48,55]). A question arises –

Why a range of phatic technologies from email systems
to social software to cybercommunities is able to
establish, build and maintain personal intimacy at
distance, and often amongst individuals who have never
met fact-to-face?

To understand this phenomenon, it is helpful to explore
the nature of trust relations in a modern society
(e.g., [22,30,42]). The character of trust relations has
changed in the transition from traditional to modern
society and this change is brought about by the separation
of time and space and the disembedding and reembedding of
social systems [30].

The separation of time and space is one of the primary
characteristics of modern social life [30]. In pre-modern
societies, social space and physical place largely coincide,
and the spatial dimensions of social life are mostly domi-
nated by localised face-to-face activities. In modern socie-
ties, locationally distant social relations that are not
face-to-face are fostered. The separation of physical space
from social place is brought about by the separation of time
from physical space. In modern societies, time has become
standardised and globalised. We do not need to rely on
natural phenomena in our physical surrounding (e.g., the
shadow of the tree) to carry out our daily tasks. Our social
space has been expanded and our social activities have
been disembedded from immediate locales – we can be in
the same social space, without being in the same location.
The expansion of the separation of time and space and
disembedding of social systems, largely enabled by trans-
portations and communications technologies amongst
other things, has broken up communities based on local-
ised physical proximity and kinship – family members and
friends can be in different counties and countries, and
home and work can be many miles away. Consequently, it
may be said that communications technology has played
a significant role in the breakdown of the meaning of
physical community (e.g., [7]).

Many writers on modernity stress the longing for
community as a significant feature of the human condition
and emphasise that the longing for community is not
diminished in modern times (e.g., [4,17]). The breaking up
of localised communities inter alia introduced uncertainty
and insecurity into individuals’ daily lives. As Bauman [4]
wrote: “We miss community because we miss security,
a quality crucial to a happy life, but onewhich theworld we
inhabit is ever less able to offer and ever more reluctant to
promise” ([4]: 144).

This longing, amongst others, calls for the reembedding
of social systems and, in turn, translates into an increasing
demand for systems that reconnect social relations in
various social contexts and, in some cases, create new social
environments for individuals to establish, build and
maintain these relationships. For Delanty [17], technology
plays an important role in reshaping social relations in
various communities. Phatic technologies form a signifi-
cant type of system of reembedding, which sustains inti-
macy at distance by re-constructing social relations across
indefinite spans of time-space (cf. [30]).
Actually, the sustaining of intimacy at distance by
systems of technical expertise is one of the most prominent
phenomena of modern society. Giddens [30] wrote:“the
nature of modern institutions is deeply bound up with the
mechanisms of trust17 in abstract systems, especially trust in
expert systems”18 ([30]: 83; emphasis in original). The
character of trust is best explained by separating trust
relations into two types – facework commitments and
faceless commitments ([30]: 80). In traditional societies,
much social interaction is face-to-face and trust is
expressed in, and sustained by, facework commitments –

direct interactions with other individuals in “circumstances
of copresence” ([30]). The character of trust has changed
radically with the emergence of modernity. Although many
relations of trust in family and local community are still
direct and personal, the essence of modern institutions is
evident in the nature and scale of mechanisms of faceless
commitments. Faceless commitments, at their core, are
trust in systems not in persons; they manifest in individ-
uals’ trust in abstract systems. The trust in abstract systems,
i.e. abstract phatic systems, produces the trust in everyday
life, which enables the creation and sustenance of a social
relationship/community that is constituted by its users. The
use of the phatic technology becomes a habit that shapes
members’ actions in the social community. As a conse-
quence, it becomes a real social community of valued
meaning to its members – who are habituated in the use of
this phatic technology.

At the early stage of its use, phatic technology is just like
any other type of playful technological invention. If early
adopters/users like it, they tell others about it and the spread
of knowledge about the technology creates a wide demand
for it. This demand creates a market that calls for large-scale
organisedproduction. Onbeingmore accessible, thenumber
of individuals who use it might increase significantly. For
some technologies, eventually there might be a stage that
individuals who do not adopt this particular technology
would feel left out, unless theymake an active and reasoned
choice not to use it, e.g., “not driving is regarded by many as
a deviant and bizarre choice” ([65]: 67). By then, such
a technology has reached the stage of being pervasive.
Meanwhile, the use of the technologymay become a habit of
social and material significance among its users.

Any phatic technology satisfies social needs. As such it is
far more likely to evolve into a culture than other categories
of technologies. The period of time that it takes for a phatic
technology to become pervasive depends on factors such as
its social purpose, its availability, its ease of use and the
level of technical literacy of the general population. Certain
types of phatic technologies are developed for specific
purposes and may be adopted throughout a particular
sector of society (e.g., used by part of the international
scientific community) and the general population may
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never know of them. If it takes too much technical skill to
use a specific technology and the level of technical literacy
of the general public is not high enough, then for this
technology to reach the stage of being pervasive, one needs
to (i) improve the design of the technology so as to reduce
the level of technical knowledge that is required to operate
it (cf. [65]); (ii) increase the level of literacy19 among the
general population; or (iii) provide support for users and
new entrants. These three factors can be seen in the
development of the Internet. In general, mass production
and general adoption of a phatic technology are necessary
for being pervasive.

In the third stage of social embedding, the use of the
phatic technology would be deeply embedded in the daily
practices of the personal lives of its individual users. Given
phatic technology’s focus on human needs, it should be
more likely to be absorbed into the mainstream of social
activities than other categories of technologies. As indi-
viduals experience the advantages of adopting a phatic
technology they would gradually place more reliance on it
and depend on it to achieve a social purpose. After
a continued period of using the phatic technology, these
individuals would simply be accustomed to using it to fulfil
the social purpose, even knowing that there are other
technologies available,20 which may have the potential of
being more efficient. This is because they trust the tech-
nology to the extent that their sense of security while
carrying out the activity is deeply rooted in this particular
phatic technology. Of course, at this stage, they still
consider other alternatives, but they do not wish to expe-
rience the risk that theywill have to encounter if they are to
switch to any of these alternatives. Thus, the success of the
technology depends on critical mass in usage.

Gradually, these individuals’ trust in the phatic tech-
nology deepens even more – their trust in it has trans-
formed into confidence in it – they no longer consider
other alternatives [30]. To these individuals, this particular
technology, therefore, becomes something they ‘auto-
matically’ think of when a certain social purpose is needed
to be fulfilled – they rely on the technology and do not
expect to fail and more importantly, they no longer
consider other alternatives. In such a condition, this
particular phatic technology can be conceived as having
become deeply embedded in the daily practice of its
individual users and indeed reached its state of being
socially embedded.
19 An individual’s trust in a technological tool, system or culture does
not have to depend on familiarity and in-depth knowledge; instead it
rests upon an expectation of certain reaction or outcome of an action. For
Giddens [30], it is not necessary to trust for individuals to understand
how it works, since trust is only needed where individuals do not
understand the technical insights of the technology. This takes place, for
example, when we set our alarm clocks at night, expecting to be woken
up on time the next morning. We do not know how electric particles
move and how electricity generates the alarm buzz that wakes us up, but
we trust that it will.
20 Trust in a technology or a person is not simply a habit or an impulse –

it involves the reconnection of alternatives to the technology or the
person, and the attempt to counter the risks of not taking up the alter-
natives [30].
3.2. Phatic technology – satisfying hunger for reflexivity

Modernity is inherently reflexive [30]. Living in modern
societies, individuals’ actions and social practices are
increasingly driven by reflexivity. Phatic technologies
provide modern individuals with an opportunity to ach-
ieve an even higher degree of reflexivity. Consequently,
this feeds our hunger for, and satisfaction in, personal and
social processes that are highly reflexive, and in turn
promotes the rise and rise of phatic technologies in
contemporary society. An understanding of the notion of
reflexivity is, therefore, a necessary prerequisite in our
analysis of the relationship between reflexivity and phatic
technology.

Giddens identifies two different forms of reflexivity.
The first one – the “reflexive monitoring of action” ([30]:
36) – exists in both traditional and modern periods, and is
defined as “All human beings routinely “keep in touch”
with the grounds of what they do as an integral element of
doing it” ([30]). The second form of reflexivity is unique to
modernity – modern society is experiencing a process of
reflexivity at both the institutional and personal levels,
which is modern institutions’ and individuals’ regular and
constant use of knowledge as the conditions for society’s
organisation and change. In traditional societies, actions
are based exclusively on tradition and cannot be conceived
beyond the framework of tradition. In modern society,
individuals reflect on tradition and act in accordance with
it, only if it can be legitimised by reflexivity. The future,
therefore, is regarded as essentially open, yet is counter-
factually conditional upon courses of action undertaken
with future possibilities in mind. The two forms of
reflexivity are intimately associated – reflexive monitoring
of action brings an individual more information about him
continuously, some of which may turn into useful
knowledge – the basis for the individual’s constant self-
creation, evaluation and change. Under the conditions of
modernity, an individual’s action has social influence at
a global scale, for modernity is created and reproduced in
a reciprocal interaction between individuals’ actions and
social institutions, in such a way that society’s institutions
and structures are the means and the outcome of indi-
viduals’ actions [30]. As a result of these reflexive
processes, an individual’s self-identity is no longer static
and given – instead, it is a reflexive project constituted by
a reconstruction of the individual, collective life-stories
and identities, which Giddens [31] terms the reflexive
project of the self.

For Giddens [30], modern science and technology have
generated the plethora of lifestyle choices, and thus opened
up a radical process of self creation, examination, reflection
and transformation. Communication and interaction via
phatic Internet technologies, such as Facebook and Twitter,
are usually carried out by typing messages onto a screen
computer, phone or pad. An individual’s actions are
communications and messages displayed in front of him.
He is able to observewhat he is saying as he is typing it, and
thus, is able to constantly change and modify his actions.
Moreover, messages typed onto the computer screen can
be recorded, stored and examined at a later date. For
example, if two individuals have met on Twitter then their
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entire rapport can be recorded, stored and examined any
time or over long time intervals with full contextual
information (e.g., personal information, date and time). On
the contrary, face-to-face verbal communication between
individuals can only be ‘listened to’ not be ‘looked at’; it is
not usually recorded; it can only be remembered by indi-
viduals involved; and the examination of it is highly
dependent on the accuracy of human memories. In short,
communicating and interacting via phatic Internet tech-
nologies enable the achievement of a more intensified
experience of the reflexive monitoring of action. One can
re-live, re-experience, re-enjoy social exchanges over and
over again. They have repetitive value.

The intensified experience provides more information,
and in turn knowledge for the construction of self-identity.
This can be best explained in the case of the cybercom-
munity Second Life – an epitome of phatic technology –

wherein reflexivity, both individual and especially social,
reaches a new height.

Second Life is a 3D Internet-based cybercommunity
developed by Linden Lab. Anyone can become a participant
of Second Life by downloading a client program named
Second Life Viewer and interact with other participants via
self-created 3D avatars. Actually, technologies available in
Second Life provides a unique opportunity for the constant
creation, examination and transformation of self-identities,
social/personal practices and community/society structures
with regard to continuous incoming informationabout these
identities, practices and structures. User-created content is
a fundamental feature of Second Life. At its inception, the
chairman of Linden Lab, Philipp Rosedale, wanted to design
a virtual world where there is no barrier between thought
and action – a place where laws of physics cannot stop us
from creating ourselves, activities and environments [32].
Following the initial idea, Linden Lab only creates the land-
scape andsomecore elements– everythingelse is practically
created by its participants using a programming language
named Linden Scripting Language (LSL) [10]. As the partici-
pants build their 3D avatars, homes, and landscapes, and
participate in social activities in Second Life, they are
constantlymade aware of what they do, or almost ‘forced’ to
keep in close touchwith the grounds ofwhat they do as they
aredoing it. Thisprocessprovides theparticipantswithavast
amount of information, and thus knowledge for evaluation
and transformation. Moreover, the process of creating and
building is exponentially fast in comparisonwith building in
the real world. So as a result, new geographical features,
social activitiesandavatarcreationsare addedsoquickly that
Second Life is constantly changing its characters – the land-
scape features, activities and creations are transforming on
an hourly basis [10]. In particular, where the notion of free
individual creation remains a chimera given the range of
constraints on individuals’ choices in the physical world,
participants in Second Life can be whatever they want to be
physically and change their avatars’ bodily appearances as
often as theywant. Actually, Second Life’s 3D avatar creation
tools have resulted in a physical diversity unmatched by any
place on earth [13]. This, in turn, is inextricably linked to self-
identity, for “the body is not just a physical entity which we
‘possess’, it is an action-system, a mode of praxis, and its
practical immersion in the interaction of day-to-day life is an
essential part of the sustaining of a coherent sense of self-
identity” ([31]: 99).

Reflexivity serves to illuminate the socially constructed
nature of phatic technology. The user-created nature of
Second Life epitomises “the role of the user group in devel-
oping phatic technologies and the minimised time span
betweenproducers andusers” ([63]: 49).Actually, the strong
user influence on its producers distinguishes phatic tech-
nology from other branches of technology. The role of the
user group in developing phatic technologies is epitomised
in Second Life [63]. The relationship between Second
Life’s users and producers epitomises what Castells [14]
wrote: “. users are key producers of the technology, by
adapting it to their users and values, and ultimately trans-
forming the technology itself” ([14]: 28). The Internet is
a technology with strong phatic use. Post-WWW (1991), it
grew, and keeps growing, at a speed unprecedented in the
history of technology, fundamentally due to this strong
phatic use. The users of the Internet technology, as well as
the actual technological modifications they introduced to
the technology, are communicatedback to theproducer very
quickly. This way, the time span between the process of
learning by using and producing by using, is extraordinarily
minimised, resulting in a process of learning by producing,
in a virtuous feedback between the diffusion of technology
and its enhancement. It is, indeed, in the cybercommunity
Second Life that extreme phatic use emerges, for the role
that the user group plays in building the community, social/
personal practices and individual participants’ self-
identities. Second Life as a community is created by indi-
vidual participants’ actions. Without user participation, it is
a piece of software not a community. The users of Second
Life have made a piece of software into a society with
a functional and successful economy. There they are able to
explore, socialize andparticipate in a variety of personal and
group activities, such as construction, business and enter-
tainment [63].

4. Conclusion

A phatic technology is used to establish, build and
maintain social relationships. Using notions in Giddens’
account of modernity, we have argued that phaticity is an
important notion in understanding the roles of technology,
and that the conditions of modernity offers an explanation
for the rise and rise of phatic technologies, especially phatic
Internet technologies, exemplifiedby the case of Second Life.

One of the primary characteristics of modernity is the
disembedding of social relations, which is made possible by
the separation of time and space. Under the conditions of
modernity, abstract systems, especially expert systems,
remove social relations from the immediacies of place and
context and diminish personal life in favour of imperson-
ally organised systems. The disembedding may be
perceived as one of the fundamental reasons behind the
increasing social influence. Phatic technologies, charac-
terised by their social purposes, are able to facilitate the
reembedding of personal and contextual intimacy and
reduce alienation. We suggest that this reembedding may
be at the heart of the appeal of cybercommunities and
virtual worlds. Our argument implies that in modernity
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there is a human need for phatic technologies and that
their technical development is destined to grow.

We have proposed the idea of phatic technological
habituation to make a direct and intimate connection
between a technology and its social context(s). It illustrates
the three stage developmental process of some phatic tech-
nologies from tools to systems to cultural forces; and it
explains, in some cases, the users’ heavy dependence on
a phatic technology to the extent that the application of it
becomes a culture within the user community. Social inter-
actions via phatic technologies are removed from the phys-
ical; rather it is built via abstract systems that reembed
individuals and social relations in distant locations. Thus, it is
not just that individuals in the modern world have to place
trust in abstract systems, i.e. phatic technologies, it is that the
act of doing so has become a normal and normalised feature
of modern social life. Using reflexivity as an analytic
construct, we argue that the potential for a higher degree of
reflexivity is verymuchenhancedbyphatic technology. This,
consequently, feeds our hunger for, and satisfaction in,
personal andsocial processes that arehighly reflexive, highly
social and highly dependent upon phatic technologies.
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