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Abstract

In our society, we seem almost completely engaged 
in a variety of representational processes. By 
rendering events and processes “still”, they can 
be more easily manipulated and transferred into a 
stock of movable resources which can provide the 
possibility to control. It is in that context informa-
tion technology can give us power. In this article it 
is argued that in order to understand information 
technology we must begin with representation. I 
will illustrate such a perspective by a case study 
that puts a smart home-technology in focus and 
exemplifies how it may let us deeper our knowl-
edge about IT, how that �������������������������� knowledge is constructed, 
what actors are involved, what drives them and 
what kinds of issues are at stake. 

Antiquity had been a civilization of spectacle. 
“To render accessible to a multitude of men the 
inspection of a small number of objects”: this was 
the problem to which the architecture of temples, 
theatres and circuses responded. With spectacle, 
there was a predominance of public life, the 

intensity of festivals, sensual proximity. In these 
rituals in which blood flowed, society found new 
vigour and formed for a moment a single great 
body. The modern age poses the opposite prob-
lem: “To procure for a small number, or even for 
a single individual, the instantaneous view of a 
great multitude”. (Foucault, 1977, p. 216)

Introduction

We utilize different tools to represent the world 
and relevant information and knowledge in order 
to run our lives and make strategic choices. In our 
contemporary life, we seem almost completely 
engaged in different representational, fixation  
—  “still” making  — processes. A three-dimen-
sional world is reduced to a two-dimensional rep-
resentation, a lot of reproduced events and objects 
in a curtailed form (cf. Cooper, 1992; Latour, 
1987;  Edenius & Borgerson, 2004; Bloomfield 
& Vurdubakis, 1997; Kallinikos, 1996).

By rendering events, processes and happenings 
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“still”, their manipulation and transference into a 
stock of movable resources can be facilitated. Thus 
understood, representation provides the possibil-
ity to maintain control by expected reactions to the 
changes made in and through the representations. 
By representation, I mean a symbolic codification, 
an operative scheme; “something for something 
else” (Castoriadis, 1987) like texts, documents, 
models, or statistics. A commander of a battle-
field, for example, needs a map (representation) 
of the ground to lead his troops, a manager needs 
a organization chart to manage the company, we 
create budgets, Internet-home-banks, timetables, 
and so forth. Variant technologies of representa-
tions exist in almost every facet of our lives, not 
the least of which are our homes. We not only use 
different representational practices in our homes 
that are linked to videos, cellular phones, cameras, 
and so on, but also for cooking facilities, home 
computers, e-mailing, heating switches, laundry 
booking, and more. 

During the last 10 years or so, a variety of 
technologies have come into our homes. Many 
of these could be said to be an application of the 
intelligent building concept of  residential prop-
erty. When diverse technologies of representations 
are consolidated in one place in our homes, we 
use the epithet “smart homes”. Smart (home) 
services technology was originally developed 
for the automation of commercial buildings, and 
has subsequently gained widespread acceptance 
(Peterson, Williams, & Mills, 2001). Chapman 
and McCartney (2002) stress that the “smart 
home” is comprised of everything from “an 
intelligent building that provides a comfortable 
and productive environment through automated 
control systems such as fire safety, security and 
energy/lighting management” to claims about the 
“smart home project that allows individuals us-
ing it in their daily lives to use their intelligence 
and think and act for themselves” (Stelcner, 
1998; Woodnutt, 1998) to different unobtrusive 
monitoring systems that support people (Bowes 

& McColgan, forthcoming; Fisk, forthcoming). 
In conventional research about the smart home, 

a number of epistemological questions are put 
forward about the world we have attempted to 
capture. A few of these questions are: Is it well 
described? What details have been missed? Do 
we have the necessary features that are required 
to run the home efficiently? Have we found an 
acceptable solution for people with restricted 
mobility? In what way has the smart home im-
proved the user’s life? What kinds of activities do 
we need to monitor in order to successfully meet 
our objectives (Graham-Rowe, 2004; Glascock & 
Kutzik, 2005; Fisk, forthcoming; Kinder, 2000)? 
Beneath the surface of these studies, we can see 
structurational perspective posit technology as 
embodying structures (which may become ap-
propriated by the users during their use of the 
system, (Orlikowski, 2000). The residents’ actions 
play a crucial role in explaining the consequences 
associated with the use of new information tech-
nology. However, the conventional studies in the 
field of smart homes leave the analysis on a more 
or less instrumental level. A more structurational 
perspective, which is inherently dynamic and 
grounded in continuous action, is hitherto lacking 
or is barely discernable. 

I will argue that by not examining the epis-
temological questions posed in the conventional 
research, there is a potential risk of compre-
hensively overlooking where the technologies 
used in a smart home may lead and what the 
overall results will be. In other words, I would 
like discuss what a smart home is as much as 
what it does.

This article is written in the spirit of Sotto 
(1997) when he, in his ambition to explore what 
is inherent in information technology, argues 
that it “can only be undertaken from the point 
of its ‘essence’ not that of its use. Only then is 
it possible to perceive its intrinsic qualities and 
what modes of actions it provides. An adequate 
investigation of this cannot be carried out, of 
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