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Tales of mediation:
Narrative and digital
media as cultural tools

OLA ERSTAD AND JAMES V. WERTSCH

owet of expression is a basic element of human development. The way
Tess ourselves, through whatever medium available, is one of the key
in how human beings have evolved since our ancestors started their
r survival. Humans are now able not only to reinterpret the percep-
their world but also to find out more about the tools they used and the
théSe tools have (Wertsch, 1998; Salje, 2005). Starting from paintings

cave walls, humans represented ‘their world’, and in order to do that
nvent’ tools for painting and systems of meaning making for how
hould be represented and the symbolic nature of such representations.
ding on the ideas of the French cultural psychologist Ignace Meyer-
niii:cr discusses what he calls ‘the externalization tenet’ (1996,
ers to the notion that the main function of collective cultural
produce ‘works—or oeuvres in French. This can be larger systems

.égccs of a culture, or smaller ‘works’ like 2 presentation of
1p of students in front of the rest of the class. Bruner shows
collective ‘works’ are for producing and sustaining group
ey can help make a community. At the same time they are
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important in promoting a sense of the division of labour that goes into making | gre relevant, for example. Even thou
a product (Bruner, 1996, p. 23). | the social on the personal we will di g
This sets out our main arguments in this chapter, framed within what is £ aspedfic approach on learning and h
termed as ‘sociocultural studies of mind’ (Wertsch, del Rio 8 Alvarez, 1995). § by the Russian psychologist Lge:?V uman development originally outlined
We will not discuss digital storytelling or ‘mediatized stories’ per se but rather includes several different PefSPectivigotsz" ’IjFl‘oday a socio-cultural approach
present an approach towards the concept of mediation and the use of cultural hore s not to present the different di and ‘sc ools ot‘“ thought’. Our ambition
+o0ls. Narratives are seen as cultural tools that we all relate to and use in our . highlight certain key elements that W:lsnls_lons of _thls approach but rather to
meaning-making activities (Bruner, 1996; Wertsch, 1998). As such, they change ‘mediatized stories’, Clieve are important in our studies of
over time due to cultural and technological developments. Qur approach is
motivated by the genetic analysis made by Lev Vygotsky (1896--1934), with -
the assumption that it is possible to understand many aspects of mental func-
tioning only if one understands their origin and the transitions they have un
dergone at different levels. The main question in this chapter is then how ne
digital media might transform the role narratives play in our lives.

This is basically about ‘telling lives’, that is, how people use different me
diational means in their everyday life to express personal narratives and shar
these with others. There are several examples of how digital media might pla
a role in such practices. ‘Telling Lives’ refers to the BBC initiative on digit:
storytelling where people taking part in different workshops can post the
digital stories (www.bbc.co.uk/tellinglives). “Lelling lives is also the name of
project of the EU initiative ¢ Twinning, where a school in Nogway and a scho
. Finland have collaborated to create digital stories among the students ab
certain personal aspects of their own lives. The same title can also be foun
part of muscum blogs (tellinglivesblog.com) where people at certain eve
can present their stories through the “Telling Stories’ story-capture booth an
upload them to the Internet. “Telling Lives' for us represents the expressive
ment of storytelling defined by the new information and communication te
nologies, where people tell stories about their personal fives and share th
with others.

We will combine conceptual discussions with examples and reflectio
the importance of mediation and narratives as cultural tools in our socie
start with some key aspects of a socio-cultural approach to the mind befo
go on to the concept of mediation.

h Fhese authors highlight the-impact of
ffer in the way we relate our discussion to

e main objective of ‘ i

Th b of such a socio-cultural a

. _ . pproach to the mind j ~

plicate the relationships between human mental ﬁxpnctioning e e
»

.and the cultural, institutional, and historical situations in whi
ing occurs, on the other

on the one hand,
ch this function-
(Wertsch et al., 1995 o
c oth " » P- 3). So the central task i
- . L] S to
understand .how {nd.lwdual functioning is shaped by and related to the soci
cultural setting within which it exists. Seese
= The renewed interest in i
such issues, and the rej i
o ‘ . ues, and cinterpretation of the texts
ot ggc:;sky in the 1970s, especially in American discussions, can be seen as a
: o tgh of\fcment away from methodological individualism. In our discussi
) S . . ) On
.niq_ue etf tohre }ﬁélvm.:itanlt todargue against an understanding that stories are
niqL e individual and rather move tow: i
q ards the social origi indi
s idus ove t origins of indi~
dmer;f:-ltal ﬁllf;ctlo%ilg and collective dimensions of storytelling learning
Lmeaning making. Lhese arguments agai indi :
L meaning gainst a strong individual reductioni
d ney are important for our approach towards mediation on
0 summing up the main characteristics of wh
gy, Mlchael Cole (1996, p. 104) mentions the

at he calls ‘a cultural psy-
following points:

It emphasises mediated action in a context

Itinsists ' ‘
té‘-“iﬁdudzl;l jrhte u‘napi[ortance of the ‘genetic method’understood broadly
, 1storical, ontogenetic, and mi i
s microgenetic levels of analysi
- - . S.
eeks to ground its analysis in everyday life events. ’
§ium_¢s that the mind emerges in the
p g___l:_\_/hnd, then, is in an important sens

ed:

joint mediated activity of
[
e, co-constructed” and dis-

mes _‘;hat‘ individuals are active agents in their own devel
ot act In settings entirely of their own choosin opment
,';'lu_se—eﬂ"ect, stimulus-response, explanatorygs.;cience in fa-
cuttre, communication and cogaition cience that emphasises the emergent nature of the mind ?n
| t_hat acknowledges a central role for interpretation in its
What we call a socio-cultural approach is related to the ideas of many .

from a variety of disciplines. Figures such as Dewey (1938) and Kres



94 + Digital Storytelling, Mediatized Stories
g Tales of Mediation % 25

What these points show us is the complexity embedded in studying human ;
psychological and communicative activities. Sucha socio-cultural approach
emphasises that human action is mediated through the semiotic means avail- 1
able in the culture (Mertz & Parmentier, 1985). In this perspective, cultural |
tools are situated, historically, culturally and institutionally. The focus is onhu- 1
man action and not on behaviour as ‘mechanistic materialism’ (Taylor, 1985).

Hurnan action is closely linked to communication processes and the use .
of cultural tools, both material and abstract, for example, language, for mean ;
ing making by ;ndividuals and groups. It is not communication seen in a lin
ear fashion as something transmitted from a sender through a channel to
receiver. As we shall see below it is more in line with a semiotic tradition o
meaning making by using signs, situated within cultural settings and buildin
on historical developments.

In Vygotsky's writings there is a recognition of a complex relationship be
tween history as change and history as universal human progress (Wertsch
al., 1995). This is seen in his account of the particular aspect of history th;
was of most interest to him, that is, ‘the symbolic~communicative spheres of;
activity in which humans collectively produce new means for regulating the
behavior’ (Scribner, 1985, p. 123).

As Wertsch (1998) has argued, the natural unit of analysis in this approa
will be ‘mediated action’, or ‘agent—acting—with—med1ational—means’, in order:
highlight the focus on the agent—instrument relationship. In his book Mind
Action Wertsch outlines certain properties of mediated action (1998, p. 25

seen both on the microgenetic :

iss%les otj s_ocio—culi:uraighistnnl")rkfal‘l;z1 ?sif;%: 1:; :i:li:faslm;ltlrilenlts, an'd on broader
lationships. Even though our main interest in this cha tif ;S as 1nhp0Wer ‘re..
betweep a‘gent and mediational means, other aspects of nfe diat gn t. e tension
of mediatized stories will be discussed. lated action as part

. When studying digital storytelling we have to take these broad :
tives OH_CUI'L:UYE, communication and cognition into consideratio o
connecting 1f1ter- and intra-personal processes. The important n %S a way t?f
jchat storytelling is not something ‘invented’by the indivigual ]outpom‘C ht:l’e o
in a cultural process in which we all participate. People ma ,beli ren¢§0t1ated
have a totally unique story, one that nobody has ever had ge foree‘ifhz at they
seen as an autobiographical obsession in our western culture th. }i can be
_trad1t1.on of written texts but also in cultural expressions in enro;llg ha long
:ftrt,.sc'uence and so forth (Taylor, 1989). From our point of vieg :1: ’,t rough
individual endeavour but rather built into general cultural anvzi h.ls is 'not an
cesses where we reuse and further develop stories through mediati lstglnc pro-
thereby ensuring layers of ‘multivoicedness’ of being (Ba%chtin 11;81;“ means,

. s .

Semiotic mediation, cultural tools
and transformation

Ezlilai ;e;;zz :11:11; ';;rrt?mn;c:rizt;;f ;:an be assoctiiated with the objectification
li . _ e as part of socio-historic develo
er, one needs to specify this concept according t i Fiorts
roups, historical periods, and so forth (Rasm o Partlcurlar ety
has incorporated more spéciﬁed meanin e ncs Hegel
| has in gs through the insertio
S_(E}:_:tf:i?lzno?;: (f-or_mediatioq), and which is built into diﬂ'e?excl)f
ot iain our.soFlety. Raymond Williams (1976, p.
1sei t ree aspects of mediation: (a) finding a central point bi
Opi;bt;sé ;s(;r:l E;)llttxcal ?ego_tiati.ons; {(b) describirig the interaction
ng’ e d}:; ss 011; orces VVl.th the totality to which they are
% anc (o) < : tcn ing such interaction as in itself substantial,
_t.:an, 2t rolcse no‘t the fneutral process of the interaction of
i process in V\j’hlcl’l the form of the mediation alters
5 OF by its nature indicates their nature. (See also Rasmus-

st aspect provides a poi
b T POlnt of departure in our ex .
nediatized stories, lpIoratlon of

1 mediated action is characterised by an irreducible tension betwe:

agent and mediational means,

"mediational means are material,

mediated action typically has multiple simultaneous goals,

mediated action is situated on one or more developmental paths,

mediational means constrain as well as enable action,

new mediational means transform mediated action, :

the relationship of agents towards mediational means can be ch

terised in terms of mastery,

8. the relationship of agents towards mediational means can be ch
terised in terms of appropriation, :

9. mediational means are often produced for reasons other than to f
tate mediated action,

10. mediational means are associated with power and authority.

N BN

Mediated action as an analytic approach to the study of mind is th "‘iﬁinﬂgs the construct of mediation especiall _r
» Yy serniotic me-
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entral role, becoming increasingly important during the last

diation, played a ¢ ‘
d career (Wertsch, 1985, p. 50; Wertsch et al., 1995, p. 20).

years of his life an

A year before his death he wrote that ‘the central fact about our psychology s
the fact of mediatiorf (Vygotsky, 1982, p. 166). He provided an outline of how
mental functioning is gituated in a cultural space. Vygotsky extended Engels’s
notion of instrumental mediation by applying it to ‘psychological tools’ as well
as to the ‘technical tools’ of production (Wertsch, 1985, p. 77). He invoked the
chological tools, or what he termed ‘signs’, and technical,

analogy between psy:
tools, or simply ‘tools’, at several places in his writing. Language, which was’

Vygotsky’s main interest, can then be seen as a cultural tool and speech as a

form of mediated action.
Vygotsky was, however, not alone in pointing out the role of different cul-

tural tools and mediation in human functioning. Similar ideas can be seen i

among conterriporaries of his such as Bakhtin, Leontev, Lotman and also g
ing back to Engels and Dewey. The common point is how new forms of medi
tion always transform human action. Central issues for all these thinkers are on
the role of text in cultural settings, about action in the sense of interpersona_f
activities and human development. During the Jast twenty-five years there h
been a renewed interest especially in the theoretical thinking of Vygotsky b
also drawing on Leontev about activity theory and Bakhtin on the role of ‘u
terance’ and “voice’. Our approach builds on all three thinkers, even though
we will mainly refer to Vygotsky since our main arguments e close to h
theoretical propositions.

Vygotsky touched on two forms of mediation. The first is ‘explicit medi
tion!, which relates to the overt, intentional introduction of a ‘stimulus mea
into the Aow of action. Tt relates to the materiality of mediational means. Th
second is ‘implicit mediation’, which provided the foundation of Vygotsk
account of egocentric and inner speech. This perspective focuses on how's
signs are transparent and largely inaccessible to conscious reflection.

There are two important properties of psychological tools that need
eaken into consideration (Wertsch, 1985, pp. 79-80). The first is that by b
included in the process of behaviour, a psychological tool alters the entire
and structure of mental functions. There are different sets of tools and diff
ent forms of thinking that go with them. Vygotsky viewed the introducti
a psychological tool (for example, language) into a mental function (su

memory) as causing a qualitative transformation of that function. In hi
proach psychological tools are not viewed as auxiliary means that simply f
tate an existing mental function while leaving it qualitatively unaltered. R:
the emphasis is on their capacity to transform mental functioning. Vygos
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did not vie
_ w development as a steady stream of quantitative increments but in

erms Of ﬁlndamental q ah 'VC tIa“S ormatio 15 Wit
t T u taty f j. i i i
; . ‘. aSSOClated h. Chal’l{ges m

The sec j iati
ond major property of mediation in his account is that by their

nature psychological tools are social, not organic or individual. The mediational

means, Ot cultural tocls, are inherently situated culturally, institutionall

historically. There are two aspects in which Vygotsky con’sidered o hy an'd
.cal.tools to be social. First, he considered psychological tools such PS{C oog
various systems for counting, mnemonic techniques, algebraic s gs language,
and s0 forth to be social in the sense that they are thf: products 0?“ i A
evolunc.m. Individuals have access to psychological tools b virtueso; Ig_‘culmral
ofa soc1o—cu1tur?11 milieu. The cultural knowledge of our sc?ciety is ion nglp o
.men’tal s‘ense built into our tools. The second aspect concerns the ; e?ie -
ized’ social phenomena of face-to-face communication and socialrirlzftzac(')cici

?Eteai of examining forces that operate on a general socio-cultural level, th
. . e
"eocui ;fe was on .the dynamics that characterise individual communic;tive
events. Vygotsky said of language, the most important psychological tool in his

'épprqach, that ‘the primary function of s h, b
<hi1d 1 the Kanction of s peech, both for the adult and for the

hild, is ¢ ; , social contact, influenci
ng 1p§1wduals (Wertsch, 1985, p. 81). , 178 surround-
w_g:;?_thfr( gsmt ai)lout f_1r111(=,c1i.51tion is that it involves constraints as well as em
erment (Wertsch et al., 1995, pp. 24-25). A .
me; / . . Any form of mediation i
me fortn of limitation. It fr poles
ne for . ees us from some earlier limitati i
orm . itations while at th
ime introducing new ones of i e
its own. Our emphasis, of i
new possibilities that new mediati oot ot ot
! ediational means represent f
nd new actions. However, : on the Hmitatons at
dn . » we need to keep a focus on the limitati
S ] G 1 . n the Umitations at
o Impo; ton thowr tO(Lls shape our action in an inherently limiting way.
; ant point here, and again, a poi i :
: t that is oft i i
TP o ' ! gain, a poin often missed in so-
yechological studies, is that wh
and | en a new tool, a ne di
uced into the flow of action, i ; or ke o
ced ir action, it does not simply facili
im of action more effici B on how oot
7. of ; cient. The emphasis i how i
oo cfhic phasis is on how it transforms
» on the qualitative transf i ilitatiy
AN ormative, as opposed to facilitative,
we mo isi
6?:ef1;101r11 memorising long stretches of poetry to just saying
X 1 them out of a textbook with feeling or find them on
ﬂ'igen Cc ‘external symbolic storage, there is more than just a
n _E_:y‘ in a mode of action and the mental processes that go
; .
__‘g n;’npose§ sea.rch strategies, new storage strategies, néw
) W,hld\;v options in both the control of and analysis of one’s
represents a qualitative transformation in mediated
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action. We now turn to one such issue, the role of narratives and mediatized

stories in our culture.

Narratives as ‘equipment for living’

Natratives in our culture can be described as powerful cultural tools. They give
us a structured way of accessing knowledge in a culture and a way of expressing
intentions and how we relate to others. These properties reflect broader claims
about artefacts outlined by Hutchins:

What we learn and what we know, and what our culture knows for us in the form of
the structure of artefacts and social organisations are these hunks of mediating struc-
ture. Thinking consists of bringing these structures into co-ordination with each other
such that they can shape (and be shaped by) each other. The thinker in this world is 2
very special medium that can provide co-ordination among many structured media,
some internal, some extérnal, some embodied in artefacts, some in ideas, and some in
social relationships. (1986, p. 57)

There are several traditions of examining the role of narratives in our cul
ture {e.g., Mitchell, 1981). Our interest is related to how narratives ﬁmctio:
as cultural tools and influence human functioning. Both Wertsch (1998) an
Bruner (1990, 1996) analyse narrative and historical texts as cultural tool
Bruner highlights the role of narratives in human functioning as part of hi
fundamental critique of the ‘computational view’, which is concerned with in
formation processing. The ‘computational view’ is fundamental to our wh
education system and the dominating perspective on learning on which i
based. In its place, or at least as complement, Bruner argues for what he call
‘culturalism’. :

Tor the evolution of the hominid mind is linked to the development of a way of life :
where ‘reality’ is represented by a symbolism shared by members of a cultural com
munity in which a technical-social way of life is both organized and construed i
terms of that symbolism. This symbolic mode is not only shared by a commuairy, bu
conserved, elaborated, and passed on to succeeding generations who, by virtue of thi
transmission, continue to maintain. the culture’s identity and way of life. .. . On thi
view, lmowing and communicating are in their nature highly interdependent, indee
virtually inseparable. (1996, p. 3)

In his elaborations on this, Bruner defines narrative as a central mo:
human thought and as a vehicle of meaning making. Storytelling and narra
are viewed as the way people in general create a version of the world in W,
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they can envisage a place for themselves. a
ey can : »a personal world. (1996, p. 39). B
d13t1ngu1sies b:lhveen logical-scientific thinking, which is more sI;c))eciaIiserét1 I;s:
treating physical ‘things’ i inki i
ph-ghtf phy: ‘things’, and narrative thinking, for treating people and their
With referepc.e to Kenneth Burke (1966) we might view narratives as
equipment for living’. The way narratives are structured as plots with char-
acters lmakes E transition from the fictional to the real world. Literature, for
example, can be seen as equipment for interpreting and categorisin hu,
act.lon. Burke (1?66) claims that literature (discourse) equips i%ldividﬁals vﬁi}?
attitudes for dealing with recurring situations. This can also be related to other
mediated texts, as stated by Cole and Keyssar; '

For the richness of our lives depends not only on how much equipment we carry with
us, but how we use that equipment and in what context it js relevant. The chisezn ;h
hands of a sculptor is different than the chisel in the hands of a bricklayer, but it is .
clear that one uses the tool better than the other. The first step, and oneyfh,at continflzlE
to meet with resistance, is to recognize and work with films such asRomeo and ]uliets’
and Nashville', as well as printed books, as equipments for living. This is not to reduc
‘meaning to usefulness, but to enlarge our concept of ‘meaning’ and "usefulness’ (1985E
. >

L p69)

-Narratives, seen as a cultural tool, are part of our living, bridging past
b

present and future (Wertsch, 1998). They are tools in cultural settings that pre~

t any group or individual usc. These tools, especially in the case of narrative
s, are not a product of independent invention, and they influence us in dif-
i t_w_a)‘rs and become part of the repertoire of means we use in our everyda
ves, our telling lives’. When we talk about human action, narratives are?rlsczl,
b_asis_fc»f' ‘seeing’ events, a way of understanding characters in our environ-
n this way they become very important equipment for the formation
e llective and individual identity. This can be seen in studies on such
omena as national narratives and collective memory {Wertsch, 1998)
h‘gn_ d;scus.sing narratives as cultural tools, it is important to ’distingilish
twgbasm_narrative levels. On the one hand, we have Specific narra-
C,.h’ d’f]il with concrete places, characters, events. This is the usual sense
+hey can be fictional or real, but they involve specific characters,
: ents On the other hand, we have ‘schematic narrative templates’
ofe-transparent, having the capacity to shape thinking and speak-
L atare hard to identify or reflect upon. A schematic narrative
ematic in the sense that it is generalised, abstract, without spe-
o Stérs_nes -arﬁd places. It is narrative because it has an emplotted
. especially transparent in the sense that like a clear window it
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is something through which one views the world without realising it is there.
It appears as if you are looking onto reality directly. Part of its power to shape
thinking and speaking comes from the fact that it is hard to see and appreciate
the fact that we are using it as cultural tool. And a schematic narrative tem- |
plate is a template in that there is one story line that helps us make sense of ]
many specific episodes, the same story over and over with different characters
making the basis for collective memory, collective narratives and national nar-
ratives. Schematic narrative templates tend to be extremely conservative and
resistant to change, both because of their transparency and because they are
tied to our identity.
As part and parcel of particular socio-cultural settings, schematic narrative
templates in various contexts differ from one another. They are not universal
What it means to be Norwegian, American, French and so forth is shaped
in part by the use of certain schematic narrative templates. How we conceiv
ourselves as either Norwegian or American depends to a large extent on cer
tain narratives that shape national identity. As a Norwegian this is connected
to narratives for example about ‘winter and skiing’, ‘the importance of being in
nature’, ‘upholding peace and democracy’. As an American it may be tied mor
to issues like ‘equal possibilities’, ‘cultural melting pot’ and ‘superpower’. Such
issues can be seen at play in Samuel Huntington’s book Who Are We? The Chal
lenges to America’s National Identity (2004), where he argues for an agenda o
conserving and preserving established notions of American national ident
In his view these notions are threatened by immigration in the United State
today. Our point here is that mediatized stories can involve both specific n
ratives and schematic narrative templates, with the power of the latter of
harder to detect and more resistant to change. _

Our interest is in the transformative role of cultural tools and how fo
example the introduction of digital technologies can change the fundamen
form of certain actions such as narratives about a national past. This can,
example, be seen in moving from a culture based on techniques of memori:
tion, to a culture developing new ways of storage and use of texts, and toward
new symbolic systems and increasing availability of information as seen in
use of the Internet that might have a major impact on such processes.

An interesting question that arises in this connection is how such n
ratives are more likely to be contested today in the light of new informaf
and communication technologies. What is ongoing and what is resista
change versus what may be new and transformative? National identity fo
ample might be more open to being influenced by other schematic narratt
templates than before, as young people use a broader set of narratives in
identity work. New technological platforms for communication can als
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used to debate the construction of narratives to a greater degree than before th
emergence of the newest forms of Information and Comm SN
ogy ICT). )

One (?xample can be taken from the former Soviet republic of Georgi
where online forums play an important role in dealing with issues of dolle ::g "
identity. Ch.at rooms in Georgia are in many respects similar to chat r?)onis“ir;
other co.untrles.'Ihey are occupied by young people, and rarely visited by adults
The topics covered are typically a function of interests, age and gendeif How-
ever, online forums that have developed in Georgia (www.forum.ge), a c:ou :V
that has gone through major social transitions after havihg beﬁl ,art ofnt}]iy
Soviet Union, often take the form of sites of serious discussion on cﬂltural :i:
political issues. In these forums there are participants of all ages, and diffmin t
topics are covered. What is particularly interesting is how the;e forums ;
used to discuss transitions in national identity and highlight differences ‘(?re
tween different groups of the population and areas of the country. :

In this context it is possible to see examples of Georgians Wi;.D have been

unication Technol~

expelled from the breakaway region of Abkhazia talking about their past and

future, recalling their childhood and sharing their views, and also finding old

classmates ar}d neighbours. Such forums can serve as a shared space where dif-
ferent narratives about national identity and past events become apparent, for
example about whether it was Russians, Abkhazians or Georgians who sta;ted

e armed conflict in Abkhazia in the early 1990s that resulted in ethnic Geos-

glans being expelled. One example is the following posting in the forum that
shows the strong narrative divisions made between us

: (Georgians who had
{Georgians from other regions of the

r_pf:rly lived in Abkhazia} and them
fy)-

"To those of you posting on this topic: you all are from Thilisi anci n

0. those : , one of i

‘)S\ithgml-an,s anfi you know NOTHING about what happened there! I lived Z;Zr:j
3 4 ;K ’m ovuj.t times, every Abkhazian hated Georgians. “When will we get rid
'YQP' E they said. If you (a Georgian) entered a shop and found an Abkhaz vendor
kmg in it, then you would be in trouble. They would make you stand at the end of

queue and wait until all the Abkhaz who were in the shop at the time had bought
ltnbg they wanted. Up to that point the vendor would not pay any attention to

st | .e_cau.se you were a2 Georgian. There were cases when they would even close

op right in front of you as you tried to enter. YES! They HATED Gebrgians!

‘-jti

fcl_t{_tl{)rllal means reflect certain narrative constraints. This writer saw
'Sth:cc: g‘f{li ]:‘irfv:’;i;la?is'otvn and others’ z:.ccouhts. There are several
oo : ives ‘grasp toge.ther events and characters in
-.a'é':ft'ﬂose be‘t’:’jz:;l X;:h fr(.)zen narrat1va§ can be seen in many con-
o merians and Azeric Teraelic and Palectinianc
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and Koreans and Japanese.
As cultural tools, narratives can be used to represent both the past and

the present. And when we look at how people around the world use digital
media to tell stories we see how this creates both support for schematic nar-
rative templates and for counter-narratives. Some of ;he usual mechanisms of
regulating and negotiating between narrative accounts are no longer readily
available. Everybody can post their interpretation and reformulations of events
without having to encounter and negotiate with others in ways that earlier had

shaped such encounters. Everybody believes that he or she has a story to tell,
and digital technologies create new possibilities for this, which brings us to the

next section.

New performance spaces

The emergence of new media and technologies in our society has brought new
conditions for mediated action and narratives as cultural tools. In recent years
we might describe this as a transition from mass media towards more ‘personal
media’. All media are of course personal in the sense that they are mediational
means for meaning making, However, the new possibilities of user generated
content production represented by web 2.0 make the personal voice more ap-
parent. Information and communication technologies can be used for produc-.
ing and consuming narratives in a whole new way by people around the world,
as seen on Internet sites like ‘MySpace’ and ‘YouTube. By using terms like |
my{space), you(tube) or face(book) we see combinations of the personal ex-
pression and the mediational means used in an integrated way.

‘There are indeed critical points to be made about the autobiographical ob
session in the participation culture (Jenkins, 2006) of these new sites. The larg
number of videos and texts is formidable, and this raises concerns about wh

all. However, our interest is not so much on these new social networking site
but rather on some other mediated actions made possible by new digital medi
and the Internet. '

With reference to Goffman (1959), we can talk about new ‘performancy
spaces’, especially for young people. They use these online sites to express per:
sonal opinions, views and comments either through videos taped at home
written text or other means that are uploaded to shared spaces on the Internét
This implies a space where we are part of the cultural flow of using differ
ent narratives and whete we talk about ourselves. Performance is part of the
cxpressive nature of human functioning mentioned at the beginning of thi

-regulated by traditional and state forces, the Interme

particular to each space

dinary individuals/mo
In terms of appearan
~variables such as place, time and spectators, and they are defined according to
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chapter, and it takes place in different spaces of society, using a range of dif-
ferent tools, as, for example, seen in new virtual environments (Laurel, 1993:
Turkle, 1995, 2007). ’

Mediatized stories are in this sense seen as global phenomena of shared
narratives where our conception of mediation assumes a central perspective in
understanding what these narratives represent. This can be linked to what Juri
Lotman termed the semiosphere, as 2 continuing world of communication as a
system like the ecological system or biosphere (Lotman, 1990).

One example is the blogging culture that started to develop at the end
of the 1990s and which has now moved into new versions on different ‘social
networking sites’. However, we can still see examples of how these new pexfor-
mance spaces such as blogs play an important role as mediational means and
narratives as cultural tools. In an online article by Masserat Amir-Ebrahimi
(2004)*, based on her research, she describes how blogs in Tehran represent an
important performance space for certain groups in their redefinition of the sclf
and consolidation of new identities. She discusses how, in Western democratic
societies, cyberspace is often viewed as an ‘alter’ space of
and leisure that functions in a parallel or complementary fashion to existing
public spaces and institutions. In countries where public spaces are controlled
by traditional or restrictive cultural forces, however, the Internet can take on
varied significance. In Iran, where the public sphere is closely monitored and
t has become a means to
explains, for people living
especially marginalised groups such as youth and women,
a space more ‘real’ than everyday life. From this perspective,
an analysis of Internet use is an important tool by which to study socio-cultural
forms hidden in everyday life but revealed in the virtual world.

"

information, research

resist the restrictions imposed on these spaces. As she
in these countries,
the Internet can be

. She goes on to explain how, since the revolution in Eran in 1979, ‘mul-

tiple personalities’ have become second nature to their society. To maintain
their security in social spaces, individuals must obey assorted codes that are
(private, public, official, etc.) or vis-3-vis their coun-
youth/elders, children/parents, students/ instructors, or-
rality enforcers). The dissimulation and social invisibility

ces and behaviours are constantly shifting according to

terparts (women/men,

_lfllf.-' status, gender and age of social actors. For many women and youths, for
example, particular urban districts and hours of the day demand concomitant

performances,
‘The arrival of the Unicode system in the digital world has made the en- o .

Y Ofyoung middle-class Iranians in cvbersnace much easier Snecifically tha'
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introduction of the Persian font and the possibility of typing in Persian have |
made possible an indigenous approach to the Internct. Weblogs have since be-
come an alternative space to discuss matters censored in ordinary public spaces, &
but in this alternative medium this is done more through text than talk. We-
blogs, through their ‘comments’section, allow an open and wide discussion be-
tween different social actors on an unprecedented scale. In this sense, weblogs
have become realms and spaces where all kinds of discussion and interaction
between readers and writers can take place. The continual availability of and
access to past written records and archives give youth greater sclf-awareness
and self-development. More than any other generation, they have the ability
to review and consider their past and their relations with others. In addition, -
weblog archives provide others with the ability to judge and comment on their ;
track records. The existence of such archives forces bloggers to think more
about what they write and accept responsibility for it.

Weblogs, as Amir-Ebrahimi explains, have become a key site for Iranian
to participate in the new virtual world and at the same time rediscover thei
own selves and desires while constructing new relations and communities of:
ten not possible in real spaces. Weblogs also reveal important trends, desire
and transformations in the subjectivities of Iran’s next generation as well as a
ongoing struggle between youth and traditional and state authorities over th
limits placed on public discourse.

For youth, this empowerment begins with a redefinition of the self andj
consolidation of new identities. Many of them believe that their ‘real/tru
identities have been ‘lost/repressed/ hidden’ in the real/physical public space
of Iran. Amir-Ebrahimi argues that the act of weblog writing in the universal
yet also semi-private space of the Internet, can help youth discover, reconstruc
and erystallise their ‘true’ selves in virtual public spaces. In the absence of th
body, these new ‘bodyless-selves’enter a new world and form new communitie;
which are restricted and controlled in their real physical spaces. At the sam
time, Amir-Ebrahimi refers to studies which found that some of these new:
identities can encounter new sources of limitation, self~censorship and disem:
powerment in the virtual, as well as real, spaces.

'The lack of freedom in real public spaces has rendered virtual spaces an i
portant site for new encounters, the formation of communities, finding frien
(especially of the opposite sex) and, finally, the possibility of redefining the sel
according to one’s own narrative. Thus, virtual space in Iran is a space for shaj
ing repressed identities in all their simple and complicated forms. Through
continuous practice of writing, individuals can assert layers of their personali
that they were hitherto unable to assert in real life.

"Through text and personal history, individuals can gradually create a narr

. bloggers is one of the most important characteristics of this medium.

-~ stories stem from developments in online gaming communities
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tive of the self in virtual space that may be entirely new. Through this narrative
individuals undergo a process of identity-formation which the virtual Worlc'l,
makes increasingly possible: In transient interactions such as chat rooms, these
identities can be temporary and unstable. In weblogs, however, identiti’es are
gradually formed, crystallised and transformed into secondary identities for
webloggers. To maintain this consistency and coherence of character, the blog-
ger is obliged to abide by a more vigorous discipline of thought and a;ti;:ulatic;gn
than is often required in real spaces. The individual acquires a new ‘constructed’
virtual identity that can be measured and judged by others.

Similar expressions can be seen when Sherry Turkle (1995) quotes a con-
versation with a woman who has made a date with 2 man she has been chat-
ting with for several months. The woman is anxious because she feels a schism
between her virtual and real identities:

1 didn't exactly lie to him about anything specific, but I feel very different online. I am
a lot more outgoing, less inhibited. T would say I feel more like myself. But that’s a
contradiction. I feel more like who I wish I was, I'm just hoping that face to face I can
find a way to spend some time being the online me. (1995, p. 179)

In spite of the increased feelings of freedom in cyberspace, Amir-Ebrahi-
mi discusses how both female and male webloggers practice self-censorship.
Yet, their censorship of the ‘self”is different in cyberspace in the sense that the
individual decides the limits. In this regard, the subjectivity of the ‘self’ among

Other interesting examples of new performance spaces and mediatized

and virtual

environments (Renninger & Shumar, 2002; Gee, 2003). They are interesting

: .because they show how these cultural tools create new conditions for storytell-
- ing and narratives. This can be seen in virtual communities like ‘Second Life’ -

(http://secondlife.com/) as an indication of recent developments in spaces on-

line. This is sort of a ‘parallel world’to our real and physical environment, where
p_fﬁ)ple buy land, build houses, make friends, get jobs, seek entertainment, and

ner things that people usually do in a physical environment. However, in this
tual space people create ‘avatars’ as representations of themselves through
hich they interact with other virtual characters,

_:_Ihe question is then how mediated action in such virtual environments
lences people’s conduct and interaction. From our perspective it is clear
such environments create new narrative structures and that digital sto-
lling becomes a central form of mediated communication in such worlds.
“Darratives might appear that build on familiar narratives, but ones that

ransformed into something new due to the new environments and wavs -
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of interacting with ‘unknown’ people. Such new cultural tools create different
conditions for activities and people’s conceptions.

Similar tendencies can be seen in multiplayer online games, where nar-
rative structures are already provided, but where participants still create new
storylines by collaborating, creating avatars and communicating through audio
and written text. This can also be brought into simulations of real issues, like
Global confiicts: Palestine (http:/fwww.globalconflicts.cu/). In this online game
individuals enter an ongoing conflict in the real world as a journalist, where
they meet and interact with different characters and hear their stories. Their
task is to create a new digital story in the form of 2 newspaper article, where
they can use available headlines, photos and quotes to build the article. In
this way they both relate to different stories and create and express their own ;
story.

These examples show the complex nature of how new technologies create |
new performance spaces where young people in particular take advantage of
these new medtational means to engage themselves in digital storytelling.

Conclusion: Creating spaces
for mediated action

The socio-cultural approach to mediation we have outlined is grounded in
few basic assumptions. The most important is the relationship between hum
mental functioning and the cultural, institutional and historical situations i
which this functioning occurs. Qur discussion of mediation is understood
‘agent-acting-with-mediational-means’. The important point made here is ths
the ‘cultural tools’ that we use for meaning making change over time. The mai
argument in this chapter concerns the nature of transformations embedded
the development of cultural tools and how they then fundamentally cha
mediated action. Something new appears as we start to use new tools. Anothe
argument made in this chapter relates to the role of narratives in our cultd
We have distinguished between two basic narrative levels. On one level we fi
‘specific narratives’, which is how we usually understand narratives as coné
ing of a storyline, characters, events and so forth. On another level we can find
‘schematic narrative templates’, which are very much part of how we use nar
tives in our culture, but which are harder to identify and which are resist

change. The latter kinds of narratives have the capacity to-shape our thin
We believe both narrative structures are tmportant in analysing mediatize!
stories and digital storytelling. '

1, 'The information for this illustration was provided in a stud
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'The implications of these argu

ments are then related to the termino
‘performance spaces”. We see thi logy of

§ as an important way of grasping mediated ac-

a complex interrelationship between agent and tool, New digital technologies

give us certain affordances (Gibson, 1979) that we might take advantage of in
different ways,

In this way digital storytelling for us represents developments in the way
humans relate to each other and their surroundin

Notes

conducted -
midze in Thilisi, Georgia. The interpretation, including an}; possible mrjzzxf;z: af tKj o
- however, is that of the co-authors of this article. prEon
Masserat Amir-Ebrahimi is an urban sociologist and geographer who has worked exten-
_sm-:lly on Tehran, particularly on the southern parts of the city. Since 2001, she has been
serving as the executive and scientific coordinator of the Atlas of Tehran Me;:ropolis a col-
: :-_:laborative project between Le monde iranien of the CNRS (National Center for Sci’enti-ﬁc
L Rﬂsearcl.u) and the Tehran Geographical Information Center (TGIC). Currently she is
-conducting research on new public spheres and the impact of cyberspace on the daily lives
.of Wom‘en and youth in Tehran. The research project, ‘Authority and Public Spaces inylran’
wgs._assmFed by an International Collaborative Research Grant from the Social Science’
esearch Council's Program on the Middle Last & North Africa. Data from this stud
‘were obtained through regular consultation of weblog 1
terviews with webloggers

s, different focus groups and personal
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