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Susan Dobscha, Bentley College

“the politics of becoming virtual are not simply related to the
subjective possibilities and constraints of cyberspaces. Rather,
the politics of ‘becoming virtual’ are also caught up with how
gendered virtual bodies and identities are inscribed and elabo-
rated through the social locations in which virtual reality
technologies are used/consumed.”

Green, 2001

The above quote serves to anchor the central ideas of this
paper. Technology as it has manifested in the internet experience
has emerged as a major arbiter of social relations. In its current
form, cyberspace has allowed consumers to shift their embedded
identities, play with otherwise immutable social markers (such as
sex, race, and sexual orientation), and challenge traditional notions
of time and space. Yet, as has been documented in recent years,
cyberspace has not in fact created a ‘genderless’ or ‘raceless’ world;
in fact, gender and race warfare online are more the norm. Stalking
and hate speech occupy more bandwith than gender- or race-
tolerant zones of communication. One study found that 90% of the
chatting in women-only chat rooms was submitted by men, thus,
leaving feminist and other scholars to wonder if the utopian vision
of a de-gendered web world was naïve upon application.

Why was a genderless world such a seductive idea?  What does
the pursuit of transcendence through technology really say about
those groups subverted by the dominant culture?  This transcen-
dence into a genderless society reflected the relations in which
dominant social relations were still embedded. The absence of body
and subsequently the inability to reflect visually on sex or race,
instead of leveling an unlevel playing field of communications,
work relations, political power, and religious doctrine, instead
actually created more polarized discourses between sexes and
among races. Instead of gender fluidity we found gender warfare,
where those cybercitizenss who chose to gender swap (and this
most often takes the shape of a man pretending to be a woman)
instead chose to become angry, vengeful, and violent. Therefore,
instead of a newer, better, genderless cyberworld, a world emerged
that was in fact more overtly masculine and patriarchal in its
communication styles and social relations. When gender dynamics
were removed, a predominantly masculine space filled the void.

FEMINIST REVISIONING OF TECHNOLOGY
In light of the failure of the internet to create and maintain a

space where women and other subjugated groups could communi-
cate, organize, and mobilize, feminist scholars have gone back to
the drawing board to determine how the current partial and eventual
cohesive cultural embeddedness of technology will affect those
groups which access and mastery of technology often miss. The last
twenty years of feminist analysis of technology is grim; more boys
use computers and attend computer camps, more computer games
are aimed at boys (thus allowing them to master computer com-
mands and other functions), men outnumber women in technology
majors in college and technology jobs in corporations, and girls are
more likely to be bullied away from public technology spaces (such
as classroom terminals and shared home computers).

Even in light of these inequalities, women have still flocked to
the internet in increasing numbers. While the computer game
industry still ignores girls as a target market, it appears they pay
attention once the girl attains a higher level of consumption status.
While men predominately still view the computer as a tool to master

and assist with improving efficiency, women are more likely to use
it to promote kinship work, a highly gendered activity whereby
family and friend social networks are maintained through regular
on- and offline communication. Email, instant messaging, and
personal webpages are all means by which women are maintaining
their social networks.

Even with these increasing numbers, a new illiteracy has
emerged. Women and minorities are slow to enter into the more
complex applications associated with the internet, such as starting
a web-based business, buying and selling items on consumer-to-
consumer sites, and job board searching. As public libraries emerged
in the past to combat the then growing problem of traditional
reading illiteracy, today, a new public space has emerged to attempt
to overcome this growing information chasm that is currently in
place with regard to technology access. Public internet centers are
a recent phenomenon in the United States, and have risen to combat
the growing public concern over uneven access to technology. This
concern had a significant financial boost from Bill Gates, who
recently donated $20 million to the Boys and Girls Club of America
in order to build and maintain computers in the local clubs nation-
wide. It is important to note that these clubs are located in predomi-
nantly poor and heavily minority neighborhoods thus leading us to
believe that this issue over unequal access was at least in part the
motivation for Gates’ sizable donation. Yet, it is believed that
money and updated facilities will not be enough to fix this systemic
problem. For it is not merely access that will solve this problem; it
is also take a closer look at these public spaces to determine if in fact
other factors related to the construction of physical spaces are
serving to inhibit or restrict this new literacy initiative.

While many have promoted access as the panacea to all
problems related to technology inequalities, few have discussed the
physical spaces that this access is embedded in. People must still
interact with computers in a very physical way and in the case of
service organizations such as the Boys and Girls Clubs or public
internet access centers such as the one observed for this paper,
access is mediated by many other factors. Factors such as layout,
rules for usage, presence of a tutor or helper, and age, race, and sex
of the users will all serve to shape the landscape of interaction
within these public technology forms. The power of these con-
founding variables cannot be understated, yet, may have been
previously ignored or discounted by scholars in the area of technol-
ogy access because of inherent biases in the view of how people
interact with technology. Many of us sit in front of our computers
alone or in very private settings such as offices or perhaps within a
public setting such as a coffee shop but often without any friends or
family nearby, thus making the interaction still take on the feeling
of privacy. Yet this isolation is not universal. There are many public
videogame playing spaces, public internet centers, community
centers, public libraries, computer labs, and internet cafes provid-
ing access to the internet and computers.

Therefore, this research attempts to provide insight into Green’s
thesis that existing in and claiming power in the world of technol-
ogy is not just about entering into the subjective space of cyberspace
but is also, perhaps more importantly, about understanding and
critiquing those social locations where technology is both produced
and consumed. My observations of a public internet center in a
working class and ethnically diverse suburb of Boston, MA attempt
to answer the following questions:
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• How does gender affect the negotiation of public space
when technology is the primary arbiter of that space?

• Do the locales in which the technology are embedded reflect
the social conditions of the community or culture at large?

• Will consumers’ interactions with technology and each
other in these spaces still follow prescribed gender roles?

• How does the physical configuration of the space serve to
strengthen or diminish hegemony?

It is my contention that, like so many other public spaces, technol-
ogy spaces will occupy their secure place within the realm of the
masculine.

METHODOLOGY, LOCATION, AND SETTING
The data collection for this paper consisted of a series of covert

observational sessions where I entered the center without letting the
patrons know that I was observing them. Upon entering the facility,
I would sign in as if I were another patron in order to “blend in.”
Also, while I possess a laptop that would have served my purpose
of taking fieldnotes, I instead opted to use the computers that were
available in the center, with the understanding that I would relin-
quish my seat should be center become full.

While overt observational tactics seem to be more the norm in
feminist methodology (see Reinharz (1992) for a discussion of
feminist observation research), I concluded that to remain covert
would enable me to witness patrons’ interactions with the comput-
ers, each other, and the space itself in a completely unguarded way.
In addition, I was interested in how patrons’ interacted with the
physical space, not just the computers themselves, therefore, not
alerting them to my presence allowed for an uninterrupted observa-
tional session. These sessions lasted about three hours and were
conducted over a two month period. I was given permission by the
center’s marketing director to observe the patrons in exchange for
my volunteering my time as a tutor.

The center is housed within an old warehouse in a large city
outside Boston. This suburb houses mostly working class Ameri-
cans with several distinct ethnic enclaves interspersed throughout.
The center’s configuration resembles a typical computer lab setup
with computers facing the wall parallel to each other. These
computers rim the edge of the room. Everyone who is working on
a computer is facing a wall. The welcome desk is the first artifact of
the center that patrons see as they walk in. It includes a sign up sheet,
general information pamphlets, and a volunteer who acts as a
receptionist and a technical support person. There are other spaces
within the center but they are primarily used for workshops and off-
site meetings and are thus kept separate from the primary public
access space.

From observations within the center and from interviews
conducted with staff members, it was determined that patrons
primarily use the center for checking email, conducting job searches,
playing games, and reading news websites (field notes). Average
time spent in the center varies based on time of day: a working
crowd inhabits the space on the lunch hour for short periods of time
while a different crowd, comprised of various demographic groups,
use the facilities in the late afternoon (interview with staff). It is
important to point out that this center sits directly behind an elderly
live-in facility and that many of those residents use this center quite
frequently. Every time I observed the center, there was at least one
senior citizen there using one of the computers.

OBSERVATIONS ON THE USE OF A PUBLIC
INTERNET CENTER

My work on technology in public spaces is informed by the
extensive work in feminist theory in the construction and mainte-

nance of public spaces and how public spaces reflect the dominant
masculine ideology in which they are constructed. My initial
interest in public technology spaces rested in the idea that since
technology is a new social mediator that has on the outside created
speculation about the ability of cyberspace to create new genderless
spaces where men and women could co-exist without the familiar
hegemony that exists in other collective spaces, such as homes and
workplaces, that these public spaces would reflect substantial
movement away from the traditional constructions of space toward
a new world order of space. My observations quickly affirmed what
others theorized: that in fact these spaces were not genderless, were
not more suitable for marginalized groups, and were not the places
where the information illiteracy problem would be solved.

In fact, it is my observation from my work at this center that
configuration of the space in and of itself serves to maintain the
traditions of the patriarchy. While feminine tradition supports
communication and community building, the masculine model
favors silence and individualism. The way in which this center is
physically configured as well as the rules for use serves as a
(perhaps unintended) means of silencing its patrons and deterring
them from building relations among other patrons.

I would like to first focus on the configuration of space and
discuss how the physical setup of the center creates a masculine
communication environment. The space configuration reflects
Tannen’s conclusions about the relationship between communica-
tion and the configuration of the space in which the communication
is happening. Her research found that men were more comfortable
in communication formats where they were facing forward (such as
in a car), while women preferred to communicate face to face.
Therefore, while men would prefer the face-the-wall setup in this
room, women would find it alienating. The setup would not foster
a comfortable interaction with other patrons. Therefore, the space
is designed to deter communication. This is in fact mandated by the
center’s rules, which are posted throughout the center.

This rule is reflected in the center’s adherence to the “library
model” of space construction, where talking between patrons is
frowned upon and is only done in hushed tones, and where interac-
tion between patron and volunteer is also done in quiet tones and for
very short periods of time. This “library model” was first outlined
to me by the center’s marketing director. This term struck me
initially because it meant that I would not have an opportunity to
observe patrons interacting with each other, which was one of the
central themes I was interested in studying. Yet, when I began my
observations of the center I began to notice that the library model
was in full effect; patrons spoke to each other and the volunteers in
hushed tones, there was no music playing, and no noise of any kind
was evident. There were reading materials laid out on shelves and
tables for patrons to peruse and software packages were available
to be checked out for use.

Where this “library model” idea led me was to evaluate the
cultural underpinnings of such a model and comment on the
assumptions underlying it. The library model as such is based on the
assumption that learning, reading, and studying are to be done in a
quiet and individuated atmosphere. This is much like the predomi-
nant movie theater model which also expects patrons to sit quietly
and only interact with or about the movie after the credits begin to
roll. However, what this model ignores is the nature of being
“public.”  What does it mean to inhabit a public space?  While the
aforementioned public spaces do require the omission of commu-
nication, most public spaces are designed expressly for the sole
purpose of open, dyadic communication. Coffee shops, community
centers, shopping malls, theme parks, and other spaces often
catering to groups allow patrons to communicate openly and
casually. Why then would an internet access center choose to align
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with the quietness of a library versus the social interaction of a
community center?  Both the community and internet access center
are in the business of providing a public service to the community
at large. Both are non-profits that attempt to serve their particular
constituencies with related activities, workshops, training sessions,
and organizing space. Yet while the community center provides an
open, often messy physical space in which patrons can interact, the
internet access center provides a closed, often sterile environment
which patrons can access.

The desire to maintain this sterility is reinforced by the
volunteers and full-time staff. When asked technical questions, the
staff respond to patrons in quiet tones and provide short answers.
During one observational period, an elderly woman was using an
email program and making very visible sounds of frustration. She
finally went to the front desk to try to get an answer to her problem
and the volunteer came over to her computer to try to assist her. This
happened three times when finally the volunteer told the elderly
woman that she had other work to do and could no longer help her.
This same response to other clients with extensive needs was
reflected in the director’s comments about the center’s “usual
suspects.”  This referred to clients who used the center but needed
extensive hand holding when interacting with the computers. These
particular patrons were typically from the elderly live-in facility.
These elderly patrons comprise a large portion of the center’s total
population, however, their needs are not being fully met because of
the effects of the center subscribing to the “library model.”  It is
widely known that many elderly feel isolated and out of touch due
to their living situations and the absence of extended family. In fact,
many of the elderly patrons of the center are using the computers to
stay in touch with family. Therefore, it is particularly ironic that
they must conform to this model of silence and isolation when it is
precisely that feeling of isolation that they are attempting to escape
by entering the center, learning the new technology and using it to
communicate with others.

The primary question that remains from this brief analysis of
this particular space is: does the library model fit the needs of
patrons of computer technology in public spaces?  Does deterring
communication in a group setting such as this enhance or restrict the
experience of the center’s patrons?  Why has computer interaction
been equated to book reading, a time for solitary reflection?  And
has the assumption that this is the appropriate model deterred others
who are not comfortable with this type of layout from using these
centers?  The key conclusion from this study is that this center
serves the same people which personal computer technology serves,
while alienating those people supposedly targeted by public internet
sites: those who otherwise would not have access to this new form
of literacy, thus furthering the chasm of techno-illiteracy.

CONCLUSIONS
Public internet spaces such as the center described above do

not seem to be serving the needs of those they were initially
supposed to be serving. Providing access to groups of citizens who
would not normally have access (such as the poor, elderly,
undereducated, etc.) is a worthy goal in this new economy of
information. Instead, this center reflects the overall culture of the
internet at large. While the numbers are steadily changing, the
predominant demographics of cyberspace are still intact.

This paper illuminates how two facets of an internet center, the
physical layout and space configuration and the rules imposed by
the adherence to a library model, served to reinforce gender hege-
mony that also dominates the virtual space constructed by computer
technology. The configuration of the space reflected masculine
norms and the library model created rules that reinforced these

norms. Reconfiguring the space to reflect feminine and multicultural
norms in communication may be a way to increase usage among the
aforementioned under-represented groups. As mentioned earlier,
the elderly are a heavy usage group in this center but their constant
questions are viewed as a burden on the staff. In addition, they are
discouraged from interacting with each other even if it is related to
computer support. This particular group feels isolated within their
living quarters, escapes to a public space to communicate via email
(instant messenger is not allowed) to their loved ones in order to feel
more connected and less isolated, and then are discouraged from
talking to one another and the volunteers because of this strict
adherence to the center’s rules of conduct.

While other public spaces that once demanded quiet, such as
movie theaters, have responded to changing consumer needs (such
as providing a matinee where mothers are “allowed” to bring babies
and kids who may make noise or cry), other public spaces have been
reluctant to make similar changes. It is my suggestion to manage-
ment of this center that they abandon the library model in favor of
a “community center” model, briefly described above. The commu-
nity center model would provide a very different service to the
center’s relevant publics than their current model. The center would
create a more communal, affiliatory, and inclusive space by chang-
ing both the norms of the center and its physical layout as well. Just
because people are working on computers doesn’t mean that they
want to be cut off from what could quite literally be their neighbor.
Previous studies on household technology have shown that while
some family members may want privacy when they engage in
computer communication, others choose to interact with it in a
public space in the house, notably the kitchen or family room. As
Sherry notes, “world making and local place making are inextrica-
bly intertwined (2000, p. 274).”  Thus the place of public internet
access must reflect the world it is helping to create. This is a world
where everyone has equal access to and literacy in computer
technology, as well as the local place it is shaping in order to achieve
its goals.
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